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Centuries full of history unfold 
in these Northern French cities. 

While architectural works 
chronicle  their storied evolution, 
Nantes, Le Havre and Rennes offer 

an unexpected past, including 
a little-known yet major black 

history connection worth 
exploring.

BY NiNa HempHill ReedeR
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When I heard I was headed 
to Northern France, I half 
expected a scene marked by 
chateaus overgrown by ivy and 
fragranced by fields of surrounding 
lavender. And, I admit, some of my 
expectations weren’t so far off.

One such experience was at the 
beautiful botanical gardens of 
Nantes. Almost a composition of all 
my childhood fairy tales, the setting 
was too idyllic to believe it wasn’t 
manufactured just for my benefit. 
Sunshine coupled with a crisp fall 
wind warmed the air to a pleasant 
75 degrees. French children 
giggled and played at  decibels I 
never knew kids were capable of 
maintaining outdoors. Whimsical 
touches further enchanted the 
garden. Oversized flowerpots were 
scattered on the grounds for kids 
to climb and crawl through. Several 
antique-looking greenhouses 
marked the path, and each, to 
my surprise, was fully functional, 
containing a variety of actual 
plants. Rows of flowers and herbs 
were nearly all in full bloom on the 
mid-September day. 

A gigantic park bench doubled as 
an entranceway to the back half 
of the park. From there, the park 
benches grew smaller, seemingly 
furnished for all species from giant 
to gnome. Through hydraulic 
energy, lilies clumsily danced, 
spilling water back into the pond. 
There was even a place to feed 
baby goats. (The moms could have 
been around, but I was only paying 
attention to the smaller, more social 
ones.) And adding to the romance, 
it seemed as if cuddling couples 
were strategically positioned on 
every bench in the park.

Nantes, a city I confess was off 
my radar, was truly breathtaking. 
It’s the sixth-largest metropolitan 
city in France, with a third of a 

million residents. But despite the 
multitudes, the city’s pace is quaint 
and friendly. In a stroll through 
the cobblestone streets, you 
uncover charming 18th-century 
buildings and even an occasional 
medieval structure. Cathedrals 
and fountains give you European 
essence without the frenzy and 
masses of tourists. A green-lined 
path, running 12 kilometers, marks 
the city’s most popular sites and 
attractions, which can range from a 
still-very-much-in-use 19th-century 
shopping arcade to the Machines 
de I’lle De Nantes, an amusement 
park-esque museum dedicated to 
the imaginary worlds of Nantes-
born author Jules Verne. Verne, 
nicknamed the Father of Science 
Fiction, wrote the classics Twenty 
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea 
and A Journey to the Center of the 
Earth. So the museum rides look 
like Verne-inspired, steampunk 
versions of elephants, insects, 
herons and prehistoric marine 
animals.

But what was most interesting 
about Nantes, to me anyway, is 
that it was once a city of surprising 
wealth in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Located just a few miles 
into the Loire River, an estuary of 
the Atlantic Ocean, Nantes became 
one of the biggest trading ports in 
France. And, of course, the chief 
trade from which the city derived 
its wealth was the slave trade.

Faced with this dark and painful 
history, the city chose not to deny 
its role or separate this history 
from its story. In fact, Nantes pays 
homage in several ways. Most 
notable is the slave trade memorial 
that details the events  ranging 
from the start of the slave trade 
to attempts to rid the world of 
modern-day slavery. Along the 
Loire waterway, plaques bear the 
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names of the 18,000 slave ships that entered the city 
of Nantes, which was France’s largest market in the 
slave trade. It’s reported that nearly 400,000 slaves 
were placed in captivity as a result of Nantes’s ships.

Sea captains and merchants grew their 
wealth from Triangular Trade and thus 
financed other industries within the city as 
a result. The memorial, which is built at sea 

level and shaped like a ship, is meant to evoke an 
eerie connection. While listening to the swish and 
sway of the Loire River just behind you, you see the 
powerful words from poets, civil rights icons and 
slaves’ memoirs—all detailing words of freedom.

Similarly, across town, you’ll find the museum of 
history, which is the former house of the dukes of 
Brittany. Here you can explore the history of the city, 
from its royal dignitaries to its colonial and slave 
history—a powerful statement when you’ve grown 
accustomed to a separate-but-equal isolation of 
black history from colonial history. Housing the 
exhibit in the same building seems to say, “This is 
our history.” And by not denying or hiding its role in 
the slave trade, the acknowledgment gives credit to 
the slaves and slave labor, who, at an immense cost, 
awarded the city its designation.

Farther North on the English Channel, Le Havre is 
another French city with a role in the slave trade. Le 
Havre is estimated to have trafficked roughly 90,000 
slavese, even doing so clandestinely after France 
had abolished the trade. Today, a small bronze 
plaque sits in the ground near the Le Havre port. 
It can easily be missed if you’re not intentionally 
seeking it, so note that it lies in the grass just 
outside the city’s Modern Museum of Art. It’s worth a 

moment’s pause if you walk the promenade.

Le Havre’s other tragedy is marked by a World War 
II memorial in front of the city’s basin. Because of 
its position on the English Channel and as estuary 
of the Seine River, Le Havre was a vital harbor in the 
historic D-Day battle, which lead to the liberation 
of France by Allied forces and the turning point of 
the war. Unfortunately, the city was decimated by 
bombings as the Allied forces engaged German 
troops. Now, postwar (1945 to 1964) architectural 
structures make up the bulk of the city, giving it a 
unique appeal quite different from the majority of 
the centuries-old French cites. Considered cutting-
edge urban planning at the time, these concrete 
mid-century modern developments are now a World 
UNESCO heritage site.

For more architectural variety, swing into Rennes, the 
capital of Brittany, where you’ll see many remaining 
brightly colored half-timbered structures of the 
Middle Ages (due to fires and the Second World 
War, many of these houses were destroyed). There’s 
also a heavy amount of mosaic usage in buildings 
around the city, grand awe-inspiring 18th-century 
civic buildings and modern marvels of architecture 
in Les Champs Libres and the Frac Museum (not 
too mentioned Le Couvent des Jacobins, which a 
brilliant adaptive reuse of the 14th century convent).

Overall, the architecture lovers will like the diversity 
in every city, history buffs will have plenty to absorb 
and, of course, you’re in France, so the food and 
wine will be superb. Furthermore, all three cities are 
located just a short train ride away from Paris. So  
visiting them is an ideal way to experience a more 
affordable journey through a robust French history.
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