
 
 
 
View from the Stateroom 

A Day Nearby in Le Havre 
by Bill Ebersold 

 
“But I’ve already been to the beaches of Normandy and 
visited Mont Saint Michel, and I certainly don’t want to 
spend all day on a bus just to walk around central Paris 
for a couple of hours.” 
 

 
If this is your reaction to the prospect of stopping at the French port of Le Havre on your 
cruise, you may instead want to consider remaining in Le Havre to discover what this 
World Heritage Site city has to offer.   
 
We were among the more than 90,000 visitors to Le Havre from 60 cruise ships in 2008, 
all having to decide how best to spend the day, taking tours organized by the ship or 
venturing on their own into or away from the city.  There are several nearby attractions, 
including Etretat with its chalky white cliffs and Fecamp on the spectacular Alabaster 
Coast, the charming fishing village of Honfleur and the chic resort town of Deauville. 
However, we chose to spend the day in Le Havre, drawn to the “cradle of Impressionism” 
by the Malraux Museum that was reputed to have the most important Impressionist 
collection in France after the Orsay in Paris, and which had been closed for renovation on 
our previous stop there. 
 
Onboard our ship, Royal Caribbean’s Brilliance of the Seas, we were disappointed to find 
no tours of Le Havre being offered, with the focus instead on pricey trips to Paris (120 
miles away) and other destinations away from the city.  The four-page Port Explorer 
leaflet given to passengers upon arrival contained only two paragraphs of general 
information and one on the history of Le Havre.  
 
To rectify this omission, I called upon Valerie Dubuc, the Cruise Manager for the Le 
Havre Tourist Office (www.lehavretourisme.com), whom I had previously met at a 
Cruise Conference, and she very graciously agreed to provide us with a quick tour of the 
town (much as one would have in a local taxi), and to point us in the right direction to see 
some of the highlights on our own. 
 
 
Located at the mouth of the Seine River, Le Havre is the largest city in Normandy, with a 
population of about 200,000.  During World War II, the city was captured and occupied 
in 1940.  Four months after the Normandy Landing in 1944, the city was liberated, but its 
center and port area were almost completely destroyed.  The ravages of war provided the 
impetus for a spectacular reconstruction project that is one of the city’s proudest 
achievements.  The total reconstruction of the city center and port area was entrusted to 



internationally renowned architect 
Auguste Perret and a studio of his 
former students and associates.  The 
results still stand as a monument to 
modern urban planning in the mid-
twentieth century.  Its sheer scale and 
innovative designs were among the 
factors that led UNESCO to designate 
it in 2005 as a World Heritage Site, the 
first such European designation of a 
20th century-built urban center.  As a 
commercial port, Le Havre is today 

France’s largest for foreign trade in general cargo and its second largest oil port.  
 
According to Mme. Dubuc, cruise visitors to the city are able to “enjoy all the charm of a 
French town in the heart of Normandy that combines interesting architecture, the 
birthplace of Impressionism, rich art and history and a seaside resort.” 
 
The first stop after leaving the ship should be the Cruise Welcome Center, a cavernous 
red building located on the pier, that offers tourist information, shops, car and bicycle 
rentals and an exhibition by local artists.  Taxis can be arranged for city tours (1½ hours, 
60 € for up to 4 persons) and other destinations throughout Normandy and Paris from 
clearly posted tariffs.  English-speaking drivers are available, and full tour descriptions 
with prices may be found at www.taxis-le-havre.com.  Take either your ship’s shuttle 
service or walk the one mile to the City Center.  [TIP: If you are planning to have lunch 
in the city (and you should), make reservations at the Tourist Office desk before leaving 
the Welcome Center, as the most popular restaurants fill up early.  Your ship may have 
an outstanding kitchen, but there is nothing like a local meal in a small bistro, especially 
in France.]   
 
 
To obtain a sense of the relation of the 
city’s neighborhoods, its many parks, 
gardens and squares and the beach, and to 
become acclimated to the location of 
various attractions you may wish to see 
later in the day, plan to take a 50-minute 
scenic tour of the city by tourist train 
(tickets available at the Tourist Office, 5.50 
€/adult and 3 €/child).  For the more 
adventurous, the Tourist Office offers a 
brochure that provides nine self-guided 
walking tours that highlight the city’s 
principal attractions.  However, you need more than the small inset maps contained in the 
brochure to navigate the route, so be sure to pick up a more detailed map.   
 



For those interested in the city’s architecture and the remarkable accomplishment of 
Auguste Perret and his talented studio, with their innovative uses of reinforced concrete 
and prefabrication techniques, the Tourist Office offers several publications containing 
additional information.  There is also a showplace three bedroom apartment in the 
reconstructed city center, designed to show visitors the innovative character of the 1950’s 
buildings that revolutionized the art of housing.   
 

From the Place Auguste Perret in the center of 
town, there are countless opportunities to absorb 
the vibrancy of a modern city and the charm of a 
pedestrian shopping district lined with shops, 
restaurants, and the indoor market “Les Halles 
Centrale” that features high quality food and 
flowers.  To the Northwest, beyond the town hall 
(Hotel de Ville) is the large Coty Shopping Mall, 
in an area where a traditional street market is 
held on Monday, Wednesday and Friday.  Closer 
to the beach front, not far from the Tourist 
Office, is the St Vincent district, a “village in a 

town” containing charming shops, groceries, antiques and art galleries. 
 
 
 
We chose to wander mostly in the Les Halles 
district .  While window-shopping, we enjoy 
reading posted menus as part of our restaurant 
selection process.  After the visual and 
olfactory delights generated by a walk through 
the food stalls of the Central Market, we 
decided to eat early, at shortly before noon.   
 
 
 
 
That proved to be a wise move, as we secured the last unreserved table at La Petite 
Brocante (hence the tip about booking before leaving the Cruise Welcome Center). 
A duck so tender it practically fell from the bone and a codfish smothered in cream sauce 
that virtually melted in the mouth completed the sensory overload.  With local wine and 
coffee, our three-course 25 € menu came to 62 €.  We came away with a continuing 
appreciation of the way in which even the smallest neighborhood restaurants in France 
deliver a quality product and ambience that provide not just a mid-day meal, but as much 
as two hours of added contentment to your day.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
After lunch, we went straight to the Malraux 
Museum, located on boulevard Clemenceau on 
the southern sea front within sight of the cruise 
ship dock and just a short walk from the 
Central Market.   
 
 
 
 

 
According to curator Geraldine Lefebvre, the 
museum “owns one of the greatest Impressionist 
collections in France, and includes a large 
number of paintings by Eugene Boudin (the 
mentor of Claude Monet) and the founders of 
the Impressionist school.”  The Boudin 
collection represents the pre-Impressionist 
period, and is anchored by a group of 220 works 
that she says “includes paintings from the last 
decades of the painter’s life when he was 
moving closer to Impressionism.” 
 
 
All of the great names of the Impressionist movement are represented in the museum – 
Monet, Pissarro, Renoir, Sisley – including masterpieces such as one of Monet’s Water 
Lilies and Renoir’s Portrait of Nini Lopez.  In addition, there is an extensive collection of 
work by native sons Raoul Dufy and Othon Friesz, as well as other eminent Fauvists such 
as Georges Braque. 
 

 
Walking from the Museum along the southern 
esplanade we paused by a plaque that displays a 
picture of Monet’s Impression soleil levant, placed 
at the same spot from which it was painted.  
Further along, there are similar displays of works 
by Pissarro and Boudin.   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Crossing into the restored area, we stopped at Notre Dame Cathedral, that contains some 
of the few remains of the old town center, dating from the 16th century and which has 
been restored to resemble the original.  Continuing on to the Museum of Natural History, 
we saw a collection of naturalist paintings coming primarily from the work of 19th 
century artist and traveler Charles-Alexandre Lesueur.  The upper floors house a 
collection of archeological artifacts discovered in Normandy, that obviously host student 
groups regularly.  With very little available English language materials (a situation said to 
be changing), I found my limited French vocabulary taxed as I discussed Australian 
aborigines and primitive tools, arrowheads and canine fossils with an enthusiastic curator.  
 
Back along the waterfront, on the edge of the Saint Francois District, an area not rebuilt 
by Auguste Perret that still boasts a few buildings dating from the 16th to 18th centuries, 
we stopped at the Shipowner’s Mansion, a recently completed restoration of a late 18th 
century house.  Numerous shipowners have lived in the mansion that is built on five 
levels with a façade typical of the Louis XVI period.  The rooms are laid out around an 
octagonal atrium that gives the interior of the house a striking elegance.  Some rooms are 
set out as exhibition rooms, presenting the city, its port and commerce.  Others are as the 
living areas, including the uppermost floor for the children and servants that provides 
them with a better water view than the owner’s office floors below. 
 
It was time to wander back to the ship, and as we had scheduled the Shipowner’s 
Mansion to be our last visit, there was only a short walk back to the pier.  We stopped 
again at the Welcome Center to chat with the Tourist Office staff, sign a guest book and 
visit with Jean-Claude Rainaud, the Cruise Ships Painter, who has a souvenir shop and is 
part of the local artists exhibition in the center of the Welcome Center.  Jean-Claude’s use 
of vibrant colors to capture both modern and classic ocean liners is particularly striking. 
 
As we arrived back on board, we knew that we were considerably more tired than we 
would have been after a long bus tour.  We also had no illusions that we had done 
anything but scratch the surface of what Le Havre has to offer.  But we were content that 
we had not only seen far more than we had set out to see, but had clearly demonstrated 
that tranquil days and interesting shore excursions can sometimes be found very close to 
the pier.  

# 
Where to Eat in Le Havre* 

(Prices are for a 3-course menu, unless noted) 
La Petite Brocante – 75 rue Louis Brindeau; (25 €) 
Country Club (Panoramic view) – 26 rue de Fort; (17 €) 
Taverne Paillette  (Complimentary champagne flute for cruise passengers); – (27 €) 
 22 rue Georges Braque 
Jean-Luc Tartarin – 73 Ave. Foch; (25/80 €) 
Roi Leopold – (overlooking the water); 11 blvd Clemenceau; (19.50 & 34 €) 
Nutrisco – (A la carte -Wok cuisine at the beach) Plateforme 9, blvd Albert 1er; (13/21 €) 
 
* Full list and reservations at the Tourist Office desk at the Cruise Welcome Center 
 


