
Wander round town and it’s instantly apparent that Rochefort 
was designed military fashion, with 14 east-west streets and 10 
north-south radiating off the large open space of Place Colbert. 
The 1966 musical comedy, Les Demoiselles de Rochefort, was 
filmed here with a star cast that included Catherine Deneuve, 
Gene Kelly and George Chakiris. 

But whilst the architecture remains predominantly 18th 
century, Rochefort still exudes a contemporary vibe with its 
many restaurants specialising in seafood and other local 
produce, plus a full programme of seasonal events. There’s an 
extra buzz, too, in the town centre on Tuesday, Thursday and 
Saturday mornings when locals and visitors flock to browse and 
buy from the market stalls.

Discover Rochefort’s maritime heritage and legacy at the 
Musée National de la Marine, located in L’Hôtel de Cheusses,  
the former headquarters of the Navy Commander. The French 
Navy was in its infancy when Louis XIV came to the throne, but 
Rochefort quickly became the hub of the shipbuilding industry 
and all its associated services, as well as home to the world’s 
first School of Naval Medicine. 
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CITY FOCUS ROCHEFORT

W
hen the big boss tells you to find a suitable 
location for his next major seafaring 
project, it doesn’t pay to get it wrong – 
especially when the main man is ‘Sun 
King’ Louis XIV. Happily, French 
statesman Jean-Baptiste Colbert well and 

truly hit the jackpot in 1665 when he found a strategic spot for 
Louis’s state-of-the-art new dockyard.

Tucked in a bend of the river Charente, some 8km up river 
from the Atlantic Coast, the farming village of Rochefort offered 
the potential for a tidal harbour hidden from prying eyes. The 
mouth of the river was sheltered by a trio of offshore islands 
– Oléron, Aix and Madame – and bordered by inhospitable 
marshland. And so work began in 1666 on a new arsenal that 
was to produce 550 ships before it finally closed down, centuries 
later, in 1926. Today, almost 100 years on, this elegant town 
with its fine mansions, public gardens and riverside walks 
proudly displays its status as a Ville & Pays d’Art et d’Histoire, a 
must-see for anyone who loves maritime adventure, scientific 
discovery and natural history. 

This image and below: 
Rochefort’s bustling 
market takes place 

three days a week; the 
magnificent Corderie 

Royale, where you can 
learn about rope-making

FIVE MUST-SEE SITES IN ROCHEFORT
From maritime history to inspirational feats of architecture, there’s 
plenty to see and do in Rochefort
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Strategically developed on a bend in the river Charente, 
Rochefort oozes maritime adventure from every stone. 
Gillian Thornton made a welcome return…

❯❯

LA CORDERIE ROYALE
Imagine the noise and bustle inside this 
374m hall at the height of rope production 
as you watch a demonstration of 
traditional rope-making, try your hand at 
making knots, and test out various scientific 
and maritime techniques. 

MUSÉE NATIONALE DE LA 
MARINE
Discover how Colbert’s vision became 
reality through models, tools, pictures and 
interactive exhibits and, until December, 
tour the temporary exhibition ‘Pierre Loti 
and the Navy’, celebrating his voyages. 

MUSÉE HÈBRE
It is ranked in the top three French 
museums for its collections from beyond 
Europe, including masks, jewellery and 
statues from the South Pacific and China 
seas, all brought to Rochefort by scientific 
expeditions of the 17th and 18th centuries. 

PONT TRANSBORDEUR
Spanning the Charente between 
Rochefort and Échillais, this aerial ferry 
bridge of iron and steel is the last of its 
kind in France and one of just seven in the 
world. Visit the free museum on the left 
bank and ride from one bank to the other.

FORT BOYARD
By the time it was completed under 
Napoleon III in 1866, long range cannons 
had already rendered Fort Boyard 
unnecessary. Today it is better known for 
the French television adventure game that 
was filmed here from 1998 to 2003.

Ever planted begonias in your garden? They made their 
European debut here thanks to scientists who set sail from 
Rochefort to voyage across the world during the 17th and 18th 
centuries and returned with specimens never before seen in 
Europe. The brilliant blooms we know as begonias were named 
in honour of Michel Bégon, a passionate plant collector and 
intendant in charge of the King’s new naval base. 

In 1688, Bégon organised a trip to the West Indies and 
botanist Charles Plumier brought back six small herbaceous 
plants that he named after his benefactor, becoming the first 
person to dedicate a plant to a person. Visit the Begonia 
Conservatory for the full story and a collection of more than 
1,500 botanical and hybrid varieties.

There’s more exotic flora in the Jardin de la Marine close to 
both the river bank and the impressive Corderie Royale, or 
Royal Ropeworks. The longest industrial building in Europe in 
the 17th century, it is also one of the most beautiful, dubbed the 
‘Versailles of the Sea’ thanks to its elegant design and riverside 
position. In recent years, I’ve enjoyed watching the progress on 
the Hermione, a replica of a frigate built here in 1778 to take 



ROCHEFORT ESSENTIALS

GETTING THERE
BY PLANE
The airport of La Rochelle-Laleu is 30 minutes from 
Rochefort.

BY TRAIN
From Paris, the train takes 3h30.

BY CAR
Cross from Portsmouth to Saint-Malo with Brittany Ferries and 
Rochefort is around 4 hours by car. From Paris, 4h50 via the A10 
autoroute. 

STAYING OVER
4* Hôtel Mercure Corderie Royale – 51 contemporary 
rooms in historic building with views of the Charente and 
Corderie Royale. www.all.accor.com 
L’Esprit du 8 – guesthouse in 19th-century former administrative 
building close to Place Colbert. Five stylish rooms, outdoor pool 
and garden. www.lespritdu8.com 

USEFUL CONTACTS
Tourist information: www.rochefort-ocean.com
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the Marquis de La Fayette to North America in support of 
George Washington against the English. Painstakingly built  
here beside the Charente, the magnificent replica crossed the 
Atlantic in 2015 and retraced La Fayette’s 1780 journey from 
Yorktown to Boston, before returning to French waters. 
Hermione is currently in dry dock in Bayonne for maintenance, 
but in its place, visitors can see the Noé (Noah), a former 
Norwegian fishing boat which has also served as a surveillance 
boat and a floating TV studio.

I was also captivated by the extraordinary house belonging to 
one of Rochefort’s most famous residents, Pierre Loti. Born 
Louis Marie Julien Viaud in 1850, this naval officer and writer 
sailed all over the world and after each voyage, transformed a 
room in the family house to reflect what he had seen. I’ve never 
forgotten moving from the sober 19th-century parlour into a 
series of fantastical themed rooms in styles ranging from 
Medieval to Renaissance, Gothic to Oriental, where Loti would 
host lavish costume parties. 

The house is currently closed for major renovation and will 
reopen in 2025, but Loti artefacts and films are just one very 
good reason to visit the Musée Hèbre, Rochefort’s excellent 
museum of art and history, which will also be hosting temporary 
exhibitions this year as part of the city’s centenary celebrations 
for Loti, who died in 1923. 

Enjoy a different kind of time travel at the Musée des 
Commerces d’Autrefois, a collection of old shop interiors 
crammed with nostalgia from the 1900s. And for lovers of 
aviation, the Musée de l’Aéronautique Navale, has an unrivalled 
collection of airships in two enormous hangars.

But Rochefort is more than just a historic town. In July 2020, 
the Charente Estuary and Arsenal de Rochefort became the 
21st member of the elite Grand Site de France network, an 
honour awarded in recognition of a 40-year commitment to 
preserving local landscapes, promoting heritage sites and 
developing sustainable tourism.

TAKE IT SLOW
Slow tourism is king in the countryside and along the coastline 
here, an area marketed as Rochefort Océan which includes the 
small resorts of Fouras-les-Bains and Port-des-Barques. Travel 
on foot, bike, or horseback, relax with a fishing rod or discover 
the rich birdlife of the shoreline and marshlands. At low tide, 
you can walk across the causeway to the tiny uninhabited 
nature reserve of Île Madame, or take a boat ride from Fouras  
to the Île d’Aix to visit the fortified village that was Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s last home in metropolitan France before his exile  
to Saint Helena. 

The Atlantic shoreline here is dotted with forts, the most 
famous being Fort Boyard in the water between the islands of 
Aix and Oléron. Commissioned by Napoleon I to guard the 
access route to his naval dockyard, it stands today as a 
permanent reminder that visitors haven’t always been as 
welcome along this tranquil stretch of coastline as they most 
certainly are today. FT  
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Rochefort

“TAKE A BOAT RIDE FROM FOURAS TO 
THE ÎLE D’AIX TO VISIT NAPOLEON 
BONAPARTE’S LAST HOME IN 
METROPOLITAN FRANCE”

Clockwise from top: Cycling through Place Colbert in Rochefort; riding 
through the wetlands of the Marais de Brouage; Port de Plaisance in 
Rochefort; enjoying a spot of windsurfing overlooked by Fort Vauban in 
Fouras-les-Bains; the 19th-century Porte de l’Arsenal in Rochefort


