Aire–sur-la Lys….don’t miss this place !

This very pretty and historic town is to be found to the South of the much larger and better known city of St. Omer in the Pas de Calais area of Northern France.

Over the course of many years the town has suffered plagues, wars, and changes of ownership from several countries and Empires, but has persevered through all of them to become one of the little treasures of the area in these days.
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Historic and scenic in
many ways, Aire-sur-la-lys
may be found to the South
of St Omer. The picture
shows the Town Hall,
designed in 1721 in the
French Classical style.

The Grand’Place is just
that, with unique
examples of C18th town
planning illustrating the
idea of French royal
power and style.

The Baillage shows just
what Flemish
architecture was like in
about 1600, in the age
of the ‘Golden Rule’ of
the Dukes of Burgundy
and then the Spanish.





It is noticeable that the major roads of the area by-pass this town – and just as well, too, as the narrow streets and historic buildings would not withstand much of the size and weight of modern trucks.

We were amused to find that as we had parked outside the main town centre and made our way in there was a sudden blaring of sirens and flashing of lights from the major road.

Six police motorcycles were escorting an exceptionally wide load (in fact two of them) and were taking it in turns to stop all the traffic and then escort the load through the junctions. What we found amusing was that all this was done at a minimum speed of about 50mph, rather different from the snail’s pace of similar transport in the UK in such circumstances. A quick grin from the last police motor-cyclist and they were gone and calm returned as if there had never been an interruption to the peace of the day.
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What an Office de
Tourisme..... Style and
grace in a building
unique in the area.

The tower still stands to
illustrate the power of the
town in days of old...and as
an adjunct to the Town Hall
nearby.

Among the numerous churches of
the town is the Collegiate Church of
St Pierre, begun in the C12th and
rebuilt after successive wars and
alarms within this turbulent yet
prosperous region.





Taking the chance to enter the town (of about 10,000 inhabitants) we found a place of both character and beauty, with the Hotel de Ville and Grand’ Place giving a taste of the true France. It must be said, however, that the first sight of this place gave a chilling reminder of what it must have been like during World War II when under German occupation, as the imposing buildings and narrow streets seemed the epitome of scenes taken from wartime movies.

The town had survived all of the wars, ancient and modern, however and on the day of our visit it was a delight to behold.
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The streets near the
Grand’ Place are filled
with character - even
if their Christmas
decorations are still in
place.

The older, smaller streets show
character in abundance, with
cobbles, ancient street lamps
and a central drainage system
which wouldn’t be approved
today.....and with no
concessions to modern
transport. Just try taking a
truck down this street !

Decorative features
like the old water
wheel have been
carefully restored to
recall aspects of the
life of the town and

give even more
character.





Interesting, too, that there seemed to be no derivatives of major shops or chain stores and that there was a plethora of small businesses - something which brought reminders of how much had changed in Britain…and not always for the better.
This is certainly somewhere that should be on your travel itinerary – but don’t tell too many people or the charm of the town might be lost….keep the knowledge for good friends who appreciate special places.
