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Discovering Marseille

A Tale of Two Taxis

Had the passenger known something of the Old Port’s great splendor, he might have sought a grander perspective for his arrival than that from the back seat of an airport taxi. An approach by train would likely have culminated with his standing atop the landmark stairway in front of the Saint Charles station, just like the legends Yves Montand and Fernandel did in the movies. A coming into port from the sea would have revealed the ancient inlet of Lacydon from the same point of view as the Greek mariners’ twenty-six centuries ago. Perhaps a beautiful maiden would have extended to him a marriage goblet brimming with romantic promise, as legend says the Princess Gyptis did to the young captain Protis.

As it happens, the arrival by taxi could not have left a stronger first impression. After whizzing past the warehouses, dockyards, hangars, cruise ships, and shipyard cranes of the Joliette basin, the passenger emerged from a sweeping left turn to be practically blinded by the luminous colors of Marseille’s storied Vieux Port.

“Your city is wonderful!,” he cried out. “You’ve got the sun, the sea, the islands, the boats, the fish markets, the cafés, the hillside villages, the exotic flavors and foreign accents, the dark-haired women.”

So captivated was the passenger by the unfolding spectacle that he failed to notice the pained expression of the cabdriver as reflected in the rearview mirror.

“Take it from me,” the cabby interjected during the first pause in the impromptu ode to Marseille emanating from the back seat. “This place is nothing to write home about. It’s dirty. No one knows how to drive. Everyone’s double-parked. There’s a construction site every block. These immigrants don’t work. Nothing gets done …”

The diatribe did not dishearten the mystified passenger, but it did persuade him to plan another approach for his return visit. No, he did not take a boat or a train. As before, he rode a taxi into town, only this time he took a different tack with its driver.

“This place is nothing to write home about,” the passenger murmured as the taxi lurched from one bottleneck to the next. “It’s dirty. No one knows how to drive. Everyone’s double-parked. These people are lazy …”

“Are you kidding?” protested the cabby, gesticulating right and left between gear shifts. “This is paradise. We’ve got the sun, the sea, the islands, beautiful brunettes from the four corners of the Mediterranean, the best seafood in the world. You won’t find a quality of life like this anywhere else.”

The extent to which the tale of two taxis rings true can be seen in the knowing smiles its telling invariably elicits from native Marseillais. Dangerous as it is to draw sweeping conclusions from the windshield perspectives of two taxis, their tactless, willfully contradictory responses are illuminating. They reveal a sometimes comical, often endearing, and occasionally maddening paradox that led French novelist Blaise Cendrars to call Marseille one of the most mysterious and difficult to fathom cities in the world. How, he and countless other observers have wondered, could this great cosmopolitan harbor, this historic point of departure for world travelers, this perpetual port of arrival for refugees and immigrants, maintain such an insular outlook?

On a primitive level, the rosier view of the second cabby who, caught in dense traffic, was in an odd position to be boasting about quality of life, can be appreciated as that of a macho Marseillais coming to the defense of his grand amour. Although the French-Mediterranean street code grants anyone the right and, some might add, the obligation to criticize his or her beloved spouse, child, mother, foods, or hometown soccer team, you should never misconstrue his or her bellyaching as an invitation for you to do so.

Outsiders beware: There is far more behind the grumbling typified by the first cabby than the inclination to find fault with what one knows and loves best. We’re talking two thousand years of emotional baggage. His unconvincing, what’s-so-hot-about-Marseille argument betrays a suspicion of outsiders, most notably wide-eyed ones, ingrained in the Marseillais character since the visit to France’s oldest city by an extremely impressed future dictator by the name of Julius Caesar. When Caesar battled Pompey for control of the strategic trading port in the year 49 B.C., the Marseillais backed the wrong Roman, siding with the more moderate, soon-to-be-vanquished Pompey, and suffered gravely for their miscalculation.

A Cultural Renaissance

The latest would-be conquerors to swell the hearts of the wary locals with some pride and much dread have been the turn-of-the-century—twentieth to twenty-first—Parisians. The recent invasion of Parisian artists, intellectuals, journalists, and tourists has been viewed from within as a suspicious development. The city had come to expect only one thing from the denizens of the French capital: ridicule. In their vocabulary, Marseille was synonymous with vice and vulgarity. How odd to be counting Parisians among the earliest and most enthusiastic supporters of a cultural renaissance that has established France’s gateway to the south as a Mediterranean capital of food, fashion, literature, music, dance, film, and theater.

“For the famous actors, Marseille was a stopover just like any other French city,” recalls Dominique Bluzet, director of the Théâtre du Gymnase. “Now it’s a required destination.” This statement can now be applied to a much larger group. Shortly before the new high-speed TGV Mediterranée was making its June 2001 debut, shortening the 4½-hour train link between France’s largest and second largest city to 3 hours, French national railroad president Louis Gallois confided to me that Marseille had clearly become the country’s trendiest travel destination. “But please,” urged Gallois, “don’t tell any of your contacts in other French cities I said that.”

Many local officials trace this transformation to Marseille’s selection as a host city of the 1998 World Cup. The tournament was their opportunity to show a new or, more accurately, an undiscovered image of themselves to thousands of visiting soccer fans and, through the international media, millions more. But setting and achieving this lofty goal first required a metamorphosis in the city’s self-image and a greater appreciation of its regional identity and southern orientation.

“We wanted to be more like a second Paris than a city of the south,” explains Bernard Aubert, music director of the Fiesta des Suds, a one-of-a-kind festival of music, art, and food from, as its name—"Festival of the Souths”—implies, not just the South of France but many other southern regions of the world. “But people have always come to Marseille to experience what they can’t find elsewhere. And that’s its extraordinary mix of southern cultures.”

His argument is underscored by a flashback to the night of October 28, 2000 at the tenth annual Fiesta des Suds: In the packed main concert space of the Dock des Suds, a converted, sixty-thousand-square-foot warehouse, French-Algerian rock star Rachid Taha electrifies a vivid and vibrant cross-section of the Marseille mosaic. On a second stage, Senegalese drummer Fallou N’Diaye thrills a dance floor swarming with trans-Mediterranean fusion. Elsewhere, revelers circulate between a tapas bar, three wine bars, a cyber lounge, several art galleries and installations, a North African salon de thé/bakery, a pizzeria (love those thin-crusted slices!), and a Provençal-Mediterranean sit-down restaurant.

Almost overnight, some of the very stereotypes that caused this city to be shunned as a pariah within the beloved region of Provence had become sources of curiosity and inspiration. Where once immigration was perceived as a root cause of social ills, now it was valued as a rich source of artistic discovery, creative cross-pollination, world music, and fusion cuisine. Where once a city suffered for its unvarnished portrayal in the movies, now it was benefiting from the same. The image of a drug-infested Marseille given to the world in 1971 by The French Connection and then aggravated by the Academy Award-winner’s 1975 sequel was at last being replaced by a more enticing depiction in two recent French movie hits.

The best-selling soundtrack for the Taxi, an action comedy blockbuster written by Luc Besson and directed by Gérard Pires, promoted the local music scene, particularly its hit, multiethnic rap groups lAM and Fonky Family. Robert Guediguian’s Marius and Jeannette, the second of three fables about working-class Marseillais living in the old fishing village of L’Estaque (from estaco, the Provençal word for “home port”), restored a more romantic representation of Marseille captured for the French as well as Americans in the classic 1930s Trilogie Marseillaise (Marius, Fanny, and César) of Marcel Pagnol. Instead of running from Pagnol’s deeply affectionate but nevertheless buffoonish caricature of an earlier generation, the city’s young social climbers were now descending in droves to the Bar de la Marine, a stunning retro facsimile of the Old Port haunt around which the Trilogie and its folkloric camaraderie were centered.

A Timeless Expectation

what was and continues to be most puzzling to many locals about this so-called renaissance is that, from their standpoint, Marseille has not changed all that much. It’s difficult for them to tell what all the fuss is about. Globalization, for example, is no more a novelty than the steamship in a city of passages heralded in old travel posters as France’s Porte de l’Orient (“Gateway to the Orient”) and its Porte de l’Afrique du Nord (“Gateway to North Africa”). As early as 1860, the local journalist and literary ambassador Joseph Méry wrote adoringly about restaurant feasts, where “Turkish pilaf, Indian curry, Russian caviar, and Italian pasta were as welcome as bouille-a-haisse provençale.”

But it is precisely the direct links these and other Marseille marvels have to the near and distinct past that create a timeless expectation of discovery. It is the perception of the city that has been rehabilitated, not its essential character.

A modern-day visitor searching for Massalia, namely the Marseille of antiquity, can survey it from the great limestone cliffs of the Calanques. This sinuous series of wild fjords follows the rocky coastline to the seaside resort town and wine region of Cassis. Sormiou and Morgiou, two of the largest and most breathtakingly beautiful Calanques, miraculously fall within the borders of a large city of over eight hundred thousand inhabitants. The effect of coming upon this rugged wilderness within Marseille’s 9th arrondissement is mind boggling. Their unspoiled views expose the same secluded Mediterranean seascape that first lured and then embraced the Phocaeans, the daring Greek mariners from Asia Minor who founded what is still known today as the cité phocéenne.

The sentimental reader searching for the Marseille of literary fame, as thousands did following the 1844–1845 serial publication of Alexandre Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo, can take an excursion ferry to—or merely gaze out toward—the Château d’lf, the island fortress-turned-prison from which Edmund Dantès, the classic’s protagonist, escapes. Cabbies grateful for the boom in tourism during the years following the release of the Marseille-set novel refused to accept payment from Dumas for rides in their horse-driven vehicles. But money is one thing. It’s doubtful the drivers succeeded at suppressing the urge to contradict anything the famous author dared to utter about their town.

More of Dumas’s Marseille can be absorbed at the restaurants of the Catalans beach. Guests at the mythical engagement party of Dantès and his fiancée, Mercédès, passed around “lobsters in their dazzling red armor,” “prawns of large size and brilliant color,” “clovisse clams esteemed by the epicures of the South as more than rivaling the exquisite flavor of the oyster,” and “all the delicacies cast up by the wash of waters on the sandy beach, which the grateful fishermen call ‘the fruits of the sea.’ “

Though La Reserve, the setting for that mythical feast, no longer exists, its spirit endures at two Catalans beach fish houses known for their fresh seafood and bouillabaisse, Restaurant Michel and Calypso. Elsewhere, shellfish stands are strategically stationed throughout the city. On two sides of the Cours Saint-Louis, the selection of crustaceans, raw shellfish, and other assorted sea creatures is legion at the award-winning oyster dealer and restaurant Toinou Coquillages.

The pulse of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Marseille can still be felt amidst the diverse throng strolling La Canebière. The famous main thoroughfare follows the path of the ancient Lacydon River, ascending perpendicular from the innermost embankment of the Old Port. The Marseillais are so proud of this street, wrote Dumas, “that they say with all the gravity in the world, and with that accent which gives so much character to what is said, ‘If Paris had La Canebière, Paris would be a second Marseille.’ “

In the city’s northwest end, painter Paul Cézanne’s definitive View of the Gulf of Marseille is manifest in the gentle slopes of L’Estaque. Known locally for chichi fregi (Marseille-style funnel cakes), panisses (fried chickpea cakes), sardines, and other humble yet irresistible pleasures, this fishing village also nurtured two world-famous phenomena, bouillabaisse and modern art. The thirty canvases Cézanne completed while sojourning at a small house he rented near his mother’s L’Estaque home signaled his liberation from impressionism and helped establish this quaint locale as the cradle of modern painting. Georges Braque’s Maisons d’Estaque, painted in 1908, marked the invention of cubism. Views portrayed in the luminous landscapes not only of Cézanne and Braque but also of Renoir, Derain, Dufy, Marquet, and Guigou can be pinpointed today throughout the village.

The sunbathed, windswept bay of Marseille has always maintained a special appeal for colorists, painters as well as writers, aesthetes as well as amateurs. It is not at all unusual to hear local merchants and roustabouts comment on the play of the arcing sunlight and the changing hues of the sea, the sky, and the tiled rooftops, albeit somewhat less poetically than did the resident man of letters André Suarès. In Marsiho, a 1931 portrait of Marseille titled after the city’s Provençal name in post-medieval times, Suarès wrote of the sky’s dancing gold dust and of vermilion roofs blooming under a twilight inferno. The golden sunsets had a similar effect some sixty years earlier on American Mark Twain, one of the self-described “Innocents Abroad” who was thus immune to accusations of chauvinism: “[We] saw the dying sunlightgild its clustering spires and ramparts, and flood its leagues of environing verdure with a mellow radiance that touched with an added charm the white villas that flecked the landscape far and near.”

The Prospect of Intrigue

Past nightfall, Marseille invites interpretations better suited to black and white. The ensembles of late-eighteenth-and early-nineteenth-century apartment houses, with their bas-relief façades, tall shutters, wrought-iron balconies and balustrades, winding stairways, and landings paved with hexagonal red tomettes (the classic Provençal stone tiles) evoke a romantic fascination. The unifying architectural element, the classic trois fenêtres marseillaises, is not so much a style as it is a measure. Sized to the standard lengths of the wood beams with which they were first built, the buildings of that era were “three windows” (just under 20 feet) in width. Larger structures of the same period were sized in multiples of three (six windows wide, nine windows wide, and so on).

Late at night, the side streets and boulevards possess an eerie beauty. The three-window façades lining both sides of the boulevard Longchamp emit a surreal glow. The atlantes, those imposing figures who carry the weight of old buildings, seem to patrol the city streets like phantoms.

The once pompous and now forlorn sameness of the rue la de République suggests a film-noir fantasy. Its seemingly endless succession of grand, nineteenth-century residences was modeled to parallel urban planner Baron Haussmann’s designs for Paris. Financed by Parisian bankers, the thoroughfare was practically brand new when Twain recounted “a long walk through smooth, asphaltum-paved streets bordered by blocks of vast new mercantile houses of cream-colored stone, every house and every block precisely like all the other houses and all the other blocks for a mile, and all brilliandy lighted.”

The rise of the rue de la République and other similarly grand boulevards was poorly received. The Marseillais didn’t care to have their houses razed and their neighborhoods cleaned up. Critics found the architecture, however considerable its merits, doubly insulting because the overall style was Parisian rather than Mediterranean. It didn’t fit in with its surroundings.

The locals expressed similar resentment toward more recent urban recon struction plans, even in instances where the designs were not Parisian. English architect William Alsop can expect a very long wait before the Marseillais embrace his 433-foot-long vision for the Hôtel du Département, which first suggests the high-tech headquarters for a James Bond villain rather than a French regional government. Viewed in profile, the 1994 configuration of glass boxes and curves suggests a futuristic phoenix for whose massive wings a sizable chunk of the working-class quarter of St. Just has been cleared. The vaisseau bleu (“blue vessel”) is widely viewed as a bureaucratic island fortress, the very entity it was intended not to be.

It’s taken some fifty years for the Marseillais to warm to the post—Second World War housing blocks that architect Fernand Pouillon designed for the razed tract of the Old Port. And some oldtimers still hold a grudge against Le Corbusier for constructing the revolutionary housing project they nicknamed the Maison du Fada, “house of the crackpot,” amid the villas and stone houses of what was then (1947—1951) a countrified area of southern Marseille. The unité d’habitation is an eighteen-story complex of 337 terraced duplex “villas” stacked over thirty-four concrete pillars. With an on-premises hotel, café, post office, gym, grocery store, nursery school, and rooftop swimming pool as part of the original plans, this landmark of modern architecture essentially discouraged interaction by its residents with their surroundings.

Time and grime do manage to cover up most of these sore spots. Now that its cream-colored house fronts are dark and dingy, the rue de la République sparks no opposition. What it does kindle is your cinematic imagination. And so, when ostensibly law-abiding tenants vanish behind the tall, darkened doorways, they can easily be mistaken for exiles eluding the authorities. A man and a woman walking a few paces apart can be imagined as imperiled lovers set to rendezvous at one of two classic cafés. Will they retreat into the warm embrace of the Café Parisien and its charismatic owner Gilbert Biton? Or will they choose to risk all and resolutely face the world from the sweeping terrace of the Samaritaine? As a longstanding fixture on picture postcards, that Marseille icon has long accompanied news from this perennial port of call to near and distant shores. With the great rounded façade of the Samaritaine suggesting a ship’s bow, the rue de la République appears to point downward to the Old Port like the drifting ghost of a Parisian boulevard.

Turn off this straight, broad artery and the mystery deepens. Westbound streets invariably climb into the Panier, a labyrinthine quarter that, under cover of darkness, resembles the shadowy casbah you might expect to find in an old Humphrey Bogart movie, Casablanca or Passage to Marseille. The city’s oldest surviving section is a medieval maze of narrow roads, steep stairways, crooked passages, tiny village squares, and trusted cafés known mostly by the diminutive nicknames of their owners. (Anyone who identifies these hideouts by the signs above their entrances is immediately revealed to be an outsider.) On windy nights, the mistral gusts make doors creak and shutters rattle. The tall and narrow house fronts appear to lean against each other to keep from blowing over.

Never mind that the once deserted Vielle Charité, a seventeenth-century charity hospital and baroque marvel designed according to the plans of native sculptor/painter/architect Pierre Puget, is no longer of much interest to fugitives seeking refuge in the heart of this enclave. Through a painstaking renovation, the domed chapel and the three levels of arcades that surround it now cloister nothing more sinister than two museums, a bookstore, an art house cinema, and, inevitably, a café.

In reality, the Panier, though still, as its name implies, an isolated “basket” inhabited by poor immigrant families, has become less a magnet for predators and gangsters than for bobos (bourgeois bohemians) and unstarving artists. Nowadays, much of the shady dealing is in real estate, not drugs. Having survived the perils of German occupation and demolition, organized crime, urban renewal, and political do-gooders, the resilient Panier’s greatest threat may now be posed by climbing rents.

Still, the gentrification of working-class neighborhoods and the reinvention of depressed industrial sections do little to diminish the prospect of intrigue and the unusual. They merely expose the urban explorer to some dramatic plot turns in an infrastructure shifting uneasily from shipping, manufacturing, and merchandising to a service economy. There is, for example, no longer much contraband for customs agents to hunt down within the brick walls of the Docks, the monumental port warehouses that extend four football fields along the waterfront. Through a spectacular renovation, the six floors and four atriums of the 1858 structure have been transformed into an office complex.

Detectives will likewise encounter little wrongdoing other than perhaps some ill-conceived art inside an abandoned cigarette factory in the gritty Belle de Mai quarter. Its 360,000 square feet are now occupied by La Friche Belle de Mai, a thriving cultural center consisting of recording studios, artists’ lofts, rehearsal rooms, performance spaces, meeting rooms, multimedia centers, and a radio station.

This sea change notwithstanding, a substantial number of locals still hold on to an image of Marseille as the French Chicago. They are invariably disappointed when American visitors fail to make the same connection. The comparison reflects a dated, narrow-minded conception of both cities. They associate the Windy City familiar to them only through old American gangster movies with a corruption-plagued Marseille overrun, according to sensational newspapers and lurid novels, by the Neapolitan Camorra, the Sicilian Mafia, and the Corsican syndicates. But I would sooner liken Marseille, with its distinctive southern accent, its taste for mixed stews and assorted mischief, and its position at the mouth of a great river, to New Orleans. Alternatively, the city of high hills, low-down pleasures, great shellfish, world travelers, and an island prison (think Alcatraz) has many parallels to the old port of San Francisco. And when you speak of Marseille’s special appeal to writers of crime stories and rap lyrics, as well as its mix of exotic flavors and foreign cultures clustered within its sun-bleached communities, you could be talking about Los Angeles.

The three detective novels written in the 1990s by the late Jean-Claude Izzo, Marseille’s counterpart to LA’s Raymond Chandler, do exploit the terror of organized crime as well as the violence fomented in the city’s cités (public housing projects). Lawlessness and murder are, after all, central to the genre. But Fabio Montale, Izzo’s detective-protagonist, also has a dogged nose for wine, fish (both catching and eating), poetry, music, brick-oven pizza, single malt Scotch, couscous, and cuisine provençale.

Fanatical readers from Belgium and Italy drop into town with the express purpose of trying the real-life restaurants, bistros, canteens, cafés, and bars frequented by the fictional Montale. Many others no doubt prepare the recipes—aïoli and salt cod, stuffed peppers, lasagna with fennel-scented tomato sauce—that bring real pulp to Izzo’s fiction. Some may even follow his advice on Provence’s extra virgin olive oils (the Moulin Rossi is recommended when whipping up aïoli; those of Jacques Barles, Henri Bellon, and Margier-Aubert are to be used in cooked dishes and for dressing salads).

Not everything in these novels should be taken as gospel. Izzo may have had a better feel for Greek tragedy than Provençal olive oil. The extra virgin olive oil of Moulin Rossi is made with fermented olives, resulting in a disagreeable odor many wrongly associate with the true taste of oil. And speaking of a slightly bitter aftertaste, I was at first thrilled to meet and do the nighttime rounds of Old Port haunts with Claude Gollin, the retired Marseille cop, captivating Communist, and near mythical center-city figure who was a model for Montale. But I ultimately found his carousing and cynical detachment more troublesome in person than in print. Specifically, my doubts first surfaced the night he cornered me into singing New York New York at a packed nightclub near the Marseille opera house.

Le Melting Pot

The image of a hard-boiled detective with a parochial perspective and a worldly outlook is nevertheless worth holding onto. When it comes to the rich and varied fruits of living in a multiethnic Provençal city, of fighting crime in a cosmopolitan seaport stretched wide open to absorb continuous waves of immigration, Izzo/Montale is both connoisseur and champion.

Writing with passion and lyricism in Total Khéops, Izzo termed Marseille “a Utopia. A utopia where anyone of any color can step off a boat or a train, his suitcase in his hand and not a cent in his pocket, and merge into the stream of other men. A city where, with his foot scarcely touching the ground, this man can say, ‘here is place I can call home.’ “

Had I been fortunate enough to meet Izzo, who died in January 2000, I would have immediately questioned him about his favorite restaurants, foods, home cooks, and personal recipes. That, in any event, is what I prefer to think. But when I did get to meet Philippe Carrese, a leader in Marseille’s growing band of detective novelists, the first thing that came to mind had very little to do with dining or any topic directly related to my research for this book. My first question was pretty much the same one I would have asked Chandler: How did he dream up his lethal femme fatale? In a single paragraph of his fantastical third novel, Pet de Mouche et la Princesse du Désert, Carrese describes Nora, his female lead, as “the queen of the Berbers,” “the princess of the desert,” “1 meter 70 centimeters (5'7”) of Mediterranean energy,” and “le melting pot.”

“Isn’t she something?” responded Carrese, shaking his head as if the character were not his creation. As it happens, he had just crossed paths with Nora’s living model, a Marseillaise of Kabyle (a Berber people of northeast Algeria) origin, for the first time in several years. He hadn’t made her up. He couldn’t have made her up. Moreover, the author’s inspiration for the explosive attachment between Nora and her reluctant but ultimately obedient boyfriend José was much broader than any two individuals. Their relationship reflected that of the archetypal Mediterranean couple.

“The men make the racket,” noted Carrese, “but the women make the decisions.” Perhaps four or five people were sitting in the café when he offered this observation. I nevertheless imagined thousands nodding their heads. Not just Marseillais who, like the real-life Nora, came from Algeria, but also those with Armenian, Corsican, Greek, Italian, Lebanese, Moroccan, Portuguese, Spanish, Turkish, Tunisian, and, it should not be forgotten, Provençal roots. I’m never quite sure what’s more striking: the differences among the city’s many resident Mediterranean cultures or their commonality.

This tradition of immigration and cultural integration is as old as the city itself. Marseille’s very foundation was bound by the marriage of a princess from a native Ligurian tribe and a Greek captain from abroad. But large-scale immigration did not begin until the second half of the nineteenth century and the rise of France’s Second Empire. The development of the colonial empire, the digging of the Suez Canal, advances in steam navigation, and the emergence of the industrial revolution all sparked commercial development and economic prosperity. The Old Port was expanded. A new port with larger harbor basins and a rail link to St. Charles station was built. And new sources of labor were needed to man the burgeoning shipping industries, chemical plants, oil refineries, and soap works.

Le Savon de Marseille

Expanded trade with North Africa helped change the composition of the Savon—"soap"—de Marseille and thus the celebrated cleansing bars most of France and a sizable share of the western world used for personal washing. At the time, Marseille commanded a near monopoly on the manufacture and export of French soap.

“In Marseille they make half the fancy toilet soap we consume in America,” observed Mark Twain in 1868. “But the Marseillaise only have a vague theoretical idea of its use.”

From as early as 1371 until the mid-nineteenth century, the Savon de Marseille was made with olive oil (previously, soaps were made with animal fats) and a caustic soda extracted from marine plants known as barilla. Ready supplies of both commodities let Mediterranean soap makers dominate the industry. Besides Marseille, the region’s great soap centers were in the Italian cities of Genoa, Savona, Venice, and Albi and the Spanish cities of Alicante and Cartegena.

In the mid-eighteenth century, less costly grain oils, chiefly palm oil and coconut oil imported from North Africa, were substituted for olive oil. This was only the latest of many industry developments reflecting Marseille’s close and evolving ties with its Mediterranean neighbors. The history of the Savon de Marseille, like that of the city’s cuisine, is one of cultural fusion.

According to Patrick Boulanger, author of Le Savon de Marseille, the city’s soap factories began poaching skilled workers from their rivals in Italy and Spain at the start of the sixteenth century. By incorporating the foreigners’ secret methods of production with their own so-called “large boiler” technique, the Marseillais refined the four-step process—saponification (a chemical reaction between the oil and the soda), cooking, washing, and liquidation—for making hard soap. They also searched the Mediterranean for new sources of olive oil to diminish their dependency on nearby oils from Provence and the Italian Riviera. The formula for the renowned cubic bars of 72 percent pure Savon de Marseille soon encompassed olive oil from Crete and the Italian region of Mezzogiorno, natural sodas from Spain and Egypt, and ashes from Sicily and Sardinia.

The introduction both of cheaper grain oils and artificial sodas facilitated soap making, not only in Marseille but elsewhere in France. When, at the end of the nineteenth century, the appellation “Savon de Marseille,” was recognized to identify the method but not the location or purity of its production, distant soap makers were legally entitled to engrave that important distinction on their cubic, rectangular, or round soap bars. Due to fierce competition, first from cheaper, lower-grade soaps and later from new cleansing products and fashions, the annual output of Marseille’s soap industry declined from 130,000 metric tons in 1901 to 3,000 tons a century later. Although cubic bars of Savon de Marseille are back in style, most are manufactured outside its namesake city.

Twentieth-Century Passages

During Marseille’s economic boom, the largest share of immigrants were Italians from Piedmont, Tuscany, and Naples. By 1914, one in four Marseillais were of Italian origin. The early twentieth century saw a steady expansion in the arrival of workers from economically depressed Corsica and, in smaller numbers, from Spain and Greece. In the 1920s, immigration took a political turn with the mass arrival of Armenian refugees fleeing Turkish persecution. Later, Italian antifascists and Spanish Nationalists were among the political émigrés.

Marseille’s prosperity lasted until the Second World War. The city suffered significant material destruction under German occupation. The Pont Transporteur, a transport bridge spanning the Old Port, was demolished, leaving only the classic photographs of Germaine Krull, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Marcel Bovis, and others as bittersweet reminders of the twin pylons that stood over the harbor like two-legged steel monsters. Some thirty-five acres of the historic Old Port district were razed. The Hôtel de Ville, the city hall, built in 1653, was one of the few buildings deliberately spared by the Germans.

Although thousands of Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi persecution sought refuge in Marseille, the seaport was hardly a safe harbor. The Gestapo could ask the Vichy government to “surrender on demand” any foreign national, subjecting them to deportation to concentration camps. In 1940 and 1941, a New Yorker named Varian Fry managed to secure emergency visas, forged passports, and safe passage to America for more than twelve hundred refugees, among them such cultural giants as Marc Chagall, Max Ernst, Marcel Duchamp, André Breton, Franz Werfel, and Hannah Arendt. In October 2000, the city of Marseille dedicated the square in front of the American Consulate in Fry’s honor.

Beginning with the reconstruction efforts of the 1950s, people from the Maghreb, from Algeria and, to a lesser extent, from Morocco and Tunisia, became the most significant group of immigrants into Marseille. Algerian independence in 1962 also brought an influx of pieds-noirs (“black feet"— French colonials born in Algeria) and Sephardic Jews (descendants of Jews who lived in Spain during the Middle Ages) who retained their French citizenship. Close to one million pieds-noirs were pressured to flee the only home they had ever known.

Most Algerian Jews followed the same path. Harassed by the Algerian government, they immigrated to France shortly after Algeria was granted independence. Those who settled in Marseille were joined by Sephardic Jews from Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Turkey, and Greece as well as a much smaller number of both resident and newly arrived Ashkenazim (European Jews). Marseille’s Jewish population increased from an estimated ten thousand after the Second World War to its current total of eighty thousand, second only to Paris among French cities.

More recent immigrant waves have come from distant vestiges of the French colonial empire, notably Indochina, the French West Indies, and sub-Saharan Africa. The number of Marseille inhabitants from Comoros, a tiny and faraway archipelago located in the Indian Ocean between Mozambique and Madagascar, is estimated at fifty thousand, second only to the Comoran capital of Moroni.

Where All the Spice Trails Cross

The fabric and spice of this ever-changing patchwork converge, both literally and figuratively, two blocks south of the Canebière at the intersection of the rue Longue-des-Capucins, the rue d’Aubagne, and the rue Vacon. Walking north from the Old Port through the central shopping district, the storefront displays change abruptly from jeans, perfumes, cell phones, and athletic footwear to meter-wide rolls of fabrics in glittery solids, leopard prints, large polka dots, harlequin patterns. Provençal harvest motifs, and African tricolors.

Up a few steps on the left, the boxes, bins, sacks, and shelves inside the Cap Orient (aka Chez Salem) are filled with Thai rice, Tunisian olive oil, Turkish hazelnuts, French walnuts, California almonds, and hundreds of other commodities. Every grain has a different clientele: Bulgur wheat is sold mostly to Greeks, Lebanese, and Turks; coarse cornmeal to Italians and Spanish; fine-grain cornmeal to Africans from Comoros, Madagascar, the Ivory Coast, and Togo; corn flour to the Senegalese; couscous to Tunisians, Moroccans, Algerians, and French.

“Marseille is a warm, friendly place and very open to globalization,” says Salem Habaieb, a Tunisian immigrant espousing a belief that, however idealistic and even illusory it might sound in other contexts, cannot be challenged inside a spice shop with no national allegiance. Here, the only apparent loyalty is to Espig, a popular brand of locally milled and packaged spices, including a notorious blend called Spigol. Over a century ago, the Algerian saffron merchant Frédéric Espig introduced that cheap saffron substitute and altered the flavor of Mediterranean food history. The red-hued powder endures to this day as a pigment not only in home-cooked soups, stews, vegetables, and rice dishes but also in cheap restaurant paellas and bouillabaisses. Whereas Salem sells pure Spanish saffron threads for about four dollars per gram, Spigol, which has a saffron content of 3 percent, sells for about one dollar per gram. Sure, there are many principled home and restaurant cooks who routinely buy Spigol. But truly self-respecting ones are wont to quickly conceal it beneath other purchases on the bottom of their opaque shopping bags.


The Saffron Connection

Marseille’s participation in the saffron trade dates back to the first expeditions from the city to Alexandria, Egypt in the second century B.c. The port of Alexandria was then a great commercial center of Mediterranean and Oriental commerce, much of it in pungent and aromatic spices following the trade routes from India and Asia Minor to the markets of Greece and the Roman Empire. In ancient times, saffron was used as a golden-yellow dye for luxurious garments and fabrics, as a powdered fragrance in cosmetics and air fresheners, as an herbal remedy, as a medicinal flavoring in sweet wine, and later as a spice in sauces.

Assumed to be native to the Mediterranean region, saffron was first cultivated in Europe by the Arabs of Spain around the year A.D. 961. Its farming in Provence began during the eleventh century, and, by the time of the Middle Ages, reversed the direction of the local saffron trade. Instead of importing saffron from Egypt, Marseille merchants began exporting it to the Middle East. Still, not all the Provençal saffron was shipped overseas. It was widely used and, some might say, abused in aristocratic cuisine. Nearly every dish was ennobled with the distinctive color and flavor of the world’s most expensive spice. Saffron did not seep into the cooking of the middle and working classes and, in particular, their beloved bouillabaisse until the nineteenth century.

Due to the high cost of harvesting saffron (it takes some 14,000 threads hand-picked from the blossoms of crocus flowers to yield a single ounce), the cultivation of Provençal saffron was abandoned after the First World War. The resilient Marseille merchants were obliged to switch back from exporting to importing. Major players like Espig now get most of their saffron from Spain.



Across from Chez Salem is the Halle Delacroix, until 1980 the site of a covered fish market. It is now an open square surrounded by a live poultry market, a kosher butcher, a Southeast Asian grocery, two exotic produce markets, and a shop that sells only olives.

From here you are only steps away from the heart of the Noailles quarter and the intersection where all Marseille-bound spice trails cross. At the very bottom of the rue Longue-des-Capucins, the Coq d’Or is so specialized a butcher that lamb and mutton are sold from separate departments. The Middle Eastern supermarket Au Royaume de la Chantilly, the halal meat market Galia Viande, and the Egyptian bakery/pizzeria/rotisserie Le Soleil d’Egypt are on the same end of the same side of the same narrow block of this food bazaar.

The shopping options were not always as rich and varied. When Arax (named after Armenia’s chief river) opened on the rue d’Aubagne in 1929, the grocery/delicatessen/spice emporium was the city’s lone source for many Middle Eastern and southern European staples and specialties. Its first customers were mostly homesick Armenians and Greeks thrilled to get their hands on kachcaval cheese, grape leaves, phyllo dough, pastourma sausage, tarama, and cornichons à la russe. Why “Russian pickles"? Arax’s owner Vartan Bandikian was among the many Armenians who immigrated to Marseille from territory controlled by the Soviets, in his case, the Caucasian city of Krasnodar.

Arax gradually expanded its selection and floor space, eventually opening a second store in 1969, to accommodate the far-flung cravings of new immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa. But although the inventory in the original and now solitary store remains comprehensive, there is a disturbing amount of open space on its shelves between the halvah and the makrouts, the loukoums and the baklava. A sad quiet pervades the shop.

“All is changing and I don’t accept it,” laments David Bandikian, the embittered son of the founder. “It [the Noailles quarter] was the belly of Marseille. Now there is nothing.”

Nothing? You only have to walk next door to the bustling Vietnamese grocery store Tam Ky to see how mistaken Bandikian is. Opened in 1986, the family-run business has since expanded into five adjacent shops along the Halle Delacroix and extending through to the rue d’Aubagne. It stocks some two thousand canned, frozen, fresh, and prepared foods of Vietnamese, Thai, and Chinese origin on behalf of a clientele that is part Southeast Asian, part “European,” as the manager and eldest brother Bertrand prefers to say. There isn’t a contemporary French chef in town who doesn’t comb the shelves for inspiration. Out front, Tam Ky’s exotic produce market draws French West Indians and sub-Saharan Africans, especially Comorans and Madagascans. They vie with their Vietnamese counterparts for the pick of the tropical produce: plantains, cassavas, mangoes, durians, litchis, carambola (star fruit), coconuts, and so on. My Camoran friend Kassem Papa, a student in pharmacological research, will closely inspect a minimum of a dozen cassavas to find one to his liking.

In a nearby shop, Jean-Claude, the Guadeloupe-born owner of Marché d’Afrique, has not a single spare centimeter of space on his shelves for the dried fish and spicy dried shrimp adored by his customers from Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Mali. And neighbor Ali, the affable, Somali-born co-owner of L’Univers Alimentaire (“the food universe”), has become something of an international celebrity. Film crews invariably pass by his shop, seeking his expertise on everything from African incenses, nargileh (water pipe) tobaccos, and Maggi bouillon cubes to Marseillais mores and mannerisms.

But while the rue d’Aubagne thrives, what is painfully apparent to Bandikian and his wistful contemporaries is the irreversible evolution of the Noailles quarter’s ethnicity. The Armenians, Greeks, and Lebanese have dispersed to the outer reaches of the city, just as their Italian counterparts did years before. The only traces of the rue d’Aubagne’s Italian past are a beleaguered but still excellent brick-oven pizzeria and a handful of disused Italian signs that linger over storefronts. Bandikian has steadily lost customers to outlying neighborhood grocers stocking acceptable—if sometimes inferior—alternatives to his Middle Eastern specialties. Meanwhile, Arax’s Istanbul-to-Tangiers pantry cannot satisfy a marketplace that has expanded beyond the Mediterranean to encompass Moroni, Fort-de-France, and Ho Chi Minh City.

Such is the cyclical nature of immigration. Change is just about the only thing that never does. Certain Noailles customs inevitably go the way of triple-layered skirts weighted down with lead sinkers and, for added security against mistral winds, fastened at the bottom with a safety pin.

“Marseille,” notes immigration expert Emile Temime, professor emeritus at the Université Aix-Marseille, “never stops remodeling and renewing itself.”

Proud to Be Marseillais

Following his 1840 visit, French novelist Gustave Flaubert hailed the city as “a babel of all the nations.” By adding their voices to that babel, new arrivals preserve a way of life they may just as readily be accused of threatening. Full integration and acceptance for each new wave of immigrants can be excruciatingly slow, especially when complicated by lingering issues of race and decolonization. But it is encouraging and even startling to see how quickly and how willingly recent immigrants declare themselves fier d'être marseillais, “proud to be Marseillais.” That declaration is not merely a slogan of the OM, the Olympique de Marseille, the beloved professional soccer team. It doubles as the rallying cry of a people who have always perceived a sense of isolation from their region and, since 1481, their country.

That isn’t to suggest that the Marseillais are unpatriotic. It was, after all, five hundred spirited volunteers from Marseille who, marching into Paris in 1792 during the French Revolution, sang the rousing new war song that would become the French national anthem. It didn’t matter that ClaudeJoseph Rouget de Lisle wrote the song in the city of Strasbourg or that he called it the “Chant de guerre de l’armée du Rhin” (“War Song of the Army of the Rhine”). “La Marseillaise” was the name that stuck.

In a similar vein, the fact that the stars of the OM come from other cities, countries, and continents is of little import. What matters most is where they live and play and what name and colors (pale blue and white) they sport on the jerseys. When I asked Kassem, who heads a Comoran community outreach group, what he thought about life in France, he wavered. His compatriots generally work at menial jobs, often to support not only themselves but also destitute family members back home. But when I asked if he was proud to be Marseillais, he did not hesitate.

“I love the OM,” he responded and, though we were only two in the room, tens of thousands nodded.

The us-versus-them passions aroused by a soccer squad battling against teams representing other French cities and, in particular, Paris, resonate in the flag-waving chants that echo between the grandstands of Marseille’s sixty-thousand-seat Stade Vélodrome.


Allez, l’OM. Go, Marseillais.

Hoist high the flags.

All united under the same colors.



And if, as the American food essayist and travel writer M. F. K. Fisher suggested, the Marseillais are proud of being “apart” to the point of embellishing their melodramatic quirks, this tendency appears to feed their hunger to belong. This is what it means to be “made in Marseille.”


The winners, they are with Marseille, the symbol of independence.

They are born on the shores of the Mediterranean.

Immigrants, but Marseillais for life.



As a symbol of civic pride and solidarity, the OM is surpassed only by the Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde and the Old Port above which that basilica towers. Erected between 1853 and 1870, “Our Lady of the Guard” has rarely been admired for its Romanesque-Byzantine architecture. The basilica’s Website comes pretty close to apologizing for its anachronistic, maladroit mix of architecture styles and alternating light and dark stone. “We must acknowledge,” avow the authors of www.marseilles.com/NDdelaGarde/, “that anyone who has never seen a building of this style does get a visual shock as they arrive.”

Marseille’s signature building owes most of its considerable power to La Bonne Mère, the gilded statue of “The Good Mother” set atop a campanile on the basilica’s west end. Cast in galvanized copper, the Madonna herself is about 37 feet tall, 81 feet if you count her pedestal. But since the basilica rests on a scenic hilltop some 500 feet above sea level, her gilded outline can be viewed from afar by sailors making their way to port. She is their beacon, their “buoy of buoys,” as Suarès described, as well as an omnipresent lighthouse looked up to by Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Marseillais alike.

Reflecting the continuous class rivalry between Marseillais living on the northern bank of the Old Port and those living to the more prosperous south, the latter are inclined to boast that La Bonne Mère resides on their side.

“That’s true,” reply the northsiders. “But she looks upon us!”

A Great Light Joins the Conversation

The Old Port of Marseille is entered through a narrow channel flanked since the seventeenth century by two fortresses: to the southern right, the star-shaped Fort St. Nicolas; to the northern left, the Fort St. Jean. The latter’s rounded watchtower guides boats from the west into the long, quadrilateral inlet. Looking back, the sailor can clearly see both forts through his binoculars but not much of the sea beyond them. Oddly, Marseille is a seaport with restricted views of the horizon. The Old Port gives the impression of closing behind arriving boats in a protective embrace. And because most of Marseille’s thirty-four-mile coastline forms a gulf in the shape of an inverted C, many of its widest vistas stretch out from one end of the seashore to the other.

The innermost boundary of the Old Port is formed by the Quai des Belges. That short but magnificent axis connects the Quai du Port and the Quai de Rive Neuve, the embankments to the harbor’s north and south. Stepping up to the Quai des Belges from the Vieux Port Métro Station and turning toward the water, the Quai du Port is to your right, the Quai de Rive Neuve is to your left, the Canebière is directly behind you, and the hills that insulate the Old Port are all around you. Marseille itself is surrounded by a mountainous belt that separates the city from the region around Aix-en-Provence. When residents of the outskirts and the Provençal countryside speak of “descending” to Marseille’s center, the verb should not automatically be interpreted in the moral sense. It is literally true.

Those driving or, better yet, strolling either the Quai du Port or the Quai de Rive Neuve have the impression of cutting between two endless successions: one of fishing boats and pleasure craft docked to the inside; the other, of restaurants and cafés moored to the outside. Choosing a café to rendezvous with one’s friends or simply one’s thoughts is a strategic calculation involving convenience, personal loyalties and habits, intermittent moods and momentary impulses, architectural preferences, situational needs, and, perhaps most decisively, solar orientation.

“Here the sun thinks out loud,” wrote French poet Jules Supervielle. “It is a great light that joins in the conversation.”

Ascertaining the direction of the sun and anticipating its westward progression are essential. A special sundial is built into the body clocks of the Marseillais, pointing them past the angling shadows of buildings to the warmest, brightest urban terrain. All fishermen at heart, they navigate a carefully timed circuit of choice stopovers. I know a photographer who synchronizes his late-afternoon apéritif at a corner café on the Place Jean-Jaurès to the twenty odd minutes a fleeting slice of orange sunlight shines on its tiny sidewalk terrace. He departs with the sun, decamping to nearby bohemian haunts in the vicinity of the Plaine and the Cours Julien.

Around the Old Port perimeter, the south-southeast orientation of the Quai du Port’s outdoor cafés makes them the sunniest alternative for morning espressos. Those who seek out the terraces extending out from the galleries of the waterfront apartment blocks beside the Hôtel de Ville are not necessarily partial to Pouillon’s scheme for postwar reconstruction. By sitting with their backs to Pouillon’s concrete pillars and walls, they don’t have to look at them. They face out at the harbor and the old stone houses and hotels lining the Quai de Rive Neuve and the Quai des Belges.

The western orientation of the Quai des Belges and the north-northwestern orientation of the Quai de Rive Neuve offer the most strategic settings for twilight drinks. You can’t truly observe the final minutes of the sun’s setting from the wide. Rive Neuve terraces of the Beau Rivage, the Transbordeur, and the Bar de la Marine. But the orange-streaked purple sky makes a sublime backdrop for the opalescence of the city’s preferred apéritif, the pastis de Marseille. Aside from considerations of sunlight and beverage/sky color coordination, those Quai de Rive Neuve cafés tend to draw a younger, slicker, more boisterous crowd than their Quai du Port counterparts.

During midday hours and barring overcast skies, the entire Old Port is awash in daylight. The Mediterranean sun casts a blinding light against all three Quais, bleaching the buildings of dirt and washing out their colors. The jade green shutters of the Hotel Mercure appear white. The taupe stone of the Hôtel de Ville turns pinkish. And the grimy façade of the Samaritaine reverts, as if from sandblasting, to the unblemished color of a sand dune.

Meanwhile, the sometimes violent mistral winds periodically blow in from the northwest to sweep clean the streets and hills of Marseille, leaving behind blue skies of exceptional clarity. Exposed to direct lighting of this brilliance, a woman sitting at an outdoor café table without the shading of an awning or an umbrella does not need a mirror to check her makeup. She can examine her reflection by looking into the dark liquid in her coffee cup.

Choosing a place to eat among the dozens of restaurants along the Quais is relatively simple. There are but three restaurants worthy of serious consideration, all of them on the Quai du Port: Chez Madie, an unassuming Provençal bistro that owes its charm to its terrace and its equally sunny hostess (her name, oddly enough, is Delphine, not Madie); Le Miramar, where the Old Port’s finest and most authentic bouillabaisse is served amid 1960s kitsch; and Une Table Au Sud (“A Table Facing South”), the second-floor showcase for the inventive or, rather, “reinventive” cuisine of chef Lionel Lévy.

Lévy knew little of the Old Port’s unsavory reputation for not-so-fine dining when he moved down from the Paris restaurant Spoon Food & Wine in 1999. Superstar chef Alain Ducasse warned his sous-chef and protégé he was crazy to open a restaurant in Marseille and crazier still to open it in the Old Port.

“It was pitiful,” said Lévy, recaling his first visit to the abandoned restaurant space directly over the Samaritaine. “I couldn’t understand how a place like this, right in the heart of the Vieux Port, could be in such disrepair.”

Lévy’s success may augur a new trend. In general, the best restaurants around the Old Port—Les Trois Forts, Les Echevins, Carbone, Lemon Grass, L’Oliveraie, Le Charles Livon, the 504, La Girafe, Les Arsenaulx—have opened near but not directly on the quais. The 180-degree panoramic dining room of Les Trois Forts, a hotel restaurant perched on the same rocky ridge as the Palais du Pharo, is a magnificent exception to the unwritten rule that you can’t get very good food and a very good view of the harbor.

Price is also a factor. The front-and-center Quai restaurants, as well as those bunched in a pedestrian section between the Quai de Rive Neuve and the Cours d’Estienne d’Orves, are for the most part a collection of fast-food franchises, inexpensive chain restaurants, uninspired ethnic eateries, mediocre pizzerias, and, most maddening of all, second-rate fish houses—this in a city famous for its seafood. The problem is that few restaurateurs in this touristy area will bear the sizable expense of fresh, locally caught seafood or risk passing it on to their price-sensitive customers.

One afternoon, I noticed an American couple perusing the menu posted in the window of Le Miramar. The man punched a number into his calculator, divided it by a quotient corresponding to the applicable exchange rate, and—voilà—looked shocked to discover the restaurant was charging more than $40 for bouillabaisse. Wasn’t that an awful lot to pay for a peasant’s soup first prepared centuries ago by local fishermen seeking to salvage their ugliest, boniest, most fishy tasting, least desirable catches?

The wary travelers crossed the Quai des Belges and rushed into the Office de Tourisme to relate their encounter with the “tourist trap.” They requested the addresses of fish houses serving authentically prepared and priced renditions.

“If someone is charging 200 (then about $28) francs or more,” replied the official in perfectly dry English, “you at least have a chance of getting a veritable version. If they’re asking less you can be sure the bouillabaisse has been made with frozen fish and that the restaurant is indeed a tourist trap.”

That response, pointed as it was, rests behind all thoughtful discussions of the city’s best bouillabaisse. Rascasse and chapon, the once unsellable poisson de roche (“rockfish”) that give the soup its distinctive flavor, are now prohibitively expensive. Keeping enough of it in supply, even at times when storms strand most small fishing boats at port, requires purists like Le Miramar owners Pierre and Jean-Michel Minguella to charge as much as they do. It also depends on a line of fidelity that extends from the fishing net to the dinner table. The fishermen set aside fish for their most loyal customers, who set aside fish for their most loyal customers, and so on.

Rubbing Elbows with the Fishermen

The American travelers could have verified exactly how much the Minguella brothers fork out for some of their bouillabaisse fish by investigating the open-air fish market on the port side of the Quai des Belges. At about 9:00 A.M. on all but the most inclement mornings, local fishermen begin to pull their boats up to the Quai and unload their overnight catches. Their large blue display racks are marked with the same registration numbers painted on their boats (minus the MA prefix that identifies their Marseille origins). Their selections vary according to season, their preferred and often secret fishing locations, and the mesh sizes of the nets they employed the prior night. Fishing for rouget (red mullet), sole, and merlan (hake) require three different nets.

The market’s great appeal to home cooks or, in many cases, their designated shoppers, is not only about having access to fresh, locally caught fish. There are expert fishmongers in most of Marseille’s villages, including two—Martine Cappai-Silvestri in Mazargues, Neige Perez in Bompard—on whose advice this book relies. What’s particularly satisfying about rubbing elbows with the fishermen, the Minguellas, and other restaurateurs and fish connoisseurs is in having a flavorsome anecdote or conversational tidbit to take back with the fish.

Aimé Bergero, the owner of Le Tiboulen de Maïre, a wonderfully simple seafood grill outside the fishing village of Les Goudes, gloats about the shoppers who follow at his heels to identify exactly where and what he buys. Hot air or not, those who do, for example, make purchases from brothers André and Eric Fromion can be sure of getting some of the same fish used not only by Bergero but also by Marseille’s nationally acclaimed (two Michelin stars) Restaurant Passédat. Such a distinction can be especially important to thoughtful dinner guests who may bring a whole fish to a friend’s house the way a Parisian might present a bottle of Champagne.

Essentially, the participants in this daily drama all have one thing in common: They take special delight in relaying the particulars of their fish finds, adding some local flavor with each retelling. A Marseillais may consume an outstanding piece of fish without a single herb, spice, or grain of salt. But a good fish tale never passes between his lips without savory embellishment.

Spectators too treasure the contact with these local heroes and the bluff manner in which the fishermen or their family surrogates hawk their prized catches. The exchange of vulgarities can, on occasion, make modest French-speaking visitors envy the uncomprehending foreigners standing beside them. But the fish-lover’s lexicon is a resonant link between the city’s past and present, connecting the Old Port to the unfolding string of charming little fishing ports and coves—Vallon des Auffes, Malmousque, Fausse-Monnaie, Les Goudes, Madrague—to its south.

Turning onto the Corniche

These rustic inlets—each one a mini-Vieux Port with its own special character—can be reached by following the Quai de Rive Neuve out of the center city and turning onto the Corniche Kennedy. This left turn out of the Old Port is nearly as dramatic as the one into it, marking as it does a sudden changeover from the congested inner harbor to the vast outer seashore. The coastal view from this winding road and promenade is of rocky bluffs, soaring seagulls, cliffside villas, scattered luxurious apartment towers, beach restaurants, and, out to sea, the three islands of the Frioul archipelago: Ratonneau, If, and Pomègues.

The determined gaze of native son Zinedine Zidane, the revered French-Algerian who is possibly the world’s most gifted soccer player, watches over the entire seascape from a large Adidas billboard painted on the side of a Corniche building. He is too much the married gentleman to look down at the topless sunbathers who, come noontime, recline on the flat rocks and concrete platforms of the rough-and-ready beaches below. These are not necessarily women of leisure. A good number are on lunch break.

“(In Marseille) there is a work side and a vacation side,” notes Professor Temime. “Here we go for a swim for two hours in the afternoon.”

Near the shore, the beauty of the sea’s light green color is most apparent the moment it is snatched away. During my jaunts out on the Corniche I hated to wear sunglasses, however essential their UV protection was, because their colored tints darkened and distorted this entrancing shade of sea green. Please do not dismiss this as the nonsense of an observer emulating the Marseillais penchant for exaggeration. There is scientific evidence to prove that the gradations of this Mediterranean green are distinct from those seen in Nice, Barcelona, Alexandria, Tunis, or, for that matter, the Marseille of 1987.

According to Dr. Jean-Georges Harmelin of the Centre d’Océanologie de Marseille, the vivid, light green reflection of the seagrass meadows and whitish sand patches on the sea floor is greatly enhanced by the exceptional clarity of the sky and the sea. With dry mistral winds clearing the air of haze, as they do in the Old Port, the undiminished sunlight sharpens the contrast among the colors of the sea, land, and sky. The cleanliness of the alternately green, blue, and green-blue coastal waters is a recent development. Sewage that had been emptied from the Huveaune river into these bathing and fishing waters is now diverted to a new purification plant.

So much for Marseille’s dirty image.

Around the rows of cabanons, those little houses and makeshift beach cabins that line both small inlets and large Calanques, the conditions are ideal for the carefree Sunday pleasures the Marseillais regard as an ancestral birthright: swimming, fishing, boating, sunbathing, playing pétanque and the card game la contrée, sipping pastis, lunching on aïoli, grilled fish or bouillabaisse, drinking white wine from Cassis and dry rosé from Bandol and Côtes de Provence, napping, clowning around, ribbing friends, and, when the coast is clear, bellyaching about spouses, politicians, the in-laws, neighbors, or the underachieving OM.

To demonstrate my growing empathy for the Marseillais I would occasionally utter a few carefully chosen words to voice my shared displeasure with the slumping soccer team. Neither true fan nor expert, I would invariably target my frustration at the disappointing play of Brazilian Adriano Marcelinho, one in a line of would-be saviors asked to lead the OM back to championship glory. If I was going to pick on a single player, I thought it prudent to choose someone whose origins were outside not just France and the Mediterranean but also the transcontinental triangle formed by Moroni, Fort-de-France, and Ho Chi Minh City.

I recall feeling no guilt for making Marcelinho my scapegoat (forgive me, Adriano). I was too self-satisfied, if somewhat bewildered, by my capacity to find fault with something so close to the Marseillais heart without inciting their anger. While sipping glasses of pastis and nibbling olives and anchovies at the Corniche beach café Le Petit Pavillon, I broached this confusing development with a friend intimately acquainted with two local passions. Hervé Rofritsch, in addition to being a season ticketholder, is the son of former OM player Maurice Rofritsch. Their family business, La Boule Bleue, is the sole manufacturer in Marseille of houles, the metal balls used to play pétanque.

How, I asked Hervé, could an outsider like me get away with criticizing the home team?

“When you involve yourself in the condition,” he responded, “when you speak with compassion and sympathy and not a mocking spirit, you are accepted.”

I smiled and raised my glass of pastis, first to my friend, then to the last peel of sun setting over the Mediterranean, and finally to my lips. Some three years after my first taxi ride into Marseille I had finally arrived.
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