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COLMAR
IN BLOOM
BY LEAH LARKIN

The facets of this Alsatian gem
are both German and French
and it shines most brightly
when it’s in bloom.

ENJOY A LEISURELY BOAT RIDE
THROUGH COLMAR’S PICTURESQUE
PETITE VENISE (LITTLE VENICE).
COURTESY LEAH LARKIN.
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olmar calls itself the most Alsatian of Alsatian towns. Alsace, the northeastern corner
of France with the Vosges Mountains
to the west and the Rhine River and
Germany to the east, is blanketed
with vineyards, half-timbered houses
and storybook villages awash in colorful blossoms throughout the summer. In the flower category, Colmar
excels.
Gorgeous flowers everywhere;
overflowing from window boxes on
houses, tumbling from more flower
boxes brimming with color along the
canals, flourishing in huge pots along
the streets. Both the city administration and locals do their part in creating this feast of flowers.
“Flowers embellish the city. They enhance our welcome to visitors. Flowers foster a social connection among
the residents,” said Claire Kammerlen, director of Espace Vert (Green
Space), the city’s garden department
which employs 55 people who plant
150,000 flowers every summer.
Colmar sponsors a summer competition inviting residents to decorate
their homes with flowers and last
summer 106 locals filled their window boxes with geraniums and other
summer favorites. The winner took
home a check for 205 euros. The
city of 85,000 spends some 56,000
euros per year on keeping Colmar in
bloom—and not just in summer.
Perhaps the penchant for blumen
comes from Colmar’s Germanic
background. Alsace has been tugged
back and forth between Germany
and France for hundreds of years.
Colmar, in Upper Alsace between
Strasbourg and Mulhouse, was
founded in the 9th century. It was
the site of Charlemagne’s summer
villas and is named for the doves (colombes) he kept. Craftsmen and merchants settled around the villas and
the town became a pilgrimage center
during the Crusades.
During most of the Middle Ages
Colmar was a free Imperial City.
After the Thirty Years’ War (16181648) Alsace, against its will, came
under the protection of the king of
France. That proved to be a good
move. Colmar kept its status as Im-

COLMAR’S KOIFHUS, THE CITY’S FORMER
CUSTOMS HOUSE. COURTESY OT COLMAR.

perial City and flourished in the 15th
and 16th centuries, its golden age of
prosperity when many sumptuous
structures were built.
In 1871, Alsace—and Colmar—
became part of the German Empire. Residents were happy to once
again become part of France after
World War I. During World War
II, Alsace was again part of Germany, but only briefly.
Today Alsace and Colmar are an
enticing blend of the best of both
Germany and France. Colmar even
has a bit of Italy: Petite Venise (little
Venice), an area of enchanting canals
where willows dapple the water and
overflowing window boxes decorate
the aged houses. Cafes and restaurants are plentiful, some even on
platforms built over the water. Boat
cruises on the canals are popular.
Nearby is the Quai de la Poissonnerie, fisherman’s quay, with colorful houses at water’s edge. Stroll

through the Tanner’s District where
more restored, half-timbered houses
line the narrow, cobbled streets. It is
all picture perfect.
Colmar’s stellar museum, the Unterlinden in a former 13th century
convent, was undergoing renovation
with a new wing under construction
during my visit last summer. The
city’s renowned art treasure, Mathias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece
(1512-1516), was on display at the
nearby Dominican church. The Altarpiece, which was donated to the
city by the Monastery of St. Anthony in nearby Isenheim, is a series
of paintings, on hinges like shutters,
which depict both the horror of the
Crucifixion and joy of the Resurrection. It is poignant and powerful.
The rendering of Christ’s bloody and
pierced body on the cross is haunting.
Another masterpiece to admire is
the Madonna of the Rose Bush, an
important work from 1473 painted
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COLMAR’S CANALS ARE BORDERED BY A PROFUSION OF
BLOSSOMS. COURTESY LEAH LARKIN.

by Colmar native Martin Schongauer. The altarpiece is
now back in the museum where there is much more to
admire, including works by Picasso, Monet and Léger in
the new, modern wing.
Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi, who created the Statue of
Liberty, was born in Colmar in 1834. Many of his smaller
statues adorn the town which also has a small Bartholdi
museum located in an elegant courtyard in the house in
which he was born. One room is devoted to the design
and step-by-step creation of the Statue of Liberty.
Join locals for a coffee next door at Au Croissant Doré, a
tiny, old-timey coffee shop with vintage décor: marble top
tables, cane chairs and old prints covering the walls. Proprietor Claude Boespflug, who speaks the Alsatian dialect with
some of his regular customers, has owned the shop for 30
years. Alsatian is a Germanic dialect, a minority language
in Alsace spoken by some residents. French is the official
Alsatian language, but many Alsatians also speak German.
Boespflug laments changes he has noticed in Colmar.
“Too many tourists. Not like before. All in a hurry.”
During the many years I lived in nearby Germany, I visited
Alsace frequently. Colmar was a favorite. Yes, there are more
tourists these days, but the town has kept and nourished its
unique and captivating ambience. It seems even more examples of stunning architecture have been renovated.
Meander along the narrow and busy cobbled streets,
past imposing Gothic churches with magnificent stained
glass windows, lavishly decorated merchants’ houses and
shops beckoning with tasty edible treats.
A favorite photo subject is The House of Heads (Maison des Têtes) at 19 Rue des Têtes, dating from 1609,
which still displays some 111 grotesque faces that grimace
at passersby. Another gem is the Maison Pfister (1537)
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on Rue des Marchands, a medieval house in Renaissance
design named for the man who purchased it in 1841. The
house of wood and stone has an unusual corner window
and a popular wine shop on the first floor.
You can’t leave Colmar without tasting Alsatian wine.
The town is in the heart of Alsace’s wine country on the
“Route du Vin.” The Alsatian Wine Route stretches a total of 170 kilometers passing 100 wine villages. Along the
route and in Colmar look for “Dégustation” signs, inviting you to stop and sample the fruit of the vines. Alsace
is known primarily for white wine that is dry and fruity.
Riesling is the most noted vintage, but Pinot Blanc, Pinot
Gris and Gewürztraminer are worth tasting.
Go native and enjoy a local specialty with your dinner wine: Alsatian sauerkraut (choucroute) is legendary,
served with boiled potatoes and a variety of meats. Tarte
flambée, the Alsatian version of pizza, is not to be missed.
Colmar restaurants also serve classic French favorites such
as foie gras. “Locals come here for bouillabaisse (famous
Mediterranean fish soup). “We don’t only eat sauerkraut,” a restaurant proprietor told me.
Look higher, above the rooftops, and you are likely to
spot another Alsatian specialty: storks. The large migratory white bird is the symbol of Alsace. The birds migrate as far as 15,000 kilometers in winter, some as far
as South Africa, but return to Alsace in warm weather
months. They make their huge nests in precarious places
atop rooftops and always return to the same nest. In addition to sighting the real birds, you will see stork souvenirs,
stork décor and stork statues throughout Alsace.
Don’t miss Colmar-by-night held Friday and Saturday
evenings when the town is illuminated to show off those
architectural masterpieces. Thanks to 900 computer-

COLMAR’S PETIT VENISE (LITTLE VENICE).
COURTESY OT COLMAR.

HALF-TIMBERED HOUSES LINE THE NARROW STREETS OF
COLMAR’S OLD TOWN. COURTESY LEAH LARKIN.

driven light sources, using the fiber optics cable network,
buildings shine in the spotlights.
During the day, it’s the vibrant colors of all those perfect
blossoms that steal the show. I want to sign up for a
gardening course with Colmar’s flower connoisseurs. GL
Contributing writer Leah Larkin lived and worked in
Germany for many years before moving to southern France
where she now lives. See her website, www.leahlarkin.com
and blog, http://talesandtravel.com for more.

If You Go…
Visit Colmar anytime, but keep these dates in mind:
Alsace Wine Fair: August 8—15, 2016
Christmas Market: November 15—December 31, 2016.
170 exhibitors display their goods in wooden houses arranged around the town’s monuments and iconic sites.
More Markets: In addition to the old covered market where
produce is for sale inside, every Thursday morning there is
an outside market around the hall, and a Saturday market
at the Place Saint Joseph. A flea market is held on Fridays at
the Place des Dominicans. There are two clothes markets,
one at the Place de la Cathedral and another at the Place des
Dominicans, held all day on Thursdays and on Saturday afternoons. (I loved these and found a vendor selling interesting
ethnic designs from Nepal.)
Enhance your visit with a guided tour; a tour in a small,
flat-bottomed boat; a tour on a mini train and/or a carriage
tour. For more info on these and on Colmar: see www.tourisme-colmar.com

THE MEDIEVAL MAISON PFISTER WITH ITS CORNER ORIEL
WINDOW IS ONE OF MANY ARCHITECTURAL JEWELS IN
COLMAR. COURTESY LEAH LARKIN.
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