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If there is still one festival that 
brings all people together, it is surely 

Christmas. A pagan celebration 
that marks the arrival of winter, 
a religious festival that honours 
the birth of Christ, it remains 

to this day a strong social ritual, 
giving families an all too scarce 

opportunity to come together and 
share special moments. If eastern 

France is well known for its lively 
Christmas traditions, the Nord-

Pas de Calais stands out thanks to 
the great diversity of celebrations 
it hosts: markets, skating rinks, 
illuminations... In the vicinity 

of the Louvre-Lens, the towns of 
Arras, Douai, Béthune and Lens 
certainly do not lack imagination. 
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brightened 
markets

Four towns, four cheeses… The Maroilles cheese is 
ready to serve! For a long time now, cheese has been 
one of the most popular dishes with the people of the 
north. Some of them even go so far as to dip it into 
their coffee! Nevertheless, it is more commonly enjoyed 
with any one of the region’s many local beers. Every 
town worthy of its name can boast its own speciality 
cheese. Lens, Béthune, Arras and Douai are no 
exceptions. That is great news for your taste buds! 

Not to be missed is the Christmas Village in Arras, held 
traditionally on the Grand’Place. This grandiose setting, 
with its façades shimmering in the light, provides a real 
rendezvous for lovers of the traditional market.  The traders 
that set up shop in the wooden chalets (around 90) offer 
Christmas decorations, as well as presents (jewellery, crafts) 
and, of course, a variety of tasty dishes. For one month, the 
skating rink and the merry-go-round, in addition to a range 
of entertainments for young and old alike, will bring the 
Christmas Village to life. This year will be brightened up 
especially by a giant Ferris wheel. Douai is also brimming 
with festivities. Alongside the traditional market in the Place 
d'Armes (around 40 exhibitors), the town has organised 
a series of illuminations on some of the most beautiful 
buildings in Douai. The Tourist Office arranges regular guided 
tours that take visitors around the town in search of these 
illuminated monuments (info: 03 27 88 26 79). In Lens, a 
skating stadium has been set up, complete with a luge run, 
children’s entertainment and shows in the city centre. The 
Grand'Place in Béthune will also be transformed into a 
Christmas City. Shining with a thousand lights, this venue 
will host a friendly traditional market (around 30 exhibitors) 
as well as a wide range of entertainments (free carriage rides, 
nativity scene and animals) that will delight visitors of all ages.  
And what do all these towns have in common? They all 
provide the perfect place to enjoy a wonderful moment with 
all the family. Make the most of it!

Monsieur Gayant’s delight 
from Douai

For just under a year now, 
Douai has been blessed 

with a cheese of its 
own and, of course, 
this pays tribute to 
the town’s leading 
personality: Gayant! 
In his position at the 

helm of La Deliciosa, 
the cheese shop at the 

belfry, Éric Carton always 
regretted being unable to offer 

his customers a cheese from Douai itself among the 
hundred or so others that he sold on his stall. So 
he rolled up his sleeves and created a cheese made 
with unpasteurised milk that is full of character, with 
the help of a friend of his who produces Maroilles. 
Brushed for 31 days and matured with the Saint-
Landelin amber beer of the Gayant Brewery, the so 
called Plaisir de Monsieur Gayant is creamy whilst 
being strong enough to retain its character. Maturing 
it with beer allows it to acquire a pretty orange skin as 
well as endowing it with a light, malty flavour.  
Crémerie du Beffroi, 112 rue de Paris in Douai, 
 T : 00 33(0)3 27 95 52 21.

The Forts…a strong taste! 
In Béthune, a stone’s throw from the Grand'Place, 
La Prairie is a fromagerie that has specialised in 
cheeses from the Nord-Pas de Calais for more than 
half a century. Among the favourites here is one that 
can boast an even stronger aroma than Maroilles: the 
Fort de Béthune! The reason for this is that it is made 
using a base of the pungent Vieux Lille and Maroilles 
cheeses as well as juniper from Houlle. Born in the 
XIXth Century, the Fort de Béthune was a popular 
snack with miners. Like many of the varieties from 

the north, it was perceived as a poor man’s cheese 
because it was made using the leftovers from other 
cheeses, which were all mixed together. In Lens, it is 
the same story.  The Fort de Lens would be spread 
on slices of bread and was a key part of any miner’s 
lunchbox.  Today, you can (re)discover the Fromagerie 
Philippe Olivier, which is the place to go for cheese 
in the region. His son Romain, who has picked up the 
baton, has just opened this cheese shop in Lens and 
offers more than two hundred varieties, with cheeses 
from the Nord-Pas de Calais as well as foreign 
varieties. 
Le Fort de Béthune: La Prairie, 20 rue Albert 1er,
 in Béthune,  T : 00 33(0)3  21 68 04 85 
Le Fort de Lens: Fromagerie Philippe Olivier, 39 rue 
René Lanoy, in Lens,  T :  00 33(0)3  21 28 04 57

A taste of the citadel…
Take a soft heart-shaped cheese, made with 
unpasteurised cow’s milk, and bearing little 
resemblance to its cousin the Maroilles both in terms 
of flavour and aroma.  To this, you add a delicate skin 
that is slightly orange in hue, and you will have the 
Cœur d'Arras, a cheese full of character that manages 
to be at once powerful and subtle. This is a cheese that 
Jean-François Dubois, in charge of La Finarde, takes 
great pleasure in maturing in the caves of the citadel 
of Arras! This traditional fromagerie is well known 
to the people of Arras for the quality and range of 
cheese on offer, and they can also be found at the 
market of Arras. For a short while now, they have 
been maturing their own cheeses in a former airship 
hangar as well as in two gun-powder stores that date 
back to the XVIIth Century. 
La Finarde, Citadelle «  Hangar 
à ballons  », Bd du général 
de Gaulle, in Arras, T : 00 
33(0)3  21 73 44 21.

Cheeses with 
CharaCter! 

Christmas 
Market dates
Bethune: from 30th 
November to 31st December 
(Grand'Place). The grand 
opening will take place on 
30th November at 18h, 
followed by the illumination 
of the belfry.

Arras: from 29th 
November to 29th December 
(Grand'Place)

Douai: from 29th 
November to 24th December 
(place d'Armes). 

Lens: from 13th to 22nd 
December « Once Upon 
a Christmas in Lens » 
(entertainment in the city 
centre)

Descents  
of the belfry
6th December in Arras by 
Saint-Nicolas: Place des Héros 
at 17h30. Children are invited 
to join Saint Nicolas who will 
be distributing sweets. 
7th December in Béthune: 
in the Grand'Place, Saint 
Nicolas will be handing out 
gingerbread all afternoon. 
15th December in Douai by 
Father Christmas. He will be 
stopping off at Douai with his 
elves to collect letters from the 
children and to hand out some 
sweet titbits. Rue de la Mairie 
at 18h. 
24th December at Béthune 
by Father Christmas: He will 
come down the belfry in the 
Grand'Place at 18h to hand out 
sweet treats. 


