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Way out

With the longest coastline in Brittany,
Finistère is home to historic fishing
towns that are steeped in tradition,
myth and Celtic culture, as
Catriona Burns discovers
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hen you picture
living by the ocean,
what do you see?
If it’s soaking up
the sun on a golden
sandy beach with a cocktail in hand, you’d
probably be best suited somewhere south.
But if you think of quaint fishing villages,
windswept walks along a wild and rugged
coastline and eating plenty of freshly
caught fish, you are probably dreaming
of life in Finistère on Brittany’s western
edge. Literally translating as ‘Land’s End’,
Finistère is where the French mainland
jolts to a stop before the Atlantic Ocean,
giving France’s westernmost department a
wild, mysterious feel. Along its dramatic,
rugged coastline, you’ll find clusters of
tight-knit fishing communities, while
further inland storybook towns and
villages steeped in ancient myth and
legend offer a sweet and simple way of life.

Finistère

AT A
GLANCE

26
27
28
29
The Old Town in Finistère’s capital, Quimper
completefrance.com

Case study
An expat tells her story
Ask the Agent
Expert property advice
P
 roperties
A round-up of homes for sale
Fact file
Useful info and contacts
January 2018 Living France 21

WHERE TO LIVE

Finistère

VISIT…

Douarnenez’s Plage des Sables-Blanc
s
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Douarnenez’s Portmusée to find out about
the town’s sardine industry
and see its collection of
working sea vessels

choppy waters outside.
Calmer seas give way to
more community activities
on the family-friendly Plage
des Sables-Blancs: water aerobics
among the waves, yoga classes on the sand
and stand-up paddleboarding around the
harbour means there’s no real need to
join a gym. Tide permitting, you can walk
across the seaweed-strewn Douarnenez
Bay to Île Tristan. Located just off the
coast, the uninhabited island is linked with
the tragic love story of Tristan and Iseult
and the notorious pirate, Guy Éder de la
Fontenelle, instilling an air of fairy-tale
romance to an afternoon exploring the
island’s botanical gardens, orchards and
medieval fortifications.
It was Finistère’s famed folklore that
first enchanted Penny and Peter
Dinwiddie with the department.
“Finistère is a place of music, stories
and artists; a land rich in creative
and artistic people,” Penny explains.
Coming from military backgrounds
and having travelled widely, the
couple decided to settle in Finistère
and moved to Carhaix-Plouguer in
2002, where they bought a property
that matched the wild romance of the
area. “A near ruin of a 15th century

manoir captured our
imagination,” Penny
explains, “so we started
the task of renovating the
house and creating a garden
from scratch to welcome guests
to our magical part of France.” After 10
years of renovation work, Penny and
Peter transformed the property into a
luxury country house known as Manoir
de Kerlédan. More than a decade later,
the pair are still enjoying their new Breton
way of life, tending to their extensive
gardens, cooking with ingredients from
their organic potager, and making the most
of Finistère’s spoils. “We love walking
on the windswept beach off the Crozon
peninsula, eating at Auberge La Pomme
d’Api in St-Pol-de-Léon for a Michelin star
lunch and chasing the dogs on the beach
at Santec,” Penny says. “We like simple
but luxurious pleasures.”
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HISTORIC FISHING TOWNS

Little over a century ago, the town of
Douarnenez was France’s leading sardine
port – the locals’ nickname ‘penn sardin’
(sardine heads) still sticks to this day. But
while there’s not nearly as many canneries
as there once was, life in Douarnenez,
with its sardine-fishing history and lively
working harbours, remains very much
entwined with the ocean.
Along the blustery Port du Rosmeur,
pastel-hued buildings house bustling cafés,
seafood restaurants and a fishermenrefuge-turned-library that’s filled with
books on the sea. Turn a corner, and
you’ll find snug bars tucked away from
the quayside, harbouring fishermen
warming up with a glass of something
strong, as winds make boats dance on

Douarnenez’s Port Rhu is the
town’s oldest harbour
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With regular ferries from Plymouth and
Cork, the town of Roscoff offers easy
access for expats, but that is only the
start of the port town’s draws. Facing out
towards the Atlantic Ocean, Roscoff’s
granite-built port was made to resist
the elements. Fishermen’s cottages and
seafront villas huddle round the harbour
where walkers take in the wind-whipped
seafront, while in the promenade’s
collection of restaurants, people drink
glasses of crisp white wine with a fresh
seafood platter and ocean views. The
harbour is the heart of Roscoff and signs
of its seafaring heritage can be seen
everywhere, from the nautical motifs
adorning former shipowners’ homes to
the seaweed exhibition centre, Centre
de Découverte des Algues. Harvesting
seaweed may be a current fashion, but
locals have plenty more choice for their
dinner, seeing as over 4,500 tonnes of
seafood pass through the port every year.
The daily fish auction at Port de Bloscon is
the best place to get your catch of the day
or just to watch the action from the new
observation gallery.
There’s plenty more fresh seafood to be
enjoyed in Concarneau, one of Finistère’s
largest working fishing ports. Its fish
market is the third largest in France, and
people come from all over to buy the fish
that come off Concarneau’s couple of
hundred boats, while an open-air market
selling home-made bread and gardengrown fruit and veg offers plenty of choice
for side dishes.
Lauded, though, as Concarneau’s
fish is, seafood is not the only thing that

Coastal calm in Roscoff

brings people to its shore. Even more
are attracted to its walled town, built
between the 14th and 17th centuries and
encircled by granite ramparts. Linked
to the mainland by a stone footbridge,
Concarneau’s ville close is a warren of
winding streets, with window boxes
overflowing with geraniums, family-run
crêperies, souvenir shops and restaurants.
It’s a popular tourist spot during the
summer months, which could present
exciting opportunities for expats who have
a business in mind, but during the rest of
the year, Concarneau enjoys a local vibe,
where residents go about their daily lives.
The olde-worlde village of Locronan,
in the west of the department, is equally
as happy to do its own thing. With its
thatched roof cottages, time-honoured
boulangeries and crumbling little chapels,
you could be forgiven for thinking
someone had stopped the clock in this
plus beau village.
It is this nostalgia for days gone by that
struck tree surgeon Tim Bloomfield when
he moved to Finistère from the UK in 2015.
“Most older expats I meet here agree
that Finistère is more like England in
the 1960s and 1970s with a friendlier
atmosphere,” Tim says. “The slower life
and rugged landscapes are perfect for
people looking to relieve some stress.”
Tim moved to Finistère with his French
girlfriend and says he is embracing all
aspects of life en France, including the local
cuisine. “One has to love butter to live in
Brittany!” Tim says. “Crêpes are incredibly
popular here and you must learn to love
them. Failure to do so is to risk being
ostracised!” he laughs.

5

REASONS TO LIVE
IN FINISTÈRE
From the lively folk music to
the traditional dress and ageold get-togethers, Finistère has
a strong Celtic identity, and
it’s a lot of fun helping to keep
these ancient customs alive.
For seaside homes and fairytale cottages, Finistère is hard
to beat, and with an average
house price of €144,700,
they are very affordable.
With 750 miles of coastline,
Finistère is perfect for those
who want to live by the sea
and spend their days fishing,
sailing and swimming.
The best things in Finistère
are free, or very cheap. Locals
enjoy the modest things in
life: eating at the local crêperie,
hiking in the medieval woods
and fishing for their supper.
The department has
a calendar packed full
of events and festivals,
including Quimper’s
Festival de Cornouaille in
July that celebrates Breton
music and traditions.

SEAFOOD

With such an extensive
coastline, it’s no surprise
that seafood is a favourite on
Finistère’s menus, with one
of the most popular dishes
being moules-frites
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Finistère
CELTIC SPIRIT

You’ll need a head for heights when
walking around Pointe du Raz
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DID YOU
KNOW…

Quimper derives from
the Breton word kemper,
meaning the confluence
of two rivers

INTO THE WILD

There are plenty of places to blow away
the cobwebs in Finistère, but perhaps
none quite as breathtaking as the wild
and windy Pointe du Raz, France’s most
westerly point. The area first became
popular in the 19th century when it
appeared in works by Victor Hugo and
Gustave Flaubert and, ever since, walkers
have come to traverse its heather-covered
walkways that run 70m above perilous
waters below. If you lived in the area, you
might need more than walking boots if
you are to take full advantage of what the
Grand Site de France has to offer: scuba
diving, fishing and exploring the rocky
caves by paddleboard are just a few of the
activities on offer here.
But a simple blanket to wrap around
you is all that’s needed to experience
Pointe du Raz at its most spectacular. At
sunset, when the sun slips behind the trio
of lighthouses on the horizon, with an
infinite stretch of Atlantic Ocean ahead,
you can feel like you have come to the end
of the earth.
Even more adventure awaits on
Finistère’s cluster of remote islands,
including the wind-whipped island of
Ouessant, where a 45km footpath laces its
landscape of coves, rolling green fields and
rocky clifftops, where there’s every chance
to spot seals and seabirds.
The Parc Naturel Régional d’Armorique
is one of Brittany’s largest regional parks
and it takes in a wide range of Finistère’s
habitats, from the thick woodland of

Quimper’s Cathédrale St-Corentin
stands proud over the town’s
half-timbered houses

Huelgoat whose walking trails through
medieval forests are ever-popular with
hikers, to Les Monts d’Arrée where
mountain bikers tumult down stomachchurning hills and peat bogs.
It’s safe to say that Finistère is a world
away from the hustle and bustle of cities in
the UK, which is exactly what convinced
Ben Dickins and David Todd to move to
the department from London in 2015.
“We were keen to find a different pace
of life,” Ben explains. “Life in London
was fabulous but we were attracted to
the peace and solitude of the unspoilt
countryside. We chose the Monts d’Arrée
in Finistère as it gave us this and much
more. This part of France is extremely
varied with wild heathland, rolling green
farmland, dense forest and amazing
coastal scenery all within 30 minutes. We
are ideally located for access to the north,
west and south coasts of Brittany. The
people of Finistère are very welcoming,
and we are lucky to live in a village which
gives a real taste of Breton culture.”
With all of that on your doorstep, who
needs guaranteed sunshine and cocktails
on the beach anyway? We’ll take a bit of
wind and rain any day for a life by the sea
in Finistère…

TURN OVER
For Michèle Clark Nickler’s story of
finding a home away from home
in Finistère
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Finistère’s capital is Quimper, also
Brittany’s oldest town and widely regarded
as the region’s cultural heart. The town
was supposedly founded in the 5th
century by Breton hero, King Gradlon and
to this day, Quimper has remained fiercely
proud of its Celtic roots. Walking through
its pedestrianised medieval quarter, there
is very much a sense that you are not in
France, but in Brittany, the distinction
made by fluttering black and white Breton
flags, traditional music spilling out of
packed-out pubs, greetings exchanged
in Breton, and shops selling faïence,
the hand-painted pottery that has
been made here since 1690. Though
Quimper’s higgedly-piggedly streets
lined with crooked medieval houses
and traditional craft shops will delight
snap happy out-of-towners, the town
is a place for locals, where people live
and work year-round, eating at traditional
crêperies, meeting for coffee outside the
Gothic Cathédrale St-Corentin and strolling
along the River Odet, criss-crossed with
flower covered bridges and alive with
jumping fish.
Fifty minutes north is the city of Brest,
one of France’s busiest naval ports since
the middle of the 17th century, and a
treasure trove of maritime history. Now
the European capital of marine science and
technology, Brest has many attractions that
will fascinate marine enthusiasts including
the Musée National de la Marine that’s
housed in a 12th-century castle, and the
Océanopolis sea centre, the perfect rainy
day activity for little and big kids alike.

