
Tour of Bourg-en-Bresse
16 September

Bourg-en-Bresse will be best known for 
its Appellation d’Origine Controlee 
chickens and Bleu de Bresse cheese. It is 
now a quiet provincial town, the 
principal town of the departement of 
Ain. Having arrived by train - it has 
good rail connections - we were shown 
around in the gathering dusk by a 
substitute guide who did not usually 
do tours in English, but who managed 
very well.

Bourg was founded in Roman times,
but came to prominence in the middle ages when its position 
on the route from France to Italy brought it prosperity. It was 
annexed to the kingdom of Savoy in 1272 and the first of a 
succession of town walls was built. The town was ceded to 
France twice, for good in 1601. In the 18th century it was 
transformed, under Louis XV, with the building by the 
bourgeoisie of many fine new houses with neoclassical and 
regence facades and the paving of the streets. In the centre of 
a cattle farming area, it has the largest cattle market in the 
region, with traditionally associated industries such as 
tanning, leatherwork and textiles.
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A number of houses from the 15th and 16th centuries 
survive. They are timber-framed, sometimes with elaborate 
carving - colombages sculptees - and with overhanging 
upper stories - encorbellements. A particularly fine example 
belonged to a family of master drapers. There are buildings 
with a medieval facade onto one street (rue des 
Marronniers) and an 18th facade onto another (rue 
Bourmayer). Unfortunately we were too late to see inside 
the gothic Notre Dame, which has very fine choir stalls. 
There is much civic pride in Bourg’s famous sons: Jerome 
Lalande, the 18th century astronomer; Edgar Quinet, an 
18th century historian and man of letters, and Xavier 
Bichat, ‘the father of modern anatomy’, who is 
commemorated by a statue by David d’Angers. Walking 
round the town we came across several brightly coloured 
sculptures of chickens, and finished the day by sampling 
some of the famous local produce in a restaurant.
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