
After the Franco-Prussian war in 1870, the now 
obsolete fortifications were decommissioned. 
But it was only twenty-odd years later that the 
town was given permission to demolish them.

When the work began in 1892, the local council 
took the initiative to keep part of the western 
front of the ramparts, together with the trees 
that grew there, to create a public garden.

François Ernest Guinoiseau, in charge of 
reshaping the town of Saint-Omer after the 
demolition work, was instructed to design the 
gardens. He followed the advice of Messrs. 
Mongy (director of works) and Saint-Léger (chief 
gardener), the council’s technical advisers in 
Lille. The construction of the gardens began in 
1893 and took around ten years to complete.

As early as 1932, the gardens were listed under 
a law passed in 1931. At that time, they were 
sandwiched between two areas still owned 
by the army. To the north, there was a parade 
ground that was given back to the town after 
World War II for a new housing programme.  

To the south, was a shooting gallery that was 
sold to the town in 1959 and converted into 
a leisure centre with swimming pool and 
sports facilities in the 1960s. This area was then 
annexed to the public gardens.

Quite an extraordinary garden...

From the Middle Ages, gardens were either designed to enhance nature’s beauty, 
or to master and domesticate it in a formal design.
The public gardens of Saint-Omer were landscaped at the end of the 19th century according to both 
principles, while taking advantage of the natural lay of the land.
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The entrance to the gardens  was originally 
closed by a gate now opening into the allée 
du parc. The nearby gardener’s house was 
destroyed in 1942 during the bombing. After 
the war, this entrance was replaced by a 
monumental granite fountain (nicknamed 
«the giraffe» by the local people) which was 
demolished in the 1970s to open up the 
entrance to the gardens. It was then that 
the underground passage was made under 
boulevard Vauban and the bastion du jambon 
stairs were built from the Cathedral close.

Entrance to the gardens around 1900

The entrance around 1950 : «the Giraffe»

The multiplication of public gardens in the 
19th century stemmed from a trend among 
the bourgeoisie who wished to reproduce the 
way the aristocracy lived during the ancien 
régime. The landscaped gardens of Saint-Omer 
immediately became a favourite place for a 
stroll or for enjoying leisure pursuits. Nothing 
has changed in that respect.
A French style garden was designed in the 
lower part, between the bastion d’Egmont 
(named after count Lamoral d’Egmont, Captain 
General of the army of Philippe II of Spain) and 
the bastion of Saint-Venant. It is composed of 
a traditional layout of boulingrins (from the 
English «bowling green»), with rows of clipped 
shrubs and a fountain in the centre.
The stairway built into the counterscarp leads 
up to the esplanade with its bandstand, the 
focal point of local celebrations. It was 
designed in 1896 with a cast iron canopy on a 
stone base made partly from debris from the 
old ramparts. It illustrates the development 
of urban furniture that was all the rage at 
the turn of the century. The Conservatoire à 
Rayonnement Départemental still regularly 
gives concerts from the bandstand.

Further on we find a colourful array of mosaic 
flowerbeds 3 planted according to the 
gardeners’ own imaginations. It is here that local 
figures are celebrated. The busts of Louis Martel 
(1813-1892) and Charles Jonnart (1857-
1927), both local politicians and ministers of 
the state and elected members of the Conseil 
Général, sitting both in the Assemblée Nationale 
and in the Senate, were unveiled here in the 
presence of many political figures of that time.

Beyond this can be found the English gardens, 
complete with a waterfall and duckpond, 
punctuated with little shelters for the ducks 
(called «turqueries») and crossed by a rustic 
bridge made of reinforced concrete. 
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The work was completed in 1898 by Etienne 
Peulabeuf from Arras, who was specialised in 
this type of construction. The bridge leads to 
an animal park and bird house, always a 
favourite stop on a walk through the arboretum.

Bandstand, 1986

The fountain in the French gardens

The rustic bridge built in 1898

French gardens

The waterfall and duckpond created in the early 20th 

In the 17th century, in response to longer 
cannon ranges, the engineers added structures 
called «dehors» (outsides) in front of the 
enclosure and bastions which were separated 
by ditches. Beyond these lay the glacis, the wide 
sloping area where any assailants would found 
themselves unprotected in the open.
When the town was bought back from France in 
1678, Vauban only made a few improvements to 
its fortifications.

If you walk through the French garden to the 
foot of the rampart separating it from the town, 
you can see the well-preserved Saint-Venant 
bastion. Opposite it there is a
counterguard made of earth 
and covered with vegetation. 
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At the end of this can be seen traces of the 
moineau du jambon on the ground and 
in the wall (where the stairs now lead to the 
Cathedral).  A half-moon  or circumflex accent 
shaped structure 15 protecting the enclosure is 
still girded by the original bricks and moat. It is 
beyond this that the sports facilities are located.

As you walk back into the English garden, the 
different levels of a hornworked structure, 
called the Croatian fort, can still be seen. The 
duckpond was installed between its two 
«horns» and a small defence structure served as 
a backdrop for the waterfall.
Part of the arboretum was thus installed in the 
slopes of the old ditches and in the covered 
ways. 

The shape or imprint of the fortifications can 
still be discerned under the vegetation or in the 
landscaped features.

In the 9th century, the founders of Saint-Omer 
dug a trench to protect the town from attacks 
by the Normans and built a wooden palisade 
around the church of Notre-Dame. The count of 
Flanders built a motte inside this enclosure 
in the 10th century. The town rapidly grew from 
this time, adding further enclosures around the 
original one.  By the 13th century, the town had 
taken the shape that remained more or less 
constant until the 19th century, while being 
constantly remodelled and adapted to the 
military practices of the time. From the 15th 
century for example, with the development 
of cannons, the semi-circular towers were 
demolished to provide flat artillery platforms. In 
the next century, Charles V of Spain had them 
replaced with pentagonal bastions which had 
fewer dead angles and were more resistant to 
cannonball fire.

The fortifications in the public gardens today

A team of four gardeners now take care of 
mowing the lawns, pruning the trees and 
looking after the wildlife. All 30,000 floral plants 
are grown in the 500 square meters of municipal 
greenhouses. 

The parks and gardens department not 
only maintains the gardens but aids in its 
development by planting new species. It thus 
contributes to making Saint-Omer’s public 
gardens one of the finest and most original 
landscaped parks in the north of France.
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The public gardens are a listed woodland 
area, thus ensuring that their original design 
is protected. All the trees are also protected 
and cannot be pruned or cut down without 
the permission of the ONF (National Forestry 
Commission). The arboretum is designed so 
that each tree can be discovered in turn along 
the path and contains a wide variety of regional 
species, such as mountain ash, blackthorn, 
birch and ash trees, as well as some other 
species from the Far-East and America which 
have become acclimatised to our northern 
temperatures. Each tree is identified by a 
name plate on the ground. At the entrance 
stand a copper beech and a magnificent ginko 
biloba of Asian origin. Further on can be found 
some Lebanon cedars, a weeping ash tree, a 
paulownia and sequoias.

The biodiversity of the gardens is maintained 
by human intervention alone. According to 
a recent survey, certain species of tree and 
particularly those of the region, have almost 
disappeared, suffocated by other dominant 
species that prevent their reproduction.
To hinder this process, the town’s parks and 
gardens department has put an action plan 
in place with the Parc Naturel Régional des 
Caps et Marais d’Opale and the ONF. It involves 
counting the trees and assessing their state 
of health prior to a scheme of programmed 
pruning and replanting in order to restore the 
biodiversity of the gardens.

It is also essential for preserving the increasingly 
varied wildlife species that can be seen in the 
trees and on the lawns (jays, woodpeckers, 
blue-tits, rabbits, bats, etc.).

This extensive and diversely populated area 
has required a great deal of hard work spread 
over hundreds of years, with gardeners passing 
down their know how over the generations.

Gardening demonstrations

The flowerbeds
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The fortifications in the 19th century, before being 
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Au XIXe siècle, la multiplication des jardins 
publics correspondit à une nouvelle pratique de 
la bourgeoisie, qui cherchait ainsi à reproduire 
le modèle aristocratique de l’ancien régime. 
Conçu comme un véritable parc paysager, le 
jardin de Saint-Omer devint, dès sa création, lieu 
de promenade et de loisirs pour les habitants. Il 
a conservé cette fonction de nos jours.

Un jardin « à la française » fut dessiné dans 
les fossés, entre l’ancien bastion d’Egmont 
(comte Lamoral d’Egmont, capitaine général 
de l’armée de Philippe II d’Espagne) et celui de 
Saint-Venant. Il représente une composition 
traditionnelle de boulingrins (de l’anglais « 
bowling green » : pelouse pour jeux de boules), 
d’alignements d’arbustes taillés, et une fontaine 
en son centre 8.

L’escalier installé sur la contre-escarpe conduit 
le promeneur vers l’esplanade aménagée 
autour du kiosque à musique pour les festivités 
6. Il fut conçu en 1896, avec une couverture 
en fonte posée sur un socle de pierre, dont 
certaines proviennent des anciens remparts. 
Il témoigne du développement de l’art du 
mobilier urbain, florissant au début du XIXe 
siècle. L’Ecole Nationale de Musique et de Danse 
y donne encore régulièrement des concerts.
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Le pont rustique de 1898

Le jardin « à la française »

According to the practices of that time, the 
prisoners had to pay for their keep during 
their time in prison. The wealthier convicts had 
private rooms upstairs while the poorer ones 
had to share cells on the ground floor and in the 
basement.

This ancient example of feudal life preserved in 
an urban setting is quite unique in our region. 
The site has been restored and is open to the 
public. The restoration work was carried out 
as part of the European «Walls and Gardens» 
project with European funding through the 
Interreg «Two Seas» programme. 

The ancient prison surrounded by gardens 
forms a haven of peace in the heart of the city 
and is a remarkable example of a mix of cultural 
and natural heritage.
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Access to the motte is from the 
place Sithieu through a 19th 
century red-bricked crenelated 
porch. Its name recalls Villa 
Sithiu, the name given by a 
nobleman to Omer, the bishop 
of Thérouanne in the 12th 
century.  

It is in the heart of the oldest part of the town, 
a stone’s throw from the Cathedral which was 
protected from attacks by the Normans by a 
first enclosure built around 891. At the time, 
it was a simple grassy mount with a wooden 
palisade around the top part. 

In the 10th century, the Counts of Flanders built 
a bailey there, referred to as «le Bourg» (from 
the Flemish word for castle, «Burg») in ancient 
documents. It became known as the Castellany 
Motte when the lands were organized into 
castellanies. From this castle, guarded by a lord, 
the counts would maintain their control of the 
Audomarois (name given to the Saint-Omer 
region). 

This man-made mound of earth, actually square 
in shape with rounded corners, overlooks the 
surrounding area from a lofty height of six 
to ten meters. It would have originally had a 
wooden keep, later followed by a rectangular 
tower and a circular shell keep, both made of 
stone. The protective ditch around the castle, 
which became obsolete as early as the 13th 
century, was filled in in order to build houses 
on it. 

The site resumed its defensive functions in 
the 16th century. An artillery platform was 
constructed at the top to defend the town. The 
old square tower was destroyed and a military 
prison was constructed in its place in 1761. 
It is based on Vauban’s typical barracks design, 
with a vaulted basement and ground floor and 
rooms leading off corridors and stairways. 

Aerial view
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Saint-Omer
region

The public gardens 
of Saint-Omer 

and its motte and bailey
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www.patrimoines-saint-omer.fr

Information and registration :

Land of Art and History
of Saint-Omer Centre 
Urban development agency 
for the Saint-Omer region
Hôtel de Ville, Place du Maréchal Foch
1er étage, 62 500 Saint-Omer
pah@aud-stomer.fr - Tél : 03 21 88 89 23
www.patrimoines-saint-omer.fr

Office de Tourisme de la Région 

de Saint-Omer
4 rue du Lion d’Or
62 500 SAINT-OMER
Tél. : 03 21 98 08 51
www.tourisme-saintomer.com
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Photo credits : 
Photos : Carl Peterolff 
Photos 1 et 2 : private collection of Mr Engrand
Photo 3 : Société des Antiquaires de la Morinie
Reproduction and map of the fortifications : Ph. Rebergue

The «Land of Art and History of Saint-Omer» is part of a 
national network of 180 «Towns of Art and History».

This title is awarded by the Ministry of Culture and Communication, 
General Heritage Division, to local authorities giving particular importance 
to promoting their heritage.
It is a label certifying the quality and expertise of the guides and 
coordinators presenting the architecture and heritage of a town.

Let us tell you about the Land of Art and History of Saint-Omer...

Your guide welcomes you to the tour. He or she knows everything about 
the area and helps you to understand its many facets. Any questions you 
may have will be most welcome.

The Land of Art and History Centre in charge of this scheme has 
designed this brochure for you. It organizes tours and events all year 
round for the local population, schools and visitors. It is happy to help you 
with any projects you may have.

Nearby : Amiens, Boulogne-sur-Mer, Cambrai, Dieppe, Laon, Lens-
Liévin, Lille, Noyon, Saint-Quentin and Roubaix all have the Land of Art 
and History label.

 With the support of the 
Ministry of Culture and 
Communication and the 
Regional Directorate of 
Cultural Affairs of the 
Nord-Pas-de-Calais.

Restauration of the prison

Door of a prison cell in 
the dungeon

Entrance to the castellany motte

Town of Art and History     

Portail Patrimoines 
du Pays d’art et d’histoire 
de Saint-Omer

Office de Tourisme 
de la Région de Saint-Omer

Page Facebook
du Pays d’art et d’histoire 
de Saint-Omer

Découvrez aussi le jardin 
grâce à l’application

 pour smartphone 
« Les fortifications de 

Saint-Omer », 
téléchargeable 

gratuitement sur : 


