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n the early evening sunlight, when 
I begin my walk around the heart 
of this city—the fourth largest in 
France—the stately buildings are 
bathed in a muted golden orange 
glow. I find Toulouse an unexpected 
delight; if Marseilles is known for 
its laidback vibe, and Paris for, well, 
just about everything, Toulouse, 
capital of France’s southern Midi-
Pyrénées region, has remained 
undiscovered and unsung by the 
tourist hordes who flock to France 
every year. 

I am immediately enchanted 
by the grandiose facades of the 

ARCHITECTURE

LA VIE EN ROSE IN

They say Toulouse is pink in the day, orange in the evening 
and purple at night, but it is most commonly known as La Ville 
Rose, or 'Pink City', all owing to its unique architecture made 
of pinkish terracotta bricks. The sights are truly picturesque!

Facing page: 
The Capitole de 
Toulouse, the 
town hall, is 
the heart of the 
city's municipal 
administration.
Above: Wells 
once stood in 
the middle of the 
Place de la Trinité, 
replaced in the 
early 19th century 
by a fountain.

buildings, with their exquisite grillwork balconies 
looking out on to the streets. And I am excited 
by the youthful mood on the streets of this 
university city.

Toulouse had been occupied since the 4th 
century BC, notably by the Romans, who came 
in soon after and gave it the name 'Tolosa'. The 
city became one of the most important trading 
regions in France in the 15th and 16th centuries 
AD, with wealthy merchants building the elegant 
pink-red brick mansions in the city’s old quarter. 
Why, even the Novotel I am staying in, is a listed 
historic monument, with an attractive brickwork 
facade.

Our first stop on the walk is the Basilica of St. 
Sernin, counted among the finest Romanesque 
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Above: Oman's souqs are 
a treasure trove of silver 
artefacts, jewellery and 
antiques.
Right: A vibrant Bedouin 
patchwork costume stands 
out amidst the metal crafts 
and bric-a-brac.

Above: An intricately 
carved lotus stem dish at 
The Fatty Bao, Mumbai.
Below: Tuck into a mouth-
watering dish of lentils 
cooked with red amaranth 
at Svasara Jungle Lodge, 
Tadoba .

Clockwise from above: 
The minarets of the Al 
Lawati mosque tower over 
the Muttrah district in 
Muscat; The port lined with 
fishing boats; The stunning 
dunes of Sharqiya Sands.

ARCHITECTURE

Clockwise from above: 
The Toulouse violet can 
be spotted in various 
forms across the city; The 
red-bricked inner cloister 
at the Jacobin Church and 
Convent; The five-tiered 
bell tower at the Basilique 
Saint-Sernin stands tall over 
the surrounding area.

churches in the world. With its octagonal bell 
tower supported by a series of smaller circular 
towers, it looks different from any other church 
I have seen in Europe. The Basilica in its current 
form was built in the early 11th century and 
the interiors, with their rich frescoes, are still 
impressive. It has been, and continues to be, 
an important stop for pilgrims on their way to 
Santiago de Compostela in Spain.

The other remarkable edifice on this walk is 
the Jacobin Church and Convent, close to the 
River Garonne. It features brick-wall exteriors 
and interiors are striking, with sunlight filtering 
in through the stained glass windows high up on 
the walls. It is not used as a church anymore and 
art exhibitions are sometimes hosted here. As I 
look around the tall columns with their palm tree 
design and the fading murals, I cannot think of a 
better place to appreciate art.

Later, as I stroll through the warren of 
shopping lanes in the old quarter, the light 
begins to fade and the buildings seem to take 
on a purple hue. It is then that I discover this 
city’s other connection with this colour: the 
violets that Toulouse is famous for. These pretty 
flowers, Violette de Toulouse, are used—much 
like lavender in Provence—in everything, from 
bouquets and perfumes to cookies and jams, 
and even enjoyed in the form of candied violets. 
We stop at a local sweet shop for a sample of 
these deep purple candied violets. Brittle and 
somewhat bitter, this is clearly an acquired taste.

Violets have been cultivated in the areas 
around Toulouse since the late 19th century 
and exported to European countries, apart from 
being used locally just as they are now. In the 
mid-20th century, violets went out of favour and 
cultivation dropped drastically, only to be revived 
in the 1990s. Now, Toulouse celebrates the 
flower every February (when the flowers bloom) 
through a violet fair, the Fête de la Violette, in 
the Place du Capitole.

My favourite spot in Toulouse is this very one, 
the Place du Capitole, right in the centre of the 
old city. This is the city’s largest public square, w
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Clockwise from left: 
Enjoy a grilled dhokla 
chaat at The Bombay 
Canteen, Mumbai; At 
Svasara Jungle Lodge, 
Tadoba, enjoy the green 
chilli relish and a hearty 
sauted green gram salad.

ARCHITECTURE

Above: Aeroscopia, 
the home of a rich local 
aviation heritage in 
Blagnac, near Toulouse.
Below: Toulousians 
and tourists throng the 
farmers' market at the 
Place du Capitole.

One can also explore a town that is even pinker 
than Toulouse—Montauban. An hour’s drive 

away from Toulouse, although this town dates 
back to medieval times (first founded in 1144 
AD), only a few vestiges of its history remain 

today, like the Church St Jacques with arresting 
mosaic work above the entrance arch. Even at 
10 in the morning, locals gather at the Place 

Nationale (National Square) to catch up on the 
day’s news over fragrant croissants and coffee. 
A few solitary souls relax on the lounge chairs 

thoughtfully provided by the alfresco cafés 
lining the square. 

Over the centuries, this town has been a native 
land to several creative minds like the artist 

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, sculptor 
Antoine Bourdelle and writer Philippe Labro. 
They may have left Montauban for greener 
pastures, but when I look at the pink-red 

buildings and the graceful arches of the old 
bridge over the River Tarn, I am tempted to 

believe that this town perhaps always remained 
their muse.

GETAWAY

lined by the town hall and opera house on one side and lively 
cafés on the other. Even in the early evening hours, the plaza 
is abuzz with the voices of not just tourists but also locals; 
not surprising since it has been a favourite meeting place for 
Toulousians over many, many years.

As we pass the covered arcade, with its row of trendy shops 
and boutiques, my guide points up to the ceiling. It is covered 
entirely by blocks of cheery paintings depicting the history of 
Toulouse, from its early days as a prosperous trading town to A
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CUISINE

GETTING THERE

Jet Airways operates daily 
flights to Paris from Mumbai. 
From here, you can fly to 
Toulouse with our interline 
e-ticketing partner, Air France.  

ACCOMMODATION

Stay at the four-star Novotel 
Toulouse Center Wilson in the 
heart of the city.

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Log on to 
wwww.toulouse-visit.com 

 QUICK FACTS Clockwise from above: The 
minarets of the Al Lawati 
mosque tower over the 
Muttrah district in Muscat; 
The port lined with fishing 
boats; The stunning dunes of 
Sharqiya Sands.

Top: Indulge your 
sweet tooth with alu 
ke musafir at Radisson 
Blu, Agra.
Right: The subtly-
spiced rice pilaf with 
Bengal gram is a hit 
with guests at Svasara 
Jungle Lodge, Tadoba.

ARCHITECTURE

A typical narrow street 
in the inner city of 
Toulouse.

the present, when it is an 
aeronautics hub in Europe.

It’s true that modern 
day Toulouse is not just 
about medieval buildings 
and bustling plazas. It is 
also home to the Airbus 
factory spread over almost 
2,000 acres, where A380s 
are assembled (and tours 
are offered!), and the 
newly-opened Aeroscopia 
museum in nearby 
Blagnac, that showcases 
the history of aviation 
with informative displays 
and live aircraft models 
(including the legendary 
Concorde). I feel a bit 
like a kid in a candy shop 
during my tour of the 
museum, especially when 
exploring the interiors of 
the Concorde.

Another morning, 
I make my way to the 
Marché Victor Hugo, a 
local market. I have no desire 
to shop but a visit to this fresh 
food market is de rigueur for 
any visitor to Toulouse. As I step 
inside this large covered market, 
with over a hundred local sellers, 
I am engulfed by the aroma 
cheese and seafood. The market 
is a feast for the senses: fresh 
fish peering out from cold slabs, 
meats of all descriptions, plump 
eggplant and fresh asparagus 
stacked up on wooden shelves, 
vendors of fine cheese chatting 
with the regulars, and inviting 
smells wafting up from a line of 
food stalls—among them one 
offering Indian and Sri Lankan 
cuisine too. Come lunchtime, 
and locals gravitate to the 

restaurants located just above this 
market for food and conversation.

Here in this city, they take 
food very seriously, deriving 
immense pride from their presumed 
gastronomical superiority over other 
regions of France. To back this 
claim, it does boast a handful of 
Michelin-starred restaurants. The 
signature dish of this region is the 
hearty and scrumptious Cassoulet, 
a rich, slow-cooked casserole with 
beans and meat—the ultimate one-
pot meal.

The saying la vie en rose really 
does hold true in this often 
overlooked but fascinating city.  Se
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