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ABSTRACT
Although the history of vacation camps is well documented, their future is yet to be explored. 
Looking back on the results of a research project that mobilized a multidisciplinary research 
team from the Nantes School of Architecture, this paper focuses on the future of a former 
vacation camp called in French “Palais des enfants” (“Children’s Palace”). The camp is located 
in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez, a seaside town in Vendée, on the French Atlantic coastline. The specific 
case of the “Palais des enfants” in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez offers an ideal case study for the many 
issues that affect the future of these heritages: who are the stakeholders playing extended 
roles in managing the future of this camp? What are the legal, social and environmental 
constraints affecting these heritages? Which economic strategies should be implemented to 
develop new attractions in a coastal town marked by social tourism? This site, as well as its 
future, have led us to ground our analysis in a set of spatial, political and social perspectives. 
They have above all opened up new horizons for joint research initiatives informed by design 
and by art.
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IIn France, the built heritage of vacation camps is on the 
wane. Postcards showing large groups of children gathered 
amidst nature, by the sea or in the mountains are images of 
the past. Only a few vacation camps are still operating today.
The weakening of this model is an undeniable fact. It is not 
only about the drop in the number of children going to these 
institutions, but it also bears witness to a symbolic evolution 
in the attractiveness of this kind of holidays. Besides, this 
weakening is also due to the material decay of buildings 
that have been resold or converted. Sometimes, they simply 
disappeared.
In 2013, a French ministerial report dedicated to this issue 
voiced concern about this situation.1 Even though the 
collective childcare sector remained dynamic, the social 
ideal of a “right to vacation for all” associated with these 
camps seemed largely undermined. In 2015, 50% of the 
children from lower-income households (less than 1500 
euros per month) did not go on vacation.2

In 2018, a regional research program aiming to understand 

the fragilities and decline of social tourism (and mainly 
children vacation camps) on the Atlantic coast was set 
up.3 This multidisciplinary team’s investigation considered 
both the political and social history of works councils 
or municipalities that have promoted children’s right to 
vacations. In the French case, the decline or withstanding 
of vacation camps is closely linked to the history of 
municipal socialism or communism, to the history of 
state-run worker supervision on the social and family 
level, and to their contemporary metamorphoses.4 
The research group has also examined the history of 
economic and tourist development in several Atlantic 
coastal municipalities.5 Another aspect of this history is 
that of municipalities tending to specialize in social tourism. 
What will happen to them once the many vacation camps 
which developed within their territories shut down? 
This article aims to contribute to a history of current 
and future uses of children’s vacation camps, from an 
ethnographic architectural perspective. It focuses on the 
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specific case of the “Palais des enfants,”6 a holiday camp 
for children (referred to as a colonie de vacances in French) 
located in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez on the Atlantic coast. This 
camp opened in the early 1950s. It closed in 2001 and was 
put up for sale. We will focus on the history of this disused 
holiday camp, a period which lasted from 2001 until today. 
This article will first provide an overview of the latest 
developments in the field of vacation camps, particularly 
in France. This will allow us to identify the outlines and 
the relevance of research on the decline and fragility of 
social-tourism-oriented territories. We will then focus more 
specifically on the future of the “Palais des enfants” in 
Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez. Our aim is to outline an architectural, 
political and social ethnography of a camp whose future 
seems undetermined and largely uncertain. Finally, we 
would like to show how these specific blockages and 
deadlocks could be used as opportunities to think up 
and launch an initiative of research by design and by art, 
exploring what the future uses of this specific camp could 
be; an innovative initiative that breathes a new dynamic 
into our investigation. Fig. 1

CROSS-HISTORIOGRAPHIES OF VACATION CAMPS 
IN THE FRENCH CONTEXT 
In the French context, children holiday camps have been 
widely researched with different approaches. Consequently, 
it is possible to draw cross-historiographies of the topic of 
holiday camps and more generally of social tourism. 
The first historiographical approach focuses on the 
history of childhood and youth as paralleling with the 
implementation of collective educational proposals and 
structures. The work of American historian Laura Lee 
Downs is worth mentioning here. Her monograph Childhood 
in the Promised Land. Working Class Movements and the 
colonies de vacances in France, 1880-1960 was published 
in 2002, and translated into French in 2009.7 Cross-
referencing a wide range of sources (municipal archives, 
local newspapers, correspondence telling both of the lives 
of young people in the camps and of the care institutions 
themselves), this book offers a social history of youth and a 
history of institutional youth care that goes beyond a single 
history of education. Along the same line, we should also 
mention American historian Susan B. Whitney’s Mobilizing 

1
The Children's Palace, hidden at the heart of the Pays-
de-Monts forest. Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez, Vendée, France                                                          
(ph. Amélie Nicolas, 2019).

2
Localisation of Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez on the Northwestern Atlantic 
coast of France (Jeanne Leman, 2019).

3
Visiting the huge modernist building of the Children’s Palace                              
(ph. Amélie Nicolas, 2021).

4
Mobile home park in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez                                               
(ph. Amélie Nicolas, 2022).
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Youth: Communist and Catholics in Interwar France, 
published in 2009,8 in which youth supervision is shaped by 
a climate of tension between clerics and anticlerics. These 
books are dedicated to the history of “open air” policies and 
of youth movements. They detail the changes in childcare 
within these camps (even from a gender perspective) 
from a hygienist vision of vacation camps towards a more 
pedagogical outlook from the 1920s onwards. 
The second historiographical trend is quite similar to the 
first one and revolves around socio-political history. More 
specifically, it focuses on state or municipal policies and 
the history of trade unionism. The Center for the Social 
History of Contemporary Worlds, a research unit from the 
University of Paris 1 – CNRS, developed specific studies on 
vacation camps and how the history of local governments 
may have shaped them, such as the history of socialist 
or communist municipalities.9 In this context, it is worth 
mentioning the recent work of Julien Fuchs, a French 
historian who documented the development of a youth-
centered state public policy.10

The third one pertains to studies conducted quite early 

in the field of architecture history or as part of heritage 
conservation programs. In this case, not only was knowledge 
produced in this scientific field, but it was also transferred 
towards public debates, which results in the disclosure 
and qualification of a heritage. The expected outcome is 
the implementation of ad hoc heritage policies. Following 
on from the international research network led by Valter 
Balducci in 2007,11 Bernard Toulier, a French architecture 
historian hired as an expert in 19th and 20th century 
architecture by the Ministry of Culture, greatly contributed 
to revealing the issues stemming from this heritage in 
France.12 The “20th Century Heritage” label, which is not a 
protection with regulatory constraints, aimed to identify a 
body of significant buildings of this century (with a focus on 
its second half). It mostly aimed at promoting the identified 
heritage to the broad public, but also and more especially 
to the elected officials and the developers of the concerned 
municipalities. These local players can then engage in 
protecting twentieth-century architecture as part of their 
Local Urban Masterplan (Plan local d’urbanisme in French). 
In 2009 this national context governed the Pays de la Loire 
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Regional Office to order a study on the regional heritage of 
vacation camps on the Atlantic coast.13

Then there is a fourth – more general and contextual – 
historiographical path centered on seaside or mountain 
urbanization, thus crossbreeding urban and tourism studies. 
Of note are the works on the sociology of tourism-driven 
urbanization;14 on demographic changes and on the sociology 
of tourism practices;15 on a socio-economic approach to 
local economic development policies for tourism and more 
specifically, studies on social tourism that cast light on the 
ongoing social and territorial specialization of tourism. 

TOWARDS A HISTORY OF CURRENT AND FUTURE 
USES OF VACATION CAMPS
This wide array of studies proved quite stimulating and 
in 2018 we initiated a research program whose goal was 
to combine issues pertaining to the decrease or fragility 
of territories and issues related to contemporary social 
tourism. Taking all these historiographies into account 
allowed us to offer a specific and new research perspective. 
We decided to focus on current uses of holiday camps 
on the French Atlantic coast, where camps are mostly 
declining. The future of these sites lies at the center of 
complex and various strategies including takeovers by 
public stakeholders, privatization with new private uses, or 
negotiations over vacant or disused buildings. 
Our team worked in the fields of tourism studies and 
urban studies, and we mostly observed the heritage of 
holiday camps through socio-economic and socio-political 
perspectives. We took note of a highly mutating context in 
social and family tourism, as well as a very tense land market 
and economic, social and touristic dynamics affecting 
coastal territories in multiple and contrasting ways. To this 
end, we started with listing all holiday camp sites on this part 
of the Atlantic coastline. Our main input was to document 
how exactly those buildings were used. We had various data 
sources to start drawing up this inventory (for example, 
Romain Grimaud’s report ordered by the Regional Cultural 
Affairs Directorate) but our own investigation enabled us 
to feed a lot of sites into the database. We also searched 
through works councils archives16  and postcards, for 
example.17 We were able to locate and provide information 
on the current state of the buildings at more than a hundred 
vacation camps. Thanks to cartographic work based on 
all these first data, we understood the territorial and urban 
contexts that could explain the current uses of vacation 
camps.18 The spatialization of vacation camps and this 
reading of territorial and urban situations have enabled 
us to select a corpus of a few singular situations that we 
deemed relevant to investigate further. Indeed, three coastal 
towns known for hosting numerous summer camps have 
caught our attention; Saint-Brévin-les-Pins, Saint-Hilaire-de-
Riez and La Plaine-sur-mer. Fig. 2 Saint-Brévin-les-Pins is 
undergoing a process of urbanization (being very close to 
the Saint-Nazaire metropolitan area and its employment 
basin), we have found that the former vacation camps had 
mostly been transformed into private residential areas. 
Contrastingly, since the 1950’s Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez has 

developed  a specialization in tourism (an economy based 
on summer seaside mass tourism, which boasts numerous 
private campsites, for example, today): in this case, vacation 
camps tend to be converted into campsites after shutdown, 
unless they were located on state-owned forest parcels. 
Indeed, vacation camps built in forests owned by the “Office 
National des Forêts” (National Forest Office) must be 
demolished if they close down. This is stated in the “nature 
restoration” clause of the Forestry Code. La Plaine-sur-Mer 
is a special case, a true counterexample: it’s a coastal town 
set along a rocky coastline, with no national forest and no 
beach to claim. In fact, its town center is located in the 
hinterland. The few vacation camps that had been set up 
here, and which have now fallen into disuse, prompted the 
municipality to develop a range of public facilities to meet 
the needs of its inhabitants, half of whom are secondary 
residents (51% according to INSEE in 2017). 
The cartographic tool is more than a mere illustration 
of the situation; it also provides a dynamic which spurs 
the ethnographic investigation itself. We simultaneously 
conducted a series of interviews with people in charge of 
urban and tourism policies in coastal municipalities, with 
local historians and architectural heritage defenders, and 
with the heads of regional and national social tourism 
institutions. We also visited many sites: converted, 
abandoned, or demolished vacation camps. Of course, 
we also visited the facilities that have survived and still 
accommodate groups of young children.  
In this context, the ethnographic investigation focused on 
several singular situations and specific vacation camp sites. 
We wanted to understand, by tracing back local and specific 
histories of the sites under consideration, which dynamics 
and pressures had an impact on them. Consequently, we 
decided to adopt a pragmatic stance, i.e. an ethnographical 
perspective on architecture.
Indeed, our first hypothesis for this research program was 
the following: in France, holiday camps are strong markers 
of social policies both for the works councils of national 
companies and for the municipal governments defending 
their citizens’ right to holidays. Thus, understanding specific 
holiday camps stories and their current uses may reveal 
larger changes such as economic, political and social ones. 
The fate of those buildings spawning from social tourism 
over time makes it possible to renew our questions on the 
very transformations of our societies. 
This means accepting the relevance of micro-sited 
descriptions. Indeed, we were interested in the empirical 
theories of micro-history (referred to as microstoria in 
Italian, particularly after the pioneering work of Carlo 
Ginzburg), which relies on analyzing details, signs, traces 
and expressiveness, rather than on a purely quantitative 
perspective. 
We were able to retrace the specific and/or emblematic 
trajectories of certain sites thanks to in situ investigation, 
interviews with people in charge of social action in works 
councils, with elected officials and local authorities in 
the greater Paris area or on the seaside. This in-depth 
investigation on several vacation camp sites enabled us to 
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tackle the issue of the future of holiday camps at different 
levels: territorial, urban, and we even took the parcel sizes 
and architectural aspects into account.
The micro-analyses of the sale, disuse or withstanding of 
these colonies tell a lot more than the story of a real estate 
heritage. They reveal changes in tourism, social and labor 
organizations, and reflect the political strategies of the 
municipalities that hosted and welcomed them.
To assess the relevance of this hypothesis, we had in mind 
the challenge of an international comparison of these 
issues and approaches. During an international conference 
organized at the Nantes School of Architecture (Laboratoire 
AAU_CNRS) in July 2022, we outlined the relationships 
between site trajectories and the socio-political contexts 
specific to each region or country.19 We chose to raise 
the issue of the future of architectures resulting from 
materialized ideologies. This was done for the built heritage 
and vacation architecture of the German Democratic 
Republic after the reunification process;20 the abandoned 
vacation camps built in Italy since the beginning of the 
twentieth century;21 the socio-spatial contexts of vacation 
camps for Flemish or Walloon Belgians;22 the legacy and 
reappropriation of Spanish vacation union towns.23 Each 
area has its own specific characteristics and we thought 
it would be very revealing to study these phenomena on 

a very small scale, as a catalyst for the various forces at 
work in each particular place. It could open a multi-sited 
ethnography perspective.24

ETHNOGRAPHY OF A DEADLOCK: ARCHITECTURAL, 
POLITICAL AND SOCIAL TRAJECTORIES OF THE  
“PALAIS DES ENFANTS” IN SAINT-HILAIRE-DE-RIEZ
We propose to develop the specific trajectory of the site 
of the “Palais des enfants” in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez. In July 
2018, in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez, on the French Atlantic coast, 
in Vendée, we met Jean-Paul Bouffet, a retired forester from 
the National Forest Office, who also authored a book about 
the local history of the Pays de Monts forest. Bouffet knows 
all about the history of the vacation camps located in the 
heart of this forest. At the end of a long path, located at 
16 avenue de la Pège, stands the modernist and imposing 
building of the “Palais des enfants.” The vacation camp 
has been closed since 2001, when the municipality of 
Argenteuil, the owner, and its new mayor, Georges Mothron, 
decided to release it for sale.25 Christophe Berthomé, a civil 
employee of the municipality of Argenteuil who has worked 
on this site since 1991 was alone in charge of the care and 
maintenance of the former camp. 
As we just mentioned before, Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez is a very 
special seaside town on the Atlantic coast. Indeed, mass 

3
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holiday camps can only be found in a few coastal towns 
in France. The reason for this is a social specialization of 
tourism on this coastline brought about by the touristic and 
economic policies of coastal municipalities.26 In this town, 
we identified over 30 holiday camps, either within the state 
forest or on private plots. There is a strong relationship here 
between the existence of state forests and national policies. 
Indeed, when the Front Populaire – a left-wing coalition – 
ruled France in the 1930s, the Administration of Water and 
Forests was encouraged to welcome holiday camps and 
any new holidaymakers – such as workers and employees 
who had just obtained two weeks of paid leave – in state 
forests. In 1932, the first summer camp to be established 
in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez was that of the national railway 
company, just as the town was being equipped with railway 
connections.27 Subsequently, other camps belonging to 
national companies or public institutions, such as those 
run by communist and socialist municipalities, notably 
around Paris (the famous “red suburbs” of Paris, including 
Argenteuil), were set up in the Pays de Monts forest. 
All these camps mainly opened in the post-war years and 
started to shut down around the 1990s. Today, very few 
of them are still open.28 The vacation camp of the city of 
Argenteuil in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez welcomed between six 
hundred and eight hundred children every year on a plot 

of just over 100,000 m². Despite a decline in attendance 
from the 1990s onwards, the communist municipality 
of Argenteuil decided to invest and maintain the camp 
in Saint-Hilaire. In 2001, a new liberal mayor was elected 
in this traditionally communist city. Almost immediately, 
he decided to close down and sell the holiday facility. No 
agreement signed before the end of this mayor’s term. In 
2008, a new socialist mayor was elected, and he decided to 
revive the colonies. In 2014, the former liberal mayor was re-
elected, and the site was permanently closed and put up for 
sale once again. During our investigation in 2018 and until 
very recently, we met only one person on this site: the former 
gardener of the holiday camp, who later became the keeper 
of the site. He lived there in total isolation, almost forsaken 
by the public administration of the city of Argenteuil which 
employed him. We decided to focus on the history of this 
closed and disused holiday camp, a period which lasted 
from 2001 until today. Fig. 3
What happened to the “Palais des enfants”? The 
architectural, political, and social trajectories of this specific 
site helped us identify three types of deadlocks that explain 
its predicament. 
First, we identified an architectural deadlock. This former 
holiday camp is a huge building typical of monumental 
communist architecture. The three-floor building includes 

4
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a vast hall, a cinema, a dining hall, kitchens and two wings 
– one for boys and one for girls – with dormitories on the 
second floor and staff rooms on the third. The cost of 
renovating this immense building, complete with asbestos 
— a toxic material — is prohibitive. There is a certain paradox 
here: Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez is known today as a popular-
tourism-oriented town  that houses many campsites. Indeed, 
the local economy is exclusively based on tourism and takes 
the form of campsites or vacation villages (36 campsites for 
6,805 pitches and 2,064 beds in vacation villages) for only 
five hotels with 145 rooms. The local population increases 
tenfold in July and August, which indicates a very significant 
seasonality, quite similar to other coastal cities. The tourist 
offer in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez has been privatized, especially 
since the 1980s. This is a reality that can be observed 
everywhere else in relation to the social diffusion of tourist 
practices.29 Jean-Paul Bouffet told us that “before, there used 
to be 30 vacation camps and 3 campsites, and now there are 
30 campsites and 3 vacation camps.”30 This new direction in 
the private sector of the tourism market sparked off a mobile 
home economy which represents a very lucrative market 
of touristic accommodation.31 However, this touristic offer 
is not based on an upmarket approach but continues to 
address and attract working class holidaymakers. Not only 
do private campsites and vacation villages suit tight budgets 
but, above all, they are in keeping with the values and ways 
of life associated with tourists in popular holiday cultures.32 
Fig. 4 In this context, converting the “Palais des enfants” into 
a luxury hotel, as had been considered by some players, is 
not an economically and socially appropriate project for this 
territory. Indeed, the great size of the building and its forest 
location led the elected officials of Argenteuil to believe it 
would be a perfect way to convert the deserted building 
into a five-star hotel. Thus, the size of the building (and its 
potential uses) creates confusion as to the real economic 
and touristic situation of the territory.
The second element we identified is a legal deadlock. 
Indeed, the “Palais des enfants” is located in a state forest 
managed by the National Forest Office. For some unknown 
reason, this plot was sold in the 1950s to the city of 
Argenteuil (unlike other colonies which are just concessions 
in the form of long leases to municipalities or companies). 
As we have mentioned before, when you are just a tenant in 
the state forest, you must “return the parcel to nature” if the 
holiday camp closes. On the site of the Children’s Palace, 
the forest code is null and void because the plot has been 
sold. Thus, this obligation of demolition is not applicable. 
However, the City of Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez may enforce other 
regulations (such as the National Littoral Law33 or the local 
urban plan) to determine the future use of the site and 
keep playing an active part in its transformation process. 
Considering these geopolitics of the land, the already 
mentioned paradox remains: this legal and regulatory 
control by public stakeholders does not allow potential 
buyers to freely imagine an architectural project — let alone 
one that may be profitable for them. As a result, any project 
aimed at converting the holiday camp will be faced with 
these difficulties. 

Finally, we also identified a political deadlock. We analyzed 
two local policies as mirror images. On the one hand, 
Argenteuil seemed to lose interest in the “Palais des 
enfants” until a social movement appeared to defend the 
inhabitants’ right to decide upon the future of the facility. The 
Argenteuil residents’ collective is made up of a core group 
of 5 former camp users. They raised people’s awareness 
via social networks and encouraged other former users to 
join them.34 The action and the arguments of this collective 
“Save the Colonie de Saint-Hilaire De Riez” have been taken 
up by the city’s communist party. As a result, and until this 
summer, the former holiday camp was at the heart of a 
local and political controversy in Argenteuil. On the other 
hand, the municipality of Saint-Hilaire settled for a complex 
strategy to curb mass tourism in the summer. Indeed, this 
town’s population swells from 11,000  inhabitants all year 
round to 110,000  inhabitants in the high season. The 
aim of the municipality is to extend the period of tourism 
in the city. To do so, the local government believe in the 
model of the Residential Leisure Park:35 as regards the 
“Palais des enfants,” they expected an investor to be able to 
convert the building of the colonies into a residential leisure 
complex with private apartments and common leisure 
facilities. Hence the municipality’s amendments to the local 
urban masterplan regulations for using the plot. Thus, the 
divergent and sometimes conflicting relations between 
all stakeholders turn into spatial controversies. These 
relationships explain, in our case, a status quo situation in 
the future of the vacation camp.
The way these three types of deadlocks add up highlights 
the economic, political, social, and touristic dynamics 
impacting both a coastal town and a town in the working-
class Parisian suburbs. The future of these heritages is thus 
interwoven in their local environments and gives specific 
political, economic, social, or regulatory strategies concrete 
expression.

LEARNING FROM THE FUTURE OF HOLIDAY CAMPS: 
URBAN AND ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH BY DESIGN 
AND BY ART AS A CONTINUATION
Strangely, this dead-end period enabled us to think 
up futures for this former holiday camp. Nothing was 
happening, and the lonely keeper always opened the door 
to welcome us. When we wrote this research project, we 
wanted to consider the specific context of architectural and 
urban research as offered by a school of architecture and its 
laboratory. Although our research team is mainly composed 
of social science researchers, we wanted to open up the 
issues, processes and results of our work to the possibility 
of deploying architectural and urban research by design. 
The relationship between academic knowledge and 
knowledge of action is an important topic in the debate 
on research within French architecture schools.36 The 
design studio is a place where research and design are 
interconnected, with a view to researching by design. For 
researchers in social sciences who take part in architectural 
and urban design studios, it’s important to understand 
that the design approach requires us to think through the 
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investigation with a view to transforming the space. So 
the link to the future is obvious and can be understood 
as “an exploration of the consequences on space of a 
chain of hypotheses.”37 The approach is an inductive one, 
combining description, scenario writing and projection.38 
In this perspective, the tools used in fiction are welcome, 
to supplement scientific methods. We are thinking of the 
“potential fictions” proposed by Camille de Toledo, who 
explains that “unlike fictions that defend, support, build 
and preserve reality, potential fictions work on unfinished 
stories, stories in which we have a part to play.”39 
In this way, imagining futures for former vacation camps 
through urban and architectural design approaches enabled 
us to freely explore unrealized potentials in the present. 
During a design workshop held as part of the Master’s 
degree of the Nantes School of Architecture, we introduced 
the future of the “Palais des enfants” as a global research 
topic for all student projects. This workshop gathers 
students from the departments of Law and Geography 
from the University of Nantes and students from the School 
of Architecture. Three sets of issues were submitted to 
the students. The first one consisted in working with a 
landscape that was coastal, partly covered in woodlands 
and connected to the productive retro-littoral marshes. We 
challenged the participants to propose ways of living in the 
“Palais des enfants” that would bypass the current regulatory 
restrictions. The second one proposed to consider political, 
economic, and social alternatives for a coastal town that 
had so far only developed a monofunctional touristic 
industry. Finally, the third assignment was to imagine 
what the – programmatic and architectural – future of the 
former Argenteuil vacation camp would be like by thinking 
of it as a lever for activating the urban and territorial 
strategies proposed by the students. Within a week, 
five multidisciplinary teams (made up of Law, Political 
Science, Geography, Architecture, Urban Planning and 
Landscape Design students) worked intensively on these 
topics. We guided them through the implementation of 
contrasting scenarios at all these levels. The five teams 
were able to trigger renewed interests for this territory, 
with considerations including non-humans in the project, 
risk and coastal vulnerability acceptance, redeployment 
of an economy based on social tourism, and proposals 
for architectural deconstruction. The most interesting 
part of the project was to present this work to the public 
stakeholders of the area and of the municipality. Indeed, 
these territories are run by complex governance schemes 
and intricate project engineering patterns due to a lack of 
administrative and operational organization. In addition, the 
architectural and urban project culture in these small cities 
is still grounded in large-scale metropolitan models which 
require human and financial resources that these peripheral 
territories do not have. The feedback of our five “small 
urban planning agencies” initiated a substantive debate at 
the heart of the municipality whose representatives were 
keen to be offered a younger point of view. Fig. 5 All the 
documents, reflections and representations produced 
during the workshop were discussed with all the city’s 

stakeholders; this situation was therefore a new set-up that 
allowed the field investigation to be pursued. 
This led to the idea of cross-fertilizing ethnographic and 
photographic research. We integrated an artist into the 
research project, namely an artist-photographer. Indeed, 
we were eager to keep on working on the new perspectives 
of investigation, crossing distinct “arts of observation” 
between the artist as investigator and the ethnographer.40 
Working with Anne-Lise Seusse, an artist, photographer, 
and a teacher at the Paris Malaquais School of Architecture, 
we have been composing a photographic narrative of the 
future of the colonies intertwined with a socio-narrative 
written work. Fig. 6 The dead-end situation and uncertainty 
over the future of the “Palais des enfants” was the starting 
point for this cross-disciplinary investigation. 
This work in progress is based on a collection of traces 
and archives of the activity of the vacation camp (children’s 
drawings left on the site, painting on rocks, small outdoor 
huts, for example). We are also interested in all the material 
traces related to the solitary work of Mr Berthomé, keeper of 
the site: boards and padlocks that he added in the building, 
patching of the fence that delineates the camp’s grounds, 
etc. The written piece is based on the life story of this 
guardian (a non-directive interview) and the photographic 
narrative report on micro-histories that have become 
invisible. If this research has clearly documented the 
topicality of this shutdown vacation camp, new questions 
with a wider perspective on the territory could ensue: 
for example, we could study the traces left by the tourist 
activity during the high season, but especially the traces 
of the accelerated littoral erosion. Indeed, the situation in 
Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez captures the very expression of an 
interrelation between social and environmental processes. 
Walking through the forest with Jean-Paul Bouffet, we 
discovered a particular landscape marked by a specific 
social and environmental archaeology; in the vicinity of the 
“Palais des enfants,” there used to be many other vacation 
camps, now destroyed, which left their mark. Indeed, we 
observed specific vegetation indicating former boundaries 
between the vacation camps and the national forest area 
(vacation camp gardeners are not foresters); we also found 
traces of built-up areas buried under the sand and now 
rendered visible by erosion. 
Envisioning the future of holiday camps led us to think 
about a new crossed historiography: a social and spatial 
history of holiday camps; another social and spatial history 
of mass and capitalistic tourism targeting working classes 
(i.e. the already mentioned mobile home and campsite 
economy); and a new history of the environment relating 
to rising waters, the risk of marshes flooding, the moving 
of the dunes and the erosion of the coastline. Finally, this 
empty and abandoned building could be the precursor 
for the future of many similar buildings. Rather than 
coming up with a project for this building, could we not 
see its fall into disuse as an opportunity to generate a 
debate about an alternative history of the coastline? We 
may need to give some thought about sea-front buildings 
falling into disuse. This is a hot topic: in Soulac-sur-Mer, 
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on the French Atlantic coast, in the Gironde estuary, the 
now well-known Signal building is being demolished. It is 
the first complex in France to be demolished due to the 
imminent retreat of the coastline. This has become a key 
event in the debate on the future of touristic coastal towns. 

CONCLUSION
As part of a French and European historiography of 
children vacation camps, this paper aims to propose a new 
historiographic perspective on the history of vacation camps 
and their future. Such was the challenge taken up by the 
regional research Holi-D (Horizon of declining coastlines) 
that we conducted for four years. 
This research has documented various typologies of 
reconsideration or transformation of vacation camp sites: 
very often at the center of complex and various strategies, 
we have observed processes of privatization, fall into disuse, 
municipal interest, or disinterest, etc. The specific case of 
the “Palais des enfants” in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez, a closed 
vacation camp whose transformation project is constrained 
on all sides, constitutes an ideal vantage point for the many 
issues that affect the future of these heritages: stakeholders 
playing extended roles in the administration of two 
municipalities that are in complete opposition; regulatory, 
social or environmental constraints on both sides; economic 
strategies for the development of tourism in a coastal town 
marked by social tourism (and which can only rely on a shift 

to the working-class-centered private tourism market.). 
Observing current uses and envisioning the future of this site 
has incited us to work with a graduated reasoning. To do this, 
we accepted the relevance of a micro-sited ethnography. 
The study of the future of vacation camps along the Atlantic 
coast refers to the political history of the municipalities of the 
former “red suburbs” of Paris. It also refers to the history of 
coastal towns saturated by mass tourism. It has paved the 
way to new research perspectives veering towards research 
by architectural and urban design as well as research by art. 
For researchers in social sciences, these intersections shift 
and recompose the spaces of ethnographic observation and 
raise new epistemological challenges: in particular through 
a critical socio-environmental history combined with an 
archaeology of remains. 
In conclusion, and because a future seems to be coming 
on regardless of our research outcomes, we should mention 
the very recent history of the “Palais des enfants.” A local 
and family-owned camping company just bought the former 
vacation camp with a view to converting it into a residential 
leisure park. This new project tells the story of how this 
piece of forest is being reintegrated into the tourist private 
market sector of this coastal town. The loyal keeper had to 
leave the site overnight, without notice. He was forced to 
leave his beloved vacation camp to go work in parks and 
gardens maintenance in Argenteuil, a city that he and his 
family know absolutely nothing about. 

5
The "Palace of Seasons" design project for the former 

Argenteuil summer camp. Flat Axonometry (Sarah, Vincenzo, 
Eva, Jérôme, Héloïse, Margot and Marion, Master’s Degree, 

Nantes School of Architecture, 2021).

6
The party room of the Children’s Palace. Photographic 

installation by Anne-Lise Seusse (ph. Amélie Nicolas, 2021).
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ABSTRACT
Sebbene la storia delle colonie per l’infanzia sia ben documentata, 
il loro futuro deve ancora essere esplorato. A partire dai risultati di 
un progetto di ricerca che ha mobilitato un gruppo di lavoro multidi-
sciplinare della Scuola di Architettura di Nantes, questo articolo si 
concentra sul futuro di una ex colonia nota come “Palais des enfan-
ts” (“il palazzo dei bambini”), che si trova a Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez, una 
città balneare della Vandea, sulla costa atlantica francese. Essa è un 
caso studio ideale per le numerose questioni che riguardano il futuro 
di questi patrimoni: chi sono i soggetti interessati che svolgono ruoli 
nella futura gestione di questo edificio? Quali sono i vincoli giuridi-
ci, sociali e ambientali che incidono su tale patrimonio? Quali sono 
le strategie economiche da attuare per sviluppare il turismo in una 
città costiera caratterizzata dal turismo sociale? Questo sito, così 
come il suo futuro, ha portato a fondare questa analisi su un insieme 
di prospettive spaziali, politiche e sociali. Soprattutto, questo caso 
studio ha aperto nuovi orizzonti per iniziative di ricerca congiunte 
legate alla progettazione architettonica e alla sperimentazione ar-
tistica.


