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Preface



Most years, the first queries from the United States or Australia arrive just after Thanksgiving.

“We’re thinking,” say friends, “of a romantic Christmas trip to Paris. Which would be the best hotel? What restaurants offer a really interesting Christmas dinner? And is there a chance of spending the day with a typical French family? Please don’t go to a lot of trouble. Just give us half dozen names or so. We’ll do the rest.”

Answers to most questions about Paris—from “Where are the best antique markets?” to “Do I need a converter for my laptop?”—require at least a page. (A few—like “What’s the finest cheese shop?”—should not be attempted under book length.) But the one about Christmas is easy.

Which Paris hotels provide the warmest welcome to Christmas visitors from overseas?


Sad to say, almost none of them.

Which restaurants serve the best Christmas dinner?

See answer above.

And Christmas with a French family?

Regrettably, not a chance.

But, demand the potential visitors, the French do celebrate Christmas? Right?

Indeed they do—elaborately and intensively. No other festival on the calendar even comes close.

For instance, le Quatorze Juillet—July 14, France’s national day, commemorating the fall of the royal prison, the Bastille, during the French Revolution—is marked by a presidential address, a military parade through Paris, an air force flyby, and the laying of wreaths on war memorials all over France. But it’s largely a political ritual, of minimal interest to the average person. Le Réveillon—New Year’s Eve—is greeted with wild abandon by young Parisians at least, who gather on the Champs-Elysées and the big squares at Nation and Republique to roar their approval of the dying year’s demise.

But Christmas is another matter.

Think of that sense of family solidarity, reconciliation, and homecoming that characterizes the U.S. Thanksgiving. Combine it with the affirmation of shared values found in a nationalist festival like Russia’s May Day or Australia’s Anzac Day. Toss in the eating and drinking that distinguishes a German beer festival. Now you have some idea of a French Christmas.

But, reasons the potential visitor, you don’t seriously mean that when the French sit down to celebrate this national outpouring of good nature, there’s no room at the table for one or two more friendly faces?

Tell you what—we’re coming anyway…you old Scrooge.

And a few tough travelers always do.

Poor devils.

Every Christmas Eve, my French wife, Marie-Dominique, and I drive out of Paris with our daughter, Louise, now eighteen, heading for the country house of my mother-in-law. The back of the car is loaded with gifts, with food and wine, and the ingredients and utensils to prepare a four-or five-course meal for up to twenty people.

It’s an easy drive, because the streets are deserted. Every shop is closed. Most are shuttered, their green-painted metal grilles rolled down over darkened windows. On some, a discreet handwritten note explains: FERMETURE ANNUELLE—“annual closing.”

Most distributeurs de billets—ATMs—are empty, and will remain so for days: the staff who refill them won’t work over Christmas. Along the habitually traffic-choked boulevard Haussmann, the block-long department stores of Printemps and Galeries Lafayette, jammed with shoppers on Christmas Eve, lie silent and dark, like ships moored on a frozen canal.

Although cafés and restaurants show no lights, here and there a few heavily overcoated tourists hover on the pavement. Lifting a gloved hand to shade their eyes, they lean to the glass and peer, incredulous, at the dark interior, the chairs piled on tables. They’re hoping for some sign of life…of Christmas. From the warmest spot, under a radiator, the café cat returns their look with indifference.

As these sad figures fall behind us, I feel a helpless compassion. That this intensively social city, normally so welcoming, should turn its back on a visitor seems the cruelest of betrayals.

 

Ernest Hemingway called Paris “a moveable feast.” He meant to compare it to those events of the Christian calendar—Lent, Pentecost—that change their date depending on when Easter falls. There is, the term implies, no “right” time to discover Paris. Its pleasures can be relished at any moment in one’s life.

But the phrase is subject to another interpretation. At certain times of year, the spirit of Paris moves elsewhere. Its soul migrates, and this most beautiful of cities briefly falls empty.

One such moment is August, when Parisians reaffirm their cultural roots by returning to the regions of their ancestors.

Another is Christmas.

But where do the French go at Christmas? And what takes place there?

That, among other things, is what this book is about.








1

A Good Tooth


I’ve noticed that people who know how to eat are never idiots.

—GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE




When our daughter was eight, Marie-Dominique and I overheard her talking to another child as they bounced on a trampoline at a beach in southern France.

“Je suis une petite Australienne,” Louise explained, “et mon papa est cuisinier.”—“I’m a little Australian, and my father is a cook.”

Neither statement was quite true, nor quite false either. Louise does hold dual Australian and French citizenship. And I do cook our meals, and have done so ever since I moved to Paris eighteen years ago to marry her mother. And each Christmas, for some years, I’ve also prepared Christmas dinner for my adoptive French family, up to twenty people.

In hell, it’s been said, the drivers are Italian and the police French, while the lovers and, worse, the cooks are English. The Australia of my childhood still thought of itself as an outpost of the British Empire, and ate accordingly. Scandalously for a country abounding in succulent fish and seafood, fresh greens and salads, in mangos, papayas, and pineapples, Australian cuisine comprised hot dogs and meat pies, fried fish and chips, overcooked roasts, soggy vegetables, and canned fruit with canned cream. Meals were less a case of “chips with everything” than “chips instead of everything.”

I can see most of my life as a flight from the horrors of the Australian table. It’s ironic that, almost as soon as I left for Europe in 1969, its food began to improve, until today there are few countries where one can eat and drink so variously and well. But by then it was too late. I was launched on a voyage that would take me, via the cuisine of a score of cultures, to safe harbor in the gastronomical capital of the world, and cooking Christmas dinner in Paris.

That a person raised in rural New South Wales, in the heart of the meat-pie-and-peas country, should end up preparing Christmas dinner for a French family with roots deep in the soil of medieval France, and, moreover, do so in a country house dating from before Australia was even discovered, seems the height of improbability.

First, I had no training as a cook, no experience in a restaurant, no diplôme from the Cordon Bleu school of culinary art. What I knew about food I’d learned the hard way, as a means of survival and to satisfy a craving to taste interesting things. Some people are born with a knack for drawing, the ability to sing in tune, or that flair for theatricality Noël Coward called “a talent to amuse.” My inborn talent was more selfish. In Australia, anyone possessing a healthy appetite is said to have “a good tooth,” and my qualifications for this title were impeccable.

[image: image]


Second, I was not French—a fact my new in-laws felt as keenly as I did, but were ready to endure because I made Marie-Dominique happy and because, far more important, we had added a child to the family.

My third deficiency was social. How could I become integrated into a distinguished French dynasty when my forebears were so low-class? Specifically, the Australian branch of the Baxters was descended from a criminal, albeit a not very skillful one. In the early nineteenth century, my English great-great-great-grandmother stole a bucket and was transported to the penal colony of Botany Bay, never to return. (She was one of the lucky ones. Had there been anything in the bucket, they’d have hanged her.)

As it turned out, I was wrong to worry that Marie-Dominique’s family would think less of me for my convict forebears. The French are no strangers to vice. Indeed, they invented many of the more interesting ones and have worked hard for centuries to perfect the rest. To the French, sin—provided it is conceived with imagination and carried off with flair—is like the dust on an old bottle of burgundy, the streaks of gray in the hair of a loved one, the gleam of long, loving use on the mahogany of an ancient cabinet. It’s evidence of endurance, of survival, of life.
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Stranger in a Strange Land


A fine dinner should be a ceremony, an evening’s entertainment.

—JULIAN STREET




A Christmas dinner was the first event I attended in France as a member of what would shortly be my French family. It was the winter of 1989 and I’d only been in Europe for two weeks.

Struck down by that helpless love which the French call un coup de foudre—a thunderclap—I’d abandoned a comfortable life in Los Angeles and, on the spur of the moment, moved to Paris to be with the woman I loved. That I should relocate so suddenly and completely seemed lunatic to my Californian friends—even more so since I knew no more French than one can pick up from movie subtitles.


A week later, as I brooded in Marie-Dominique’s tiny studio apartment on the Île de la Cité, in the heart of Paris, staring out at this gray European city swept by a freezing wind straight off the steppes of Russia, I could almost agree with them. Was I out of my mind?

What kept me from getting the next plane back was my lack of a good overcoat.

If my cultural and linguistic skills were unequal to France, my wardrobe was worse. In Los Angeles, we adapted to winter by switching from short-sleeved shirts to long, and on really cold nights—when the temperature dropped to the sixties Fahrenheit, say—draping a scarf around our necks.

On my first Sunday in Paris, I made the mistake of accompanying Marie-Do on a walk with no more insulation than a sweater under my jacket. After I’d turned an ominous shade of blue, we took refuge in a café thick with cigarette smoke—mixed, I was later to discover, with the microbes of that virulent bug the French call la grippe. It put me in bed for a week. By the time I felt well enough to flee back to California, it was too late. Christmas had arrived.

That Christmas Eve, in the late afternoon, we drove west out of Paris, following a sun that was already, at four p.m., sinking below the horizon. Speeding through the leafless forest of the Bois de Boulogne, we followed the périphérique along the Seine, then swung across the river at Saint-Cloud, and headed for Versailles. Fifty kilometers beyond was the village of Richebourg, and Christmas dinner in the country home of Marie-Do’s formidable mother, a retired university professor, long-widowed, whom I would learn, in time, to address as Claudine.

Once we turned off the highway into a maze of country B-roads, the France through which we drove was one in which the three musketeers would have felt completely at home. Farmhouses of brick, hulking and two-storied, squatted amid vast unfenced fields, their plowed soil dark and rich as chocolate. Geese in the barnyards hooted indignantly as we passed.

Every few kilometers, a high stone wall and a carefully tended wood behind it announced the presence of a château. From the road, we glimpsed only the tall wrought-iron gates, a graveled drive, a façade of pale gray stone, chill as a glacier.

The country home of Claudine—she also kept an apartment in Paris’s sixth arrondissement, overlooking the Luxembourg Gardens—proved less daunting than these stately homes, but only just. I stared in awe at the stone fireplace, large enough to lie down in. The gnarled, toffee-colored chestnut beams, held together with wooden pegs rather than nails, still bore the marks of the adzes with which the carpenters, now more than two centuries dead, had shaped them.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the garden, dotted with old peach and cherry trees, sloped away under a sky pricked with stars. In my state of mind, no landscape could have looked more desolate.

I loitered around the living room, clutching a glass of something sweet and alcoholic that might have been sherry but wasn’t. Around me bustled the preparations for a French Christmas dinner—activities in which I was supremely useless. I examined paintings or watched flames devour the logs in the fire. Occasionally, I circled the dinner table cluttered with crystal, porcelain, and silver, and counted again the fourteen chairs, wondering which would be my particular hot seat.

Periodically, a car drew up, and cries from the kitchen announced the arrival of more relatives. Dutifully, Marie-Do brought them to meet me. The first, her tante Françoise, a commanding woman who was also her marraine—godmother—regarded me from over her spectacles and politely wished me “Bonne fête.”

Each new arrival brought something for the feast. Françoise’s contribution was a bowl of chocolate mousse, thick and dark as the soil we’d seen in the plowed fields on our way here.

“Riche,” I suggested.


Françoise raised her eyebrows and turned down the corners of her mouth. “Ce n’est pas…” Remembering I was a foreigner, she shifted into her limited English. I was to get to know this effect—rather like a marathon runner who’s been pelting along on concrete suddenly slogging through deep sand.

“It is…hmph hmph…not so rich, I think. Just…rph hmph…the cream, the chocolat, some…er, cognac, and…hmph…comment ça se dit…” She muttered through numbers, one of the hardest things to learn in any language. “Un, deux, trois…vingt-cinq… umph, twenty-five eggs?”

Jean-Marie, Marie-Do’s brother-in-law, could hardly have been more different in style. He arrived on a Harley, with Marie-Do’s sister Caroline on the pillion. From the worn leathers and the grease under his fingernails, I’d have taken him for a mechanic who’d married out of his class. In fact, he was a highly placed civil servant, while Caroline ran the Paris campus of a major American university.

Jean-Marie offered a hand as thick and rough as an oven mitt. “Bonne fête.”

“Er…bonne fête… um…aussi.”

He peered into my drink.

“Ah, le pineau de Charente.” He sorted through his limited English vocabulary. “You like?”
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“It’s OK. I was wondering what it’s made of.”

He looked blank. I fell back, as I was increasingly forced to do, on sign language, dipping a finger, tasting, miming a query.

“Oh. Il y a du cognac, et…” But mime could only go so far—where was Marcel Marceau when you needed him?—and I had to buttonhole Marie-Do to translate his motions of squeezing…crushing…

“It’s brandy,” she explained, “mixed with fermented grape juice, crushed from the skins and seeds after they’ve made the wine. You like it?”

Like Françoise, Jean-Marie had brought something for the dinner. Wandering into the kitchen, I watched him remove it from the pannier of his bike. Unwrapping half an issue of France Soir, he revealed a large glass preserving jar. Inside, immersed in golden fat and looking like the organ of a very ill alcoholic, was an entire goose liver.

As carefully as a surgeon handling a beating heart, he slid it from the jar onto a board.

“Cuillère,” he demanded.

Someone handed him a spoon. He scraped off the fat—to be reserved for the creation of baked potatoes, crunchy golden on the outside, meltingly tender within.

“Torchon.” A cloth completed the cleaning.

“Couteau.”


Decades of use had weathered the knife’s handle almost white and worn the blade razor-thin. Judiciously, Jean-Marie sliced the liver into slightly more generous portions than one would receive in even the best restaurant—a demonstration that this was “family.”

He’d just finished, and the women were arranging the slices artistically on a dish, flanked by the small, crunchy, pickled cucumbers called cornichons, when Françoise returned. Following her was an imposing white-haired man in his early seventies, dressed in a double-breasted blue suit, silk tie, and white shirt—her husband, and, as I’d been warned by Marie-Do, the famously reticent and moody alpha male of the family, Jean-Paul.

An eminent scholar and scientist, Jean-Paul had retired from a highly profitable career as an analytical chemist to become a painter, at which he achieved even greater success. François Mitterand, president of the Republic, twice chose one of his paintings for his personal Christmas card—the sort of accolade that really counted with the status-conscious French.

To me, he accorded a gloomy “Bon soir, Monsieur” and a limp handshake, before disappearing into the dining room. From the doorway, I watched him put on his glasses to examine the labels on the night’s bottles of wine, lined up to breathe on the stone mantel above the open fire.

With Jean-Paul present, the meal could begin. A few minutes later, he took his place at the head of the table, and the other dozen guests arranged themselves, with me at the foot.

The marathon of Christmas dinner commenced.

I’d been warned what to expect. After the foie gras, we’d be enjoying white boudin veal sausage with fried apple, then roast pintade—or guinea fowl—a gratin dauphinois of sliced potatoes baked with cheese and cream, accompanied by green beans and carrots, followed by salad, cheese, and Françoise’s twenty-five-egg mousse—each course with its wine, including champagne with the dessert.

The goose liver was delicious enough for one to spare little thought for the poor bird that produced it. We smeared it onto fresh white pain, larger brother of the more familiar baguette, washing it down with ’84 Bordeaux from Madame’s own cave—which was literally a cave, hollowed out of the rock on which this house was built.

The women never stopped handing around plates, offering more foie gras, and returning to the kitchen for bread or cornichons. Jean-Paul exchanged a few phlegmatic words with Jean-Marie, then fell silent. From time to time, he would tilt a wine bottle away from him and stare at the label, as if it might have changed miraculously into a better year.

I began to see the problem.


I was the problem.

Marie-Do had gone to Los Angeles on vacation and returned with this…person.

Who was I?

Seducer, fortune-hunter, boyfriend, bigamist? Was I there for the weekend, the month, or should I be regarded as a permanent fixture? If so, would I be an ornament to this tight little clan or an embarrassment, to be hushed up and apologized for, like cousin Nicolas, who, as Marie-Do had explained, periodically broke with his girl, wrecked his apartment, climbed onto the roof, and had to be locked up for his own safety?

I was at this supper for only one reason—to sing for it. But what could I tell these people which might convince them I deserved their hospitality, let alone their friendship, even their love?

Without quite knowing what I was about to say, I cleared my throat. Conversation halted. Every face turned in my direction.

“In Australia,” I announced, “I had a friend…”
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George


…and I thought of Jack…looking just like these men, hard and strong and confident and with brown legs planted in the Seymour dust as if the whole world was his to conquer, a man fulfilled in his own rightness…

—GEORGE JOHNSTON




My friend was a writer. His name was George Johnston, and when I met him in 1964, he had just returned to Australia after decades spent in China as a war correspondent and in London and the Greek Islands as journalist and novelist. My Brother Jack, the first in his trilogy of autobiographical novels, had been a best-seller, and was about to be turned into a TV mini-series—as good a reason as any for him to come home.

George and his wife, Charmian Clift, trailed the titillating perfume of their wild reputation. Who in Australia’s literary world didn’t have a George-and-Charmian story? Their drinking, their fights, their infidelities—all were legendary, and this return to Australia merely magnified them.

I got to know the couple when I included one of George’s stories, about their life on the Greek island of Hydra, in an anthology I was editing. To me, they were figures out of myth. Charmian embodied the aging Circe, still able to enchant us with the raddled shreds of her beauty and the remains of an aristocratic drawl, now roughened by decades of booze and sex.

As for George, rail-thin and already having lost one lung to tuberculosis, nobody gave him long to live. Yet he spun tales tirelessly, of navigating the mountains of China with the Flying Tigers and sampling the bohemian decadence of peacetime Greece. He punctuated each sentence with a drag on a sodden cigarette, and paragraphs with a phlegm-flecked cough. Listening to him talk, I understood the old sailor of whom Coleridge wrote in his Rime of the Ancient Mariner, who spellbinds a young man with his tale:


He holds him with his skinny hand.

“There was a ship,” quoth he…
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George was never more hypnotic than when he described how, the war over and their future uncertain, he and Charmian shivered in the fog-shrouded London winter of 1947, wondering where to go next. Imagine their astonishment, he recounted, when they received a call from the French embassy. Could George call on their trade attaché to discuss a matter of the gravest importance?

It was the story of what followed that I decided to tell my soon-to-be-adoptive family at this, my first French Christmas dinner.

 

George’s first reaction to the summons from the embassy was confusion.


“The trade attaché? You don’t mean the cultural attaché?”

No, it was M. Dubois of the Trade Desk who desired to see him. And yes, it was George Johnston, the writer, they wanted.

M. Dubois had a sad story to tell. During the Nazi occupation, French vignerons continued to make wine. Millions of liters had accumulated, far more than Europe could ever drink. They were looking for alternative markets. Australia, perhaps?

“Australians do
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