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Preface

Since marrying a French demoiselle some twenty-five years now, I have had ample opportunity to visit France, and to speak to French people, both in France and in Britain about traditions, customs and language. Over the course of that time, I have observed, discussed and taken note of the ways many things are said and done differently in Britain and France.

I emphasise that there is no question of one or other country being right or wrong here, just that they are, well, simply diGGfferent. Hence, the title of this book!

Furthermore, when I raise a matter, say a curiosity or an oddity, it is as an observation, and not, save with perhaps a couple of exceptions, as any criticism or judgement. Admittedly, though, there is a sprinkling of sarcasm here and there. I confess also that I have been moved to, or at least haven’t been able to resist, making a few comments or expressing an occasional opinion when it comes to certain differences I have encountered.

Needless to say, there are certainly some French traditions and customs, and ways in which they express themselves, which we, on this side of the English Channel, find odd, just as the French on their side of La Manche, no doubt find some of our traditions and customs, and the ways in which we express ourselves, as being odd, too.

Essentially, though, in recording my research in these pages I have, as I indicate, with a few exceptions, tried to give the facts pure and simple.

Undeniably, Britain owes a debt of gratitude for its rich Norman French heritage and for its numerous borrowings from the French language since the Norman Conquest. Furthermore, while over the centuries Britain and France have, by turns, been on speaking, shouting and quarrelling terms, and worse, they still have a great deal in common to celebrate.

What follows is very much a personal account, interspersed with my personal experiences, with amusing anecdotes and interesting information, with what, I hope, passes for humour, and with not a little history.

Incidentally, I have discovered that the expression, « Vive la Différence », is attributed to Anatole France, a novelist, poet, journalist, and recipient of the 1921 Nobel Prize for Literature.

It is said that he once found himself at dinner sitting next to an emancipated woman of the time, who remarked to him,

« Vous savez, Monsieur France, les femmes et les hommes se sont maintenant tellement rapprochés en termes de performance et de statut qu’il n’y a pratiquement aucune différence entre nous! »

“You know, Mr France, women and men have now come so close together in performance and status that there is virtually no difference between us!”

To which Anatole France replied, « Madame, vive la différence! »

It is entirely right that the use of this excellent expression, celebrating as it does richness in diversity, should have widened beyond the difference between the sexes.





I. At Table


	Table Covering



In Britain, while tables laid for breakfast and for tea may have a tablecloth, normally white in the case of breakfast, tables do not otherwise usually have one. In France, a tablecloth is « de rigueur » for all meals.


	Breakfast Habits



In Britain, tea/coffee is ordinarily drunk from a cup (with a saucer) or mug. In France, coffee/tea is invariably drunk from a « tasse à petit déjeuner » or a bowl. In Britain, a cereal is usually eaten, and each person has a plate for bread/toast, butter and marmalade. In France, cereals are not usually eaten, but rather bread and jam.


	Cutlery



In Britain, the fork is placed on the table with prongs (or ‘tines’) facing up. In France, the fork is placed on the table, with prongs facing downwards. It is said that the reason for this is that one’s family crest is on the back of the fork. Still, this is the custom regardless of whether one has a family crest. In Britain, any family crest has traditionally been on the prongs-up side of the fork.

At the place-setting of a French lunch/dinner table, one might find a « porte couteaux » (a knife rest or cutlery rest) on which to rest the knife and fork during a course, or between courses, it often being the case that the same knife and fork are used for two courses. We have « porte couteaux » in Britain too. We call them plates.


	Placing of Glasses



In Britain, glasses are placed behind and to the right of each place-setting. In France, glasses are placed behind and at the centre of each place-setting.


	Seating Arrangements



In Britain, the general rule when there at guests at the table is that the host and hostess sit at each end of the table (assuming it is not round) and the senior female guest sits on the master of the house’s right and the senior male guest sits on the mistress of the house’s right. Other guests are sat at the host and hostess’s discretion. In France, there is the same rule, but with the host and hostess sitting at the middle facing each other, rather than the end of the table.



	Chairs




In Britain, the host and hostess sit in their habitual chairs, normally the best chairs, for instance—carver chairs (i.e. with arms). In France, the best chairs are provided to guests.



	Saying Grace




Many people, be they from Britain or France or elsewhere, have their favourite words for saying grace at the start of a meal. My favourite are:


Lord, you blessed the loaves and the fishes.

Please for us, bless our plates and our dishes.

And for each and every plateful,

May we be truly grateful.


I’m not aware that this has hitherto been translated into French, so I have very recently translated the lines myself as best I could in order to maintain the rhyming, with the last line taking a tweak of assistance from a French friend (she knows who she is!), as follows:


Seigneur, tu as béni les poissons et les baguettes.

Bénis pour nous nos plats et nos assiettes.

Et pour chaque assiette remplie,

Vraiment, nous te disons merci.




	Hands




In France, one is meant to keep one’s hands on the table when they are not holding cutlery. There is a saying in France which goes: « Les mains, toujours; les avant-bras, parfois; et les coudes, jamais » (hands, always; forearms, sometimes; and elbows, never). In Britain, on the other hand, you are meant to keep one’s hands on one’s lap rather than on the table, when not actively eating.



	Bread




In Britain, bread is not usually eaten with lunch or dinner. In France, it is essential to have bread, typically a baguette, with breakfast, lunch and dinner. Apart from being eaten by itself, bread is always used with a fork, and never held in one’s fingers to wipe up any gravy or sauce remaining on one’s plate at the end of a course. In France, bread isn’t just a food, it is an important symbol of French culture.



	Eating Soup




In Britain, one spoons soup away from oneself from the back of the bowl, perhaps, tilting the bowl away slightly. In France, soup is spooned towards oneself from the front of the bowl.



	Pudding and Cheese Courses




In Britain, pudding at lunch/dinner is served before the cheese. In France, it is the other way round; the idea being, I am told, in the interests of digestion, to avoid the « salé » (i.e. the main course) being immediately followed by the « sucré » (pudding). In Britain, cheese is normally eaten with cheese biscuits. In France, it is typically eaten with bread. Unlike in Britain, butter isn’t usually served with cheese at lunch and/or dinner in France.



	End of Each Course




In Britain, when one has finished one’s plate, one leaves the knife and fork next/parallel to each other on the plate facing away from oneself. Similarly, for a soup spoon, a pudding spoon and fork. In France, while there is a similar rule, I’ve never seen it being observed. Alternatively, cutlery can be placed on a « porte couteaux » as referred to above.



	Coffee




In Britain, if it is served at the end of lunch or dinner, coffee is taken either at the table or in the living room. In France, apart from at breakfast, having coffee at the table is considered an absolute no-no/« un faux pas ». Rather, it is taken in the living room.






II. Entertaining at Home


	Serving Drinks




In Britain, when entertaining guests at home, drinks are usually poured at a designated place in the living room or kitchen, where bottles and glasses are kept (e.g. at the ‘bar’), and a charged/filled glass is then handed to each guest. In France, ordinarily, a tray of bottles and glasses is brought to the living room or outside on a nice day, and is placed on a table, and each guest is provided with a glass appropriate for what he/she is having, which is then charged/filled with whatever the guest has asked for.



	Kettle and Pot




In Britain, one is taught from an early stage to take the tea pot to the kettle, not the kettle to the pot. The idea is to ensure that the water is still boiling when it is poured into the pot, as this makes for better tasting tea. The same goes for filling a mug with an ordinary or a herbal tea bag. In France, it is customary to take the kettle to the pot at, say, the breakfast table, or, after supper, to the mug with a herbal tea bag in it in, say, the living room.



	Guests to Stay




In France, when one has guests to stay overnight in one’s home, it is customary for them to greet their hostess and other females in the house with a kiss when they first see them in the morning, and for female guests to greet their host and other males likewise. This isn’t by any means a widespread custom in Britain.






III. Addressing and Greeting People


	Strangers, Acquaintances and Friends




In Britain, there is no strict rule for how one should greet a stranger. One might or might not shake the stranger’s hand and/or say, ‘How do you do?’, ‘Good morning’, ‘Good afternoon’ or ‘Good evening’.

In France, though, there is a strict formula. It is essential to greet a stranger with « Bonjour » or, even better, « Bonjour, Monsieur/Madame ». Not to do so is considered rude. And with « Au revoir » or « À bientôt » (Goodbye, See you soon, See you later or See you in a while), as you part company. In the evening, the greeting is « Bonsoir, Monsieur/Madame ». A handshake on greeting and parting is expected, too.

One cannot go wrong if, on parting, one also says:



	« Bonne Journée! » Have a nice day!


	« Bonne Soirée! » Have a good evening! or


	« Bonne Nuit! » Good night!





Note that, in French, one does not say « Bon matin » and, I find, one rarely says « Bon après-midi ».

All of the above also goes for acquaintances and friends; although it is customary to greet and part from a female friend with a kiss or two or more (depending on what part of France you are in, but one on each cheek should be an acceptable number for a Brit).

I recall an occasion a long time ago, when I was in a supermarket in France and wanted to know where to find something. Still learning the dos and don’ts at the time, I addressed an assistant with, « Excusez moi…».

She replied in no uncertain terms, « Il faut dire bonjour! » (“You should say bonjour!”). The only good thing to come out of this experience was that she clearly thought I was French!



	In-Laws




When it comes to addressing in-laws, the expectation in France is that you call your father-in-law « père » and mother-in-law « mère ». I’m told this has got something to do with showing respect or, at least, being seen to show respect. Respect is a very important concept in France (see also section VII below). It seems that with bi-national couples, the rule can be relaxed.

The compromise my in-laws and I reached, with my then fiancée acting as go-between, well actually, it was a compromise proposed by my in-laws-to-be and which I accepted, is that I should call them by a nickname of their devising, a sort of corruption of their first names. On the other hand, my elderly father is entirely happy for my French wife to call him by the nickname everybody else calls him.



	To Tutoyer or to Vouvoyer




The big question in French society is whether to « tutoyer » or not to « tutoyer » someone, or to stick with « vouvoyer »—ing them. That is to say, should one address someone with the familiar/informal « tu » or with the formal « vous ». The default position is to « vouvoyer » a person, until and unless one is invited to « tutoyer » them.

The whole subject is fraught with difficulty for someone who doesn’t come from a country with a Romance language (i.e. a language that derived from Vulgar Latin, the common spoken language of the Roman Empire), such as France.

In Britain, the second person singular ‘thee’, ‘thou’, ‘thy’ and ‘thine’ ceased to be used in everyday conversation, and in writing, many centuries ago. One wonders whether the Académie Française, the body that effectively controls and regulates the French language, will ever get around to pronouncing the end of « tu », « ton/ta/tes », « toi » and « tienne ».



	An English Reputation




Leaving aside the niceties of French greeting customs, there was a time when the English, particularly those of the upper echelons of society, had a reputation amongst other Europeans for insisting on being properly introduced to someone before speaking to them.

There is an old, no doubt entirely apocryphal anecdote of long ago an English gentleman being shipwrecked off a desert island together with a group of men of other European nationalities, including a Frenchman. The story went that, having hauled themselves up the island’s sandy beach, they proceeded to discuss amongst themselves who was going to be responsible for what; but the Englishman didn’t join in. He was waiting to be properly introduced. And so it continued until they were rescued. Thankfully, times have changed now.
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