
A Love Letter to Europe


A larger life

Alan Hollinghurst

It’s hard now to remember the boat-train and even the ferry itself, beyond the unstoppable moment when it cast off, the catch of the breath as the quay stepped sideways and everything re-aligned. What will never be forgotten is the sense of impatience for the other side, for Calais, Amiens, Paris. To learn how to get from the Gare du Nord to the Gare de Lyon, to find a room and order a beer and a croque monsieur, was to take command of a larger life, something we’d been raised and readied for and where we felt at once we belonged. Mile after mile, night after day, the journey went on: Marseille, Ventimiglia, Turin, Milan, possibilities turning to practical certainties, even Venice itself. This was something much larger and deeper than a holiday. We knew we belonged in Europe as our own country belonged there; all my adult life has been spent as a citizen of Europe as well as of Britain, each thing felt keenly to be both a privilege and a right. The mood, the madness, of our time is to destroy concord, cooperation, and as an inevitable result to destroy ourselves. If it’s already too late to halt the destruction, it is also too late to efface the knowledge that we share in our millions, that we are Europeans.


Au revoir

Sebastian Faulks

From where we live in the south of England, it’s a bit of a hike to the Welsh marches or the Scottish borders. But it’s only a short drive down to Folkestone and then . . .

France. Suddenly you are through the looking-glass, among a people who do not share a single one of our views about ourselves, themselves, history, culture, patriotism, food, ethics, love or life itself. It’s a wonderland and a lifetime study, just twenty miles away – closer than Birmingham. Push east through Alsace-Lorraine, however, and you’ll find a people who are much more like us, almost weirdly so, which is one of the reasons why Berlin, with its Holocaust memorials and Stasi dungeons, is so unsettling – and another reason why the foreignness of Boulogne is so remarkable.

I first experienced continental Europe in Portugal, in a whitewashed breeze-block bungalow with no electricity. I was eleven and was told to pump water from the well. Everything seemed intense: the midday heat, the orange-fleshed melons with their bark-like skins, the exploding grapes and peaches, the kerosene lamps by whose light we ate dinner, the phosphorescence that trailed from your hand in a midnight swim. There was a five-mile beach with no one on it, until Sunday, when the villagers came down in black clothes to give their pigs a sand bath. The unmade street is under concrete or asphalt now, I imagine, and the wine shop with vinho tinto at five escudos a flagon is probably a yoga studio. But it did exist, once.

Then there was Deauville and the Beau Séjour boarding house, on which Jacques Tati had surely based Monsieur Hulot’s holiday hotel. The ride in a hydraulic Citroen DS taxi, the sandy tennis court, a fizzy drink named ‘Pschitt!’, the little foot-baths in the rooms called ‘bidets’, the pet dogs fed at table in the dining room and the dishes that issued from the swing doors of the kitchen in a bewitching stream . . . The public lavatories with two footholds and nothing to cling on to and the hilarious attempts at pop music on the radio.

Then Spain, the Costa Brava, and the night club that played ‘Je t’aime, moi non plus’ while we drank sangria by the bucket. The smoky paella at lunch time, the stickiness of prawn and chicken that was in breach of some sacred Catalonian recipe but sated teenage appetites sharpened by hours of swimming and gazing at girls too old for us.

Two years later, aged eighteen, there was hitchhiking across the entire continent from La Rochelle to Istanbul, when finally Europe became culture as well as food, as we reeled in amazement in the galleries of Florence (a little anxious that our schoolroom Pre-Raphaelite posters didn’t quite match up to . . . well, Raphael), the Caravaggio churches of Rome, the Parthenon and the Greek islands where we slept on the sand, lived on sixpence a day (including retsina) and there was almost no one there, in Samos, in Corfu, even Mykonos, except for a few like-minded escapists. We talked to American college students, who were incredulous, literally open-mouthed in some cases, at the glory that was Greece. We felt . . . proud. It was something, wasn’t it?

Our elder son lives and works in Spain, our daughter studied in Aix and Verona and our youngest had expected, in due course, to work in Europe too. It’s no more than a New Yorker hoping for a spell in Michigan. And perhaps it may yet happen, after a fashion, with more paperwork and queues and after we have overcome the self-inflicted economic crash. I have met only five people who voted to leave. None are bigots or ‘racists’; each had sane or sophisticated reasons. Nor do I blame the millions who apparently voted just to be heard, to protest at being overlooked. Why shouldn’t they protest? But I do blame Remain’s pathetic campaign and the lies of the Leavers. The people who will suffer most are those who always do, the ones least able to afford it; I don’t imagine Mr Dyson or Mr Rees-Mogg will have much trouble moving their fortunes round offshore.

There is a large difference between Europe the place and ‘Europe’, the EU. And before we get too dewy-eyed about old Europe, let’s remind ourselves that the only thing the continent led the world in during the twentieth century was genocide: Stefan Zweig, scion of old Austria, killed himself in despair at what Europe had become, in exile in Brazil in 1942. The EU itself is smug, secretive and unlovable; de Gaulle’s betrayal of his wartime saviours when we first tried to join was a disgrace. But the EU is something, a stumbling step, a source at least of funds for science, farming and research, a centripetal force in a fissile, war-prone continent. And to be better than it is, to be worthy of representing the best of Europe, it needed the country of Shakespeare and Newton to be a part of it.

Europe itself is like the Addams or the Royal Tenenbaum families. There are no forgettable sisters or shy brothers. Austria-Hungary, the Paris Commune, Garibaldi and Leonardo, Bach and Goering, Pasteur, Waterloo, the Somme and Don Quixote, Mary Stuart, Ibsen, Einstein and Voltaire, Joan of Arc, Erasmus, Kepler, Buchenwald, Sibelius, Van Gogh, Greta Garbo, Proust, Praxiteles and Wordsworth . . . the EU has not yet risen to the challenge of reflecting that noise, that concentration of human vitality, good and evil, but maybe no institution really could. Now it will have to soldier on without one of its main players, an orchestra in which a section has been silenced.

But the band plays on. Auf wiedersehen – and keep my seat. Grazie per tutto. À la prochaine . . .


A new European song

Mary Beard

This piece was written in 2016

A few days ago, I was one of a crowd of thousands in the ancient amphitheatre at Pompeii. It was the first time since ad 79 that an audience had gathered there to watch a show, not in this case a gladiatorial fight or a wild beast hunt, but a concert by David Gilmour, singer, guitarist and veteran of the rock band Pink Floyd. For me, it felt like a wonderful way both of stepping into Roman history and of enjoying a belated triumph over Roman brutality.

To be honest, we probably overestimate quite how bloody the games were at a backward little place like Pompeii. Gladiators were far too expensive a commodity to kill in large numbers in front of a local audience. But any traces of blood were now, for an evening at least, spectacularly obliterated by the fun, the fireworks and the very loud music.

It wasn’t actually the first time that Gilmour had appeared in this amphitheatre. In 1971, when Edward Heath was busy negotiating Britain’s entry into the Common Market, he had played there with the rest of the band to make the famous movie Pink Floyd: Live at Pompeii. But then it had been empty of all but the musicians, the cameras and the crew.

Gilmour’s repeat of that occasion, by sheer coincidence a couple of weeks after Britain had voted itself out of the EU, was instead in front of a heaving crowd that seemed to encapsulate some of the intriguing cultural entanglements of the New Europe. There we were, a polyglot gathering of young and old from different European countries, all happily colonising one of the most striking ruins of an ancient European empire that had once colonised us.

We were both sharing a memorable celebration and bringing our different experiences to the party, and taking away different messages. When Gilmour belted out one of Floyd’s classic lines, ‘Hanging on in quiet desperation is the English way,’ the middle-aged British fans, me included, smiled at that wry joke, which was, I suspect, lost on most of the Italian teenagers.

But given the timing, I couldn’t help thinking about the New Europe that we British seemed to be about to lose, and about my own personal stake in that. My career as an academic can be measured against the history of the Common Market, the EEC and the EU.

I left school in 1972, and over those last forty-something years, what I do, the context in which I do it, and how I define myself and my job has changed dramatically, taking a decidedly European turn that is, without doubt, a turn for the better. What’s most important here is the broader intellectual and cultural world of which British universities have become a part.

I’m not just talking cash, though it’s true that the consequences on UK research of the withdrawal of EU funding may be devastating. A bigger revolution has been going on in a way that would have seemed inconceivable when I was doing my own degree. I now expect to find students from all over Europe in my classes. Some of my closest colleagues in my department in Cambridge come from Italy, Germany and Greece.

It’s a two-way traffic as our staff and students have come simply to assume that the Continent, as we used to call it, as if it wasn’t us, is as open to them as the UK is, open for conversation, for resources and for collaboration. This doesn’t just add to the local colour. The mixture of cultures and languages, of educational backgrounds and different traditions of expertise has widened all our horizons. And it has changed how we think about our subject, our opportunities, and even about the very nature of education itself.

To put it another way, whereas back in the eighties, I would have introduced myself as a British academic, maybe even an English one, I now also think of myself and call myself European, and I mean also. You don’t give up feeling British when you start to feel European. One of the worst legacies of Norman Tebbit, in his infamous ‘cricket test’, was saddling us with the notion that cultural allegiance and sporting patriotism was an either/or kind of phenomenon.

Who did British Indians support when it came to the test match, he asked: India or England? That told you all you needed to know about where these immigrants’ loyalties lay. Of course, it didn’t tell you anything of the kind. Cultural identity is much more nuanced, much more multiple, and it doesn’t work like Tebbit tendentiously suggested.

To go back to the world of the amphitheatre for a moment, this is one of the things that the ancient Romans got right, insisting as they did that you could be both Roman and Spanish and British, and so on. A person could, in their words, have more than one heart. In fact, one of my favourite characters from the ancient world made exactly that point on his tombstone.

He was a rich man called Zoilos, who came from a small town in what is now Turkey, but had made his fortune hundreds of miles away in Rome itself. On his grand memorial back home, he had himself depicted twice, once in a Roman toga and once in his native costume. It’s what we might call being culturally ambidextrous. I suppose that’s rather what I feel in the New Europe when I tingle a bit to the strains of ‘Ode to Joy’ as I do to ‘God Save the Queen’.

It’s a complexity and an openness that is something to celebrate. But there’s another less optimistic side to it, and that comes down to the question of who exactly the beneficiaries of what I’m calling this New European culture have been. It’s all very well for intellectuals to enjoy the new linguistic Babel of their common rooms, or of the students at elite universities to take advantage of the new horizons that come with cultural European collaboration. Or even, let’s face it, the relatively well-heeled Gilmour fans to take a plane to a concert in the ruins of Pompeii.

But none of that means very much to the unemployed of, say, Boston, Lincolnshire. In cultural terms, in England at least, and I think Scotland may have done better, the new European project tended to be the project of those already privileged. My hunch is that that’s one big reason why the referendum went the way it did.

Hardly any voter thought they could make head nor tail of the economic predictions. The specious propaganda about sovereignty, migration and getting our country back became powerful because it spoke to those who weren’t necessarily racist or xenophobic, but who didn’t in any way feel European. It’s asking a lot to ask people to remain in the EU when Europe has always been a foreign country.

Those of us who have been the beneficiaries of New Europe must face the uncomfortable fact that we are partly to blame for the vote going, on our terms, so badly wrong. Because we didn’t stop, or we didn’t stop long enough, to think of those who are on the other side of the cultural divide. We didn’t work hard enough over the decades, not just over the months of the referendum campaign, to share the benefits of which we were so certain and so rightly proud.

The succession of governments, back to the seventies, has a lot to answer for too. When, in a couple of hundred years’ time, historians come to reflect on why Britain decided to quit the EU, they will, I’m sure, look in astonishment at how little those governments did to help us all think Europe. Cultural identity may be multiple, it may be nuanced, but it still needs working on.

To me, it simply beggars belief that while the UK was entirely reformulating its relations with the rest of Europe, we were still happy that many, if not most, children in schools were fed a history curriculum that was built on British heroism against Europe, in which fighting Germans on the beaches and escaping from Colditz were repeatedly presented as our finest hour.

It even more beggars belief, as will no doubt be observed by those historians in the future, that over these last decades, we have let Modern European languages in schools dangerously decline. German, in particular, has been in freefall, with 2016 marking its lowest ever GCSE entry. Maybe that’s not wholly surprising. GCSEs put enormous emphasis on making yourself understood in a foreign language, which is fair enough. But as every canny teenager knows, speaking English slow and loud in a Colonel Blimpish way is likely to be a far better way of getting directions to the train station than your faltering German. Couldn’t we have sold those languages more as a way of entering another culture, of opening our cultural eyes, and of being European?

Some of the most eloquent Brexiteers have ready answers to the worries that I’m raising. They would point, for a start, to a variety of other cultural traditions outside the EU, and I would be the first to admit that students and colleagues from the Americas, Australia and the Far East have also contributed to the diversity of the world in which I now work.

But they would also say that you didn’t necessarily need the EU to underpin the cultural collaboration I have been praising. Some upmarket Eurosceptics, as they never cease to remind us, are the biggest Europhiles of all. They have European wives, husbands and partners, and in some cases, European second homes. I don’t know how that plays in Boston, Lincs.

They love everything about Europe, from Mozart to Real Madrid, except any form of political integration, which they insist is not relevant to the cultural project. That has more to do with the Channel Tunnel and cheap air fares than anything coming out of Brussels. I see what they mean, but I don’t think they’re right.

Of course, Brexit will not spell the instant end to Euro-collaboration. We won’t all retreat to an unadulterated diet of Morris dancing any more than Switzerland, outside the EU, has remained a country of cuckoo clocks. Some of the intellectual exchanges will be too embedded to scrap. And anyway, the rich have always been able to spend their time soaking up the atmosphere at European universities.

But for the rest of us, collaboration means institutional support and resources. We still don’t know, for example, what will happen to the Erasmus scheme, which has so far supported more than 200,000 British students to work in the EU and its neighbours. The Erasmus website understandably, but unhelpfully, currently asks those who are anxious to be patient about the scheme’s future. Definitive answers on the programme’s future, particularly in relation to UK students in universities, may take time, it says.

If you want to know, I’m pessimistic. I can’t help thinking that what’s left of my working life will see the intellectual boundaries we thought we’d broken down closing up again. And that is what I felt next to the pleasure of the occasion in the amphitheatre at Pompeii the other evening when I was listening to Gilmour rather attentively.

Straight after the words about hanging on in the English way, came the even more ominous line, ‘The time is gone, the song is over.’ Sitting where so many ancient Romans had sat before, I did start to wonder if the whole thing wasn’t a bit of a requiem. The excitement of my own particular New European song perhaps really was over.
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Brian Catling, A drinker.


A puma in Europe

David Lindo

I guess this is a letter of love primarily for the billions of flora and fauna that inhabit a continent that we humans have split into at least fifty sovereign states. I cannot write this letter without saying that some of my love is also for the citizens of Europe. Citizens that, by and large, I have found to be friendly and hospitable.

This love affair started a long time ago. Perhaps just a little after my passion for natural history was born. In my previous life I am certain that I was a puma hunting birds as a primary source of nourishment. One day, while stalking a potential meal I accidently cracked a twig underfoot and startled my erstwhile prey. The bird took to the wing with a flurry of flapping, leaving me to marvel at its beauty. From then on I chose to watch birds, bewitched by their grace of flight. I no longer ate, which led to my demise.

So, I came into this world pre-equipped with an innate interest in nature. I grew up in Wembley, north-west London, in a neighbourhood in which nobody shared my passion for natural history that, incidentally, started with a fascination for insects. My mother, a young Jamaican woman who had come to England along with my father to seek a better life, did not understand why her son had such an unrelenting interest in nature. But she indulged my growing curiosity by patiently allowing




A French Affair

Patricia Atkinson

Without knowing it, as a child I was already a bit of a European. I lived in Germany and Malta before my family returned to Britain. For the last thirty years or so, I have lived in south-west France as a winemaker.

I moved to France all those years ago attracted by the idyll of its culture and lifestyle, so European and so utterly unlike ours. After protracted dealings we bought a small house with a few hectares of vines and moved in.

I remember that first evening as if it were yesterday. It was hot and balmy, the heady scent of the privet hedge adding to the exotic ambience of the courtyard in which we were sitting, a chorus of cicadas providing a loud and hypnotic backdrop. A glass of cold rosé was in my hand. Balanced on the low makeshift table next to us was a plateful of those wonderful French crudités – tiny delicacies of meats and vegetables in unusual sauces and flavoured with herbs and spices. In those days we had nothing like that in Britain.

Basking in the euphoria of the evening and intoxicated by the wine, the perfume of the privet and the beauty of the sunset, I remember thinking how privileged the French were to have all this and how privileged I was to be part of it.

My house sits on the ridge of a low rolling hillside. It’s peaceful and unspoilt, surrounded by vines, their sinuous curves following the contours of the landscape – carpets of lush green. To the north the land drops steeply away to the valley of the Dordogne, its fields and vines creating a tapestry of yellow and green, its perimeters studded by historical monuments. Fruit trees and vines have been cultivated here for hundreds of years, agriculture being an essential part of this region. Forests of oaks, walnuts, and chestnuts abound. Tobacco, maize and cereal crops are grown and, of course, wine is made here.

When I arrived, I’m ashamed to say I didn’t speak French and knew nothing about vines, wine or winemaking. Looking back on it, what was I thinking? How could I have considered moving here with no real idea of what I was doing? To be fair, I wasn’t planning to be the one making wine at all – it just turned out that way. And once I started, it was immediate, intense and insane, learning to speak French, drive tractors and make wine simultaneously. Which just goes to show that when needs must . . .

Now, of course, I can speak French and drive tractors and make wine too. But none of that could have been achieved without the French. Their spontaneous generosity and acts of kindness are just too numerous to mention – a few will suffice.

Like the time the sprayer fell off the back of the tractor as I was driving up and down the rows of vines. I’d been spraying for hours, for most of the day, dulled into a desultory dream-like state by the rhythmic sound of the motor. I was almost done and feeling relieved to have provided the necessary protection to the vines before the thunderstorm forecast for that evening. In the distance I could hear other tractors doing the same thing.

Without warning, the heavy sprayer attached behind and sitting high above the tractor fell off. It hit the ground with an earth-shattering crash and the tractor reared up dangerously in response. The motor of the sprayer emitted a high-pitched, ear-piercing whine while spraying its contents in the sky, on the feet of the vines and over me. The front wheels of the tractor were no longer on the ground. How I didn’t kill myself that day I don’t know.

My nearest neighbour, Gilles, was spraying his vines and heard it – indeed the whole village heard it. He bounded over the fields and arrived at the same time as my friend, Michel, the local council worker who was also working in the area. Between them, while being sprayed violently by the blue copper sulphate cascading out, they somehow switched off the tractor and the motor of the sprayer with it.

The silence after the roar of the tractor and the sprayer was eerie and still. A wasp in search of a sugary grape buzzed lazily by as we looked down at the damage, caked blue copper sulphate covering our skin and clothes. The nozzles of the sprayer were piled on the ground.

With various tools, Gilles and Michel succeeded in reattaching the nozzles, then reattaching the spraying machine to the back of the tractor. I shakily remounted it and cautiously sprayed the last two rows of vines.

In fact, Gilles and Michel were often my saviours, as when I broke my leg the following year just as the spraying season began. They simply sprayed my vines for me. They had their own vines to manage and I know it must have cost them greatly in time, if nothing else. Or when they helped me to prune, hour after hour in the vines, and to attach the lats to the wires when we had a race against time.

I had similar help in the wine cellar from my oenologist and from fellow winemakers. Many of them came to pick at my vineyard during the harvest when they weren’t picking at their own. One of my neighbours gave me an entire plot of grapes as he had reached the legal quota for his harvest. Not only did he give me the grapes but he helped pick them too.

Such generosity of spirit, such acceptance, such consideration and such genuine kindness is inspiring. I hope, but am not sure, I would have had that in Britain, and I wonder if a Frenchman arriving in England not speaking the language and attempting to produce something British people had the monopoly on would have been treated as gently and humanely as I was? This, for me, is the essence of Europe. Europe’s about people, it’s about heritage and inclusion and peace.

It changed my life for the better and has made me richer in every way. And whether or not British people think so, Europe as a whole has changed and enriched their lives too – one only has to think back to how Britain was before we joined.

I’m so sad at the prospect of no longer being part of this wonderful community which is so much more diverse and more open than we have become in Britain. We will miss it when we no longer have it, that’s for sure. I love being part of a family of twenty-seven countries, I love benefitting from its unity, from its thousands of years of shared history with its rich cultural heritage. I can’t imagine why any of us in Britain should be reluctant to remain a part of it.


Also sprach Samadder

Rhik Samadder

At eighteen I applied to a philosophy course at a prestigious university. I did this partly because ‘student of philosophy’ sounded like a cool thing to be. (Noun, 1. Someone who likes to lie in.) But mostly it was because I had Big Questions. What was I made of? How should we live? Was God really dead, or just having a nap? The place sounded like it might have answers.

When I started the course, however, the British tradition left me cold. It seemed so staid. Peopled with the kind of men you wouldn’t want to be stuck with at a wine and cheese. John Locke, father of Liberalism, so sober and methodical. Right about everything, and so boring. David Hume, with his lumpen talk of contiguous causation and inductive scepticism. George Berkeley, who thought nothing existed outside of our perceptions, that it was all just colours and noise. Imagine being sat next to him on the sofa at a party. Although now I think about it, my first year was largely spent in the company of stoners arriving at similar notions.

Thank God – if he was listening – that I also discovered the continental philosophers and assorted weirdos like them. Thinkers from across the Channel whose words made direct sense of my internal world, or else turned it upside down. My favourite was Leibniz. His big, mad idea was that everything was made of monads: jelly-like atoms that reflected the whole universe. He had to redefine the word ‘contingent’ just to make the theory consistent, which is the kind of balls-out chutzpah I admire. ‘Hume is potato,’ I remember thinking of one of history’s greatest geniuses, ‘but Leibniz is a pomegranate.’ (In fact, he is a chocolate biscuit.) Heavy metal-moustached Nietzsche was a revelation too. His work contained incredible, incredible chapter titles such as ‘Why I am So Wise’ and ‘Why I Write Such Good Books.’ It was funnier for being true – they were good books, written with epigrammatic brilliance and thundering bombast. Kierkegaard, a pasty Dane swirled with cinnamon and existentialism, wrote about commitment and faith with the intensity they warranted. Heidegger, heavy on the hyphens with his being-in-the-world and being-toward-death, was the Emily Dickinson of the philosophy set (though strangely also a Nazi). Schopenhauer was a poetic miserabilist who made me feel totally isolated in the universe, yet less alone in my head. The freedoms and feminisms of Sartre and de Beauvoir were both frigid and sexy. But no one was as cool as Camus and his popped collar, embracing the absurd. He wasn’t so much a man as a thin cigarette, raised like a middle finger.

I’m glad I met that bunch, and we stay in touch. Before them, I didn’t think writers could be exciting. I didn’t grasp souls had gone before me who were equally disturbed and awestruck at being alive. I didn’t know philosophy wasn’t just chilly abstraction, that it could be lived and felt and urgent. That the dead could speak to me, and be speaking still. I’m glad they made space on the sofa. Let’s not talk politics. Just pass the pomegranate, my friends.


An Artistic Education

Janet Gleeson

In 1973, keen to put school behind me and experience something beyond the Home Counties, I found a job as an au pair in Paris. The family turned out to be friendly, work wasn’t demanding and the children were naughtily enjoyable. Sundays were free and, at first, with little money and no friends, there was time to be filled. One day my employer Philippe, an architect, told me that the Louvre was free on Sundays. From the first time I walked through those great doors, my life changed, and I got into a habit that didn’t alter much over the next nine months. Breakfast, a short metro ride, at the gallery for opening time.

The Louvre was quite different from anything I had seen before – each visit was a new adventure. First, I encountered works of art that were familiar from books I’d read: the Venus de Milo within touching distance; the Mona Lisa seen up close before the crowds arrived. More exciting were the unfamiliar things: the bizarre eroticism of Gabrielle d’Estrees and her nipple-pinching sister; the tranquillity of Chardin’s still lives; the disconcerting acres of colourful dimpled flesh in the Rubens gallery; the desperate drama of Gericault’s Raft of the Medusa and Ingres’ sensually exotic scene in The Turkish Bath. When I look back, there was a lot of painterly flesh on show, something novel and exciting to my teenage eyes, but even now, four decades on, I still feel the impact of these experiences.

Over those nine months of Sundays I explored in my own time a wealth of European art from the Middle Ages onwards and in the process prepared myself for university. Although I did not know it at the time, those visits also laid the foundations for my future life and career. I became an art historian, a paintings expert at an auction house, a writer and, above all else, a European.


auberge

Mark Ellen

For years my wife and I and our two small boys used to stay in a town called Balleroy in Normandy in a little roadside inn. Everything about the place was impossibly charming – the cockerels crowing in their overgrown meadow, the dovecote, the beehives, the baking heat, the swifts in the roofbeams, the rich scent of croissants from the boulangerie next door.

The French couple who ran it conjured up magnificent meals for about a fiver, heaps of escargots de mer, lamb roasted with apricots and a chilled rice pudding with a dash of calvados. The boys went fishing once and caught a trout and they pan-fried it as an extra course. They couldn’t have made us more welcome.

One summer we took my parents and, dodging the rain, found ourselves in a museum in Bayeux with a section on the Second World War including the guns and uniforms of the British Eighth Parachute Battalion. Forty-seven years earlier my father had dropped from a Dakota on a mission to take the nearby bridge at Caen. Days later he’d been hit by a mortar, shipped back to England and awoke in hospital to find he’d lost his left leg. He’d just turned twenty-four. He’d barely talked about his active service since. But something about that warm and hospitable roadhouse seemed to unlock the door and the memories came tumbling out. They weren’t maudlin or particularly emotional, they were detailed, whimsical and fond. ‘J’ai perdu ma jambe à la guerre,’ he told our hosts in his stumbling schoolboy French, ‘et maintenant je suis revenu pour la trouver!’ At which point the peach brandy came out and limitless drinks were on the house.

It was intensely moving. Who felt more gratitude and affection? Was it them for my old man’s sacrifice? Was it us for the magical French culture we so adored?


Angoisse des gares


A Farewell to Europe

Colin Tudge

Europe is not the only great civilisation and I do not want to suggest that it is the greatest. China, India, Arabia, Turkey, Nigeria, Mexico and many more – all have given rise to great civilisations and all have brought wondrous things to the world. The history of Europe is largely unspeakable and it is still deeply flawed. Of course, too, Europe is hugely heterogeneous, pulling this way and that, and whatever is good is often outweighed by what is all too obviously vile. The Ancient Greeks, who invented democracy (or at least invented the word) and laid the foundations of Western art, philosophy and much of science, and are presented in our most ancient and venerated schools as paragons, were also wondrous cruel.

But Europe certainly has the ingredients of greatness. Chauvinism is a dreadful and destructive thing, yet I feel, chauvinistically, that with due care, Europe more than most could still provide a model for the whole world, showing how life could be both for us and for our fellow creatures – not just for the next few desperate decades but for many centuries to come. At the very least, if it is humanity’s ambition truly to create a better world, kinder and more secure and ever more diverse, then Europe with its cross-the-board ingenuity and underlying morality and metaphysics, must be a key player.

England is my home and I will defend it like family. I was born here and have always lived here and know no other languages apart from cerveza and Danke schön. Often, though, when we’re in France or Italy or wherever, I feel that Europe’s assessment of Albion through most of history has been perfectly justified. We are barbarian. So we have conserved our stately homes where the very rich live, but we have largely wrecked the cities and villages of past centuries that were home to the rest of us. We have nothing comparable to, say, Bruges. We never did of course – not quite like that. But we did have a great deal else that should have been treasured, and yet, more zealously than any other Western European country it seems, we let the planners loose on it. And, of course, the speculators.

More generally, it seems to me, the countries of mainland Europe follow as a matter of course, and without usually thinking about it, the core teaching of St Benedict. That is, they focus much more than we do on the minutiae of everyday life – the details that are the stuff of good living and civilisation, a firm base for conviviality and for loftier flights. Architecture is one example of this. Food, very strikingly, is another. Civilisations can and must be built around food – both the cooking and the raising of it. In particular, all the world’s greatest cuisines from Italy to China use meat very sparingly – as stock or garnish and for only occasional feasts – and make best use of whatever grows locally. If everyone everywhere learned to cook like the world’s best cooks (not the celebrity chefs – just the many millions who cook for their families) and farmed accordingly (small organic farms with not many animals and lots of tender loving care) then everyone in the world could be well fed, to the very highest standards.

So it is that while Britain has Sainsbury’s and Wetherspoons and KFC and Travelodge, Belgium, France, Italy, Germany, Holland, and Switzerland still have a host of wondrous patisseries and charcuteries and family-run cafes and auberges, still serving wondrous dishes that often are unique to themselves. One of the most memorable meals I ever had, with my wife, was in Siena – of tripe, cow’s intestines: beautifully marinated and herbed with local tomatoes and garlic and white beans, and a very ordinary but very drinkable local wine. We could all live like that, but Britain, apparently, has chosen not to. Tripe, insofar as it is obtainable at all, is traditionally served in big white slabs, seethed in milk, with onions. Not appetizing. Yet all it needs is a little technique – and of course a little focus on the minutiae of life, on which the rest can be built.

There is much that’s ghastly and getting worse on mainland Europe, but on the whole they seem to hang on to values – historical, moral, metaphysical – far better than we are doing. Nowhere else in the world apart from the US, to whose coat-tails we are encouraged to cling, has embraced neoliberalism as zealously as successive British governments have done. None other is quite so committed to short-term wealth at the expense of everything else. Most – all? – European countries of sufficient power have a grisly imperial past but none hang on to it quite as sedulously or proudly as Britain does, or choose to imagine, as Britain does, that it is still a world power that should ‘take back control’ and ‘go it alone’; or imagines that this is a worthy ambition.

I feel, vicariously, somewhat irrationally, and no doubt presumptuously, as an ordinary human being on the edge of Europe, an affinity with the European greats. I feel in a very odd way that St Francis, Schubert, the French Impressionists, Einstein, Erasmus, Dante (not that I’ve ever read any Dante) are my family. They certainly featured large in my education if only, in some cases, by name. In short, I feel that Europe is a club that I want to belong to, and felt, when we were part of the EU, that I did belong to. Brexit is a bereavement, a perversely self-inflicted banishment; and in all literature, banishment is seen as the most grievous of punishments. Britain’s secession brings Matthew Arnold’s Dover Beach to mind: a ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ leaving in its wake the ‘naked shingles of the world’.

Welcome to the world of naked shingles and bilateral trade agreements.
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A love letter to Europe

Neil Gaiman

Dear Europe,

I loved feeling part of you. That feeling that we were together, our differences combining to make something bigger than either of us. Something unique, something neither of us could have been on our own. We were workmates who became closer than that.

I loved knowing that, even though we were a couple, we were still very much ourselves. You weren’t asking me to change the things about myself that I didn’t want to.

I loved you when they lied about you. I loved the things you gave me: the peace and the prosperity, the knowledge that in a fight you’d have my back. I loved that you saw me as odd, ill-fitting, awkward in our relationship, but you accepted what made me special, even seemed to appreciate it.

With you, I could go anywhere. I loved the people you brought into my world, and loved going places with you. I heard things, tasted things, delighted in things I would never have encountered without you. If we had children, they had so many places they would have been at home, so many places they could have lived.

I don’t know why I’m leaving you, but I know how it goes. I said things I can’t take back. I did things I regret. I wish things could be like they were.

That’s all I want for both of us.

That things could be like they used to be.

But you’ll be fine without me, my love. How I’ll be, without you, I’m not so sure . . .

still love

Neil
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