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  Introduction


  Imagine a country where people work 35-hour weeks, take seven weeks of paid holidays per year, take an hour and a half for lunch, have the longest life expectancy in the world, and eat the richest food on the planet. A people who keep alive their local shopkeepers, who love nothing better than going to the public market on Sundays, and who finance the best health-care system in the world. A people whose companies are the least unionized and most productive among modern countries, and whose post-industrial consumer society ranks among the most prosperous in the world.


  You are now in France.


  Now imagine a country whose citizens have so little civic sense that it never crosses their minds to pick up after their dogs or give to charity. Where people expect the State to do everything because they pay so much in taxes. Where service is rude. Where the State is among the most centralized and pervasive in the world, and where the civil-servant class amounts to no less than a quarter of the working population. Where citizens tolerate no form of initiative or self-rule, where unions are so pervasive that they virtually dictate the course of government and even run French ministries.


  You are still in France.


  That was the riddle we faced when we arrived in Paris in January 1999, for a two-year stay. As we explored the country and reflected on our experiences there we would stumble upon even more mysteries. There was the famous “French Paradox”, of course. Dieticians have never understood how the French smoke, drink, and eat more fat than anyone in the world, yet live longer, and have almost no obesity and fewer heart problems than Americans. We saw it firsthand, and we didn’t understand it either.


  But we also saw another kind of French Paradox that was equally puzzling. In spite of high taxes, a bloated civil service, a huge national debt, an over-regulated economy, over-the-top red tape, double-digit unemployment, and low incentives for entrepreneurs, France at the turn of the third millennium had the world’s highest productivity index per hours worked, ranked as the number three exporter, was the world’s fourth-biggest economic power, and had become Europe’s powerhouse. How could this be? we wondered. France apparently wasn’t meeting any of the criteria for growth according to the economic orthodoxy of the day. In case we forgot, influential publications like The Economist, The Wall Street Journal, and Fortune reminded us on a daily or weekly basis. The New York Times journalist Thomas Friedman published The Lexus and the Olive Tree, his bestseller on how globalization was changing the world (and how the world would have to change for globalization). His verdict on France was damning: “If France was a stock, I’d sell it,” he wrote.


  Among the many critical opinions of France, Thomas Friedman’s held a special weight for us. In fact, among the many books we read on France written by American or British authors, his inspired us the most, or spurred us on, anyway. We had come to France as correspondents for the New Hampshire-based Institute of Current World Affairs. Jean-Benoît’s project was to study why the French were resisting globalization. Julie was writing magazine articles on globalization-related topics. She interviewed the farmers who destroyed a McDonald’s in southern France just before the World Trade Organization’s ill-fated Seattle conference in December 1999. Then she talked to the director general of the World Trade Organization about the Seattle protests.


  Globalization was certainly on everyone’s minds when we arrived in France. But it wasn’t the only issue the French were grappling with. It didn’t take us long to see that France was a society in flux. The European Union had rolled in the euro eight days before we arrived, and the days of the franc were numbered. Socialist Prime Minister Lionel Jospin was privatizing government-owned French companies at a rate greater than Britain in the 1980s. Judges were beginning to launch serious investigations into embezzlement scandals, corruption, and influence-trafficking among politicians. France’s political class was reeling. It was not the same country we had visited as tourists seven years earlier.


  It also didn’t take us long to see that Thomas Friedman was wrong; his predictions hadn’t come true, anyway. France’s economy was doing quite well. On a hunch, we shifted the globalization idea to the backs of our minds and decided to just explore France and French thinking.


  Thousands of elating and frustrating experiences reinforced or contradicted our ideas about the French over our first six months. We weren’t just studying France; we were trying to make a life for ourselves. Anyone who has ever moved away from their own country knows about the unforeseeable problems that pop up every day, thwarting your effort to get comfortable in a foreign land. We decided to look at these problems as learning experiences, and they were. The process of opening a bank account, finding and furnishing an apartment, and making friends taught us many unexpected lessons.


  After several months in France, it was pretty clear to us that the French were not really resisting globalization. Like just about everyone else on the planet, they were speculating about how la mondialisation would change their country. French companies, meanwhile, were proving to be serious players in the globalizing marketplace. Aerospace giant Airbus was already giving Boeing a beating. French car manufacturer Renault was taking control of Nissan. The French food distributor Carrefour had risen to number two after Wal-Mart.


  So much for Jean-Benoît’s fellowship topic.


  Many things Thomas Friedman said about France in The Lexus and the Olive Tree were true. Yet we had the impression we were observing two countries in one. France was both rigidly authoritarian and incredibly inventive. It was a country that had barely any clout left on the international stage, but was still incredibly influential – a country at once traditional, if not archaic, and modern to the extreme. Clippings piled up in our filing cabinets, and notes accumulated in our journals. We had a paradoxical picture of France.


  It took us nearly a year to realize that all these contradictions, or paradoxes, pointed to one conclusion: France was “something else” that could not be understood in the terms used in The New York Times or Fortune Magazine. Why the French were resisting globalization was the wrong question about the right topic. The French were globalizing in their own way. But France needed to be understood in its own terms. We thought of the joke that camels are horses designed by a committee. It’s funny if you imagine someone trying to do dressage on a camel. But in the desert, the camel performs its required functions very well. There are reasons it looks the way it does, and all you have to do is see it in operation to understand.


  Fortunately for us, the Institute of Current World Affairs allowed, and actually encouraged, Jean-Benoît to change his question. Instead of globalization, we decided to study France for what it is, to understand why it works the way it does.


  At the same time that we were dealing with those paradoxes, we had to deal with the problem of sources, because it seemed that we could trust neither foreigners nor the French themselves on many issues. France has a peculiar charisma that drives people on both sides of the Atlantic to take firm positions on it – especially Americans and the French themselves, who seem locked in a perpetual spiritual rivalry, in spite of the United States’ clear military and economic superiority. There is no shortage of anti-American sentiment in France, sprouting as it does from deep-seated Anglophobia, former Sovietphilia, and true cultural domination. Likewise, Americans who disparage France, say, for its huge government and mind-boggling bureaucracy, still tend to admire its culture. Yet the rivalry pushes opinion-makers to constantly hone definitive national traits and characteristics from mere news items. In France, this becomes clear every time a hot topic like anti-globalization, racism, or France’s far-right party makes the international news.


  The old joke that you can’t see the forest for the trees is true about the French, who are in the middle of the forest. They were convinced, for example, that their trains were never on time and that the national rail service was going down the tubes. But it doesn’t take much travelling in other countries to see how outstanding French train service is. French train conductors apologize if the Paris-Lyon is five minutes behind schedule. The French also complain bitterly about their health service, which is outstanding. At one point, we realized that if the French got away with making such outrageous generalizations, we just couldn’t take their opinions about democracy, globalization, and racism, as articles of faith.


  In all cultural comparisons, there is a great temptation to turn to hard facts and numbers for firm conclusions. But in France, numbers and statistics have, at best, an illustrative value, especially for the purpose of comparison. Take one objective figure: 19 per cent of the French population voted for the extreme right during the 2002 presidential elections. The way commentators ranted about it, it sounded like the consummation of a profound increase in racist sentiment in France – and it was a significant rise. Yet the figure was comparable to what you get in countries like Italy, Austria, Belgium, and the Netherlands for parties with a comparable programme. Notwithstanding the 80 per cent of electors who voted against the extreme right, many North Americans still felt justified in criticizing France. Yet the real issue may not be what it seems. There is probably a good 15 per cent of the population in the United States or Canada that is also xenophobic, isolationist, and who would gladly vote for a law-and-order party if there was one. And for whom do American racists vote? No one knows because there is no single far-right party to tell us. But it doesn’t mean that Americans or Canadians are any saner.


  During our two and a half years in France, we kept ourselves very busy cutting through the slash of opinions coming from both sides of the Atlantic. This book is the sum of our findings, some of which challenge many long-held assumptions about France.


  One of the basic assumptions we challenge is that France doesn’t work, that it can’t work. That’s where Thomas Friedman inspired us, inversely. France clearly does work. Globalization will not spell France’s demise. France has and will have political and economic problems like any other country. But it works. What makes it work is the harmony between the spirit of the French and the structures they have given themselves, structures that are genuinely theirs. This is what we describe in the first two parts of the book: Spirit and Structure.


  We scratched our heads for many months wondering whether Spirit or Structure should come first in the book. Does the French mind-set determine the way they govern themselves, or is it the other way around? We decided that Spirit should come first because the roots of the French mindset go back hundreds or even thousands of years, long before the modern French State even existed. The traditions of the French, their peculiar understanding of privacy, their love for grandeur and rhetoric, and their peculiar brand of political intolerance are the founding pillars of their society. We also included in this section two chapters on two traumatic episodes of recent history – World War II and the War of Algeria – that forced both a redefinition of structures and values in modern-day France.


  The way we came to see it, the way the French think is like a landscape on which they built their structures. Different things move the French – as if they had different ropes, gears, and springs inside them. Oddly, Anglo-Americans can see that the Japanese, the Chinese, and the Indians are different, and that these fundamental differences shape national characters and the way things are done in those societies. Why can’t we do this with the French? For some reason, we judge the French according to our own models, whether we’re observing French business practices or social customs. In fact, the French have political and social reflexes that are absolutely alien to North Americans; their structures are built to suit those reflexes.


  Paris being Paris, we must have received 75 guests at our home in the two and a half years we lived there. All of them were North Americans. Some knew France well, most had come more than once, and many were newcomers. Yet they had remarkably similar reactions. North Americans admire French culture, but when it comes to service in stores and other mysterious French ways, they really wonder why the French just can’t be like them. Some of our visitors could see that French society worked on different gears and ropes, but they still thought, “It can’t work”. The most standard criticism we heard about the French was that the government was too big and the State too pervasive. Both observations are true.


  Yet France does work. How? Our theory is that the structure of France is consistent with the spirit of the French. From how the government works with the State, to how France handles social programmes, to the place of the local community and the social function of business, the French have the system the French need. It all holds together – and this book shows how.


  The third section of this book deals with changes. It would be a mistake to be categorical about French spirit and structures. Neither is carved in stone. France has transformed itself many times during its history, and its present form and nature is only one more stage in the life of a very old people. So this last section explains the forces that are transforming France. We do address globalization, but briefly. Globalization is having less of an impact on France than other factors like immigration, sustained peace in Western Europe, democracy, and the European Union.


  Part of what made this book possible was the freedom provided by the Institute of Current World Affairs to change our course of study when we wanted to. But two other factors allowed us to read the French in record time.


  First, we felt authorized to take on the project of deciphering the French because, as a couple, we both had a foot in French and English cultures. Jean-Benoît Nadeau is a French-speaking Quebecker and Julie Barlow is an English-speaking Canadian from Ontario. At home, we speak both languages. We alternated weekly or monthly for ten years (with great discipline) and now, we regret to say, mix the two indiscriminately. For twelve years, before moving to France, we lived in Montreal, a city that is a hyphen between the English and French worlds. Even before getting to Europe, we were used to playing the biases of one culture against the other. Together we have published hundreds of magazine articles in French and in English. Personally and professionally, our lives have been about arbitrating two cultures for each other, our friends, our families, our colleagues, and our readers. Without really thinking about it, we trained ourselves as observers of cross-cultural differences.


  The other factor that made this book possible was our method of studying France. Although we are both trained journalists, we decided to work like ethnologists when we got to France. Journalists report on what’s new, try to get the meaning, and see how it fits in the big picture. Speed is the essence of their work, and to achieve this they use a number of tricks, like anecdotes or quotes and opinions from high-profile personalities. Ethnologists work more slowly. They can rely on news for information, but they don’t produce news. They look for the big picture, examining each piece of the puzzle to understand how it fits. In that light, everything is significant: a remark, an article, a declaration, the small episodes of life, both pleasant and unpleasant. In spite of our training as journalists, this book is not “newsy”: we did observe some important current events, like the 2002 presidential elections, but our approach has been to go beyond the news. We hope it will be used to understand the news about France: past, present, and future.


  Contrary to journalists, who have to work quickly, we had the leisure to spend more than two years making up our minds about the French. And we did take our time. Like anthropologists landing in a tribe in the middle of the Amazon, we started by getting ourselves accepted there. Jean-Benoît joined a hiking club. Julie travelled in Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. We ate and drank with friends, invited them for dinner, tried new restaurants, helped them move into new houses, supported them through job losses and personal crises, cycled, hiked, and shopped with them. Our friends were Holocaust survivors, élite civil servants, single-mother nurses, car mechanics, accountants, lawyers, architects, graduate students, hospital employees, engineers, and more.


  Our own neighbourhood in mixed, working-class Paris was also an endless source of learning. In spite of its glamorous appearance, Paris is a hidden, private city. You only get to see inside when Parisians decide to let you in. And they only let you in when they know who you are. That was easier for us than for many expatriates because we lived and worked in the same apartment and spent most of our time in the square mile that made up our neighbourhood in the eighteenth arrondissement. The locals all got to know our daily routines, which greatly increased our status in the neighbourhood and opened many doors. When we weren’t within our square mile, we traveled extensively across France to get as wide a feel of the country as possible. On our first trip we found ourselves in the middle of a comic book festival (a major local form of art) in Angoulême. We attended an agriculture salon that turned out to be a window to French food. We rowed in the canals of the Marais Poitevin, near La Rochelle, and ski trekked across the Alps. We listened to Franco-Arabic rai music in Marseilles and watched European-made helicopters making loops at the Le Bourget air show.


  This, it turned out, was just what we needed to make sense of this unfamiliar, immense territory: the mind of the French.


  We would like to make a couple of cautionary notes at this stage.


  First, the reader will have to pardon our use of many French terms like jacobin, Département, paritarisme, lycée, and more. We’ve done our best to explain them, but many don’t translate well, if at all. And that, in itself, is a sign that France really runs on a distinct model. The country can only be explained in its own terms.


  Some readers familiar with other parts of Europe may think that a number of the things we write about the French also apply to other Europeans, especially in the case of our first three topics: time, land, and privacy. They’re right, but this only proves that France did not evolve in a vacuum. The French share many of the fundamental characteristics of all Western European cultures, though they put their own spin on them.


  The title, borrowed from a Cole Porter musical – Fifty Million Frenchmen Can’t Be Wrong – is not meant to be taken literally. It merely reflects our sympathy, and our goal to challenge assumptions about France. It is easy to pass judgment on the French, but much harder to examine them in their own terms and on their own turf – hence the title. (We recognize that it is fundamentally sexist, but Cole Porter and his era are to blame for that).


  Although we frequently refer to history, this book is not a history of France. Neither is it a specialized study of sociology, demography, political theory, or economics. Our book is a study of France.


  And in case there are any misconceptions, we did not move to France to renovate a house in Provence. What we are trying to do is renovate some ideas.
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  Meet the Aborigines


  When we arrived in Paris at the beginning of Jean-Benoît’s fellowship, it was only the second time we had set foot in France. We were tourists, and at the outset we looked at France through the eyes of holiday-makers. Whenever we could squeeze some free time out of the jumble of immigration, housing, and banking predicaments that monopolized our first few months in Paris, we strolled the streets in awe. The city and its monuments seemed ancient beyond belief. We visited a park in the Latin Quarter that was the site of a Roman arena from the first century A.D. In the very place we were observing smartly dressed, well-behaved little French children chasing balls under the watchful gaze of their nannies, ten thousand citizens of the Roman Empire once watched gladiator combats. The idea made us giddy. Everywhere we went we saw remnants of a past we could hardly imagine. We scrutinized rows of fifteenth-century houses on the left bank whose facades still slanted backward according to medieval construction techniques. The proud owner of a restaurant next to the Paris city hall led us down to his basement to show us the building’s thirteenth-century foundation.


  But one of our most acute time-warp sensations came months later, after a hike along the Seine river that ended in La Roche Guyon, a small town built on a bend of the river twenty miles west of Paris. The founders of La Roche Guyon chose a spectacular location for their village, nestling it between the river and a four hundred-foot cliff of white chalk. The more we looked around, the more La Roche Guyon impressed us with its historical layers. On the highest spur, right over the town of La Roche Guyon, there was a twelfth-century dungeon. At the base of the dungeon there was a Renaissance castle. In the cliff behind the castle, we saw the bunker where the German Marshal Erwin Rommel (1891–1944) defended Normandy against the Allies in World War II (the way he saw it, anyway). Then, as we walked across the town, we noticed several dozen houses dug straight into the cliff. The houses had neat French facades and Peugeots parked in front of them. We asked the nearby shopkeepers about them and were told that the houses were actually ancient cave dwellings, updated with modern amenities, and still inhabited.


  Like many North Americans, who live on a slate wiped clean of history, we never got over the thrill of carrying out our modern lives among Roman ruins and medieval churches. Even though a lot of the monuments and structures we saw predated the founding of America, they were just part of people’s daily lives in modern France. Sometimes we found them in completely unsuspecting places. East of La Rochelle, the utterly uninspiring city of Angoulême boasts nothing less than a Gothic town hall. In Provence, Avignon’s massive Palace of the Popes, built in the fourteenth century, sits smack in the middle of the city’s bustling downtown. To top off this effect of strange historical juxtapositions, we noticed that in many French cities, modern and ancient structures were built out of stone the same colour as the gravel in the alleys. In other words, French cities looked like they had gradually grown out of the soil over the centuries, or in some cases, the millennia. Paris’s Notre Dame Cathedral (the part they’ve cleaned, anyway) is the beige colour of the city’s native stone, and so is the Louvre, the Versailles palace, and even twentieth-century apartment buildings.


  Later, this helped us make one of our first breakthroughs in understanding France: it is impossible to dissociate the past from the present. There is no clear line to divide ancient from modern in France, and what goes for architecture, goes for the people, too. As a society, they slowly grew out of the soil. It’s as if they live in the past and the present at the same time. Yet it took us a while to figure out what that actually meant.


  Our first impression of the French was that they were busy living modern lives. When we got to France, people were starting to moan about the troubles the new euro would cause them. Life didn’t look that different from what we were used to in North America. People drove their Renaults to work and heated up frozen lasagne from Picard for supper. Even while we were starstruck by castles, churches, and dungeons, many things about the country struck us as incredibly modern. “Smart cards” – cards with microprocessor chips that carry personal information and an ID code – made modern commerce feel space age to us.


  At the same time, there were moments when we felt like we were living in the past. Smart cards worked well in automated machines, but when we went to the bank in person, the clerks could not use them to access our accounts. We had to give them our name and account number (which we learned to carry around on a little slip of paper in our wallets). In restaurants, waiters tallied our bill and processed our payment with little remote-control microwave radios – very advanced technology. However, when we asked for the directions to the rest rooms, they sometimes showed us to an outdoor Turkish toilet, essentially a glorified hole in the ground.


  Other mind-boggling customs left us scratching our heads as we were impatiently tapping our toes. Our baker individually wrapped every pastry she sold no matter how many people were waiting behind us to place their orders. Our dry cleaner meticulously (and slowly) wrapped each article in paper, gingerly, as if our shirts were St-Honoré cakes. At the grocery store in our neighbourhood, people still paid by check, even for five-dollar purchases. We got the finishing touch when we rented our apartment and the rental agent handed us a set of oversize keys straight out of The Count of Monte Cristo. Just what era do the French live in, anyway? we wondered.


  We started to get the answer to this question nine months after our arrival, during a visit to the Périgord region, east of the city of Bordeaux. Périgord is the destination of choice for the world’s gourmands. It’s the land of foie gras, truffles, and duck confit. The area’s most beautiful city, Sarlat, is a jewel of preservation with its narrow, winding, cobblestone streets, perfectly restored medieval houses, and stunning collage of Romanesque, Gothic, neoclassical, and Renaissance architecture. But preservation is perhaps too strong a word. Until the 1960s, the residents of Sarlat actually lived in medieval conditions, with no electricity or running water. It was the Minister of Culture of the time, André Malraux, who saved them. In 1962 he created a law for the preservation of historical monuments and Sarlat, a twenty-year renovation project, was his several-hundred-million-dollar guinea pig.


  There is no museum in Sarlat: Sarlat is the museum. Several houses in the city still have original roofs made of lauze (flat stones piled on top of one another). We arrived at the tail end of the tourist season and made the most amazing discovery of all: Sarlat is also a regular town, where regular people lead regular lives in spite of the historical splendor. Three steps out of the historical quarter we ran into the shiny facade of a Monoprix drugstore.


  On the same trip, we visited the town of Les Eyzies, along the river Vézère, a tributary of the Dordogne. Once again, we confronted this clash of modern and ancient lives, except this time the history went much farther back. Les Eyzies is where archaeologists identified the first specimen of the Cro Magnon man of the Paleolithic age, a couple of ice ages ago. The term Cro Magnon is Occitan, one of the dialects spoken widely in southern France until one hundred years ago. Cro Magnon just means Mr Magnon’s Hole. Mr Magnon was the nineteenth-century Frenchmen who owned the barn built over the rock shelter right where the first known Frenchman was discovered – he was buried there some 22,000 years ago. There are dozens of other prehistoric sites along the river Vézère, including the cave paintings of Lascaux that are more than twenty thousand years old.


  We were aware of France’s ancient past before visiting Périgord, but we hadn’t tried to fit space-age modernity and ancient civilizations into one frame. We didn’t see a single picture, only a confused patchwork.


  Then, all of a sudden, as the French would say, the mayonnaise took.


  It occurred to us that the French are really the aborigines of France. The word aborigines is usually associated with primitive peoples now, but it really just means “original”. The ancestors of the French go back several ice ages. They are not a people who, like North Americans, arrived in the midst of a primitive culture, erased it, and started over. They have always been there. There was plenty of upheaval throughout French history, but no definitive break with the past. In America, the parallel would be something like this: the Indians won, not the cowboys, and the Aztecs went on to create a country that sent rockets into orbit and delivered the mail twice a day, but still celebrated human sacrifice on the stairs of pyramids.


  For North Americans, the past and the present are two categories. We of the New World associate modernity with something novel that arrived on a ship and pushed aside every tradition that stood in its way so it could build something new. We may try to convince ourselves otherwise, but when we want to build something new, instinct tells us to first get rid of the old. In the relative wilderness that was North America even one hundred years ago, getting rid of the old was not even necessary most of the time.


  It would be a mistake to suggest that the French have always glorified their past. On the contrary, they have tried to rid themselves of their past many times during their history. Cathedrals, châteaux, and entire cities in France have been razed during wars and invasions (or, in the case of Paris, because of a mix of hygienic necessity and grand urban ambitions). But the past was never erased, probably because there’s just too much of it. Everything in France is built on layers of other things that existed before. The present in France is only a compromise between the past and the present.


  And so it is with the French themselves.


  In 1830, while he was doing the research for his groundbreaking work Democracy in America, French writer Alexis de Tocqueville was struck by how new the New World was. “America is the only country where we can clearly see the point of departure,” he wrote – which makes America more the exception than the rule. Tocqueville identified one of the fundamental differences in American and European thinking and culture and it still holds. Americans have no past, while Europeans are loaded down by ancient customs, habits, and prejudices that shape their behaviour.


  French history is so long and complicated that it’s impossible to define when France actually became a country. We could recount a different version of France’s origins for each chapter of this book and not repeat ourselves. There is no clear beginning. Depending on what point a historian wants to prove, it might have started with the Gaulish chief Vercingetorix (72–46 B.C.) who resisted the Romans, or with Frankish King Clovis (466–511 A.D.) who first unified the country into a kingdom, or with Frankish emperor Charlemagne (742–814 A.D.) who created the first empire. Or with King Louis VI the Big (1108–37), who first consolidated the king’s power in the Paris area. Or with any of their 64 kings – and that’s not counting characters like Napoleon, Richelieu, and Charles de Gaulle, or institutions like the Académie Française or the Conseil d’État, all of which to some extent defined modern France.


  So on one hand, it’s impossible to say where France started. But on the other hand, there has never been a clear break between all these rulers and empires and the modern country of France. The French are their own native peoples.


  The term aborigine, of course, does not designate a single ethnicity. There is no such thing as an “ethnic” French person. No matter how far back you trace the country’s evolution, it’s impossible to establish a shared ethnicity across France, and the nearer you get to the present, the more mixed it becomes. France is a hotch potch. There were the Gauls (though nobody knows what they were), who adopted the Roman culture and language quite willingly. Saxon, Viking, Moorish, and English invaders came and went after that. Only centuries later did national identities start to emerge in Europe. The people you meet in France are really descendants of all the tribes and races that ever invaded France, and all the immigrants that ever flocked there from other countries.


  In present-day France, one-third of the population has grandparents that were born outside of France. Waves of European immigration in France in the early twentieth century were quickly absorbed. After a generation or two, sometimes less, they took on the French spirit and became indistinguishable among citizens in speech, manners, or taste. One of France’s greatest prime ministers, Mazarin, was Italian. Marie Antoinette was Austrian. Napoleon was Corsican. Alexandre Dumas, author of The Three Musketeers, was mulatto. At our home in Paris, no more than one-third of the plaques on the mailboxes had traditional old-stock French names. Most of the Ben Jelils, Ben Hammoudas, Johnsons, and Lopezes were no less French than the Ledoux, Sutras, and Nadeaus. And if they were, they wouldn’t be for more than a generation or two. It is not race, or a myth of common origin, that binds the French. The French are French because of the culture they share.


  And that culture is a native one. This idea profoundly affected our way of thinking about them. It broke down an important division that we, as North Americans, spontaneously make about the modern and the old. We understood that when we tapped our toes at the bakery and sighed and rolled our eyes at the dry cleaners, the problem was us, not them. We were holding the French up to New World standards. The French are modern. But they’re no more New World than the Japanese.


  The typical traveller to Japan, China, or Africa is more open-minded than the typical traveller to France. The fascinating rites of the Chinese, Japanese, or Zulus may cause travellers considerable discomfort and inconvenience, but travellers in these countries tend to accept the obstacles stoically, reasoning (rightly) that things are just done differently in foreign cultures. For some reason, when it comes to the French, North Americans drop this reflex. We lodged dozens of North American friends and family members during our stay in Paris, and we saw this syndrome unfold over and over. When North Americans, or more broadly, “Anglo-Saxons,” (in chapter 20 we explain what the French mean by this term) are faced with France’s peculiar way of doing things, they do not reason that they are dealing with an ancient people who have their own way of doing things. Actually, they accuse the French of being inefficient, overly bureaucratic, unhygienic, and stuck in their ways. And they take it personally.


  We tried this aborigine concept out on a number of our French friends to see how it would go over. It didn’t go over. They thought we were equating France to an underdeveloped nation. But aboriginal doesn’t actually mean underdeveloped, backward, or primitive. As we noted earlier, it means original, the first ones there.


  What our French friends didn’t understand was that we chose the word “aboriginal” to show humility, something North Americans are hard-pressed to remember when they’re faced with French bureaucracy, “rude” service, or “arrogant” behaviour. Everyone admires Paris’s cathedrals, cobbled streets, monuments, statues, and gold-plated obelisks, yet the more we examined the country, spoke to the French, and read their magazines and newspapers, the more it became obvious to us that the people were as ancient as their castles. French culture is a Noah’s ark of atavisms, customs, temperaments, and attitudes that took shape over dozens of centuries of history. And when you look closely at the facts of everyday life in France, the intricate links between past and present rise to the surface. This chapter only touches on these links, but it is a theme that recurs in almost every topic we discuss in this book. There are always reasons things work the way they do in France, whether you look at France through a political, sociological, anthropological, or other lens. France is a modern country, but new technologies are adapted to old mentalities and the old mentalities endure. Why would it be otherwise?


  Despite what North Americans and Anglo-Saxons think, there’s really no contradiction between being resolutely modern and ferociously archaic at the same time. The French are the proof that it can work. The French invented the metric system, the Civil Code, high-speed trains, and the Concorde. But they also relish traditions, native and borrowed. They still produce blue cheese like Roquefort according to a technique that dates back twelve centuries and play medieval Italian card games like Tarot. Napoleon modernized contractual law and created the Civil Code, which is now used by most European countries. Yet French criminal law still applies principles that date back to the Inquisition. At the same time as President Charles de Gaulle (1944–46, 1958–69) was creating French astronautics, he was so old-fashioned that he refused to answer a telephone and toyed with the idea of re-establishing the monarchy. Traces of the past are evident in everyday language. When the French speak of ministries of war, diplomacy, finance, and the interior, they refer to these as the regalian (“the king’s”) powers.


  But the real lessons about how the past and the present coexist are there in the day-to-day life of the country. A week or so before our departure from Montreal, a French friend in Montreal congratulated us for choosing our dates so wisely. We didn’t know it when we left, but mid-January to mid-February is the period of Les Soldes (The Sales) in France. For a month, almost all the stores throughout the country put their merchandise on sale. Theoretically, we could have furnished our apartment for a song. (In reality, we were too busy weeding through bureaucratic problems that month to go shopping, and we felt like we were stuck in the middle of a permanent Boxing Day sale.)


  Les Soldes is not a custom. The police set the dates and supervise the sales across the country: stores are only allowed to have sales from mid-January to mid-February and from mid-June to mid-July. To hold a sale outside that period, merchants have to obtain special approval from the police. The rest of the year, small shops and big retailers can’t so much as offer a rebate without facing the wrath of the law.


  We decided to look into this “tradition” and learned that it dates back to practices of the merchants’ guilds in the Middle Ages. At that time, guilds had two functions: they settled disputes among tradesmen of one town and protected the tradesmen against competition from other towns. Guilds set the standards for quality and pricing – they made rules along the lines of “bread can’t contain more than 10 per cent sand” (thankfully standards have evolved). Guilds guaranteed social protection to their members and, starting in the thirteenth century, even managed their members’ retirement funds. But if individuals failed to abide by the rules set by the guild, a medieval cop known as the Provost broke their legs. Provosts evolved into police officers (though many French would dispute the claim that they evolved at all), but the system of policing prices and sales continues in the form of Les Soldes. And the practice of regulating sales predates the discovery of America by at least three hundred years.


  In architecture and urban planning, remnants of the past shape the present in ways that might even surprise a lot of French. Strolling along the swanky avenue Deaumesnil one afternoon, we popped into a boutique where a Paris map from the 1730s had caught our eye. At the time the map was drawn, Paris was about a quarter of its present size, but the future boundaries of the modern city were visible in the ring of farmland and hunting domains around the city. The present-day Place de l’Étoile – where the Arc de Triomphe stands – is visible on the map. In 1730 it was in the middle of a forest. Up until that moment we had assumed that places, where streets converge in roundabouts, were the result of the city-wide renovations that transformed Paris in the middle of the nineteenth century.


  Clearly it wasn’t so. The Place de l’Étoile existed before it was absorbed by Paris. As it turns out, many roundabouts in Paris are vestiges of an old hunting custom. Hunters used to clear crossroads of forest paths in order to be able to spot animals when they came out of the bush. By increasing the number of paths that converged on crossroads, hunters increased their chances of spotting game. When the city encroached on these hunting grounds, it simply absorbed the crossroads that were already there (along with the names, apparently).


  The French, like the rest of the world, have only held onto their history when it suited their needs or adhered to the fashions of a given time. Notre Dame Cathedral was used as a saltpeter plant during the French Revolution. It had fallen into such neglect by the middle of the nineteenth century that authorities considered demolishing it and using the stones to build bridges. Determined to save the decaying monument, French author Victor Hugo wrote the novel Notre Dame de Paris in the hopes of getting French authorities to take an interest in it (it worked). Likewise, we now gaze at Gothic architecture in admiration. But at the time of Louis XIV, it was regarded as passé and torn down wherever people could afford to replace it.


  The French have an old expression: un passé qui ne passe pas (a past that doesn’t pass), which denotes the ambiguous relationship they have with their own history. It is not always easy to live with the weight of ancient traditions, and at times, France has been shaken with very violent attempts to get rid of them. The French Revolution is a good example. Some innovations introduced during the revolution, like the decimal calendar, never took root. But others, like the préfet, the administrative head of the French departments, still endure. France has been through other violent ruptures, like the period of 1870 to 1900, when the State waged a battle against the Catholic Church, to the point of closing three thousand religious establishments in 1902. Between 1936 and 1945 French society was subject to extremely violent tensions that resulted in a new constitution and mass nationalization of industry. France at the turn of the third millennium is the sum of what was preserved and what was discarded throughout the country, for as many reasons as there are French men and women.


  By calling French culture “native” we aren’t suggesting it is permanent or unchanging. We’re just calling attention to the fact that old mentalities persist within new customs. The globalizers of the world would do well to remember this.


  On Halloween of 1999, sitting in a café overlooking the port of Honfleur, in Normandy, we had this thought as we watched a bizarre exercise of cultural cross-fertilization unfold before our eyes. Halloween is only a few years old in France. It’s not an easy custom to adapt, partly because French urban structures don’t lend themselves well to trick or treating. Kids would need to know the four-number digicode of many buildings just to get through the door to ring doorbells, and there aren’t many front porches for people to decorate. In Honfleur, local authorities found a way to surmount these logistical obstacles. They organized a Halloween parade so local children could trick or treat en masse in the cafés and shops along the port.


  People, of course, draw on the models they already have – Halloween in Honfleur looked and sounded more like a labor strike than the traditional children’s ritual we were accustomed to. The Honfleur children marched in a crowd between police cruisers, their little fists raised, chanting, “We want sweets! We want sweets!” And what did they do as they proceeded along the port? They actually stormed all the restaurants and boutiques in their path ordering merchants to hand over the goods. We were stunned to see this hostile pack of rampaging ghosts and ghouls (they were having fun, though) but even more surprised to see the grown-up French going along with it.


  But when we thought about it, it made sense. Begging for sweets – even pretend begging – isn’t very noble, especially in a country where there’s no tradition of philanthropy. People draw on the models they have. Demanding sweets via a legally recognized, police-escorted manifestation made more sense to the French, even when they were just having fun.


  So much for trying to teach an old country new tricks.


  (chapter 2)
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  The Land on Their Mind


  Late in the morning of August 12, 1999, a rag-tag procession of French sheep farmers’ families gathered in Renaults and Citroëns on the edge of the Larzac Plateau in Southern France. Idling behind four tractor-trailers, they rolled down the slope of the plateau toward Millau, a town of 25,000 dug deep in the Tarn River Canyon. About halfway down the hill, the procession turned off the highway into a parking lot where a half-built, nondescript, brown edifice stood locked behind a chain-link fence. Two yellow and red flags fluttering over the parking lot revealed the building’s future vocation as a McDonald’s restaurant. The farmers had definitely not come for the food. They were about to perform what they called a “symbolic dismantling”.


  No one who had been warned about the event knew what a “symbolic dismantling” was, yet nothing at the time suggested it would be anything more than a run-of-the-mill French demonstration. The Larzac farmers said they were demonstrating to protest a grab bag of issues: the 100 per cent surtax the U.S. government had recently slapped on Roquefort cheese, the World Trade Organization, multinational corporations, genetically modified food, and fast food. There were a few local TV reporters standing by, smoking distractedly while the farmers poured onto the asphalt in front of the McDonald’s. Four policemen had shown up to make sure nothing got out of control.


  The farmers drove their tractor-trailers straight through the fence. One protester broke open the McDonald’s door, while several others jumped from the trucks onto the restaurant’s roof to begin painting their slogan on the brown tiles: “Out with McDo, Protect our Roquefort”.


  The rest of the farmers proceeded to strip off roof tiles, panelling, pipes, and every other removable part of the restaurant they could find, and started piling the McDonald’s remains onto their trucks. While the farmers joyfully sacked the restaurant, their wives handed out chunks of blue-rippled Roquefort cheese on French baguette bread to bystanders. After an hour and a half, the restaurant was stripped clean and only four walls, the windows, and a foundation remained. The farmers drove the debris to the prefecture of police and deposited it on its front step, then headed home to tend to their sheep.


  Little did the authorities know that this McDonald’s was about to become one of the most famous in the world. The man who had come up with the idea of the “symbolic dismantling”, José Bové, was also about to become one of the most famous Frenchman in the world and a household name in his homeland.


  We had been living in France for six months at the time, and were used to seeing demonstrations almost everywhere we travelled, but this was the first time we’d heard about a group protesting globalization – or so it seemed. August is a slow month in France’s newsrooms since the whole country takes the month off for holidays, so the Paris media relished the opportunity to report on a colourful, provocative event that had an international angle. Within a few days, the story of the McDonald’s protest virtually monopolized the French media. The police arrested four of the farmers’ leaders, but couldn’t find the ring leader, José Bové. They declared him a fugitive. When Bové turned himself in (he had been on holiday in Bordeaux), all the national papers and television stations were there to document his surrender. When French authorities saw the story was getting blown out of proportion, they decided to release the farmers, but Bové refused to pay his bail, à la Gandhi. The sympathetic farmer, with his droopy moustache and shackled wrists, was back in the headlines. And the story grew.


  In the next two weeks eighteen European deputies, from greens and communists to the extreme right, demanded Bové’s release – including Socialist Prime Minister Lionel Jospin. There were scores of demonstrations by unions and farmers across the country. Messages of support flowed in from as far away as Amazonia and The New York Times ran an article portraying Bové as France’s new “anti-globalization hero”.


  Since we had moved to France six months earlier to study why they were resisting globalization, we thought we had struck gold. Talk of the World Trade Organization’s upcoming Seattle conference was in the air and anti-American sentiment had been intensifying since the beginning of the NATO bombings in Kosovo. Bové’s story seemed to be the culmination of all of this.


  But his incredible popularity left us a bit mystified. After his release from prison, Julie decided to shadow Bové for a few months, following him to conferences and protests to try to put her finger on why the French had turned him into an icon. Later that autumn, we visited Larzac and met the other farmers who were jailed after the McDonald’s sacking. The fastest route to Larzac is a good ten hours from Paris, but it turned out to be time very well spent because in Larzac we discovered that Bové’s protest and growing personality cult were less about globalization than they were about the peculiar relationship the French have with their land.


  In Larzac, farmers carry out their business pretty much the way it’s always been done, on family farms of a couple hundred sheep each, feeding their stock mainly what they grow on their own land. As we would soon see, innovation is not a particularly popular concept there. The farmers we met were far more likely to wax on about what they were feeding their sheep at the moment, scooping up handfuls of grass and grain and explaining the proportion and provenance of the different grains and grasses. José Bové is one among 2,500 farmers in the one hundred-mile radius of the town of Roquefort-sur-Soulzon who raise sheep mainly for milk used in the famous blue Roquefort cheese. On his farm in the hamlet of Montredon, he and his two associates at the time were raising 550 sheep, forty pigs, and seven cows, both for meat and milk, and producing their own salty cheese, la Tomme, which they sold directly on the market.


  Roquefort cheese is a one hundred and eight million pound per year business. About 80 per cent of the fifteen thousand tons produced each year are bought by the French, who pay more than seventeen pounds a kilo for the delicacy. Roquefort cheese can only be produced in the caves of the town of Roquefort-sur-Soulzon because it is aged using a particular bacteria that reproduces there. It was the first non-wine produce in France to be granted the AOC label (Appellation of d’Origine Contrôlée). According to the standards of this centrally controlled quality assurance stamp, cheese can only be called Roquefort if it meets three conditions: the milk used to make it must come from the sheep of the 2,500 sheep producers who operate in a radius of about one hundred miles of the town; three-quarters of what those sheep eat has to come from the ground of that same one hundred-mile radius; and the cheese must be aged in the Roquefort caves. (It’s the same logic that applies to the labels of champagne. Champagne comes from the region of Champagne, and Bordeaux come from around Bordeaux.) AOCs are a kind of non-moveable trademark recognized by both the European Union and the World Trade Organization. The owners of the Roquefort caves, the Besnier Group (who purchased the whole deal from Nestlé and Perrier), can only make as much cheese as the ground in the designated radius of Roquefort can produce: the area supports about 700,000 sheep.


  Such restrictions obviously limit the production. Farmers get good prices by limiting the quantity of milk they produce and increasing its quality as much as possible. Because of those restrictions, there will never be big sheep farming operations in the Larzac area, nor big fortunes to make. However, the sheep farmers never go broke either, and the French get their cheese. The AOC system also applies to wine and other high-quality products like nuts, green lentils, and even onions. Call it subsidies, call it protectionism, but it sounds logical to most French men and women, even if they do indulge in fast food from time to time. (The Bové anecdotes will recur in chapters 5, 10, 16, 17, and 20.) Trade deregulation of the kind the World Trade Organization promotes does indeed threaten this kind of production – so it’s no surprise that the French react suspiciously to the World Trade Organization and its agenda. José Bové became a hero for deciding to take on the WTO himself.


  A lot of the peculiarities of French society, including their obsession with food, can be traced back to the relationship the French have with their land. During our first week in France, we stayed with two very friendly, helpful women who operated a bed and breakfast out of the second floor of their apartment. Josée was a retired teacher who volunteered for an association to assist victims of crime. Anne was a professor of microbiology at a Paris university. They were a modern and worldly lesbian couple who read Le Monde and kept up to date on cultural events in the city. For a few days we were sure we were in the presence of true Parisiennes.


  We weren’t. Like most people who live in Paris, our hosts told us they were de la province (the expression, borrowed from ancient Rome, means “anywhere outside of the capital”). “Mon pays c’est l’Angevin”, (My country is the Anjou region) Josée informed us. Anne picked up the cue, and reported, “Mon pays c’est le Dijonnais.”(My country is the Dijon region). We were puzzled. We thought their country was France.


  The French word pays (pay-ee) doesn’t translate. Literally, it means country. But inside France, it refers to areas that are recognized as distinct, though they aren’t delineated by legal or administrative boundaries. Over the two years we spent in Paris we only made two friends who were true Parisians, meaning fourth or fifth generation. The rest told us they came from some pays or another, including le Périgord (east of Bordeaux), le Trégor (in Brittany), le Dauphinais (next to the Alps), or Larzac.


  There are hundreds of pays in France. If you ask the French where they were born, they’ll give you the name of their pays, certainly not the number of their Département (the 99 administrative units of the French territory). Pays are the spiritual countries of origin of the French – some are former kingdoms or duchies from hundreds of years ago, others are just regions around France’s major cities.


  The first thing we noticed about pays was how intricately linked they are to regional cuisine. During a hike, a friend of Jean-Benoît’s took a picture of him leaning against a road post that read: Rozay-en-Brie 12 km, Coulommiers 32 km, Chaumes 5 km. Brie, Coulommiers, and Chaumes are best known as famous cheeses, but first, they are three distinct pays east of Paris. Beaujolais is not first a wine, but a pays north of Lyon. Roquefort and Châteauneuf-du-Pape are other pays in the south of France.


  The French are obsessed with their land, its geography, its history, and the traditions that sprung from it, and no matter where they end up living, their pays stays with them. These geographical origins occupy a much bigger place in individuals’ identities than even “home towns” do in North Americans’. Cuisine is extremely varied among France’s different pays and the French hang on to their regional tastes with a fervor bordering on national pride. Eating with friends can feel like a flag-waving session.


  Over our three years in France, we understood that the French attachment to their land went well beyond the dinner table. It is often said that the relative paucity of the British Isles and their isolation contributed to their British character, making them defiant of the rest of Europe, and pushing the British to seek elsewhere what their land could not provide. The opposite conditions in France seem to have created the opposite result. France’s land is rich and varied. And if anything, that has pushed the French to constantly look inward.


  Nature has blessed France with a combination of physical characteristics that gave it a natural head start when it comes to gastronomy. The first is a moderate climate. France isn’t quite as big as Texas, USA, and it enjoys about the same climate. The only instances of cold, even polar, weather are found in the south, in the high mountain ranges of the Alps and the Pyrenees. France can thank the Gulf Stream for its mild weather, but also the fact that there are no mountain ranges in the west, which means trade winds sprinkle rainwater evenly over the country. France is also a peninsula, which means two seas, west and south, regulate its climate. It suffers few continental weather swings simply because the continent lies far to the east – down from the trade winds.


  Geographically, France is spectacularly varied, although it is not a huge country. Every fifty miles or so the climate and the landscape change, from permanent snow and glaciers in the Alps to dormant volcanoes and lake areas in the centre of the country, to rain forests in the Basque area, long fishing shores down the west coast, and finally, arid plateaus north of the Mediterranean. Very long and quiet rivers drain the territory, the longest being the Loire River, which flows just south of Paris. Around Paris vast plains provide land suitable for highly productive agriculture, and everywhere else in the country distinct soil types make it possible to grow almost anything. Only Italy’s land comes close to matching the exceptional diversity and generosity of the French land. But the Germans declared the winner in the rivalry long ago with their expression Leben wie Gott in Frankreich: “Living like God in France”.


  France’s geography also has built-in protection from outside threats. The French refer to their country as the Hexagon because it has roughly six sides. France’s borders were not delineated by treaties or geometric conventions like parallels and meridians. The Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean make up three sides. The border with Spain, an impregnable barrier of mountains, is the fourth. To the east, the Alps and the Rhine make the fifth side. The sixth side, France’s only real open border, is shared with Belgium, Luxembourg, and Germany, and a part of that is the Ardennes, a series of plateaus and deep canyons that are difficult to pass.


  The most obvious characteristic the French share with their geography is diversity. In a famous interview with Newsweek in 1961, President Charles de Gaulle (1944–46, 1958–69) asked, “How can anyone govern a country that has 246 kinds of cheese?” What he meant was, “How can anyone be expected to govern 246 different kinds of French?” France has miraculously and curiously projected an image of cultural uniformity to the outside world. Inside, French men and women cherish their regional identities as if they were ethnic origins – and they often are.


  Until the French Revolution, France was a divided patchwork of nationalities similar to the present-day Balkans. There was hardly any relationship between the Alsatians, the Flemish, the Bretons, the Basques, the Occitans, the Burgundians, the Lyonnais, the Bordelais, the Provençaux, the Corsicans, and the Savoyards. They all spoke different languages, lived in distinct geographical areas, and, of course, ate different food. Even one hundred years ago a lot of the French still spoke regional languages. More than once in our travels in France we met people whose parents or grandparents had never spoken a word of French, although their families had inhabited the territory for hundreds of years. France didn’t end up like the Balkans because Paris effectively bulldozed regional differences after the Revolution to create a common French identity. Still, many regional differences subsisted, in a subdued way.


  Cuisine is one of them. For an article he was writing on decentralization, Jean-Benoît interviewed Jean-Claude Jandin, a high-ranking civil servant who ran a nonprofit organization networking cities around Orléans. Jandin lived in Paris and worked in Orléans. His pays was la Lorraine, not far from the German border. He replied to Jean-Benoît’s observation by saying “Ach so!” instead of “Ah oui.” A keen observer of present-day regionalisms in France, Jandin believed cuisine became important to the French precisely because it was one of the few modes of expression of local cultures that the French State didn’t eliminate in the centuries of centralization following the Revolution. Sometimes the nuances became quite elaborate. In an Orléans restaurant, over a plate of beef cheek, Jandin explained that although everyone ate red cabbage in his pays, Catholics ate it cold and Protestants ate it hot.


  Wine drinkers familiar with French or Italian wines will know the expression terroir. In the case of wine, terroir refers to the particular traces of flavor left by specific soils. The term also refers to the specific local foods of any country. In France, terroir is divided into the specific foods produced in each geographical region of the country. France is obviously not the only country with a terroir, but it probably spends the most energy thinking about regional specialties, with the possible exception of Italy. Partly because of climactic diversity, France has as many terroirs as it does pays – and even inside pays food production is again divided up into sub-categories of terroir. Everyone in France knows what grows in each pays.


  Most French terroirs go back so far in history no one really remembers who invented certain dishes or drinks. In the Alps, we discovered a popular drink called génépi, made from a medicinal plant of the alpages (high-grazing grounds) that are barely accessible. It’s consumed mostly as a digestif. Nobody actually knows who made the first génépi, or what its original purpose may have been. The same goes for foie gras. Nobody knows who figured out that force-feeding geese and ducks makes their livers taste delicious. The identity of the first Frenchman to produce non-pasteurized cheese covered with mould has also been forgotten (though not the recipe).


  We started to understand what terroir means to the French at the Salon de l’Agriculture (agricultural exhibition) held every March in Paris. At first we were surprised that France’s agricultural show was even held in Paris, not somewhere “in the provinces”. But of course Paris is located in the middle of France’s richest farmlands, which were themselves the source of Paris’s early might. With the Salon, Paris once again flexes its muscles for the rest of the country to see. Each year the president, the prime minister, and half of the cabinet members do the rounds at the Salon de l’Agriculture, shake hands with farmers, squat down and milk a few cows, and pet prize piglets. Their moves are carefully documented by the press. However, it’s more of a test than a choreographed photo op. All French politicians are expected to know about farm animals and produce. President Jacques Chirac gets rave reviews every year for deftly handling lambs and enthusiastically slapping cows’ rears. But reputations can also be tainted by poor performance at the Salon. Former Prime Minister Édouard Balladur made a fool of himself with his poor handling techniques when a lamb relieved itself on his suit jacket, and the incident has remained on his record.


  We arrived at the Salon expecting to visit a traditional American farm fair, indoors. We thought there would be cows, pigs, and maybe horses in one section, and tractors and machinery in another, with hot dogs stands somewhere in the middle. To our great surprise, there was no machinery. Tractors were being exhibited in an obscure hall in a suburb of Paris. There were no hot dogs, either. The Paris show was about animals and cuisine – and the French were not shy about mixing these themes. Cattle pens were decorated with huge posters of raw steaks and sausages. There was a stand with live ducks right beside another one selling their livers in jars. The tight juxtaposition of live animals and meat ruined our appetite at first, but once we got used to it, we nearly made ourselves sick tasting cidre, wine, cheese, saucisson, and tartiflette (a savory Savoy potato stew boiled in cream and gratinéed with Reblochon cheese).


  By the end of the evening we understood that the point of the Salon de l’Agriculture is not just to celebrate the extraordinary gastronomic garden known as France, where olives, basil, and wheat grow next to deer, boars, and bulls. The Salon is a celebration of the dialogue between nature and culture. The way the French look at it, cooking is not a detached process of transforming food. It’s an extension of the land itself, a natural prolongation, a system of value-adding where the end product is an extension of the dirt where it started. The French are profoundly land attached, or, as they say, terrien.


  As we would discover, though the French cling to their rural identity through this glorification of terroir, that identity is essentially a myth. Only 2 per cent of the French live off of the land. French agro-business is the most aggressive, the most productive, and the most mechanized in the world. France is the world’s second-biggest agricultural producer after the United States. In 2000, the U.S. exported thirty-six billion pounds worth of produce; France exported twenty-two billion pounds in produce from a territory fifteen times smaller. In spite of their attachment to terroir, the French are modern food consumers like the rest of the industrialized world. There are McDonald’s restaurants in every city and McCain’s food in every grocery store. Judging by the shelves in those stores, it’s fair to guess that the French eat as much sliced bread, canned food, and industrial biscuits as any other developed country.


  Still, spiritually, the French remain rural. France is the only developed country where the term “peasant” isn’t pejorative. On the contrary – French farmers prefer to be called peasants, even the ones who drive half-million dollar tractors. The term denotes an attachment to the land that all the French share, whether they’re urban or rural. For that
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