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I FIRST SAW PARIS in August 1931, when I was not quite 
eleven years old. That now seems to me a very long time 
ago, as indeed it is. Placing one point of a childs geometric 
compass on today and another on that year, and then swinging 
it backwards, which I have always found a vivid way of 
illustrating the distance of an event, takes one to 1860, with 
the glitter of the Second Empire at its peak and Napoleon III 
securely ensconced in the Tuileries, St Cloud and Compigne: 
with Haussmann in the midst of his great building projects; 
long before the Belle Epoque, well before the Franco-Prussian 
War and the horrors of the Commune.

While hardly comparable with the Commune, August 
1931 was not a calm month in Britain. The second Labour 
government was staggering to an ignominious end, although 
its Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, was to rise again 
from the ashes, if not exactly in glory, at least, with Conservative 
support, in a secure tenancy of 10 Downing Street 
for the next four years. The world economic depression was 
gaining momentum, and sterling was within a month of 
severing its tenuous link with gold, which had been restored 
only six years before. That made France temporarily more 
expensive until even greater French devaluations made it, 
for the British, very cheap in the late 1930s. I do not however 
think that a fine calculation of an exchange rate window played much part in my fathers determination to take his 
small family to Paris in that summer. Neither my mother nor 
I had ever been there, although we had been to Brussels three 
years before. And Paris had a great position in my fathers 
life and memory. In 190910 he had spent nearly nine 
months there, after having been a working-class student at 
Ruskin College, Oxford. Quite how that visit was financed I 
have never understood, for he did not work except at French, 
which as a result he spoke better than I have ever done, 
but devoted himself to learning his way about the city and 
developing contacts with French socialist leaders.

This meant that francophilia played a continuing nostalgic 
part in his life. The classics of Russian fiction in his considerable 
library were, for instance, in French translations, which 
was unusual in the house of a South Wales miners agent. 
And it was no doubt part of the same spirit which made him 
eager to show us Paris in the summer of 1931. We were 
accompanied by a local schoolmaster and his wife. We 
went second class (not first but not third either, for continental 
boat trains in England as well as across the Channel 
retained the respectable intermediate class until 1939), via 
Folkestone and Boulogne. We stayed in a modest hotel in 
the rue de Turbigo, off the boulevard de Sbastopol. It was 
almost in the shadow of the sixteenth/seventeeth-century 
church of Saint Eustache, famous for the quality of its music, 
although I did not know that until long afterwards.

We spent six days in Paris, visiting most of the obvious 
sights, as well as engaging in the less obvious pursuit of 
seeking the hostel near the Bastille, called the Foyer de 
lOuvrier, in which my father had lived twenty years before, 
and trying (unsuccessfully) to trace its directeur, Monsieur 
Dupuis, who had made a deep impression upon my father. I 
had heard much about him, although I never knew his 
Christian name, and always imagined him looking like Jean Jaurs, bearded, burly and benign, but very unEnglish. Indeed 
at this stage in my life I thought of nearly everything in Paris 
as being not at all like our own dear home life. Seventy 
years ago it was psychologically a long way from Pontypool 
to Paris, and a very low proportion of our neighbours ever 
even contemplated making the journey, or a comparable one, 
at all. It was interesting but strange, and potentially hostile.

I did not go back to Paris until September 1936, when 
I was fifteen, and then only to pass through it on my way 
to and from Geneva. I persisted in seeing it as a pre-1914 
caricature. I have a blurred memory of breakfasting in a station 
buffet (whether the Gare Saint-Lazare where we arrived or 
the Gare de Lyon from where we left I cannot recall) and 
remember it as being half filled with a lot of men in tall black 
hats, who looked as though they were Toulouse-Lautrec 
absinthe drinkers, and half with apache dancers in jerseys, 
whom one of our party suggested were off to fight in the 
Spanish Civil War, which had broken out six weeks earlier.

It was not until the two brink-of-war summers, 1938 and 
1939, that I came to see Paris through less distorting spectacles. 
In the first summer, just before going to Oxford, I 
spent nearly a month there. In the latter I was in France for 
five weeks, most of them in Paris. In 1938, as in 1931 and 
1936, I started very much under my fathers aegis. We stayed 
a few days in the Htel Terminus Nord, a somewhat tentative 
beachhead for British visitors, because it faced the fine 1860s 
faade of the Gare du Nord, from where most of the English 
boat trains departed. After those few days, however, I was 
installed and left in a recommended semi-educational pension 
off a courtyard behind a porte-cochre on the boulevard de 
Port-Royal in the south-easterly 13th arrondissement. That 
wide boulevard, with its pavs, plane trees and very early 
Third Republican feel, ran gently uphill from the Avenue des 
Gobelins to the Carrefour de lObservatoire, from where there was a perspective up the boulevard Saint-Michel to the 
southern end of the Luxembourg gardens. It was a district of 
hospitals, barracks and even a prison (perhaps ironically 
named Prison de la Sant). I hoped I would not end up in 
any of them. Beyond the Carrefour, Port-Royal changed its 
name to the boulevard du Montparnasse and continued to 
the intersection with the boulevard Raspail, where were the 
then avant-garde brasseries of Le Dme, La Rotonde and La 
Coupole.

In the pension I was supposed to improve my French, 
which up to a limited extent I did. But, my aptitude for 
topography being greater than that for languages, what I 
more strikingly did was to acquire almost a taxi-drivers 
knowledge of the Paris street plan. This was fortified by my 
second instalment in 1939, and like many things acquired 
early in life (telephone numbers of that period are a good 
parallel example) have remained with me more securely than 
later knowledge. In 1939 I also acquired a part-time occupation 
well suited to my interests and talents. I was taken on by 
the Paris office of the Workers Travel Association (an Ernest 
Bevin enterprise, run from his recently built Transport 
House) to meet parties of British visitors at the Gare du 
Nord or the Gare Saint-Lazare and conduct them either to 
small hotels or across Paris to the Gare de Lyon or the Gare 
dOrsay. As I loved trains and great termini it was a treat and 
not a chore. I was not paid, but there was the perquisite of a 
first-class rail pass all over France. On one occasion I went to 
Biarritz and the Spanish frontier, on another to Toulon.

In these two summer visits I acquired not only a familiarity 
with but also a great affection for Paris. My knowledge 
of it was extensive but also superficial  essentially that of a 
tourist. I mounted to the top of every point de vue in the city 
from the Arc de Triomphe to one of the towers of Notre-Dame. Apart from an austere lady called Madame Vincent 
who ran the pension, I hardly knew any French people, 
although I avoided loneliness mainly through contacts with 
various transient English. I got to know the Mtro system 
almost inside out, found its characteristic smell evocative 
rather than offensive, and liked the way in which some lines 
suddenly swooped to the surface, particularly when crossing 
the Seine, thereby providing very good urban views. I was 
also an amateur of Paris buses, which then all had outside 
rear platforms on which one could smoke exotic (to the 
English) Gauloises, and be jolted along, healthily apart from 
the cigarettes, and in touch with Paris street scenes.

As the second half of that 1939 August moved on I 
became increasingly aware of living on the edge of a precipice 
of war. Churchill, who spent the same days with his easel 
in the light of this lovely valley at the confluence of the 
Eure and the Vesgre, said as he completed a canvas, This 
is the last picture we shall paint in peace for a very long 
time. Eighty miles away I translated the same sentiment into 
bathos. Before scuttling home by the night boat from Dieppe 
I went into a patisserie and bought a large tarte aux pommes, 
which I transported with some difficulty to Victoria Station, 
across London to Paddington and down to Monmouthshire 
in a train crowded with evacuees. I think my mother was 
pleased but surprised to receive this exotic offering. For me 
it was a very impermanent souvenir of pre-war Paris.

It was nearly eight years before, in the early summer of 
1947, I again saw the city. In the meantime I had gobbled up 
most pieces of nostalgic writing about France which came 
out in London  from Raymond Mortimers Channel Packet 
to Alexander Werths journalistic diaries of the late 1930s. 
Just as Ernest Bevin once described the object of his foreign 
policy as being to go down to Victoria Station and buy a 
ticket to where the hell I pleased, so, prominent among 
my private war aims, was the ability to go to Paris again. Nevertheless, as is sometimes the case with eagerly awaited 
pleasures, I did not greatly indulge myself of it much in the 
decade and a half of the Fourth Republic. I was in Paris 
perhaps twenty times, not more, in the twelve years between 
that 1947 first post-war visit and de Gaulle turning the 
Fourth into the Fifth Republic in 1959.

The Fourth Republic is somewhat unjustly maligned in 
the history of France. It produced no glorious leaders after 
de Gaulle retreated to Colombey, and those who made the 
most impact, with the possible exception of Pierre Mends-France, were the most respectable relicts of the Third 
Republic: Lon Blum, Edouard Herriot and Paul Reynaud. 
With the French Empire at least as untenable as the British, 
the inevitable retreats and handovers were on the whole 
managed less well by the Fourth Republic ministers than by 
Attlee and Macmillan. It was only when the two empires 
attempted a joint stand at Suez that a real disaster occurred. 
But, when that is said, the Fourth Republic which inherited 
the already deeply divided society of the last years of the 
Third Republic, further embittered by defeat, by the fluctuating 
fortunes (and supporters) of Vichy and the Resistance, 
and by vengeful bloodbaths at the end of the war, did manage 
to pull together the civilized and reasonably stable France of 
the 1950s. Further, with the Monnet Plan and massive public 
investment, it laid the foundations of a 1960s and 1970s 
French economy which, in contrast with the 1930s, was 
rapidly overhauling that of Britain.

Even so, I did not find that the intoxicating quality of 
Paris in the 1950s quite matched that which I had experienced 
in 1938 and 1939. I was in an intermediate phase so 
far as accommodation was concerned. I never went back to 
the pension in the boulevard de Port-Royal, except to look at 
its outside in a nostalgic way. On the other hand I took some 
time to graduate far upmarket. I never for instance stayed in the British embassy until the mid-1960s. The Htel Ritz, 
beloved by Churchill, remained terra incognita to me for 
somewhat longer. Around 1950, when I was already a young 
member of Parliament, my wife and I spent several nights of 
passage, but also one extended stay of a week, in various 
modest, mainly Left Bank hotels. An exception, however (in 
its location, not in its modesty), was an establishment implausibly 
labelled Htel des Ministres, which was tucked away 
somewhere near the Madeleine.

Another exception was a December 1951 visit which was 
so brief that no question of an hotel arose. A cross-party 
delegation of about fifteen MPs travelled out by night-ferry 
wagons-lits, spent most of the day at SHAPE, the military 
headquarters of NATO land forces, then at Rocquecourt on 
the western edge of Paris, and returned by the same means 
on the following night. The fact that we were eager to go at 
all in such circumstances pointed either to a dutiful interest 
in defence arrangements in that phase of high Cold War 
tension or to the attractions of any trip out of Britain, or to 
a combination of the two. I retain three strong impressions 
of the visit. The first was that Eisenhower as Supreme 
Commander gave us a polite, conventional and rather dull 
talk. The second was that his deputy Montgomery, who 
followed, was determined to upstage him. He strode in with 
a pointer for use with a blackboard to give us a quick appraisal 
of force dispositions, and graciously said that we could ask 
questions provided that we gave our name, spoke clearly and 
kept them short.

Anthony Crosland reacted to this by leaning back, crossing 
his long legs and saying in his most languid voice: Crosland, 
not to be confused with [Richard] Crossman, who is sitting in 
the next row. Montgomery, who at least could not be accused 
of deficiency in the art of the put-down, said, I wouldnt 
dream of confusing you. I have heard of Crossman. The incident, apart from its insight into Montgomery, illustrated 
the fickleness of reputations, for today, approximately a 
quarter of a century after both their deaths, Croslands has 
survived much more strongly than has Crossmans.

The third impression from that visit is of the glitter of 
the pre-Christmas shops in the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honor as Crosland and I walked down it that evening on 
our way to a restaurant dinner and then to the train. And 
that sense of glamour was a persistent feature of British 1950s 
attitudes to France. We instinctively thought that Britain was 
a more important country, certainly a more dependable 
member of NATO, head prefect to Americas headmaster, 
with more stable governments, better social provisions (ironical 
though that would now seem to anyone who has recently 
experienced both health services), and, we hoped, although 
with decreasing conviction as the decade wore on, a stronger 
economy. To the French we were prepared to allow better 
trains, smarter shops, at least superficially more general 
sophistication, a language which was still a semi-rival in world 
terms, and above all incomparably better food, reliably so 
from bistrot to restaurant de luxe.

This makes me move on to another quasi-political visit, 
which was in 1954, the year of the initially hopeful premiership 
of Mends-France but also of the crushing French 
imperial defeat at Dien Bien Phu. The occasion was some 
sort of conference, but I cannot remember what. I went with 
Woodrow Wyatt and his about-to-be-married third wife, 
Lady Moorea Hastings. We stayed in another small hotel, 
just back from the quai south of Notre-Dame, which I think 
was chosen for romance rather than for confort cossu, but 
we ate rather grandly. I particularly remember a dinner at 
Laprouse, half a mile further along the quai, where Proust 
made Swann at the height of his infatuation go and dine 
alone, because it reminded him of the far-distant (by Paris standards) rue La Prouse, where Odette de Crcy lived. It 
was also the restaurant where Churchill in the spring of 1940 
had with General Georges, the second man in the French 
army, what his frequent companion on French expeditions, 
Louis Spears (another general as well as a participant in the 
Laprouse gastronomy), described as one of the few pleasant 
occasions I experienced during the war, three friends enjoying 
each others company and remarkable food and drink.

On that visit we also went, a little unenthusiastically, to a 
performance in the Second Empire splendours of the Paris 
Opra. I suspect that free tickets must have been handed out 
by the conference organizers. It was only the second time 
that I had been to that opera house, the Garnier as it is 
mostly known. The first had been to hear Rigoletto in 1938. 
This time it was Wagner, and none of the three of us at that 
stage had the perception to see the beauty behind the noise. 
We left well before the end, maybe making for Laprouse. 
The only excuse was that the Paris Opra was then at one of 
its low points, with its productions little esteemed among the 
opera cognoscenti of the world. But that was not much of an 
excuse, particularly as we were far from belonging to those 
cognoscenti.

Over the three years of 19557 I became a delegate (of 
the British Parliament) to the Assemblies of the Council 
of Europe and the Western European Union, the one being 
a very loose and tentative attempt to bring together a Europe 
wider than that of the Six, who were already linked in the 
much more meaningful Coal and Steel Community, and 
the other an otiose scheme for providing the military arrangements 
into which seven countries entered under the Brussels 
Treaty of 1948 with some sort of nominal parliamentary 
supervision. The first met in Strasbourg, which involved 
many journeys through Paris. I remember one when, pulling 
out of the Gare de lEst, I found myself at a restaurant-car table with Herbert Morrison and Guy Mollet. Morrisons 
best days were over, and Mollet was within little over a year 
to be the French Prime Minister of the Suez fiasco. Wagon-restaurant 
food was good in those days, but the luncheon 
conversation was not memorably scintillating.

The WEU Assembly, which performed for only a few 
days a year, did so in Paris, in the Palais de Chaillot, latterly 
the Muse de lHomme. The Palais de Chaillot was a relic of 
the International Exhibition of 1937, just as the Eiffel Tower 
was of that of 1889. I am unaware of any contribution which 
I made to European statecraft in the Chaillot, but the 
expenses scale of WEU at least extended somewhat upwards 
my knowledge of Paris hotels. At first in this phase I stayed 
in the fashionably placed but not grand Castiglione, opposite 
and a little down the street from the British embassy. Then I 
became seduced by the slightly Germanic grandeur (it was 
indeed the favourite Paris base of Adenauer and of some 
subsequent Chancellors) of the Htel Bristol, further up the 
rue du Faubourg Saint-Honor and nearer to the Elyse.

I discovered that there was a large low room under the 
eaves  and perhaps not for this reason much sought after, 
number 806 I think, which could be had for a surprisingly 
modest sum and certainly well within the WEU expense 
limit. More important, however, was the rooms command, 
through three mansard windows, of a wide sweeping southern 
Paris panorama from the Tour Eiffel and the Ecole Militaire 
on the right through the great golden dome of Napoleons 
Les Invalides, past the Palais Bourbon to the lesser but still 
more elegant dome of Mazarins Institut de France. It was a 
particularly good view at night, and gave me much pleasure 
over a dozen or so visits extending well beyond the Council 
of Europe and WEU years into the early 1960s. Then it 
came to be replaced for me by the ministerial suite on the second floor of the British embassy, which curiously commanded 
almost exactly the same view, although with the 
sweep even less impeded than from the Bristol.

My experience of the Htel de Charost has been mixed. 
Wellington acquired it for the British embassy in 1814 and it 
has continued to perform that role for nearly 200 years, in 
spite of one or two unsuccessful attempts, notably that by 
the governments think-tank in the 1970s, to persuade the 
Foreign Office that the ambassador could operate more 
efficiently from a modern flat in Neuilly. It is not the 
grandest embassy residence in the world. That distinction 
must belong to the French embassy in Rome, the Palazzo 
Farnese, although that strikes me as being stronger in grandeur 
than in amenity. There are also one or two other 
surprising competitors like the Italian embassy in Lisbon, 
architecturally splendid, but an island in what has become a 
semi-slum sea, and, perhaps less surprisingly, the German 
embassy to France, the Htel Beauharnais, across the river 
from the British and American caravanserai and more in the 
heart of official Paris. Nevertheless the Palais Chrost has a 
unique combination of elegance and comfort, and has long 
been one of Britains best weapons in the uphill struggle to 
impress the French.

This does not however mean that my visits to it have 
been without vicissitudes. These began early. In my second 
week as a Minister (of Aviation) I had to go to Paris and 
explain to the French why we had announced, without consultation, 
that we wanted to cancel the Concorde project. 
At the time I was in favour of the objective, and even in 
retrospect I have not changed my mind. I am very doubtful 
whether Concorde has proved a worthwhile investment for 
either the British or the French economies, with the French 
now at least as much disposed to agree as are the British. But I thought that the method of cancellation had been ill chosen 
and mishandled. The mission was therefore a difficult ministerial 
baptism of fire.

The ambassador (Pierson Dixon) who had to look after 
me was polite but not enthusiastically supportive, for he was 
even more critical of the method than was I. The luncheon 
preceding the crunch meeting with French ministers was 
stiff. Moreover, in my firm conviction, unvarying over what 
is now nearly four decades, the wine was lightly corked. The 
ambassador did not appear to notice, which was surprising, 
for he was a man of sophistication and experience, dating 
back to his having been Edens private secretary for much of 
the Second World War. I was then too unselfconfident to 
put my conviction against his indifference. So we proceeded 
to the key meeting, which did not go as badly as I had feared, 
without much prior fortification.

The vicissitude of the next morning, when on my way to 
the airport I had to make a series of courtesy calls upon other 
French ministers whose responsibility overlapped marginally 
with mine, was potentially greater. Awakening in the room 
with a view I plunged into the bathroom, to discover, when 
I emerged ten minutes later, that every single item of clothing 
had been packed by the valet de chambre, taken downstairs 
and put in the boot of a car which was on the point of 
departing direct to the airport. The suitcase was returned and 
catastrophe averted by the narrowest of margins. From that 
morning I learned two lessons: that excessive service can be 
more of a menace than a convenience, and that one should 
always keep as close as possible to ones luggage.

My final meeting turning out to be more relaxed than I 
had expected. It was with Gaston Palewski, who as Minister 
of Science had a fine room on the corner of the rue Royale 
in what had been before the war the Ministre de la Marine 
(and was where Churchill had argued with Admiral Darlan in the winter of 193940). Palewski, Gaullist of the first order 
who had spent the war in London, was a long-standing friend 
of Nancy Mitford in an amiti which was not quite amoureuse 
enough for her, whom she put into literature under the guise 
of Fabrice, Duc de Sauveterre. This sounded rather a grand 
designation but as Palewski ended up married to a lady who 
was born Talleyrand-Prigord and who could lay claim to 
the title of Duchesse de Sagan, this was not perhaps excessive. 
At our meeting that morning he only wanted to hear London 
gossip.

This was not my only difficult bedroom experience in that 
splendid British embassy. On another visit, nearly two years 
later when I had become Home Secretary, and in another 
room which the wife of Dixons replacement had decided 
needed modernization with a bed from the then famous firm 
of Heals, I passed an unrestful night. The new bed was so 
streamlined that it maintained perpetual motion around the 
room for several hours. Eventually at about 5.00 a.m. one 
castor came off and it subsided into immobility, although 
with a strong list. That was on balance an improvement, 
and it must also be said that the husband of that innovating 
wife performed for me a signal ambassadorial service. He 
informed me that he had invited two up-and-coming French 
politicians of such promise that he thought I would be glad 
to meet them to come in, seriatim, for a drink with me that 
evening. The one was Valry Giscard dEstaing and the other 
was Franois Mitterrand. He had not done badly by any 
standards, and it more than made up for the restless bed.

The great majority of my experiences in that embassy 
have however been without blemish. They have ranged from 
going there to make a speech on the occasion of Simone 
Veils installation as a DBE to the receipt there of my own 
Lgion dHonneur, and also include a (postponed) eightieth-birthday 
weekend organized by four dear English friends but with the ambassadorial couple (Michael and Sylvia Jay) 
hospitably providing the base from which the expedition to 
the celebratory restaurant meal took place. It was this same 
ambassadorial couple who not only frequently welcomed my 
wife and myself, but who went so far beyond the call of duty 
as to entertain some of our grandchildren too. I hope they 
got some recompense from the knowledge that one of them 
(a girl then aged ten) whom I took on a forty-eight-hour visit 
(we were staying elsewhere) gave the precise reply when 
asked what she had most liked about it of the Sainte Chapelle 
and being shown round the embassy by Lady Jay.

Those various experiences extend over the tenure of ten 
ambassadors, of whom three, maybe four, were close friends. 
It was however mildly sad that during nearly the whole of 
the incumbency of our oldest friend among them, Nicko 
Henderson, I was president of the European Commission 
and that there was a convention, sensible in its way, that, 
except on a purely private visit, the presidents rising above 
national affiliations should be underlined by not staying in 
the embassy of his own country when on a visit to a member 
state. This meant that I became acquainted with the highest 
ranks of Paris hotels. If the occasion was organized by the 
French government they installed me in a grand suite in 
the Crillon, looking across the Place de la Concorde and the 
river to the Assemble Nationale. But they did so with an 
appropriate regard for the French taxpayer, and on the 
occasion of my inaugural visit to President Giscard, when 
two nights were almost inevitable, they paid for one, leaving 
the Commission to pay for the other. They probably also got 
cut rates, for the Crillon was very much the government 
hotel, just as was the Grand Hotel in Rome. The Crillon also 
had one feature of which the Grand Hotel was free. It was 
reputed to be almost as heavily if more elegantly bugged as 
the National Hotel, Moscow.

The Crillon also contains the bar which in the 1950s 
and 1960s was the clubhouse of the British press in Paris. 
In that bar, for several hours each day, there gathered nearly 
all the reporters of France to Britain. Sam White, the monolingual 
Australian whom Beaverbrook recruited to write for 
the Evening Standard a Paris column as readable as it was 
generally perceptive, was said to confine his investigations to 
that hospitable corner of the Crillon. By the time of my Paris 
visits from Brussels, White was dead and the press coterie had 
been as completely dispersed as the Punch Round Table in 
London or the Algonquin Hotel literary circle in New York. 
And, more recently, the vaguely art-deco bar has been redecorated 
into an unfortunate imitation of a Turkish harem.

So it was not a desire to avoid too close contact with the 
British press which made me prefer another hotel when I was 
in Paris on Commission business, but under my own steam 
rather than that of the French government. The alleged 
bugging had something to do with it, but more I think was 
the desire for independence and a feeling that the opposite 
hill was greener. We made no great leap into the unknown 
or into the maelstrom of Paris proletarian life. We merely 
moved half a kilometre to the east and the rigours of the 
Htel Ritz on the Place Vendme. I had stayed there once 
before when Chancellor of the Exchequer and in a small suite 
on the back or garden side. This could be had for what now 
seems the modest sum of circa 180 a night. On this pattern 
we subsisted over the occasional visits of three years or so. 
While waiting for the new Jerusalem, to paraphase an old 
bit of Hilaire Belloc mordancy, these little huts sufficed for 
us.

Then, on the occasion of my farewell visit to Paris as 
president, this equilibrium was upset. First the Ritz had been 
revamped and no doubt the prices increased as a result. 
Second they had put us in a much larger suite, on the Place Vendme side. Third I made the mistake of looking on the 
back of the bathroom door, where French hotels have to 
display their prices, and discovered that it had become nearly 
400. Fourth I was sensitive on the issue at the time, for one 
of my vice-presidents, admittedly from the richest and most 
handsomely contributing country of the Community, had an 
excessive taste for grand hotels and managed to run up 
phenomenal bills which had attracted the interest of the 
Audit Court and of the European Parliament.

I summoned Crispin Tickell, my powerful chef de cabinet 
who has since been ambassador to the United Nations, head 
of an Oxford college and a world climatology expert, and 
said, We cannot pay this. Go down and tell them that they 
must either move us to our normal small suite, or reduce this 
price, or we will leave. They can decide while we are paying 
our call on the President of the Republic. Ten minutes later 
Crispin came back looking rather pleased with himself. I 
asked him what he had said and he replied, Il faut que vous 
sachiez [very accurate use of the subjunctive] que Monsieur 
Jenkins nest pas un sheik arabe ni mme un roi ngre. And 
what did they say, I continued. They reduced the price by a 
half, he concluded. Rather to my regret I have never, in the 
intervening years, revisited the Paris Ritz.

French official life over the six decades or so when I have 
had varying degrees of contact with it, and inevitably measuring 
it against that of Britain, has struck me in varying ways. 
Perhaps the steadiest, if not the most serious, change has 
been that as time has gone by the French (men) have got 
much better and the English much worse dressed. When I 
was first taken by my father to the Chamber of Deputies in 
the 1930s, nearly all those we encountered seemed to be like 
my description of the (to me) mythical Monsieur Dupuis 
at the beginning of this essay, burly, often bearded men in 
ill-fitting, double-breasted serge with rather scruffy shoes and collars. They looked better orators, but they could not 
hold a candle to the prim neatness of Neville Chamberlain 
or Samuel Hoare, let alone the more careless elegance of 
Anthony Eden. Even Lon Blum, rich and fastidious intellectual 
though he was, looked more gangling than at ease with 
his socialist faith in his bourgeois clothes. Pierre Laval I 
never recollect seeing, so that I cannot say with the conviction 
I would wish that with his trademark white (long) ties he 
inspired little trust in me. Churchills erstwhile friend, Pierre-Etienne Flandin, was another slightly ill-at-ease, stiff-collared 
man who looked as though he got his suits from Old England 
in the Place de la Madeleine.

The contrast with the French I dealt with in my European 
Commission days could hardly have been greater. Giscards 
sartorial style, I always felt, was not quite sufficiently negligent 
for his desired impression. But he could not possibly be 
described as ill dressed. This was even more true of some of 
his acolytes. Michel Poniatowski, Minister of the Interior, 
also looked a little too sporting, although with a touch of a 
boy scout thrown in, but this was largely because his very 
grand aunt, the Princesse de Caraman-Chimay, firmly treated 
him as such. This was not at all true of the others. Raymond 
Barre, Prime Minister for most of Giscards septennat, was 
friendlily inelegant, although with total self-confidence. Jean 
Franois-Poncet, Foreign Minister, and Claude Cheysson, 
one of my Commissioners, were neat as two pins. Franois-Poncet, indeed, a very agreeable man who got tetchy only 
when he was operating under instructions with which he did 
not agree, was a good match in urbanity for Peter Carrington, 
who was his vis--vis at the end of both their periods of 
office. Jean Franois-Poncets one concession to informality, 
which his father, ambassador to Berlin up to 1939 and after 
the war to Bonn, would not have approved, was to wear a 
smart pull under his jacket in cold weather. Even Andr Franois-Poncet, however, could not rival the exquisite 
refinement of one of his successors in Bonn, Olivier Wormser. 
Wormser, although I greatly both liked and respected 
him, always made me feel slightly vulgar when eating or 
drinking anything in his presence.

Jacques Chaban-Delmas, who had been Prime Minister 
but was currently president of the Assemble Nationale, also 
had a sporting touch about him but it was more that of tennis 
balls than of gun dogs. Franois Mitterrands short stature, 
although he never had the demeanour of a little man, was 
not an aid to elegance, although his extraordinary physical 
immobility more than made up for it. He could sit absolutely 
still while waiting to make an important speech, giving the 
impression of a very powerful spider sitting confidently at the 
centre of a very convoluted web. Lionel Jospin, by contrast, 
reverted more to the shagginess of the left in the Third 
Republic. Few however of the British figures at ministerial 
meetings in Brussels were by comparison much of an advertisement 
for Savile Row superiority  certainly not Denis 
Healey, Geoffrey Howe or Kenneth Clarke.

There are, however, comparisons between French and 
British official life more important than the sartorial, amusing 
a diversion (to the writer at least) although these may offer. 
The first and most obvious one is that the French government, 
under at least the first four Presidents of the Fifth 
Republic, was the most co-ordinated and/or disciplined in 
the Western world. When, in 1979, I had a mild passage of 
arms with President Giscard at a Paris press conference on a 
Tuesday afternoon I detected a distinct unease in the attitude 
to me at lunch in Strasbourg on the Wednesday of even such 
a normally friendly man as Franois-Poncet. When there was 
a turn at the top they all turned, and with great speed. That 
would not have been so in the British government. Neither 
Peter Carrington nor Geoffrey Howe would have even marginally shifted their attitude to me because of the knowledge 
that I had had a contretemps with Margaret Thatcher.

On the other hand the French and British governments 
were similar in liking to achieve co-ordinated positions 
between departments. This may seem an elementary requirement 
of government, but it is one without which American 
administrations have long survived. Messages coming out 
from State and Defense, or Treasury and Commerce, frequently 
contradict each other. Furthermore it is a tradition 
in which the Bonn of the Bundesrepublik followed Washington 
rather than Paris or London. Perhaps it has something to 
do with federal institutions producing a greater tolerance of 
difference. Nor is there anything to suggest that the more 
tatiste habits of Britain and France produced a higher level 
of economic performance or of foreign policy influence than 
the more relaxed, let a thousand flowers grow attitude of the 
other two.

During my presidency I found the problems of dealing 
with the French government as great as dealing with the 
other eight put together. This was despite President Giscard 
having been a decisive partisan of my appointment. Yet they 
were always the most sharply censorious, always looking out 
for examples of my Anglo-Saxon provincial clodhoppery in 
relation to the history and conventions of the Europe of 
the Six. This hypercritical approach reached its epitome in 
Elyse meetings with President Giscard himself. They typically 
lasted one and a half hours, and had to be conducted 
almost entirely in French because, even though his English 
was better than my French, it was the language in which 
he believed it appropriate that the President of the French 
Republic should speak to the president of the European 
Commission. (To some substantial extent I agreed with him 
on this, for France was fighting a desperate and losing battle 
for the international status of its language, which, had English not been fortuitously sustained by the power of the United 
States, would have produced at least as much defensive 
neurosis in Britain.) Nevertheless the whole exercise was 
conducted more like a concours de dressage than as a free 
exchange of international views. It was totally different from 
an analogous meeting with Helmut Schmidt, despite the 
great mutual admiration which existed between the German 
Chancellor and the French President.

This should not be taken as meaning that President 
Giscard was not a constructive statesman. He had high 
intelligence and many excellent ideas. But he suffered from 
the major flaw, which damagingly communicated itself to the 
French people, that condescension was his stock-in-trade. 
Sometimes this took faintly ludicrous forms. I remember an 
interchange which gave great pleasure to those among the 
French official classes who were not his greatest fans. He 
wished to pay me a mild compliment, and said, Ah, Monsieur 
Jenkins, votre franais sest beaucoup amlior rcemment. 
He continued: Il y a quelquun dautre qui me la dit la 
semaine dernire. Then he paused and said, Si jai bonne 
mmoire, ctait le Roi dEspagne. I could not resist replying: 
Mais cest un peu bizarre, Monsieur le Prsident de la 
Rpublique, parce que le Roi dEspagne et moi nous avons 
toujours parl en anglais.

It would however be quite wrong not to set alongside 
the fencing-match quality of relations with the French 
government and its top officials the simple fact that all my 
principal, long-lasting and deeply loved non-English-speaking 
(as a maternal language) friends have been French. There 
have been about eight of them, and with none of them have 
differences of view about the organization of Europe, or disputes 
about the relative status of the Commission and of the 
governments of the member states (particularly of one), or 
Anglo-French budgetary arguments ever made the slightest difference to the untroubled face of friendship. Pre-eminent
among these have been the Beaumarchais, whom we first met
in 1953. Jacques de Beaumarchais was then a forty-year-old
counsellor at the French embassy in London, who subsequently 
became the adjutant of Maurice Couve de Murville, 
the leader of that school of French Gaullist diplomacy which 
believed that Britain (which they claimed greatly to admire) 
could best be saved from her own follies by keeping her out 
of Europe. Beaumarchais wielded many a sharp sword in this 
cause until he became ambassador to London in 1972. In the 
eyes of nearly everybody except for Giscard dEstaing, with 
whom he did not get on, he was a brilliant success in the 
exacting post, and it was a great sadness when he died only 
two years after his return. He was elegant both in body and 
in mind, but with no trace of pomposity. There was nothing 
of Prousts Monsieur de Norpois about him.

Marie-Alice de Beaumarchais, to whom also the success
of their London embassy owes a great deal, lives on in 
discriminatory vigour, the companion to us both on many
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TWELVE CITIES





Former Home Secretary, Chancellor of the Exchequer and 
President of the European Commission, Roy Jenkins was also 
Chancellor of Oxford University and President of the Royal 
Society of Literature. He was awarded the Wolfson History 
Prize 2001 for his contribution to historical writing, won the 
Whitbread Biography Prize for his study of Gladstone and 
was nominated for the Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-Fiction 
for his bestselling biography of Churchill, which also won the 
British Book Awards Biography of the Year. Hailed as the best 
literary politician since Churchill, Lord Jenkins died in January 
2003, aged 82.
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