










When Charles Timoney and his French wife were both made redundant in the same week they decided to try living in France for a year or so. It proved much harder than expected. Charles’ O-level in French was little help when everyone around him consistently used a wide variety of impenetrable slang and persisted in the annoying habit of talking about things he had never heard of. But they stayed. Two decades and two thoroughly French children later, he decided to write the book that would have saved him from so many blunders and misunderstandings along the way. This is it.
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‘… as this fellow is a Frenchman, we all realise that it is only a question of time before something dastardly occurs.’

Frenchman’s Creek, Daphne du Maurier, 1941
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Introduction

A few months ago, having tried all sorts of things to cure a sore back, I thought I would go and see a healer.

Much laying-on of hands not only cured my back, it revealed the healer to be something of a medium.

‘I can feel that at some point in your life you had a long, painful and deeply traumatic experience. What’s more, I can now clearly see that it happened when you were about twenty-eight or thirty,’ she surprised me by exclaiming while putting the finishing touches to my back.

‘But what kind of experience could produce internal scars like these?’ she went on, clearly appalled by the depths of suffering that she had unearthed in one so apparently carefree.

From the dates she gave, it could only be one thing. I remembered it all too well: it had indeed been long, painful and deeply traumatic.

‘That was the time I came to live in France.’

Not wishing you to go through the same traumatic experience, I thought I would share with you here the hard-won knowledge of all those years in France.

In my earlier book, Pardon My French, I gave definitions for various useful words that I wish I had known when I first came to live in France. While those words will help you understand a lot of what you see and hear around you, there is much more that you could usefully know.

I have kept the idea of key words but, rather than just defining them, I have used them in themes to illustrate various aspects of French life: a typical French day, how to get the best out of restaurants and bars, the perils of greeting people, a beginner’s guide to gesticulating and more.

Pardon My French showed how to unleash your inner Gaul. However, in order to refine your inner Gaul, to enjoy France more and, hopefully, to avoid being spotted as a tourist too quickly, you will need that little extra – that certain je ne sais quoi. This book should help you find it.


1. Une journée française – a typical day


	

However high your standard of living in the UK may be, there is something which stops you from living the true Good Life. For there is something lacking in your life, a thing that is almost omnipresent in France.

This thing forms an essential part of French daily routine. It marks both the start of the day (which is why we are starting with it here) and also the end of it. Were you somehow able to snap your fingers and make it disappear throughout France, the sense of loss would be overwhelming and, I am convinced, the majority of people would simply not be able to make it through the following day.

But what can this key element of French life be? Wine? Cheese? Sex??

It is something far more important than all of those: I am referring to les volets – shutters.

Practically all dwellings in France, from the simplest studio to the most opulent château, have windows fitted with shutters. Shutting and, more importantly, opening the shutters is an essential French way of expressing the simple joy of living.

You don’t have to take my word for this; you just have to watch French adverts on TV.

Any advert for coffee, or breakfast cereal, or for that most curious of French breakfast drinks, Ricoré (a chicory-based milky drink that tastes better than it sounds), starts with an attractive, happy and smiling parent pushing open the shutters to greet a new, sunny day before going to prepare breakfast for their attractive, happy and smiling family.

Of course, shutters come in many guises – metal ones that you fold back in sections or plastic ones that you roll up by winding a crank handle that hangs by the window, or an electric version of this which always strikes me as cheating – but the real shutter, the true shutter of breakfast adverts is a simple painted wooden pair that you open from the inside and push back simultaneously against the wall. It is, of course, absolutely crucial to smile winningly while doing so or the day will get off to a very bad start indeed.

Opening and closing your shutters should preferably be done at the same time every day. You open them as soon as you are awake, to greet the day and to allow your neighbours to see you in your nightclothes with your face marked by sleep. This is a key moment in their day too. In the evening comes another communal moment: as soon as it starts to get dark, everyone sets about closing their shutters in unison.

The sound of shutters being opened or closed is thus a fundamental feature of communal living in France.

Shutter opening is an example of the ways in which a French day differs from one elsewhere. And now, a kind of appetizer to the rest of the book, I am going to look briefly at a few daily events that seem peculiar to France.

LA COUETTE

Having opened your shutters and smiled cheerfully at the new day, you might reasonably assume that you are now free to go and have your breakfast. Unfortunately, there is one more thing to do first.

Now that the window and the shutters are open you are able to take the second step in a French day: showing the neighbours your bedding.

A surprising number of French people, even those who live in inner-city flats, are clearly convinced that you have to air your bedding every morning. Thus, as soon as the sound of clattering shutters from next door has died away, you are treated to a series of effortful grunts as les couettes – quilts – are heaved off beds and hung out of the window.

It is all surprisingly intimate: you see your neighbours in their pyjamas, T-shirt or nightdress, you are amused at what they look like before they have brushed their hair, and you gain a fascinating insight into their taste in quilt covers and pillowcases and how often they wash them. It is something which I do not generally see in the week but which I enjoy to the full at weekends. Our neighbours currently favour blue quilts with sailing boats on them.

France being a country where romantic assignations are not unknown (though, I suppose, this is true of many countries), it appears that you can even use quilt-airing as a code. Hanging it out of the window in a special way, or at a particular time, can be agreed to mean, ‘The coast is clear’ – now is a good time for a lover to drop round.


UNE BOUTEILLE D’EAU

The average French person consumes a huge quantity of bottled mineral water. Of course, you knew that, but bear with me as I am really just leading up to the next topic.

Mineral water bottles are found in every home but they are also extremely common at work: the majority of office workers seem to have a plastic mineral water bottle on their desk at all times. In most cases people will buy the day’s bottle of water on the way to work. However, as many offices now provide chilled water dispensers many people just keep a bottle on their desk and go along and fill it up at the dispenser whenever necessary.

All this means that there are always an awful lot of plastic mineral water bottles about the place. Which brings me handily on to the next topic.


LES BOUCHONS

From the preceding paragraphs, we have seen that the average French person buys a huge amount of plastic bottles in the course of a year. With all the current interest in the environment, you may wonder whether any of these bottles are recycled.

Well, they are; at least, partially.

If you imagine a plastic bottle of water you will see that it comprises a large and voluminous bottle and a small, compact screw top. Faced with such a combination, and asked to recycle just one of the components, you would very probably concentrate on the bottle part and be prepared to sacrifice the top.

However, in the building where I work, and in plenty of buildings like it, there are special bins provided to allow employees to recycle part of their plastic water bottles. But, for reasons that I have never been able to explain, these bins are only intended for les bouchons – the plastic bottle tops.

Whether at home or in the office, the majority of employees religiously save their bottle tops and, when they have acquired a good stock, they take a plastic bag of multicoloured tops to the recycling bin and proudly pour them in. Occasionally there are bottle-top collections organized for charity where each bottle top collected results in a fixed sum of money – one centime or so – being given to the cause in question. Participation in these events borders on the fanatical with people pestering their friends and neighbours to save their tops so as to be able to submit a huge bag of the things.

The bottles themselves are just thrown in the bin.

It is all very odd.


AU DÉJEUNER

At lunchtime in France, not only is food eaten, it is also talked about. In fact, French people talk about food constantly. At any moment, whether it is during a coffee break or at lunch at the canteen, someone will suddenly start talking about meals they have eaten or those that they are planning to eat. With the least prompting anyone will describe, in minute detail, the food they had at a restaurant the night before and speculate on the recipes used. No one listening will find this in any way odd: rather they are more than likely to ask for even more details. This sort of conversation makes me feel dizzy: it also makes me hungry.

I had lunch the other day at the canteen with three male colleagues, all in their late twenties or early thirties, and all single. Did we talk about football? Or about the pretty new student who had just come to spend a few weeks in our department? Or even about the latest political scandal to shake the country? No. We talked about salade niçoise. The three blokes (for I didn’t say much) spent a good twenty minutes having a sometimes quite heated discussion about what were, or were not, the essential ingredients of a salade niçoise. One mentioned rice at one point and was met with a veritable barrage of contempt from the other two. ‘Rice!’ they sneered. ‘In a salade niçoise? Are you having a laugh?’ I had been on the point of entering the discussion by suggesting black olives, but suddenly decided to engross myself in my fruit salad rather than risk a similar rebuke.

The meal ended peacefully enough, but with some outstanding disagreements. Ten minutes after getting back to our respective desks an email arrived from one of the three, addressed to us all. It contained a recipe, from an unimpeachable source, for a true salade niçoise. There was indeed no rice.


LES MÉDICAMENTS

If you were suddenly transported into an unknown office and told to determine whether the office was in Britain or in France, all you would have to do would be to open the top desk drawer. If you found a newspaper, a cycle light with a flat battery, some peppermints or a couple of chocolate digestive biscuits, you could be sure the office was British. If, on the other hand, you found at least two sorts of medicine, it would be clear that you were in France.

The French take a lot of médicaments – medicines – and they very often take them at lunchtime. And they don’t do it discreetly. If there are pills to be taken they will produce a selection of blister packs, ostentatiously pop out pills and capsules and then loudly swallow them. There is rarely any attempt to hide the name of the drug on the packaging. In any case, this would be a waste of time because you are always treated to some kind of explanation such as ‘Je dois prendre mes antibiotiques’ – I have to take my antibiotics.

But if you want to look really French at mealtimes, taking a few antibiotics won’t be enough. You have to produce a glass phial or two. Medicines in little glass tubes are relatively unknown in Britain. In France they are everywhere. Assuming that you are having lunch with someone who is over forty, the chances of being treated to the glass phial show are high. With no explanation or warning, your lunch partner will produce one or more glass tubes from a handbag or pocket. Such tubes come in two basic types: a smallish one with thin, stick-like projections at both ends, and a slightly larger version with a single, tapering neck. If it is the first one, its owner will pour a glass of water, crack off one of the sticks, hold the broken end over the glass and then crack off the other end. Breaking off the second end lets the air in and allows the liquid to flow out into the glass, where it is mixed carefully with the water and drunk. The broken sticks and the phial are then dumped in the ashtray whereupon you spend the rest of the meal trying to read the name of the drug written on the side.

The bigger phials with a single end are more complicated as you can’t usually crack the end off unaided. Your friend will therefore rummage around in the box in search of a tiny file to saw the neck of the phial before cracking it dramatically into the glass.

If you are planning on taking a phial or two at mealtimes to try to look a bit French, it is as well to practise the filing part of the operation beforehand as it can prove quite tricky.


AU MARCHÉ

At some point in the day, many French people visit their local market.

Despite the power of the supermarkets, the local market is still an important part of people’s daily lives. A surprising number of towns and villages, as well as districts of major cities, have a market a couple of times a week, usually on a weekday as well as at the weekend. Even our village of five thousand inhabitants has a market on Tuesdays and Saturdays which has stalls covering the essentials of life: a butcher, a fishmonger, fruit and veg stalls and a cheese shop. It is a key part of village life: residents of all ages would be completely lost if it ever closed. The bigger the community, the bigger the market with the essential range of stalls being supplemented by bakers, flower sellers and stalls selling pulses and olives. While most markets are temporary and are set up on the market square the night before, the bigger ones have at least a part held inside a permanent structure. The big market at Versailles, for example, has four imposing market buildings set at the corners of the market square, the square being filled with stalls on market days. The quality of food is almost always good, and value for money in all but the most fashionable markets is excellent. But if you want a real bargain, you have to wait till the very end when the stallholders are getting ready to pack up. This is when they call out to you as you go past, offering irresistible last-minute bargains.

But the important thing, the really important thing about markets, is that they are generally held on car parks. This means that if you arrive somewhere late in the evening and find a parking spot that seems too good to be true, beware! Parking the night before a market is a sure-fire way of having your car towed away. The only thing worse than stumbling out of a hotel first thing in the morning to find a fruit and veg stall on the spot where you left your car is to get up to find that market stalls have been erected on every square metre of the market square except on those occupied by your car. Believe me, there is nothing more forlorn-looking than a single, lonely Peugeot surrounded by a sea of unfriendly stallholders.


LE TAXI

While taking a taxi is not necessarily a daily event, I thought that the subject deserved a mention, and here is as good a time in the day as any.

In London, taxi drivers have to show a thorough mastery of the city streets by taking a searching exam known as ‘The Knowledge’. In Paris, the principle is similar. However, it is the passenger who is expected to have the mastery of the city streets, not the driver. This is because the driver is very often a complete stranger to the city and generally appears lost. In the old days, this wasn’t a problem: if you knew where you wanted to go, you showed the taxi driver the way, he listened politely, took you where you wanted to go and everything was fine. If you wanted to go somewhere new, either you or the driver had to have a good map and at least one of you had to know how to read it. We once asked a Parisian taxi driver to take us to Versailles. He looked a bit alarmed but said it shouldn’t really be a problem because he had a map. As soon as I saw it I realized that things were not going to go well because it was the big Michelin map of France. I could see Toulouse, Grenoble and Perpignan, but Versailles was too small to be shown.

Nowadays, things are much more difficult because of GPS. As taxi drivers don’t know where they are they all invest in a GPS. This is where the problems start because as soon as you get in the car the driver will set off dramatically in a random direction and then, after a kilometre or so, ask you to spell the name of the place where you want to go. All interest in the road in front will be abandoned and the driver will concentrate entirely, and usually unsuccessfully, on trying to type in the name of your destination. The average taxi driver is very stubborn about using his GPS and will resolutely ignore any directions you may offer, despite your assurances that you are going home and know the way blindfold.

Incidentally, Paris taxis have four fare levels – A, B, C and D – which are shown on the meter and on little coloured lights on the roof under the word ‘Taxi’. A is the cheapest and is for daytime trips in central Paris. B is for night-time trips in central Paris while C and D are respectively day and night fares to a destination outside Paris. If you ever take a taxi out of Paris you will see the driver change to a higher fare level as soon as he gets beyond the Périphérique. If you think you have been spotted as a tourist, it is as well to be vigilant about the fare level shown on the meter.


FAIRE LA NAVETTE

There is a clear difference between the outward and the homeward journeys of those who faire la navette – commute – on public transport in Paris. In the morning, the coach will be quiet with everyone blearily trying to read one of the free newspapers, such as 20 Minutes, that are distributed at stations. On their return journey, having finished the paper that morning and having nothing else to read, many people pass the time by vainly trying not to eat bread.

Bread, and by this I really mean une baguette, is still a vital part of French culture: I have heard many people over the years declare that they could not envisage eating supper without some fresh bread to go with it. If such people don’t have a baker near their home they have to buy their baguette on the way from work to the station. The chances are thus quite high that when you collapse into your seat for the Métro journey home, you will be driven to distraction by the enticing smell of fresh bread coming from nearby. If you look around, you will most likely spot two cut halves of a fresh baguette peeping out of a bag. They will have been cut by the baker so that they take up less room in the bag. If you look again a few minutes later, one of the cut ends will have disappeared leaving a jagged tear. The time taken to tear the end off a baguette and eat it is a function of the hunger, but especially the willpower, of the person carrying it. Very, very few baguette carriers reach their stop with their bread untouched.


LES INFORMATIONS

Watching the evening news – les informations – on TV is another key part of a typical French day. There are two main channels that offer a half-hour evening news programme – Channels 1 and 2. Each programme has its own characteristics and, more importantly, its own regular newsreader and thus each has its own devoted following. The following really is devoted – everyone seems to have their preferred channel and few people appear to vary their choice at all. The choice seems at least partly hereditary: if asked, many people admit that they watch a given channel because it is the one their parents watched (and probably still watch).

The question of choice is important because you don’t pick one or other of the programmes as a function of convenience: it is not a question of preferring to watch the early evening news rather than the news at ten. This is for the simple reason that both main news programmes are on at the same time every day – 8 p.m. While this may not be that convenient, it does at least mean that whichever one you pick, most of France will be watching at the same time as you. You may find this thought comforting.

As one brought up on British TV where the six o’clock news starts every day on the stroke of six and ends, every day, at the advertised time, French news came as a bit of a surprise. Not only are both main programmes on at the same time, their start times, and more especially, their finishing times, seem somewhat variable. If you are planning on watching the eight o’clock news you should plan on it starting some time around eight-ish: it may be a minute or so before eight, or a minute or so after eight, or even, occasionally, at exactly eight o’clock. This explains why there is no clock shown on the screen, even less the striking


















CertainJeNeSaisQuoi/images/9780141924274_018.jpg
T e Sois Quot

THE IDEAL GUIDE TO

S ow@, ACTING

oy

LIkE THEFRENCH





CertainJeNeSaisQuoi/images/9780141924274_019.jpg





CertainJeNeSaisQuoi/images/9780141924274_001.jpg





CertainJeNeSaisQuoi/images/9780141924274_020.jpg
A Certain...

THE IDEAL GUIDE TO

L%m@ ACTING
AND JZW

LIKE THE FREN C H

S

Charles Timoney (0)






