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There is also a "Europe Grand Hotels, Palaces guide", not so new for part of it, since some hotel descriptions already appear in the second part of the "Story of descent into abyss" – and thus in the "Confidences of a loner" of the "First found texts of a missing hermit"... This little guide has already had several modest updates – once even with "letter to a small bellboy" as a subtitle –, until it was at the end of a number of "Singuliers" : the magazine still exists ! at a slower but more confident pace, Biennal has been counting down since its creation some forty years ago...

To mark the tenth anniversary of the hotel guides, everything has been updated for "Europe Grand Hotels : Guide Best and Worst", starting with this little story repeated here...

St. Pancras Renaissance, London Hotel

Sir George Gilbert Scott's ghost

(Midland Grand Hotel)

(To Adam, the sleeping receptionist...) I am George Gilbert Scott, or rather his ghost, or something else, perhaps even someone different with the same name who looks a lot like him – but it doesn't matter. I was the architect of hundreds of buildings in England in the 19th century, but of only one hotel towards the end of my life, which was partially opened on May 5, 1873 : what is now called the St Pancras Renaissance Hotel London ; for the rest, namely the reasons for its closure and reopening, one need only refer to what is told on the internet... In my lifetime I was called a cynic. I took my revenge by leaving to posterity the decadent neo-Gothic image of a phantasmal England, which still believes itself to be the queen of the world, to the point of still defending its exit from Europe out of sheer stupidity. Now I haunt my hotel, especially the part where the suites giving access to what is pompously called "Chambers Club" have been fitted out – in fact a way to dissuade from the too complicated room service in the immense corridors and staircases of this building where there were hardly any drains until not so long ago... I also get revenge on occasion since the restaurant opened with my name on it – to pay homage to me I guess – has closed (I have a too big room with my name on it but I'm never there). So when I saw these two Frenchmen arrive from Paris, who were also there to prepare a little book praising my hotel, on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of its opening on May 5, 1873, I couldn't help but spoil the party a little... The girl at the reception, named Eve perhaps – and with an equally foreign accent – didn't understand the request : they wanted to pay for the two nights on the day of arrival, and any extras separately on the day of departure (real palaces like the Hotel des Trois Couronnes in Vevey, Switzerland, which doesn't use the Euro though, have no problem with this) ; this receptionist made three mistakes : instead of accepting the payment, she opened a pre-authorization ; there was no credit card receipt given even though the PUK code was dialed ; moreover, the pre-authorization was made in Euros and not in Pounds Sterling : they realized soon after that they had overpaid by several tens of Euros, because the exchange rate used by the hotel is much less interesting than the one used by the French bank, which doesn't charge exchange fees. Later, another receptionist, probably Adam (I usually find him amusing when he's all asleep at the start of his working day), spoke in English – he only knows that language – to those French people as if they were morons : he didn't understand either, or didn't want to understand – and therefore didn't apologize for his colleague's mistakes during the check-in. Obviously, no response from the stooges to this email criticism, so it has been forwarded to a higher place, with the announcement of the publication date, and also of the pre-order of my satire – a satire that will have no effect on the number of clients, since their lack of culture is in line with that of the staff... By the way, this receptionist reminds me of the creature with the crumpled suit that does the food service in his "Chambers Club", a clown with checks more discreet but less elegant than those of a Duke of Windsor's suit : this head waiter is also too tired to greet the customers when he recognizes them, even when they don't have the usual vulgarity of those who have enough money to frequent this part of the establishment. Ah, when my hotel opened in 1873, the chamber pots and bathtubs came and went in the corridors, but at least the service was grand...

As I am a ghost, I travel easily especially on the European continent – like Dracula even if I am only a Sir ; it is funny because I hardly left my island when I was alive. I will copy hereafter the little guide of my two Frenchmen, who love to provoke situations to tell them, and who describe better than me what we saw. To thank them, when they come back to London, I will make sure that they do not think of going back to my place, but to the Hotel Savoy..."

It was after a phone call from Lars Wagner – then former director of the Beau Rivage in Geneva – that the question arose : what is a grand hotel really ?... Years ago, the first version of our little guide was published – a traditional one in printed paper – and we naturally had fun notifying the establishments mentioned : we received only two replies ; then, with a view to new and umpteenth editions, we experimented with the effect that putting our opinions online, even partially, on "Google Map" can have – at a time when anyone can give their opinion on the Internet : this time, more than half replied to us – including Wagner !... By the way, if we were to stay in a hotel in Switzerland again, would we choose to return to Vevey at Les Trois Couronnes, or better still, to the Schweizerhof in Lucerne ? While waiting to decide, we start by repeating what should be avoided...

So here is a new publication of this census : the order has been somewhat disturbed. You had told us about your project to open, thanks to your patron, a big hotel, and you wanted our advice as customers... even if – while we have been a little too frequented this kind of place – we were not newlyweds there, nor did we have to celebrate a wedding anniversary or a birthday, we did not participate in a company seminar, we were neither critics nor journalists invited to say good things about their hosts ; during all these years, we were only two more or less anonymous clients : before it's too late, before vulgarity has perhaps conquered all... This little guide will not change anything in the frequentation of the described establishments, since it serves mainly as a memento for our use...

Normandy, Deauville ; L'Hermitage, La Baule ; Grand Hotel, Enghien ; Westminster, Le Touquet (Barrière Hotels) – Never, ever, do like they did in Deauville : avoid the Normandy like all the Barrière hotels ; in this one in particular, it's small, crammed, shrunken, and, from the decoration, unmarked in the Garcia style, to the clientele, to the staff, calamitous in its pretentiousness, its total lack of courtesy, and its vulgarity. Luxury, like happiness, is not satisfied with the appearances of the past... Arrived, in this part of Calvados, in a grey metallic Bentley reconverted into a cab – on this point alone we could have been mistaken for the Duchess of Windsor going to Maxim's –, stopped by a baggage handler asking, with a not very friendly face, if we were there for the company seminar : a welcoming hello and, worse, a smile that doesn't seem to be part of the service, then the flunky's disappointment at the negative answer ; at the reception desk, a young Norman asking for the payment card used for the reservation, before we even had time to present it, "to verify" he insists, and not even the slightest word of welcome – only the uniform changes compared to the junior colleague on the sidewalk ; on the other side of the entrance to the deserted hall, a concierge, like a provincial "princess" who wants to go to Paris, bends his nose in feigned activity. We are out of season... At dinner, the hotel's few real guests are stored in a pretty little dining room where a sort of Martha Barrière, all in a tizzy, asks a pretty chef de rang to have her bread cut for her... At breakfast, taken in the room according to our habits, we get the room service to talk to us to confirm this... At the Hermitage in La Baule, in comparison, the concierge was at least doing his job – much better than the catering staff... Ah ! if only merule could get rid of all these hotels, as well as the Grand d'Enghien, or the Touquet : for a long time now, never go there again in that Westminster, at least not to eat there – the mature cheeses on the menu come out of the fridge more often than not and are commonly served by boys who flirt with customers without the slightest embarrassment.

Grand Hotel, Cabourg – For a Cambremer with fireplace, porcelain switches... that was long before a fashionable decorator modernized everything in a way he didn't want at home – how long will Proust's room be preserved ?!

Sofitel, Marseille – Luggage left in the morning, which they promise you will be in your room when you return in the afternoon ; as it is not there, they tell you that you have just arrived even though it has been waiting in the luggage room for hours... Take the example of the Beauvau, because it's far cheaper ?

Carlton, Cannes – In Cannes, we haven't stopped for a long time, not going to the Carlton since the best restaurant on the coast on the top floor of the palace has been replaced by a suite for Arab princes... it's true that the installation of a casino on the same level was not a good omen... The concierge was nevertheless perfect and – exceptional in a hotel in France – smiling, in spite of assistants who were hardly pleasant as one would expect, but these bellboys sent without delay to slip the expected folders under the door !... The breakfast served in the room is composed, from one day to the next, according to the sole whims of the staff who do not even seem to be avenged for having to push their carts upstairs, and as for the decaffeinated coffee, it is offered freeze-dried, to be made soluble in barely hot water. During the summer months, you can often only dine on the terrace where the new clientele, which we try to avoid, show off in the morning for the first food of the day, especially when they are content with a room that does not have a view of the sea.

Negresco, Nice – In Nice, too, we are only passing through : at the Negresco, there were only the remains of the Chantecler, where the kitchen craftsmen already thought they were artists ; the last memory there was a kind of butler, vulgarly over-perfumed, huffing and puffing about having to serve a tasting menu at lunch, gushing over his cheese cart as he claimed that his hotel would be the most expensive tourist destination in the world, a character not even remotely pleasant as it should have been, and therefore hardly needing to travel... The Negresco, in Nice, should have become one of our best choices in Europe – no matter what the irresponsible French tourist managers who have arrogated to themselves the right to decree what a palace is despite their atavistic bad taste going hand in hand with their obsessive desires for spas – ; we would then have been talking only about the hotel alone, because staying in a hotel is first and foremost about sleeping in it ; probably one of the last great independent European hotels in France, this dwelling seemed to want to resist despite a singular pandemic which made it break prices for not much, since it then closed "until further notice" during this bad season ; so it is reserved for it to appear here revisited in this new inventory... Then, just on the other side of the gardens, there might be, to finish, this much older palace – where the suite might well be worth the ones next door –, currently called West End, finally as disappointing as the rest.

Hotel d'Europe, Avignon – The baggage handler seemed to find the tip too high ; in his defense, his house hosts too many subsidized parasites of the culture, for him to be accustomed to generosity... then a much too salty soup, but, in the middle of a useless festival, a small suite apt to impress all the more an intermittent of the spectacle that he plays in the Off.

Cour des Loges, Lyon – Only because it was one of our first big youth hotels.

Imperial Palace, Annecy – Building chosen above all for the view : we had to wait for hours to get the room ready, the rest being the same except for the correct room service ; we thought we were at the Aletti in Vichy or, even worse, at the Splendid in Dax ! but this view on the lake
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