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For Dru and Frank White




Ask the traveled inhabitant of any nation, in what country on earth would you rather live? Certainly in my own.… Which would be your second choice? France.

–THOMAS JEFFERSON


Preface

During the 1950s, when I worked as a Time correspondent in Paris, it was standard operating procedure to swamp the editors back in the New York office with voluminous, detailed and often remarkably authoritative reports that they would boil down to a few glossy paragraphs. The process, combined with its anonymity, frequently frustrated me. The result, however, was an enormously successful magazine, and, like the other members of the bureau, I accepted the system. After all, I was enjoying myself in a beautiful city while learning the journalistic trade. But, on the odd chance that they might eventually turn out to be useful, I saved the carbon copies of my original dispatches. A chronicle rather than a memoir, this book contains, in greatly revised form, a selection of those that may evoke the atmosphere of the period and also provide some insights into French life four decades ago. France has evolved dramatically since then; yet to a large extent, as the old saying goes, “Plus ça change, plus ça reste la même chose”–which is, for me, one of its most appealing traits.

I am deeply indebted to Lalaine Estella, my research assistant, who diligently assembled, classified and computerized the thousands of pages I had accumulated. Frank White, Dru White and Anne Chamberlin, my Time associates in those bygone days, shared their recollections with me. My old and close friend André Wormser read the manuscript and furnished me with valuable comments. I also relied in various ways on R. W. Apple, Jill Brett, Joan Bingham, Christian Chapman, Jean Daniel, Timothy Foote, Burt Glinn, Stanley Hoffmann, Anne Lowenstein, Michael Macrone, Marc Menguy, Claude Moisy, Mark Pratt, Christopher Ogden, Grant Reynolds, James Trager, Henri de Turenne, Catherine Van Moppes and the late Nicholas Wahl. Many of my colleagues, both French and American, indirectly assisted me over the years, and they may recognize their contributions in these chapters. Françoise Champey corrected my French. Sybil Pincus skillfully steered the book through the production process, Naomi Osnos was responsible for its gracious design, and Diana Marsh did a fine job of copyediting. I am grateful to Robert Barnett, my agent, for his services. My thanks as well to Peter Osnos, the former president of Times Books, for his initial encouragement. Every writer needs an editor, and Geoff Shandler patiently offered me his guidance from start to finish.

As usual, I depended for advice on my children–Curtis, Marilyn Englander, Catherine and Michael. Above all, my wife, Annette, deserves my gratitude. Not only did she adorn the book with her illustrations, but her memories of Paris refreshed my own.



S.K.
POTOMAC, MARYLAND
APRIL 1997
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Pourquoi Paris
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Thousands of young Americans were flocking to Europe after World War II, and I joined the throng. Late in June 1947, fresh out of college, I went to Paris, planning to stay for the summer. I stayed for ten years.

Pourquoi Paris? Its name alone was magic. The city, the legendary Ville Lumière, promised something for everyone–beauty, sophistication, culture, cuisine, sex, escape and that indefinable called ambience. “When good Americans die they go to Paris,” ran Oscar Wilde’s oft-quoted quip. That was certainly not my purpose in going there, but then, what was it? Perhaps, simply, Paris.

Modern European history and literature had been my major at Harvard, and my courses on France had acquainted me with the ancien régime and the Enlightenment, the Revolution, the Napoleonic era, the Third Republic and, most recently, the valiant Resistance during the German occupation. I had grappled with the works of Molière, Racine, Descartes, Voltaire and les philosophes, Hugo, Flaubert, Stendhal, Balzac, Maupassant, Baudelaire, Verlaine, Rimbaud, Zola, Gide, Proust and postwar intellectuals like Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Albert Camus. Dabbling in art had left me with some notions about Monet, Manet, Degas, Van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec, Picasso, Braque, and the Surrealists and Dadaists. I had been enchanted by such French film classics as La Grande Illusion, La Femme du Boulanger and Les Enfants du Paradis, and knew the songs of Maurice Chevalier and Charles Trenet by heart. Along with the rest of my generation, I had read Hemingway, Fitzgerald and smuggled copies of Henry Miller’s salacious novels, and dreamed of retracing their footsteps through Montparnasse, Saint-Germain-des-Près and the boulevard de Clichy. I was further gulled by the real or exaggerated recollections of GIs and their doughboy fathers of compliant French women–the eternal Mademoiselle from Armentières.

Air travel was then expensive, and most of us crossed the Atlantic by ship, usually third class. My friend and fellow Harvard Crimson editor, Anthony Lewis, the future New York Times columnist, wangled us passage for fifty dollars each aboard a coal freighter bound for Le Havre. I stuffed some clothes and a supply of Camels into a rucksack and my old army duffel bag, and we sailed from Baltimore. We had been at sea for a week, idly reading and playing chess, when a radiogram advised the captain that a strike had paralyzed Le Havre and ordered the ship to Rotterdam. Both German and Allied bombing had leveled the city. I had served during the war in India and China, agricultural lands that were spared such destruction, and the scene as we docked stunned me. But it was only a prelude to the devastation I would witness elsewhere in Europe.

Tony and I proceeded by train to Paris and made our way to the Lutèce, a Latin Quarter hotel that had been recommended to us. Situated near the Sorbonne, it was cheap, apparently clean–and primitive. My little room opened onto an air shaft and contained a narrow bed, a wobbly table, a tiny armoire and a feeble lightbulb. The toilet next door leaked, the smell of greasy cooking permeated the premises, and from somewhere upstairs came the mournful tones of someone practicing the saxophone. The two French students on the floor greeted me warmly, and, though my French was fractured, we managed to communicate. One of them, Hubert Doucet, was a dapper bon vivant with a silky goatee, whose affluent peasant parents deluged him with weekly parcels of butter, cheese, hams and pâtés, which in those days of acute food shortages made him irresistible to girls. The other, Jean-Yves Gory, attended the École des Langues Orientales. The son of pieds-noirs, the label for French residents of Algeria, he would sit up into the wee hours of the morning, assiduously memorizing Chinese ideographs by inscribing them into a notebook with deft strokes of a brush pen. We kept in contact over the years ahead. Eventually he married a Chinese woman, entered the diplomatic corps and rose to the rank of ambassador.

Adjusting to the district, I found a black marketeer who exchanged my dollars for francs at twice the legal rate. Like other student hotels, the Lutèce lacked bathrooms, and my new friends pointed out the public baths, which operated from Thursday afternoon through Sunday morning and charged a nominal fee. Entire families would file in, carrying their own soap and towels; some shared the same tub. For the rest of the week, they depended on eau de cologne. When my Camels ran out, I switched to Gauloises and soon developed a taste for their coarse black tobacco. I became a habitué of the congenial cafés, whose clients could bask on the terrace for hours, nursing a beer or a coffee and observing the passing parade of pedestrians without being disturbed by the waiter. Often I ate in one of the bargain restaurants in the web of streets off the boulevard Saint-Michel, where the otherwise palatable meals were marred by the hard, yellowish bread–the result of a semantic blunder. France had requested aid shipments of wheat from the United States, but the official translator had consulted a British rather than an American dictionary and interpreted the word blé as “corn.”

With my time limited, I plunged into a feverish tour of the city. I rode the antiquated buses or, undaunted by the stench of stale cigarettes and rancid urine, used the Métro, the world’s most efficient subway. Map in hand, I whipped through Notre-Dame, the Sainte-Chapelle, the Tuileries, the Palais-Royal, the Place de la Concorde, the Champs-Élysées, the Arc de Triomphe, and Napoleon’s Tomb and ascended Montmartre to Sacré-Coeur, the wedding-cake basilica. Overcoming my vertigo, I took the elevator up the Eiffel Tower. I also ventured out to Versailles to marvel at the Hall of Mirrors, the Trianon and the geometrically patterned gardens.

Presently, realizing that I could not fully appreciate Paris unless I curbed my frenetic pace, I became a flâneur–an aimless stroller in a town ideal for aimless strolling. I would meander along the Seine, pausing to browse for old prints and magazines in the quayside bouquinistes, outdoor bookstalls, or to watch the barges as they cruised up and down the river, their decks festooned with laundry, their sterns flying French, British, Dutch and other European flags. Perpetual vagabonds, les clochards, many of them alcoholics, camped under the bridges; fishermen hugged the banks, seemingly oblivious to whether they ever got a nibble.

Lovely squares dotted the city, such as the Place des Vosges, a square of brick houses designed in the seventeenth century, and the Place de Furstenberg, where Delacroix had his atelier. I was intrigued by capricious street names, like the rue du Chat-Qui-Pêche off the quai Saint-Michel, which dated back to 1540, and a Left Bank impasse that, prior to becoming the site of a seminary in 1646, had been titled the Cul-de-Sac du Ha! Ha!

Unlike my native New York’s monotonously numbered thoroughfares, Paris street names were a necrology of famous and forgotten French artists, authors, composers, scientists, politicians, diplomats, marshals, admirals, clergymen and a multitude of saints, male and female. The selection process baffled me. Monarchs, including the guillotined Louis XVI, had not been ignored nor, strangely, had Madame de Montespan and Madame de Maintenon, the titular mistresses of Louis XIV. But the honor was denied Robespierre, the architect of the Terror. Bonaparte the general was awarded a rue for defending France against a European coalition late in the eighteenth century, yet not even an alley hallowed Napoleon the emperor, who had transgressed the republican principles of the Revolution. I was proud to see the numbers of American icons immortalized: Washington, Franklin, Jefferson, Lincoln, Edgar Allan Poe, Edison, Wilson, Pershing, Franklin D. Roosevelt and Georges [sic] Gershwin, to cite a few.
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The city, I noticed, had still not recovered from the war. Such essentials as milk, bread, butter, cheese and eggs were rationed, and even foreigners like me had to queue up with citizens at the mairie of their arrondissement to be issued coupons by functionaries–usually cranky old women, many of them war widows. Neglected for years, public and private buildings needed repainting and other repairs. But the French were débrouillards, or manipulators. They got around by bicycle, tricycle, horse carts, rickety trucks and cars, or whatever else moved, including ingenious Rube Goldberg contraptions propelled by kerosene or charcoal engines. Men in shabby suits sported boutonnières, while women achieved a touch of chic by adding a certain je ne sais quoi to their threadbare dresses. Everything from coffee to penicillin was available on the ubiquitous black market–for a price.

One balmy evening I moseyed over to the Right Bank, where the cafés, restaurants, theaters and music halls along the grands boulevards were booming. The brothels had recently been shut down, but the municipal authorities had not banned prostitution, and I was astounded by the hordes of hookers, some of them in gaudy gowns, ornate hats and stiletto heels, others in casual summer frocks. They spanned the spectrum from pinups to hags and, I was told, catered to every purse and perversion. There seemed to be nothing furtive, vulgar or desperate about them; they were pursuing a métier like any other, and solicited their prospective johns courteously and cheerfully with the same hackneyed refrains, “Alors, chéri, tu viens?” and “Tu veux faire une conquête?” This was the permissive Paris of my imagination and, stereotyped though it may have been, I treasured it.

Soon my college roommate, Mitchell Goodman, caught up with me, and we set off into la France profonde–the provinces. We had expected to hitchhike–l’auto-stop, as the French termed it–but vehicles were scarce. Toting our heavy rucksacks, we trudged the blistering roads in one of the worst heat waves on record. The strenuous trek, however, enabled us to look closely at the countryside, which was slumbering in a time warp. We passed villages clustered around mossy stone churches; peasants in smocks and sabots tilling their fields behind teams of oxen; and barefoot boys herding cows, sheep and goats down dusty lanes. Towns along the route, obliterated during the war, were heaps of rubble. Our initial destination was Chartres, some fifty miles southwest of Paris. As we approached, we could discern on the horizon the misty silhouette of the cathedral emerging from the plains of Beauce, one of France’s most fertile regions. It was an inspiring sight that made the ordeal of getting there worthwhile.

Completed in the thirteenth century, the great Gothic cathedral had been overwhelming visitors ever since. The little I could say about it had already been said before–and far better. I was awed by its vaulted ceiling, giant transept and resplendent stained-glass windows, through which rays of sunlight subtly illuminated the interior. The spires and flying buttresses testified to the genius of its architects; the sculpted seraphim and gargoyles on its outer façades to the fabulous craftsmanship of its anonymous artisans. Its magnificence also evoked the phenomenal power of faith and the stupendous wealth of the medieval merchants who had subsidized its construction. Contrary to the widespread assumption that the Catholic Church was moribund, pilgrims from around Europe jammed the cathedral.

I could have lingered there for weeks, but, after a day or two, we zigzagged north to Rouen and the Normandy coast. Concrete bunkers, barbed wire and rusty military equipment, macabre relics of the Allied landings in June 1944, still littered the beaches. We took in Dieppe and Honfleur, then pushed on to Deauville, Trouville and Cabourg, the swanky fin de siècle resorts where Proust had gathered material for À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, his monumental novel.

Hearing that a town in the vicinity was holding a fête champêtre, we drifted over. It was vintage France. Food, drink and lottery stalls had been set up under a canopy of colored lanterns, and couples of all ages in their holiday best were whirling around to a bouncy accordion. I spotted a slender brunette, and we tried the paso doble, which was more of a march than a dance. During the intermission I bought her a syrupy grenadine and myself a tepid beer, and we made a stab at conversation–she in broken English, me in my atrocious French. Finally, clasping my hand, she escorted me to a house and up to a bedroom decorated with a crucifix, where she quickly disrobed. When we had finished, she indicated that un petit cadeau would be agréable, and I peeled off two hundred francs–about a dollar. She gently bussed me on the cheeks and I departed, wondering whether she was a prostitute or just a simple country girl in need of pocket money. My first fling in France, it also left me dubious about the purported boudoir talents of French women. For a while afterward I fretted that I might have contracted a nasty disease.

Mitch and I doubled back to Paris, then swung toward the south. Again we attempted to hitchhike, without much luck, and instead crammed into third-class railway carriages or tramped the scorching roads. After stops at Nîmes, Arles and Aix-en-Provence, we descended the sunbaked, vine-covered slopes of the Midi to the Mediterranean and advanced along the Côte d’Azur from Marseille and Cassis to Saint-Tropez, a languid fishing village yet to be invaded by legions of bikinis and topless bathers. At Cannes and Nice, the playground of the rich, we gawked at the glitzy hotels, palatial villas and sleek yachts anchored in the harbor; looking like hobos in our scruffy GI boots, slovenly khaki trousers and sweaty T-shirts, we also peered into the Monte Carlo casino. Then we headed for Italy.

Despite the favorable exchange rate, we were obsessed with saving money and mooched shamelessly. One night in Genoa we slept on the deck of an American freighter. We wasted too much time in Pisa, only because the commander of an American army unit stationed there coveted company and housed us for nothing. In Florence an American artist we encountered at a trattoria let us sack out on sofas in his flat; in Rome we lodged at a seedy pensione that reeked of olive oil. Nevertheless, we packed in dozens of landmarks, from the Leaning Tower and the Palazzo Vecchio to the Vatican and the Colosseum. Later I would deride tourists who “did” Europe at breakneck speed–but we were doing exactly that.

At Geneva, our next target, we checked into a youth hostel. The war had impoverished most of Europe, but the Swiss had prospered from neutrality, and consumer goods of every kind were abundant. I glutted myself on the food–in particular, the chocolate. As befit its Calvinist heritage, however, Geneva was antiseptic, sedate and numbingly dull, and the idea of staying there repelled me. At the hostel, we met a spirited young Englishwoman called Denise Levertov, and Stephen Peet, a freelance filmmaker. Smitten by her, Mitch announced to me that he was remaining behind. He and Denny were ultimately married. She became one of America’s foremost poets, and he abandoned a potential career as an economist to write and consecrate himself to such causes as nuclear disarmament and opposition to the Vietnam War.

I returned to Paris alone, and to the bleak Lutèce. As the summer waned, I contemplated the idea of going home as I had planned. I could not conceive of living abroad for long or, even less, becoming an expatriate, but I had barely scratched the surface of France and felt that I ought to dig deeper. While I wrestled with my predicament, Peet abruptly appeared with a French girl by the name of Claude Sarraute. Though she was not conventionally pretty, her curly chestnut hair, radiant smile, twinkling eyes and particularly her vivacity appealed to me. Soon we were meeting frequently at cafés or secluded restaurants. Her English was fluent; as a child she had been tutored by one of her mother’s acquaintances, an obscure and penniless Irish writer called Samuel Beckett, then chiefly known to the Paris literati as James Joyce’s former secretary. Later, over drinks with him, I asked Beckett, “If you were marooned on a desert island and could only have one book, which one would it be?” He replied without hesitation, “Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson.”

Now nineteen, Claude was studying law but aspired to become an actress. She was still troubled by her wartime experiences. The Germans had detained her father, and she had single-handedly won his release by pleading with the prison commander. Her mother, originally a Russian Jew, had dodged arrest by the pro-Nazi French militia by concealing herself in a village under a false name. As many French did, Claude admired the Communists for their part in the Resistance and, out of emotion rather than ideology, joined the party. She stirred me with dramatic yarns of the intrepid maquis, most of them–unbeknownst to her–sheer fiction. Following the war, virtually all the French boasted of having participated in the Underground, yet subsequent surveys divulged that, as late as January 1944, fewer than twenty thousand were actually involved. Six months afterward, on the eve of the liberation of Paris, they totaled only some three hundred thousand–a negligible percentage of the population. By comparison, the vast majority supported Marshal Philippe Pétain’s regime in Vichy, which collaborated with the Germans by deporting some seventy-five thousand Jews to concentration camps.

Claude and I were simply copains until, one rainy day in my hotel room, we ceased to be comrades and she became ma petite amie. It was just the impetus I needed to reach a decision: now I would remain in Paris, at least for the foreseeable future. As a veteran, I was entitled under the GI Bill to seventy-five dollars a month–on condition that I enroll in school. It was a decent sum in francs, and I promptly signed up for La Cours de civilisation française, a curriculum for foreigners at the Sorbonne. But I was to learn more about France from Claude than from attending classes.

We spoke English, but she set out to refine my abysmal French on the grounds that every educated person ought to be familiar with the language. Supposedly a model of clarity and precision, French had been the lingua franca of elites around the world for centuries. Yet it seemed to me, as I battled to master it, that compared to English it was a swamp of abstractions and ambiguities–and perhaps, like Latin, doomed. Dismayed by that prospect, crusaders were forever organizing conferences and drafting petitions demanding stiff legislation to protect the mother tongue–as though the glory of France hinged on its survival. They also lobbied for the creation of La Francophonie, a kind of commonwealth that would promote the preservation of French in France’s dwindling overseas empire.

Particularly alarming to these linguistic chauvinists was the barbarous onslaught against the purity of French by “Anglo-Saxon” terms, notably Americanisms, which produced such pernicious franglais as le briefing, le marketing and le packaging. A big brasserie in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, converted by an entrepreneur into Le Drug-Store, served les hamburgers and similar items at its fast food counter. The chic drink in the bars off the Champs-Élysées was un baby Scotch sur les rocks. Unable to withstand this assault, the Larousse dictionary not only added several Franglais words to its revised edition but used one to define another. Thus, le racket was “une association de malfaiteurs engagés dans le blackmail par le chantage et la terreur.”

I agonized over grammar, especially tenses–the past, the present, the future, the conditional, the subjunctive, the past imperfect, the more-than-perfect and the tortuous imperfect of the subjunctive. Equally puzzling were verbs–regular, irregular, active, passive, indicative, reflexive. Intractable rules prevented the transformation of nouns into adjectives and adverbs, so that a modifier’s position determined its meaning: un brave homme was a good man and un homme brave a courageous man. Another hurdle was the meager French vocabulary. With only about thirty thousand words, fewer than half as many as in English, one had to do the duty of several and vice versa. Hence, encore signified “still,” “again” and “yet”; and faire recurred hundreds of times, as in faire la cuisine for cooking and faire la cour for wooing. The French prided themselves on their logic, but genders defied all reason. Why was le vagin masculine but one of the many terms for a penis, la verge, feminine? Or, just as confusing, why was the province la Bourgogne and the wine le Bourgogne? I was often misled by les faux amis, apparent cognates that really aren’t. For example, amateur was a connoisseur in French and a neophyte in English. French resonated with extravagant circumlocutions inherited from Versailles, where the king and his courtiers had competed against each other in demonstrations of elegant style. Elaborate phrases freighted banal official notices: a no-smoking sign–IL EST FORMELLEMENT INTERDIT DE FUMER–sounded like an injunction against homicide. As a matter of form, ordinary citizens emulated this highfalutin usage. Even the routine letter attached to a bill from the plumber or the carpenter would terminate with the salutation “Nous vous prions, mon cher monsieur, d’accepter l’expression de nos sentiments les plus respectueux.”

By persevering, I picked up idioms, colloquialisms and a smattering of argot–a more vivid vernacular than English slang. Gradually my ear also became attuned to the cadence of words, whose syllables all carried the same weight. The French habit of stringing words together with machine-gun rapidity stymied me until, in the Métro one day, I happened to eavesdrop on a couple of prattling women and was able to separate one word from another. I was making progress.

But, as I became more proficient, I found conversations with the French to be frustrating. Reluctant to be pinned down, they had an irksome way of answering questions with “en principe”–in theory. So the headwaiter who said that he had a table en principe was implying that he reserved the right to give it to a more important guest. Happily, though, regulations also existed en principe, which meant that violations were negotiable. I was often exasperated by the propensity among highbrows to convolute the most simple explanation. Again and again they would interrupt their discussions to object: “Oui, mais c’est beaucoup plus compliqué que ça.” Known as l’esprit de contradiction, this was part of their penchant for endless polemics.

Claude was devoted to Paris and, as we wandered around, she explained the city’s human geography to me. It was less a cohesive community than a quilt of communities, each with its distinctive characteristics. The nouveaux riches resided in large, bourgeois apartments in the impersonal Sixteenth Arrondissment, the parallel of Manhattan’s Upper East Side, while the nobility and old money clung to majestic, often decrepit mansions–hôtels particuliers–tucked away in the shaded side streets of the Proustian Faubourg Saint-Germain. Fashionable, well-heeled professionals tended to congregate in nearby Saint-Germain-des-Prés, a district of modish art galleries, antique dealers, interior decorators, publishing houses, bookstores, restaurants, bars and cafés. The smart set also gravitated toward the exuberant atmosphere of the Latin Quarter, or the tranquil Île-Saint-Louis and Île-de-la-Cité, the cradle of the city, whose gentrified flats overlooked the Seine. Claude and I explored the ancient artifacts at the Cluny Museum; the former Jewish ghetto in the Marais; and the Place de la Contrescarpe behind the Pantheon. But not all of Paris was a picture postcard. The Fifteenth Arrondissement, for example, was a dreary district populated by small shopkeepers, office employees, minor functionaries and rentiers. In quartiers populaires like Belleville and Ménilmontant, on the edge of town, factory workers dwelt in blocks of sleazy tenements with stand-up Turkish toilets.

Cozy cabarets known as chansonniers elated Claude, but my French was not yet up to their witty gigs. We tracked down quaint bistros, like one in the serpentine rue Mouffetard, whose patronne, reputedly a retired prostitute, chanted ribald ditties. Late at night we might go over to Les Halles, the bustling central market, for soupe à l’oignon, escargots and boudin. Now and again we would drop into Le Bal Nègre, in the rue Blomet, where young Africans and white women gyrated to pulsating rhythms–a sight that initially startled me. One weekend we cycled through the Loire Valley, sampling its crisp white Vouvray and scouring its Renaissance châteaux–Amboise, Blois, Azay-le-Rideau, Chambord and the exquisite Chenonceau.

We were addicted to movies and would see three, even four, a week. Not only did they help to improve my French, but many of them were perceptive social commentaries that provided me with insights into the complexities of France. Particularly absorbing were those produced during the 1930s, when the French, still reeling from their frightful losses in World War I and shattered by the Depression, had grown profoundly pessimistic and cynical. No director captured their mood as brilliantly as did Jean Renoir in La Grande Illusion and La Règle du Jeu. Among the exponents of the gloomy genre labeled “poetic fatalism” was Marcel Carné, who made Hôtel du Nord, Quai des Brumes, Le Jour Se Lève and his crowning achievement, Les Enfants du Paradis. I was also riveted by Marcel Pagnol’s bittersweet trilogy of Provençal life, César, Marius and Fanny, and by René Clair’s satires, À Nous la Liberté, Quartorze Juillet, Le Million and Sous les Toits de Paris.

Crucial to the industry’s success were such screenwriters as Jean Cocteau, Jacques Prévert, Charles Spaak and Henri Jeanson, men steeped in the theatrical tradition. The best films owed their luster as well to an array of dazzling actors, like Raimu, the poignant Marseille café proprietor in the Pagnol movies; Jean Gabin, the forlorn fugitive in Pépé le Moko; and Jean-Louis Barrault, the melancholy mime in Les Enfants du Paradis. Others included Fernandel, the toothy bumpkin; the feline Michèle Morgan; and Gérard Philipe, the heartthrob who soared to fame in 1947 in Le Diable au Corps, the tragedy of an awkward adolescent in love with his married schoolteacher. One of the most versatile, Michel Simon, a burly, gravel-voiced former circus clown, excelled at portraying droll eccentrics and tormented souls. I saw Hôtel du Nord so often that I could imitate Arletty’s saucy retorts to Louis Jouvet, her sardonic costar. Jailed after the war for having had a liaison with a Luftwaffe officer, Arletty was barred from the screen until 1949.

The Paris intelligentsia revered films with a solemnity that was almost religious. Latin Quarter theaters featured lengthy audience debates following their séances, and the weekly literary journals ran lengthy articles analyzing le cinéma in tedious detail. Artsy critics had a flair for finding esoteric traits in movies; one of them, for instance, described Hellzapoppin, a slapstick Hollywood production, as “un bel exemple du retro-surréalisme.” Forbidden by the Germans during the war, American pictures were then just returning, to the delight of the French. They worshiped Laurel and Hardy, Harold Lloyd, Buster Keaton, the Marx Brothers and, above all, “Charlot,” their sobriquet for Charlie Chaplin. Hugely popular in the provinces, Westerns were invariably dubbed into French: a cowboy strides into a saloon, slams his fist on the bar and barks, “Gimme a shot of red-eye”–and, lips flapping, his voice comes out, “Un Dubonnet, s’il vous plaît.”

By now Claude had added a new and serious dimension to our relationship by introducing me to her family. Raymond, her father, was a tall, bespectacled, graying lawyer in his late forties. Roughly the same age, her mother, Nathalie–a lean, severe-looking woman with a hawk nose, piercing black eyes and combed-back ebony hair–had studied at Oxford and spoke flawless English. They had two younger daughters–Anne, a quiet teenager, and an ebullient twelve-year-old, Dominique. Their spacious apartment in the Sixteenth Arrondissement was typically haut bourgeois, but little else about them seemed to fit that label. Impassioned by art, Raymond preferred prowling around museums and galleries to practicing law, while Nathalie, who had published a novel before the war, was immersed in another. They welcomed me cordially and–dispensing with Gallic decorum, which would have required me to address them as monsieur and madame–Nathalie encouraged me to call her Natasha, her Russian diminutive, and Raymond by his first name. They also urged me to use the intimate tu form with them, a further break with formality. Urbane and cultivated, they differed drastically from my lace-curtain parents back in Brooklyn, and I was instantly attracted to them.

To gratify my journalistic impulses, I started to send pieces to a Connecticut weekly, whose proprietor I had met through a friend. He gave me a boldface byline in lieu of payment. I wrote the usual stuff about France and, in November 1947, embarked on a journey to Prague. The city, one of the oldest in Europe, retained a medieval flavor, notably in the Jewish cemetery, with its tiered tombs. Czechoslovakia straddled the frontier between the Western democracies and the Soviet Union; and, with the Cold War then intensifying, I sought to determine whether the country could maintain that precarious position. Though a coalition of Socialists and Communists ruled the country, the Communists controlled the security police and much of the army, and they were obedient to Moscow. So the Russians had only to give the order for them to seize power. My sole sources were a few Czech students at Charles University, and they sounded optimistic yet uncertain. As one of them said, “We can cope with our problems if we’re left alone, but will we be left alone?”

My erstwhile Harvard professor of American literature, F. O. Matthiessen, who had a special affinity for the Czechs, was lecturing at Charles, and I dropped in to hear him. He recognized me and, presuming that a former student had come all that way for his sake, was visibly affected. Like his friend Jan Masaryk, the foreign minister, he was convinced that Czechoslovakia could steer a middle course and later, over drinks, emphasized that belief to me. They were both woefully wrong. In February 1948 the Communists staged a coup and murdered Masaryk by shoving him out of a window. Dejected, Matty leaped to his own death in 1950 from the window of a Boston hotel. He was, I always thought, one of the earliest casualties of the Cold War.

I returned to Paris and induced Claude to move in with me. After scouting around, we singled out the Grand Hôtel des Principautés Unies, which despite its preposterously grandiloquent title could have been the set of La Bohème. Our garret had a mansard window, a slate floor, a sloping ceiling, a defunct fireplace and no bath. But we were charmed by its location on the rue Servandoni, a cobblestoned street named for the architect of the nearby Église Saint-Sulpice, a ponderous granite church noted for Olivier Messiaen’s organ recitals. It was also convenient to the Jardin du Luxembourg and to Saint-Germain-des-Prés, one of our haunts. I was mystified by the wizened crone in the room beneath us. Swathed in black, she would creep up and down the stairwell as she went about her errands. Snooping was considered to be a grave breach of privacy in discreet Paris, but, unable to restrain my curiosity, I pressed our landlady, Madame Gargne, to tell me about her–and, with some reluctance, she related the following story.


When I was young, I went to Saint Petersburg to work as a governess for an aristocratic family. Then came the Bolshevik Revolution, and suddenly they vanished. Were they executed? Who knows? I fled to France, married and my husband purchased this hotel. One day, years later, a old Russian woman appeared from nowhere. Of all things, she turned out to be the mother of the princesses who had been my pupils. How she endured her plight is a long story, but she was destitute. Eh bien, what could I do? I gave her a room–free, it goes without saying–and a small allowance. She’s been here ever since, and I suppose she’ll die here.



Claude spent much of her time with a troupe of novice actors and I with my American chums, most of whom were riding the GI Bill and studying–or pretending to study–such subjects as art, literature, ballet, even haute cuisine. Some of them were having affairs with French women, others with American girls who had come to Paris to shed their inhibitions. At night we hung out in cafés, arguing about everything from politics to baseball. Many of us had ambitious plans, but life at the time was too leisurely and pleasant to fuss about them. Conspicuously absent from the group was a veteran and Harvard graduate, Norman Mailer. He and his wife, Bea, had a modest apartment in Montparnasse and were seldom seen on the café circuit. Disciplined and industrious, Mailer was completing his first novel, The Naked and the Dead, which was to become a blockbuster best-seller and make him the most acclaimed writer of his generation. I got to know him better shortly afterward in New York.

Late in the spring of 1948, I concluded that, however much I relished lotus-eating in Paris, the time had come to return to the real world of America for good. I was confident that my year abroad had made me a suitable candidate for a newspaper job. To allay Claude’s doubts, I blithely assured her that a bilingual actress would take Broadway by storm, and she consented to accompany me.

We arrived in New York and accepted my parents’ offer of a room in their cramped apartment–a grievous error. As a child, my mother had herself been an immigrant from a Galician shtetl, but now she contemptuously referred to newcomers as “greenhorns.” She dismissed Claude as an unwanted alien–even asserting in Claude’s presence that I could have made a better match with the daughter of a wealthy businessman. My father, mainly chagrined by my lack of drive, chided me: “A Harvard man, and you’re spinning your wheels.” The constant nagging reduced Claude to tears, and, recalling her family’s kindness toward me, I was appalled and ashamed. I sublet a cold-water flat in Greenwich Village for seventeen dollars a month, and we moved in.

After registering for unemployment insurance, I pounded the pavements in search of a job–in vain. Claude, for her part, was selling ladies’ undergarments in a schlocky Union Square department store–where, to her amusement, the other clerks called her “Frenchie.” The heat was ferocious, and our grungy flat lacked an air conditioner or even a shower. Though I was despondent, Claude, peculiarly, appeared to be enjoying herself and would regale me in the evenings with hilarious tales of yentas frantically clawing each other over corsets, bras and girdles. I wanted to show her New England but, childishly puritanical, worried that the hotels would rebuff us unless we were married. A friend mobilized a judge, who perfunctorily performed the ceremony at City Hall. We rejoiced in being man and wife; in reality we were a pair of rudderless kids.

But we submerged our difficulties in New York’s simple pleasures. We climbed the Statue of Liberty, ambled around Coney Island, crossed the Brooklyn Bridge on foot, ate clams in Hoboken, and sat around the White Horse Tavern, where the mellifluous Dylan Thomas held forth. Now the toast of the town, Norman Mailer invited us to one of his bashes, and le tout Manhattan was there–writers, publishers, editors, critics, actors, models, trendy stockbrokers and assorted groupies. Among them, oddly, was a German on a fellowship at Columbia. He was drunk and pawed Claude, sputtering, “You remind me of a French girl I knew during the Occupation.” Despite the din, Mailer overheard the remark and lunged at him, and the party degenerated into a brawl. Years later I ran into the German and, amazingly, he recognized me. “What I did that night was absolutely unforgivable, and I’ve never forgotten it,” he said. “Please give my apologies to your wife.”

At the time former Vice President Henry A. Wallace was campaigning for president on the Progressive Party ticket. He was warning that the rising tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union imperiled peace, and, though I subscribed to his concern, I rejected his belief in Stalin’s innocence, a stance that either reflected his credulity or had been foisted on him by the Communists in his entourage. Still, I intended to vote for him against Harry Truman. One evening Claude and I tagged along with Mailer and his wife to a Wallace rally in Yankee Stadium, where a spotlight was focusing on celebrities in the crowd. Already exhibiting the machismo that was to become his signature, Mailer said, “When it reaches me, I’m going to declare that tomorrow I’m joining the Communist Party.” But, when it did hit him, he acknowledged the applause by merely standing up, nodding and, like a prizefighter, clenching his hands over his head.

In September, disappointed by our failure, Claude and I decided to retreat to Paris, where poverty was no disgrace. I had three more years left under the GI Bill, but I itched for a journalistic outlet. A “progressive newsweekly,” the National Guardian, was being launched to champion Wallace, and Mailer put me in touch with the editor, Cedric Belfrage. A suave Englishman, who among his past activities had been a junior Hollywood screenwriter, Belfrage suggested that I freelance for the paper. I realized that it was a fringe publication, but I could call myself a foreign correspondent and obtain press credentials–and grabbed the offer.

Returning to Paris felt like being home. I retrieved our old room at the Principautés Unies, which had acquired several new residents. One of them, Claude Luter, a young French clarinetist, spent hours glued to Sidney Bechet and Benny Goodman records, imitating their riffs; subsequently, he formed a combo that became all the rage in the cellar boîtes then proliferating around Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Another, a gangly former Harvard Crimson editor, Otto Friedrich, was amassing notes for some sort of Paris journal. Hemingway’s mentor, Gertrude Stein, had died two years before, and her companion, Alice B. Toklas, adopted Friedrich. He was also close to a fellow American writer, James Baldwin. They were fixtures at the Reine Blanche and the Pergola, nearby cafés, and from time to time I joined them, along with David Hersey, another Harvard friend, who ended up in Hollywood as a second-rate successor to Sydney Greenstreet. Baldwin would reminisce acrimoniously on growing up black in Jim Crow America, a theme of his future novels. Unable to fathom the depths of his anger, I once asked him, “Don’t you think that conditions will inevitably improve?” He looked at me with his liquid, bulging eyes and answered, “Maybe, but I’m living now.”

Yet another neighbor at the hotel was John Beckett, an Irishman. Sam’s nephew, he had shaggy black hair and bore an uncanny resemblance to Beethoven; appropriately, he was studying composition. One day he introduced me to a pal of his, Brendan Behan, who had just flown in from Dublin. A muscular, florid-faced figure, Behan insisted on our going out for beers. At the first café he stupefied the clients by buying them all drinks. Soon he was staggering from one café to another, boisterously yelling, singing revolutionary hymns and embracing everybody in sight. Finally John and I dragged him back to the hotel, where he slept off his binge on the floor of John’s room. Early the next morning he resumed his boozing, and I accompanied him. As we toured the cafés, he consumed immense quantities of beer, wine and cognac, and nattered away about himself in a brogue as thick as oatmeal. Whether he was telling the truth scarcely mattered. I was mesmerized by his eloquence and listened to him spellbound.

He had volunteered for the Irish Republican Army and in 1939, at sixteen, was arrested by the Liverpool police for carrying explosives. At his trial he confessed that he had come to England to “remove the baneful influence of British imperialism” from Ireland, and he was sentenced to three years in Borstal. He jokingly glossed over the rigors of jail–the screws, puffs and hard labor–saying that he had used the stretch to devour everything from Gibbon and Yeats to Galsworthy and Bernard Shaw. “Borstal was my university, not your fucking Trinity, Oxford or Harvard,” he said. He later tried to enlist in the Israeli underground fighting the British in Palestine but was turned down. “They only wanted Jews,” he told me, “and I wasn’t about to have the tip of me pecker lopped off.” Though his father had been excommunicated, along with thousands of other Republicans, he had not forsaken the Church. To show me that he still knew his Latin prayers, he intoned Lachryma Christi, the Tears of Christ.

Now he was earning a mint painting lighthouses, a job that isolated him for weeks on some remote island. He also made money writing poems and essays in Gaelic for the Irish press under the byline Breandán Ó Beachaín. “They don’t give a shit what you say,” he explained, “just as long as it’s in Gaelic.” Prohibited from stopping in England, he would periodically fly over to Paris, shoot his wad on a bender and return to the lighthouses. Never could I have imagined then that he would become one of Ireland’s leading writers–nor, perhaps, did he.

This time I matriculated at the prestigious École des Sciences Politiques, again cut classes and concentrated on my Guardian dispatches. I naively allowed my own left-wing slant to be tilted even further by the attitudes of France’s enormously influential intellectuals, the majority of whom were either Communists or fellow travelers. Later I became more realistic–though at the time, swayed by this climate, I disparaged the Marshall Plan, one of the most generous programs in American history, as a disguised maneuver to dominate Europe. I also minimized the Soviet threat of aggression and criticized the rearmament of West Germany. But the leftists, whatever their motives, were not always misguided; taking my cue from their reports, I wrote about France’s futile conflict to regain its colony in Indochina and its ruthless suppression of an independence movement in Madagascar, a little-known episode that claimed some eighty thousand lives.

The Guardian could not afford to pay my expenses, and, traveling on a shoestring, I pursued stories outside Paris. Roaming around France’s industrial north, I spent a week in grimy towns like Lille and Roubaix, where workers and their families lived in tumbledown houses without heat or indoor plumbing. I thumbed my way through Spain and did a series on the Franco regime, the archaic Catholic Church, the effects of the ghastly Civil War and, copying Hemingway, death in the afternoon in Madrid. Soon I was contributing to L’Observateur, a liberal French weekly founded by Claude Bourdet, a tweedy intellectual, and to the New Statesman, a British magazine, whose editor, Kingsley Martin, a donnish English Labourite, had probably never met a laborer.

Soon I became a magnet for visiting American lefties, many of them doctrinaire dimwits. One of the exceptions was I. F. Stone, who toed nobody’s line but his own. I had read his columns in PM, the New York Post and other papers for years, and admired his irreverence. Pudgy, myopic and hard of hearing, he had come to Paris to write a book, and was leasing former premier Léon Blum’s house in Jouy-en-Josas, a nearby village. An old reporter accustomed to the clatter of the city room, Izzy could not tolerate the silence of the countryside and persuaded The New York Times’s bureau chief, a friend, to lend him a desk next to the teletype machine. He celebrated his son Jeremy’s fifteenth birthday by taking him to see the nudes at the Folies-Bergère. A relentless gourmet, he enjoyed nothing more than touring his favorite restaurants, and now and again I would go along. When came the revolution, I cautioned him, he would be summarily shot for bourgeois deviationism. “Carpe diem,” he retorted as he polished off a foie gras de canard glacé, a poularde à la bonne femme and a bottle of chilled Meursault.

By contrast, there was Ella Winter, the widow of Lincoln Steffens, the renowned turn-of-the-century muckraker and one of my heroes. She had married screenwriter Donald Ogden Stewart, whose breezy scenarios had won him an Oscar. Blacklisted by Red-baiters, he had settled with Ella in London. At dawn one day she telephoned to say that she had to see me urgently, and I hastened over to her upscale hotel in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Ushering me into the suite, she gestured ominously at a lamp to suggest that it was bugged; then, whispering hoarsely, began to outline some birdbrained scheme to promote Henry Wallace to the French. We were huddled together on a couch when Stewart, a bald, lanky man, shuffled in from the bedroom, still in his pajamas. After staring at us for a moment, he leaned down and whispered, “Anybody know what’s happened to the toothpaste?”


2
En Famille
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Toward the fall of 1949, Claude and I accepted her parents’ invitation to move in with them. After a year in a garret, I could not resist the temptation of a large apartment with central heating and a bathroom, though I had misgivings about forsaking the lively Left Bank and my buddies at the Principautés Unies for the triste Sixteenth. I was also unsure whether I could cope with Natasha’s moods–the erratic Slav temperament. She could be uptight and relaxed, petulant and amiable, dour and jolly. Even so, I adored her–or perhaps it was the intellectual electricity of her company. Her dinners were monastic: a dry omelet or chop, pallid vegetables, soggy salad, tired cheese, fruit, yogurt and vin ordinaire. But the food was secondary to the ambience. Subtle, sensitive, eclectic and stimulating, she orchestrated the conversation, which might range from discussions of Kafka or Jean Genet to the new Anouilh play, a recent Swedish film or Piaf’s current revue at the Olympia. She reveled in gossip: Picasso’s latest mistress, Jean-Paul’s quarrels with Simone. When the talk got too complicated for my rudimentary French, I would sit there mutely, nodding, smiling and pretending to fathom it all. For Natasha, virtually everything had to contain a literary allusion; construing my silence to be humility, she dubbed me Alyosha, the saintly Karamazov brother. It was a tender sobriquet and, I suspected, she regarded me as the son she yearned to have had.

She balked at disclosing much about her personal life, contending that all she wished to divulge could be gleaned from her novels. Periodically, however, she would reveal a few details to me, and Claude also provided me with scraps. The daughter of Ilya Tcherniak, a chemical engineer, she was born in 1900 in Ivanovo, a city about one hundred and forty-five miles from Moscow. The region lay “beyond the pale”–out of bounds to Jews–but Tcherniak was granted an exemption because he had invented a new process for coloring textiles, and a large factory there coveted his skills. Natasha’s mother, Pauline Chatunovski, wrote mawkish novels and short stories. One uncle was a noted mathematician, another a terrorist who escaped to Sweden after attacking a train and later wandered around Europe as a fugitive.

Natasha’s early years sounded traumatic. She was three when her parents divorced. Her mother took her to Paris, where they briefly lived with her mother’s lover before returning to Russia. In 1909, disgusted with the oppressive czarist regime, her father also immigrated to Paris. He founded a small dye plant, prospered and married a Russian woman who bore him two children. Natasha shuttled between her mother and father until she finally settled with him. Though she was a burden on his new family, he encouraged her education. She excelled in Latin and French at her lycée, graduated with honors, won a degree in English at the Sorbonne and another in history at Oxford, spent six months in Berlin and, back in Paris, studied and subsequently practiced law. In 1925 she married Raymond and started to write. If she had ever held a grudge against her father for her insecure childhood, she sublimated it. He was now in his seventies and infirm, and she doted on him, visiting him regularly and schlepping along Claude, her sisters and me to genuflect to diedushka–“grandpapa.”

His stuffy apartment could have been in Moscow. A samovar steamed away on a sideboard piled high with Russian pastries, and assorted Russians always seemed to be hanging around. His wife hovering over him, the wrinkled patriarch sat slouched in an armchair, wearing a beret, a muffler, a sweater and carpet slippers, sipping tea from a glass and, defying his doctor’s orders, inhaling Gauloises. He would reminisce in his heavy Russian intonation about his youth in Paris prior to World War I, when he played chess with Lenin and other banished Russian revolutionaries in the garden of La Closerie des Lilas on the boulevard Montparnasse–or so he claimed. From time to time he would advise me on my career, repeating, “Apprenez votre métier. Avant tout c’est le métier qui compte.”

After France surrendered to the Germans, he avoided the fate of thousands of Jews by fleeing to Switzerland. Rather than accompany him, as she could have done, Natasha chose to remain behind with her own family. She refused to register as a Jew or wear the requisite yellow Star of David, and concealed herself in a village in the vicinity of Paris, where, under the alias Nicole Sauvage, she posed as the governess of her younger daughters. In 1948, a year before her father died, she obliquely described her complex sentiments toward him in her novel Portrait d’un Inconnu, for which Sartre wrote the preface. A succès d’estime, it validated her as a promising avant-garde author and gained her entry into the outer rim of the inner literary circle.

An experimental movement known as Le Roman Nouveau was then beginning to gather momentum. Led by Michel Butor and Alain Robbe-Grillet, two young writers, its intent was to shatter the mold of classical fiction and examine, as if through a microscope, the impact of contemporary existence on human psychology. Natasha had long been an exponent of the genre. Her novels–“anti-novels,” Sartre labeled them–substituted explorations of the subconscious for action. “Not once,” she explained in an interview, “does a character of mine close a window, wash her hands, put on an overcoat.” Instead, the people in her books involuntarily oscillate in their orbits like tropisms, sometimes missing one another, sometimes colliding fatally. Influenced by Proust, Joyce and Virginia Woolf, she had been toying with the notion for years; her first novel, which she started in 1932 and published in 1939, was titled Tropismes. Though Simone de Beauvoir had no qualms about Sartre’s affairs with mindless women–and even procured them for him–she resented his admiration for Natasha, whose intelligence rivaled hers. She impugned Nastasha’s style as “nihilism,” asserting that “nothing was there, no concrete reality.” Such backbiting typified the waspish intellectual community, but Natasha, confident that she was on the right track, plodded on.
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Like many French authors, she wrote in cafés, usually in some out-of-the-way bistro whose proprietor respected the privacy of his clients. Plunking herself down at a rear table, she would order a coffee and, oblivious of the noise, work for hours, chain-smoking and laboring over every word as she groped for the exact nuance. She permitted only Raymond to read and comment on her manuscripts. Had she solicited my views, I would have been flustered. Her novels mystified me, and to tell her so candidly, I feared, would have alienated us. As it was, she never asked me for my opinion; perhaps she deemed me incapable of rendering a judgment. But if my failure to appreciate her books disappointed her, it did not affect our relationship.

She treated me as she did her children, proudly showing my articles in the Paris journals to her friends, attempting to improve my crude manners and expressing her dismay at my sloppy clothes. Her maternal concern for my welfare could be annoying, but I felt gratified that she considered me to be an integral part of the family. I was puzzled, though, by her petty snobbishness. Her loftiness notwithstanding, she was impressed by aristocrats and particularly voguish highbrows. She would have been delighted, I imagined, if one of her daughters married a famous writer or painter.

The undertow of anti-Semitism pervading France could be a hurdle for social climbers, but Natasha made no secret of her Jewishness. When someone depicted her as half Jewish, she corrected him: “Pardon me, all Jewish.” Still, Jewish class distinctions mattered to her. Occasionally she would tease me as “un petit Juif de Brooklyn”–a ghetto rather than an upper-crust Jew like herself. Then she discovered that I played tennis, a posh sport in France, and I soared in her esteem.

I was intrigued by Raymond, whose remarkable erudition counterpointed Natasha’s creativity. Encyclopedic on the subject of art, he could identify nearly every painting and sculpture in the Louvre and had also combed the Tate, the Prado, the Pitti and scores of other European museums and galleries. He was versed in philosophy, math, science, the French classics, Shakespeare, Dante, Goethe, Tolstoy, Mark Twain. His only flaw–if it could be called a flaw–was his weakness for women. When the Kinsey Report estimated that fifty percent of American men indulged in extramarital relations, he indirectly confessed his own infidelity to me, laughing, “Only half? Here the figure would more be like ninety percent.” At first his admission shocked my prudish American sensibilities, but it reflected one of the realities of France: adultery, unless it led to divorce and violated the sanctity of the family, was a harmless diversion that merely added a dash of spice to the humdrum diet of daily existence
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