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PREFACE

Richard Lewis is definitely old-school intercultural. I say this with fondness and a real respect for the ‘second generation’ – professionals who blazed trails that opened the new field for further exploration. Richard began his international adventures immediately in the wake of the publication of E.T. Hall’s seminal Silent Language, the first book that mentions ‘intercultural communication’. Richard subsequently made his own substantial contribution to the framing of cultural differences, but this book is something different. It is more about his direct experience of cultural differences than it is about explanations of them, told in a voice which is direct and not filtered by academic jargon

The first story, ‘Bangor’, presents Richard’s style admirably. After setting the context with recognizable details of an innovative language program, he provides a few broad-brush descriptions of cultural behavior: ‘The Italian men danced with the blonde Finnish girls … The Finnish men occupied the bar … The Japanese stood around modestly …’. He never actually says that Italians are like this and Finns are like that. He simply presents his observations of the behavior without omitting the cultural affiliations. I suppose a naïve reader might think he was stereotyping the cultures, but his statements are seldom about cultures per se; rather, they are about people who happen to be from certain cultures. I think the appropriate reading of these statements is to take them as details in a story, not as claims made about groups of people.

Although it is clearly not Richard’s goal in this book to convey conceptual framing of his stories, I nevertheless think it would be useful to offer a definition of cultural generalizations and how they differ from cultural stereotypes. Anytime we talk about anything, we are generalizing (categorizing) to some extent, since otherwise we would only be able to describe our sensory sensations. The moment we categorize our perception as ‘a cow’, we have generalized, since, as semanticists have long taught, cow1 is not cow2. Similarly, person1 is not person2, but it is useful to intercultural communication to define certain forms of behavior that are more or less common to particular groups of persons and that differ across groups.

Generalizations about culture are not so much about the culture than they are about the observational categories that are used to distinguish the cultural behavior. One of the original examples of this kind of category is E.T. Hall’s distinction of low context and high-context communication behavior. Hall did not intend to characterize entire cultures as more low or high context; rather he claimed that the distinction might be useful in identifying a potential cultural difference in communication behavior that could impact cross-cultural understanding. Richard Lewis followed that tradition in formulating his categories of linear-active, cyclic, etc.

Cultural generalizations become stereotypes when they are rigidly applied, particularly when the claim is made that a generalization applies to every individual in a group. For instance, it is a true generalization that you are more likely to find linear-active style represented in European American and Northern European cultures. But it becomes a stereotype if you assume that a particular American or European uses that style. In other words, generalizations are statements of probability, not descriptions of actuality. This explains why you shouldn’t make a cultural generalization from having met one or a few people from a cultural group. It is a stereotype to assume that particular individuals are ‘representative’ of the group!

Now, returning to the first story, Richard is saying something about specific Italians. It is really up to us to decide if this particular behavior fits accurate cultural generalizations about the group. I live part-time in Northern Italy, teach in an Italian university, and read a lot about Italian culture. I know a few Italian men who might not find blonde Finnish women attractive, but I’d say that by describing the Italian men in this way, Richard is implying an accurate generalization about young Italian men’s interest in women over their interest in drinking. From my quasi-Italian perspective, I was particularly amused by Richard’s description of the Italian men unapologetically switching from macho challenges to realistic self-preservation at the end of the story. It seems to be a good example of the generalization that Italians are concerned with image, but not to the point of stupidity!

In addition to Europeans, Richard gives a lot of attention to East Asian cultures, particularly Japan and Korea. I have less experience in South Korea and none in North Korea, but I found Richard’s observations about the time he spent there compelling and relevant to our current understanding of those countries. With his keen eye for detail and his ear for dialogue, Richard gives us the view that a thoughtful non-specialist might have of those places. For those of us who in fact are specialists in intercultural communication, it is refreshing to read these relatively non-analytical descriptions. Of course, Richard is capable of being analytical, but he mostly restrains himself to give us this more layperson’s view. He does show his analytic side in the story ‘Back to the Future’, which is introduced by an interesting treatise on Richard’s linear-active/cyclic time distinction, but then moves on to one of the innumerable ‘time is flexible’ situations that most of us have experienced.

I was particularly struck by the subtle insights offered in Richard’s stories about Japan. Having considerable professional experience there, many of his observations rang true to me. For instance, in the story about obligation (‘The Akakura Skier’), he describes a behavior that many of us who have worked in Japan have noticed (probably less dramatically). The story includes a description of an injured skier who first avoids and then accepts obligation to his helpers, and a father whose child was saved and who miserably could not repay the debt. He raises the same theme in the story (‘Fire in Shoto-cho’) about a rich man whose house burnt and who was thereby indebted to the neighbors for their inconvenience. The English language demands ‘repay the debt’ in this situation, but that phrase does not really capture the idea that the relationship is out of balance. It is impossible to be ‘out of debt’ in this kind of situation – one can only accept the special obligation that has been incurred by the circumstance.

As a generalization, obligation in Japan is not just a temporary inequity in otherwise egalitarian conditions. Rather, obligation pervades all relationships, both those that involve hierarchical differences and those among “equals.” Rather than attempting to avoid or eliminate obligation, as is the wont of many Northern Europeans and European Americans, people in Japan are more likely to engage in reciprocal gifting or favoring that is carefully balanced to move tolerable levels of obligation back and forth among the related people. A traumatic event can upset the balance irretrievably, as Richard alludes to with his stories.

But it doesn’t take a traumatic event to upset the balance of obligation a little, as illustrated by a recent cultural faux pas I apparently made with a former student in Japan. She had invited me to speak at a conference and spent prodigious amounts of time arranging for my visit. Without much consideration other than European American gratitude (I’m embarrassed to admit), I presented several gifts to her and her husband. I was surprised and then chagrined when, just before I departed, I was presented with twice as many gifts as I had given. Upon reflection and confirming it to be the case, what had happened was that I had not correctly factored in the lifelong obligation incurred by a student to his or her teacher, and my excessive gifts had tipped the relationship a little out of balance. In discussing the situation, my student points out that giri is an obligation that can be repaid, but on is one that cannot be repaid – only carefully balanced.

It is not accidental that most of the first and second-generation interculturalists and many of the rest of us – I am probably the 2.5-generation – spent a lot of time in Japan. One of the first uses of observational categories to describe cultural difference was Ruth Benedict’s 1946 book The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, which was about Japanese culture. The first conference of interculturalists occurred in Japan, at International Christian University, 1972. And, as Richard notes, Japan presents Westerners with a lot of cultural surprises. But as he also demonstrates with his stories set in an array of national cultures, one can be surprised anywhere – including in one’s own society.

Current applications of intercultural communication are expanding the observation of relevant cultural differences beyond those of national societies. In fact, several of the original formulations of these techniques were made by contrasting different kinds of cultural groups – notably, Native American tribal groups. But it is true that many of the first two generations of interculturalists focused on national cultural differences to exemplify the observations. There probably were several reasons for this, including the interest in (and funding for) understanding national cultural motivations in World War II, and the expansion of international travel and study abroad after that war. Today (2020), important cultural differences are no longer ‘far away’. As Marshall McLuhan said so long ago (1964) in correctly predicting the multicultural future: ‘In the global village, our neighbors will be profoundly different than us.’ I believe he meant that in his future, we would not need to travel to be in contact with cultural differences – it would come to us. We are now living in that future. It has come to us through hyper-connected communication, immigration, political and climate refugees, more recognition of long-existing domestic cultural differences in ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and emerging cultures of identification. The frontier of intercultural communication is now next door.

Making intercultural communication relevant to successful living in multicultural societies is a two-pronged effort. One prong is to retrieve and reemphasize the roots of the field. That means going back to the origin of cultural relativity in recognizing the integrity of every worldview, not just those of national cultures. And it means recognizing how intercultural communication bridged the separateness of unique worldviews by creating categories for observing and adapting to cultural differences. The other prong is to develop new domestic strategies for bridging cultural differences without imposing one culture onto another – to develop the capability of mutual adaptation rather than one-way assimilation.

Assimilation has traditionally worked in two ways. One was the willingness of visitors and immigrants to ‘do in Rome as the Romans’. The other was the insistence of host culture members that newcomers become as similar as possible to them. Both of these aspects of assimilation are now under revision. On the one hand, immigrants and particularly refugees are resisting the loss of their cultures entailed by assimilation. What used to be the ‘third-generation’ effect of immigrants’ children assimilating and their children searching for their ethnic roots, has now shifted back to the immigrants themselves, or at least to their children, all insisting on maintaining ethnic heritage. Partially as a result of this commitment to multiculturality, the idea of ‘when in Rome …’ is changing to ‘everywhere is Rome’. Once-dominant ethnic groups are losing their power to impose assimilation, and in response they are turning inward, seeking dominance through threatening others rather than incorporating them.

Assimilation is no longer sustainable, but the alternative need not be ethnic isolation and violence. Framing Richard Lewis’ stories in the context of today’s multicultural demands, we can see that he is evidencing an early form of mutual adaptation. Most of the people he describes are trying to get along with him, and he certainly is trying to get along with them. This is the model that we need to apply domestically – respect for each other’s cultural differences, and a mutual willingness to go beyond tolerance and really engage one another in the business of building multicultural societies.

Milton J. Bennett, Ph.D.

Dec. 18, 2019
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BANGOR, NORTH WALES

In the days when we used St Mary’s College, Bangor, in North Wales, for English Language summer courses, we organized a different nationality mix every year. After a few years we decided some mixes were better than others and began to experiment in our recruiting. Spaniards, Italians and Portuguese were a bad mix as, at mealtimes, they tended to speak a mix of Romance languages that I thought of as ‘neo-Latin’ instead of practising their English. Greeks and Turks, Iranians and Iraqis, were a bad mix for other reasons.

One year we decided to recruit in just three countries, speaking languages so different that they would be obliged to communicate socially in English, and which were so far apart geographically that there would be no ‘bad neighbour’ problems. The recruiting grounds we chose were Finland, Italy and Japan. It was a compact three-week middle-level English course consisting of 50 keen students, mostly young businesspeople in their thirties. There were 20 Finns, 20 Italians and 10 Japanese. It was a nice triangle as each national group showed great interest in the ‘exotic’ nature of the two other countries. They garbled away eagerly (in English) during the opening cocktail. We congratulated ourselves.

The lessons went smoothly. We divided the students into five mixed-nationality groups of 10, depending on language levels. They all became good chums. The language units ran from 9am to 5pm with a one-and-a-half-hour lunch break and an evening social programme. We had wine-tasting evenings, conjurors, Scottish dancing, bellringing and singing competitions. Every Tuesday night we had a dance after dinner, and on Wednesdays we organized a full-day excursion to a place of historical interest (Welsh castles, Chester, Liverpool, etc.).

On the second Wednesday we planned to climb Mount Snowdon, Britain’s second highest peak, which was situated only a few miles from the college. Though of impressive altitude, Snowdon is not a difficult mountain to climb. You can bus people halfway up it, and the rest is an invigorating four-hour slog to the summit, where a magnificent panorama of North Wales, the Mersey, Anglesey and half of Lancashire is on offer. All the students were enthusiastic about this particular excursion in the extreme. It made a welcome physical break from sitting six to seven hours a day in the classroom. The departure by bus was booked for 8.30 on the Wednesday morning.

On the Tuesday evening we had our usual dance after dinner. The pattern was familiar. The Italian men danced with the blonde Finnish women, the Finnish males occupied the bar (they would dance with the Italian women later) and the 10 Japanese stood modestly at one end of the dance floor watching everybody’s feet to learn the steps. Everyone was having a good time.

Around 8pm it began to rain and by 8.30 it could be described as a downpour. Huge raindrops spattered on the windowpanes and rivulets could be seen flowing down the steep slope outside the college front door. At nine o’clock it was still raining cats and dogs. At this point three of the Finnish men uncharacteristically deserted the bar and came over to talk to me. They were Lehtonen, Lahtinen and Virtanen, three of the more advanced students.

‘Mr Lewis.’

‘Yes, gentlemen.’

‘It is raining.’

‘It is.’

‘It is raining hard.’

‘Very hard,’ added Lahtinen.

‘The rain will make Snowdon very – how do you say – muddy, tomorrow,’ said Lehtonen.

I agreed with them.

‘Mr Lewis, lets cancel the excursion,’ suggested Virtanen.

I had to agree this was a sensible course of action. I had climbed Snowdon before on a wet day and knew it was a most unrewarding exercise. I went to the microphone and signalled to the band to stop playing.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have an announcement. In view of the inclement weather, we have decided to cancel tomorrow’s excursion.’ Howls of dismay erupted from all the Italian men.

‘What do you mean, cancel the excursion? It is the highlight of the week! It’s included in our fee. Whose idea was this?’

Rather cowardly, I said: ‘Well, the Finns thought …’

‘The Finns are supposed to be tough men!’ shouted another Italian.

The three Finnish males scowled.

‘What kind of tough men are these, when they are afraid to go out if a drop of water falls from the sky?’

The Italians continued to jeer at the unfortunate trio.

I wanted to tell them that Finnish men are not very fond of being laughed at or made fun of in public, particularly by Italian men. I could see an ugly situation developing. Then I had what I thought was a brilliant idea.

‘Let’s ask the Japanese,’ I said.

Fifty-year-old Yamamoto-san, the leader of the youngish Japanese group, stared at me, aghast, from the back of the dance floor.

‘Mr Yamamoto, what do the Japanese think about this?’

‘What do we think?’ repeated Mr Yamamoto mechanically. All the Japanese heads switched back and forth.

‘Choto matte kudasai’ (just a moment), said Yamamoto. The group of 10 retired to a huddle in the corner and conversed animatedly in Japanese for five minutes. Yamamoto returned to face me.

‘Lewis-san. The Japanese delegation has made a decision. If the Italians win the day, we will be happy to go up the mountain with the Italians. If, on the other hand, the Finns win the day, the Japanese group will be happy to stay in and study with the Finns.’

I could have kicked him out of the college.

‘Thank you, Mr Yamamoto, you have been most helpful.’

The Italian jeering continued and finally the Finns had no option.

‘No, sitten lähdetään – all right, we’ll go,’ snapped Lehtonen. The unhappy trio went back to the bar and the Italians continued their dance. The Finnish men went to bed early.

It rained all night and I slept badly. At eight I got up, made coffee in my room, packed a couple of sandwiches, put on my old clothes and took my mac. I heard the bus arrive at the front door where it waited with engine idling. At 8.31 precisely I went down and jumped a couple of puddles to board the bus. The driver, disconsolate, greeted me wearily:

‘Good morning, Mr Lewis.’

‘Good morning, driver.’

I turned to greet the students. On the bus were 20 scowling Finns, 10 smiling Japanese. No Italians.

We had a bad day. Slogging up the mountain in the mud and slush, we reached the summit, soaked to the skin, around one o’clock. It was foggy. Visibility was down to about 50 yards. At a height of 3000 feet, one felt this was a waste of altitude. Of course, the Japanese took pictures – of Finns, me and themselves. The Finns drank coffee from flasks and proposed an early descent. Sliding down mud is almost worse than going up it.

We arrived back at the college – in appearance a bunch of 31 tramps – about 4pm, when we saw the Italians, in miraculously sudden sunshine, taking tea on the terrace with chocolate biscuits (a Finnish favourite). As we passed them, Lehtonen snarled to the Italian ringleader:

‘Why didn’t you come with us up the mountain?’

‘We would have, but when we woke up it was raining,’ replied the Italian without batting an eyelid.
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THE JAPANESE SALESMAN

Simpson was a ‘hotshot’ salesman who worked for AIG (American Insurance Group). His colleagues often used the term ‘hotshot’ to describe him, as his sales technique was characterized by enthusiasm, spontaneity and sporadic impetuosity tempered by his undoubted charisma. He did not beat about the bush; he unapologetically charmed his would-be clients and was generally successful in rapidly closing the sale. He was so successful that AIG transferred him to Tokyo where there was a lot of potential business among quickly expanding Japanese companies.

During his first six weeks in Tokyo, Simpson did not close a single sale. His American supervisor concluded that his charismatic style – so successful in New York and Los Angeles – was ineffective when dealing with calm, reserved Japanese insurance managers. He resolved to give Simpson a month’s training (which he should have had in the first place) to allow him to become acculturated to the Japanese mentality. He therefore assigned him to Ichiro Harada, AIG’s top Japanese salesman, who took Simpson with him as he made sales calls. Language was no problem as Harada spoke excellent English and interpreters were always available when required.

One morning, with a humbled Simpson in tow, Harada went for his appointment with Akio Watanabe, the CEO of a sizeable Japanese domestic appliance manufacturer that was doing very well exporting their products to a dozen foreign countries, including the United States.

It was not a cold call. AIG had secured the account three years earlier but knew that some Japanese insurance companies were after the business and sensibly visited Mr Watanabe regularly to maintain good relations. Ichiro Harada, as AIG’s star sales executive, had been given the responsibility of safeguarding the account. Simpson was eager to see how he did it.

Watanabe greeted Harada rather affably and seemed pleasantly disposed towards Simpson, who had been introduced as a trainee. Watanabe and Simpson exchanged visiting cards in the Japanese manner, and everyone took a seat. Watanabe offered green tea all round and he and Harada began to chat in Japanese. Their tone was very courteous as usual, also visibly relaxed. Simpson, who had taken a six-week Japanese course before coming to Tokyo, was able to follow the gist of the conversation, though understanding very little. What he was able to perceive, however, was that the two men were not talking about insurance. He gleaned certain references to baseball, a festival in Kyoto and, of course, golf. The weather was also mentioned, but as the conversation progressed, over a period of almost half an hour, Simpson’s understanding decreased as the two Japanese seemed to speak more rapidly, possibly more idiomatically. Certainly, they appeared more and more jovial.

Just when Simpson was beginning to wonder when Harada would get down to business (or at least mention insurance) Watanabe stood up, put his hand in the drawer of his desk and handed Harada a set of keys. Simpson knew the rule about meetings being concluded in Japan by the host getting to his feet, so he dutifully followed Harada out of the office of the CEO, who gave both Harada and himself a cheery goodbye for now.

Harada took the bewildered Simpson into a nearby coffee shop to give the American an immediate post-mortem on the sales call. Simpson’s questions were both to the point: why had Harada not even mentioned the account and why had Watanabe given him a set of keys?

Harada smiled indulgently as he explained, ‘There was no need to mention business, as the account remains secure, as long as I say nothing that displeases President Watanabe. As he likes baseball and is a keen golfer, these subjects, as well as some others, are safe ground for discussion. I support the same baseball team and my golf handicap is inferior to his. I never talk about anything that might be controversial. A half hour’s chat like this one, once a month, gives him occasions for relaxation. Normally he has to work 10 to 12-hour days and he welcomes this type of break. He cannot be bothered by strangers coming into his office trying to sell him insurance’.

‘But what were the keys?’

‘They are his car keys.’

‘What will you do with them?’

‘I will take his wife shopping.’

Simpson gaped. ‘Shopping?’

‘Yes, to the Takashimaya Department Store, which has some dresses she is interested in.’

‘And when will you do this?’

‘In half an hour’s time when I go to his house. I am sorry I have to leave you this morning, but I hope you can find your way back to the office.’

‘Yes, but can you explain a little more?’

This was the 1970s, when Japanese wives, as you probably know, tended to stay home during the day. Harada smiled patiently. ‘Mr Watanabe is a rich man. He has a lovely wife, two fine children, a big house, a luxury car and, of course, a good job. One thing he has not got is time. Mrs Watanabe does not like to make a one-hour journey on the Underground alone. She does not drive. Mr Watanabe drives into work – I shall pick up his car in the company garage in a few minutes. Of course, he could take his wife shopping on Sundays, but the department stores are hopelessly overcrowded at weekends and shopping can be exhausting and unpleasant. The best time to go shopping is on the morning of a weekday, that is NOW.’

‘And you will drive her?’

‘Of course. And at three or four in the afternoon I will drive her back home and then return the car, with keys, to Mr Watanabe’s garage between five and six.’

‘A full day’s work.’

‘That is correct.’

‘But no mention of business.’

‘It’s the last thing he wants to talk about.’

Simpson swallowed hard. But he was not quite satisfied with what he had learned.

‘Mr Harada, I see that your argument is foolproof. But one more thing: how did you get the account in the first place?’

Harada smiled again. ‘That is another story.’

He told Simpson the following:

‘I happen to live a quarter of a mile away from Mr Watanabe’s house. He drives to work every day leaving his home at 7.30am. He always takes the same route, which means that he passes a bus stop very near where we both live. The bus concerned takes me to Ohte-machi (central Tokyo) and stops near my office. I made it my business to stand at this bus stop every morning at 7.25. Every day Mr Watanabe drove past me at a distance of 5 metres. Of course, he did not know me, but when he had passed me 20–30 mornings, he became aware of my presence. You could say that after two to three months I became a familiar figure. Whenever he looked at me en passant, I would smile at him and bow slightly. This is not unusual in Japan when we see a stranger regularly. We are very polite people and actually quite sociable inside, though foreigners are not always aware of this.

‘In summer months, especially June and July, it can rain very heavily in Tokyo. You can get very wet queueing for a bus. In a particularly wet period in June about three years ago, Mr Watanabe drove past me as usual on his way to work. Some mornings I deliberately “forgot” my umbrella, and he would have noticed that I was soaked to the skin. I must have presented a pathetic figure with my drenched raincoat and humble briefcase. I never failed to nod to Mr Watanabe as he passed. One morning, in a real downpour, his car pulled into the bus stop and he picked me up.

‘Of course, we chatted on the one-hour drive into town. He informed me about his business, and I told him about my lowly position as an insurance agent. The next morning, he picked me up again in another downpour. The third morning it was dry, but he picked me up anyway. After that he gave me a lift every day, though I purposely used another bus stop now and again. I did not wish to overdo things. Over time, we got to know each other quite well. We compared hobbies and part-time pursuits. He told me about his wife’s problems with shopping. Of course, I humbly offered to help. We never discussed insurance, until one day he said he would like AIG to put in a quote. The rest, as you can see, is history.’

‘But, Mr Harada, you must admit you were fortunate in that Mr Watanabe was soft-hearted enough to pick you up in the rain.’

Harada shrugged. ‘Not really. It was only natural. I would have done the same for him.’


3

NAPOLEON’S CHANDELIER

Sailing from Menton to Corsica usually takes about 12–14 hours in favourable conditions. We left in a 39-foot Moody yacht at 8am and expected to reach Ajaccio around 10pm. A black speck on the horizon at about two o’clock mushroomed rapidly in the following half hour and before 3pm we were in the middle of a Mediterranean summer storm with 40-knot gale force winds and 10-metre waves between which the Moody bobbed up and down like a fisherman’s float in near-blackness. The tempest lasted 12 hours; we limped gratefully into the smallish Ajaccio marina at three in the morning, where we moored alongside the port side quay, which boasted a café, a bank, a ship’s chandler’s and a clothes shop. We tied up rapidly and, exhausted as we were, went to bed at quarter past three.

The quayside explosion occurred at 3.30 precisely, deafeningly close. The Moody leapt violently up, then down and sideways on its mooring ropes; the anchor nevertheless held firm. We tumbled out of bed, scrambled dizzily up the quivering stairs onto the deck and took in the scene. The café had had its windows blown out, dozens of menacing shards of glass littered the quay; the ship’s chandler’s had also lost its glass front and most of its wares had been blasted off the shelves and lay in piles on the floor; the clothes shop was untouched; the bank (between the café and the chandler’s) had disappeared. Pieces of furniture floated as far as 30 metres out in the marina, about a yacht’s length from the Moody. We suffered no damage; a light assortment of debris adorned our foredeck.

The police screamed into the marina in three Renaults 20 minutes later. A fire engine soon followed, though there were few flames to extinguish. The bomb had not been of the incendiary variety, yet it had achieved its objective with admirable thoroughness. Even the bank’s name had vanished – we learned later that it was the Société Générale.

The police and firemen did not hang around long. They seemed to be considerably less traumatized than we were. After half an hour’s note-taking and a brief exchange of views with the firemen, the police drove off siren-less back to their stations – or their beds. The firemen, after a few more minutes’ desultory watering of what was left of the bank’s floorboards, followed suit. Two dozen yachtsmen had joined us and shared our deck, as we were nearest to the vanished bank. Neither the police nor the fire brigade bothered to ask us any questions or take any statements. A Swedish yachtie told us it was probably the work of the Union Corse – an independence-for-Corsica organization. Similar explosions were apparently regular occurrences. No big deal.

We slept without further disturbance to our night’s rest – though I would not say very soundly – until 11, when we put together an English breakfast and made our touring plans. In view of Napoleon Bonaparte’s Corsican origins, we decided that a visit to Napoleon’s Ajaccio house – now a museum – was the most appropriate. We signed up for a guided tour at one o’clock and made our way up a quiet street leading to our destination. I must confess that I was not a little excited – certainly expectant – as I had conceived quite an admiration for the dynamic French emperor, in spite of his enmity towards the English. About 20 people had assembled for the tour of the house. A young woman of around 25 was our guide. The tickets were surprisingly cheap.

Used as I was to Parisian splendour in many museums in the French capital, I was quickly disappointed by the trivial, mundane nature of the exhibits on offer at Napoleon’s Ajaccio dwelling. Dusty glass cases sheltered unexciting pairs of socks, matchboxes, snuffboxes, handkerchiefs, barely legible, faded postcards, pens and pencils, two tattered coats, half a dozen cheap chairs, a low coffee table, a wooden stool, a rocking chair, a pair of leather gloves, battered gold cuff-links, half a dozen unidentifiable brooches, a discoloured pair of boots, several cracked cups – either plain or with unrecognizable motifs – a possible gravy bowl, a dozen dusty tumblers and two faded prints of horses that Napoleon would never have been seen dead on. The whole exhibition would have been a poor match for a Portuguese Saturday-morning flea market. The tourists and yachties accompanying us seemed to share our boredom and disappointment. We thought the Emperor deserved something palpably better in his country of origin.

The museum, however, had one redeeming feature – a brilliant, scintillating item that was completely ignored by our guide. The largish house had around 10 rooms, most of them medium size and uniformly undistinguished. One large central room, however, was exceptional. About 20 by 10 metres, it was described by the young guide as an occasional, modest ballroom. One could imagine 20 couples waltzing around the floor in relative comfort. The only furniture consisted of two dozen small wooden chairs lining the walls.

Dominating this otherwise unremarkable room, hanging from a central point in the ceiling, was the most beautiful and perhaps the largest chandelier that I have ever seen. Consisting of many hundreds of pieces of exquisitely cut glass, it could have graced such imposing British cathedrals as Winchester or Durham; in fact, I am not aware of any church, palace or ducal abode in France itself that boasts any work of art as splendiferous as the wonderful creation hanging in Napoleon’s Ajaccio ballroom. Not that I was surprised that such a magnificent piece should belong to or be associated with the great emperor. On the contrary, I thought it was a shining tribute to his own fame, exploits and place in history. Surely a fitting, final, triumphant commemoration of Bonaparte’s decades-long mastery of European political and military existence. But why had the young guide not even mentioned it? Why had she completely ignored it in favour of the snuff boxes and old boots?
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