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‘Smart and very funny.’


Richard and Judy





‘Witty, and very elegantly written… verbal Viagra.’


Sunday Times





‘A fascinating – and illuminating – read.’


Daily Mail





‘I devoured it. It is so funny and sharp!’


Marco Redolfi, Head of PR of Dolce & Gabbanna





‘Frith Powell has managed to get as close as any outsider can to the riddle of what it really means to be French and female.’


Kathryn Hughes, Mail on Sunday





‘Hilarious.’


Best Christmas book for your best friend, B-Magazine





‘Funny, warm and charming.’


French Magazine





‘Elegantly explains why Frenchwomen just get more attractive as they grow older and can wear lingerie, take lovers and flirt, whereas British women can, too, but generally don’t.’


Andrew Roberts, Observer





‘I absolutely love this book. Spot on.’


Terry O’Neill





Why is it that French women look just as glamorous in a T-shirt and pair of jeans as in a sleek designer dress? How do they look sexy, chic and timelessly elegant from eighteen to eighty? Pencil-thin, stylishly dressed and, always, impeccably groomed?





In search of answers, travel and lifestyle journalist Helena Frith Powell goes behind the scenes to investigate the famous French je ne sais quoi. Talking to fashion gurus, beauty experts and It Girls, professional seducers, lingerie designers and personal shoppers, she discovers a whole new world: indispensable wardrobe and beauty secrets; shopping done the right way and exercise routines promising lasting success; advice on sex toys, family life, relationships and clandestine affaires. French women, Helena realises, achieve maximum effect with the least amount of effort. And with the help of a few little secrets, you too can become impossibly French…





Helena Frith Powell is the author of five books. She frequently writes for The Daily Mail, The Daily Telegraph, Express, Sunday Times, the Times and many other publications. Her previous bestsellers are Two Lipsticks and a Lover and More More France.
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Two Lipsticks …





The first time I visited Paris I stayed with a dancer come stripper who worked at the Lido Nightclub. I was twelve years old. My father, in those days still a handsome charmer, had arranged to meet me there for the Easter holidays. He lived in Italy but was travelling to meet me via the South of France. When I arrived at his hotel in Paris, I was told he was not there, but that the concierge had a telegram for me. It was from him: ‘Have been delayed by a bottom in St Tropez. Call Sophie. Stay with her until I get there.’ I asked the concierge to call the number on the telegram and spoke to Sophie. She told me that my father had arranged everything with her and to get a taxi to an address which she gave to the concierge.


I was furious when I got into the cab. What was he thinking sending me off to some woman I had never met? Who was she anyway? Undoubtedly another one of his many girlfriends. My parents had been divorced for years, but his libertine behaviour maddened me nonetheless. When I got there, Sophie was waiting outside her apartment on the rue du Bac. She must have been in her early twenties, but to me she looked incredibly grown up and glamorous. She was tall and thin, her dark hair cut in a classic Parisian-style bobbed haircut. She wore red lipstick, jeans and a black polo-neck jumper. When I got out of the car, she threw her arms around me and kissed me. Being an English-educated girl, this surprised me, but I followed her into her apartment anyway.


Sophie lived in a one-bedroom studio which was incredibly Zen. She had some plants and a picture of Audrey Hepburn on the wall. There was a tiny balcony which looked out over the rue du Bac below. I didn’t know who Audrey Hepburn was, but thought they looked very similar. In fact Sophie looked to me totally perfect. Slim, incredibly pretty, elegant and sophisticated. Exactly how I’d imagined a French woman should be. As the young heroine Cécile says of Anne Larsen in Françoise Sagan’s novel Bonjour Tristesse: ‘To her I owed my first glimpse of elegance.’


I stayed with Sophie for three days while waiting for my father. She worked at night, so didn’t get up until midday. We spent the afternoons together, leading an almost Claudine-style existence. Me as Colette’s heroine Claudine and Sophie as Mademoiselle Aimée, the teacher she develops a crush on. I loved her clothes and look: she was always perfectly turned out. She seemed to me like a film star. I idolised her in the way a little girl idolises a fairy princess. Even when she first woke up, Sophie would look impossibly elegant in her cashmere dressing gown and hair loosely tied up. I was also astounded by the amount of time she spent covering her body and face with lotions. I had never seen a bathroom with so many magical-looking bottles. I must have driven her mad asking what every single one was.


‘You don’t really need all this,’ she told me one day. ‘All you really need to be a French woman are two lipsticks and a lover.’ I asked her why two lipsticks and she looked at me in amazement. ‘One for the day and the other for the evening of course.’ I was too embarrassed to ask about the lover.




 





A few months after I went home, the image of Sophie with all her elegance faded. It wasn’t until I moved to France a few years ago that I started to think about her again and realise that if I was ever going to fit in I was going to have to become more like Sophie. Although our move had gone well and we were very happy, we were always referred to as ‘The English on the hill.’ I realised that it wasn’t just our accents that set us apart. I looked different from the women around me. I simply wasn’t as stylish. Whatever it was they had, I hadn’t got it.


When we still lived in England, I thought I looked pretty good. In no way did I think my style was vulgar or tacky, that my skirts were too short, my legs too hairy or my shoes too cheap. But after a few months in France I realised that I stood out as a foreigner in every way. I had to change if I was ever going to be accepted in my new country.


But where to start?
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The Myth of French Style







‘Style is life! It is the very life-blood of thought!’


Gustave Flaubert





It is the end of term at the local village primary school. The sun is shining and there is a light breeze. The parents, teachers and pupils are gathered under the plane trees in the playground. My daughter, her class-mates and teacher are walking around hand-in-hand in time to Moroccan music. The teacher is a woman of about thirty five. She is not particularly pretty, but she is attractive. She has a nicely cut bob, she is thin and very smiley. What strikes me is how stylish she is. She wouldn’t look out of place in the smart Place Vendôme in Paris. She is wearing a pair of jeans, a red and blue jumper and a wool scarf. She is doing something that would make most adults look ridiculous, stomping around in circles with a group of nursery-aged children. But she looks supremely elegant. How does she pull this off? Is it because she’s French?


There’s no denying French women do have a certain something. Anglo-Saxons have always admired the French sense of style. Even English soldiers during the Hundred Years’ War were impressed with the French women and the way they looked. If your best friend tells you her husband has a Bulgarian mistress, you can at least console her and give her some hope. If she tells you he has a French mistress, you know your friend is toast. We can’t compete with the French. Even Kate Moss can’t compete with them; she lost out to Vanessa Paradis in the battle for Johnny Depp.


‘Take an English woman and a French woman,’ says Nadine, an English lawyer friend who lives in Paris. ‘Give them both a pair of identical jeans, a white T-shirt and a pair of loafers and ask them to put them on. For some inexplicable reason the French woman will manage to carry off the outfit better and look more attractive.’


Style and design guru Anouska Hempel tells me this ability to look good is in fact arrogance. French women may be chic but they are sadly lacking in that most essential of qualities: a sense of humour. ‘They have the impression that they are the most elegant and stylish people in the world,’ she says. ‘I think French women have being beautiful absolutely born into them. They think they’re beautiful even when they’re not, so they have a sort of extraordinary arrogance which exudes a rather strange sort of confidence that is often misplaced. We Anglo-Saxons come with a lot more humility, a lot more fun and a lot more humour.’


What is the truth? Maybe the French female arrogance has something to do with the way women have been revered in France. Even the symbol of France is a woman. Marianne, as she is called, is present in every town hall and every court of law. Her profile is engraved on coins, drawn on stamps and was on the banknotes until the introduction of the euro. Marianne became the official symbol of the Republic in 1792 but it wasn’t until 1970 that she was modelled on a famous French woman. The sculptor Alain Aslan sculpted a bust of Brigitte Bardot. Since then models for Marianne have included Catherine Deneuve, Inès de la Fressange, Sophie Marceau and Laetitia Casta. A more impressive list of elegant and beautiful women would be difficult to find. But is their beauty anything to do with the fact that they’re French?


Are French women innately elegant or just arrogant? Is the French beauty myth just that? A myth that they have perpetuated and we all believe because they invented haute couture and know how to tie a scarf? Or is their style a bit like their wine; once dominant, but now losing out to the new world? The major designers in Paris are now foreigners. French food, revered for centuries, has been overtaken by Italian, Chinese or even Thai cuisine. Some serious research is needed.


The best person to ask about style is an ‘It’ girl. That’s because they really don’t do much apart from being stylish, so they have to know more about it than the rest of us. France has only one ‘It’ girl. She is called Hermine de Clermont-Tonnerre and is famous for being, well, her. As is typical in egalitarian France, she comes from one of the most aristocratic and famous families in the country.


We arrange to meet on the exclusive Avenue Montaigne in Paris, home to all the major designers. I get there early and stand outside the restaurant she has designated as our meeting spot. I am bursting with curiosity to see what an ‘It’ girl looks like in real life. The only thing I have to go on after googling her and finding nothing at all is the fact that I have been told she might well have purple hair. So here I am on a drizzly morning, waiting for someone with strange coloured hair outside a posh restaurant in central Paris.


At the arranged time of our meeting I call her mobile phone to see if I’m in the right place. I see a very chic-looking girl across the street take her phone out of her bag and look at it. Could this be her? The girl doesn’t have purple hair, but she has a Gucci bag, definitely an ‘It’ girl accessory. So why isn’t she answering my call? The girl walks past me into the restaurant without so much as a second glance. Meanwhile another very trendy-looking girl drives by in a jet-black Smart car. She is obviously looking for somewhere to park. Maybe that’s her? I phone again, it’s now ten past ten. This time she picks up. I tell her I’m standing outside the restaurant.


‘I’m there too,’ says Hermine de Clermont-Tonnerre in English, but with a very seductive French accent.


‘Where?’ I look all around but can’t see anyone.


‘I see you,’ she says.


‘I can’t see you, where are you?’


‘Here,’ announces France’s answer to Paris Hilton, stepping out of a chauffeur-driven black Mercedes with black-tinted windows. A Smart car? Oh please. What was I thinking?


I now also know what she means when she told me I would recognise her. I have never seen anyone like her before. She is dressed in the most colourful outfit I have ever seen. And her hair actually matches it. Yes, there is some purple in there, but also green, red, yellow and blue. Oddly enough it doesn’t look deranged. In fact I think she’s rather beautiful, although I can imagine the French establishment finds her a little eccentric.


Her dress is by Dior. I only know that because her handbag has a big D on it and is made of the same material. It is one of those gypsy-like feminine, flowing dresses with a low front and lots of ruffles. She wears an Indian-style jacket, suede with beading all over it. I’m sure it’s Gucci or something similar. Her skin is flawless and tanned, her eyes wide and clear. She wears a little shimmering lip gloss and mascara. Her nails are long and red and her eyebrows plucked into a dramatic arch. She is pregnant and looks great.


One of Hermine’s hobbies is rally-driving and as she can’t drive while pregnant she has just been officiating the start of a race. When she’s not driving cars, she is riding her motorbike (all 1400 cc) around Paris. She tells me she is in the process of suing the police who recently stopped her, strip-searched her and threw her in a cell for six hours for having a motorbike that is too loud. I get the impression Hermine is not your run-of-the-mill French aristo.


On the question of French style she is rebellious. ‘Oh it’s so heavy here,’ she says. ‘People ask me why can’t I wear black like everyone else, why do I have colour in my hair, why can’t I be more like my mother? You English are much more fun, it’s so much more normal to be original there.’


So is she telling me I have to stay English in order to be stylish? This would be a first.


‘No, of course not,’ she says. ‘I think the French have an innate style, but maybe less than before. But I love the English, you’re so crazy and funny. Although I don’t think they can mix colours and styles as well as the French; but they are at least full of ideas.’


Hermine is married to a British man called Alistair so she has had plenty of exposure to Brits. She says that the one thing that really shocks her about English women is how drunk they get. ‘French women are definitely more stylish when it comes to drinking,’ she says. ‘An English girl will drink and drink until she is drunk; it’s horrible. I actually saw a woman vomit outside a restaurant in London last time I was there.’


I have an English friend called James who lives in Paris. He agrees with Hermine. ‘If you walk into a room with a French girl, an English girl and an American girl, you can easily tell which is which,’ he says. ‘The French girl will greet you with a kiss, the English girl will be half-cut and the American will be wearing some awful hoop earrings and lurid colours.’ James says that if he ever gives up on single life and marries, it won’t be to an English girl. ‘All they want to do is drink four cans of lager while watching the footie,’ he says. ‘I have mates who I can do that with, I don’t need a ladette.’


Hermine finds the British much more open than the French, but says it is not always stylish. ‘We are a little uptight, we don’t talk about sex, religion or money here but for the British there are no limits. They talk about sex openly, anything. I like the eccentricity but I think it can be more seductive to have a little mystery.’


So French style is all about staying sober and secretive? Henri, a French friend of mine who now lives in London, says he is shocked by the way English women behave and dress. He says that whereas in France you might see a well-dressed woman with a bra strap showing, in England they go out wearing practically nothing but their underwear. ‘They are drunk, vulgar and forward,’ he says. ‘When I first moved here, I realised all I needed to do to sleep with a girl was to ask her. But your culture is so different, maybe the only way they can get men to notice them is to be over the top.’


When I go back to England, the difference in the way the women dress is obvious. I’ve discovered I no longer dress in the same way I used to at home. I would never wear a miniskirt now and it’s not a conscious decision I’ve taken.


Something has come over me, some kind of French osmosis, while I wasn’t paying attention. It may also of course be an age thing. A young girl in a mini-skirt can look great. What is worrying is someone over thirty five trying to look sexy by flaunting something she hasn’t got. I have learnt some French restraint since moving here.




 





It’s true what the French say—some English women have terrible dress sense. They are totally unaware of how to be sexy and stylish. Sexiness, as any French woman will tell you, is not about revealing everything. ‘When the English go out, they dress up to the nines, to the point of being ridiculous,’ says Dorothée Werner, a journalist with Elle Magazine in Paris. ‘It’s minus three degrees outside and you see all these girls wandering around half naked. A French girl would never do that; they don’t want to give the impression that they’ve made a great effort. The ultimate chic is an old jumper and a pair of jeans.’ This is getting confusing. Whatever happened to Chanel suits and strings of pearls?


I go along to meet Inès de la Fressange, the world’s first supermodel. Before the meeting I am terrified. I spend an age deciding what to wear; I don’t want to look too scruffy or too done up. I am intrigued to see what she will be wearing. I imagine her in some specially-designed Karl Lagerfeld creation.


She comes out smiling and kisses me warmly. She is about a foot taller than me and lovely. There really is no other word for it, Inès is stunning. And she’s wearing a pair of jeans and an old jumper. We go to her office and she lights up one of about five cigarettes she will smoke during our hour and a half chat (OK, nobody’s totally perfect). She makes me feel completely at home. This is someone who is so relaxed and charming you can’t fail to like her, even if you’re dying not to.


She tells me that she once got so sick of all the talk about fashion and style that she went to a party dressed in a pair of pyjamas. ‘I had a tartan cashmere Hermès shawl on as well,’ she says. ‘Which was very chic. And of course the pyjamas were ironed and silk, but the fact remains that I was in pyjamas and nobody noticed. I think people get a little obsessed with how they dress and really no one cares that much.’


During the meeting her glass-topped coffee table crashes to the floor. Amazingly our coffees are still in their cups. ‘Never buy anything from a junk shop,’ she says laughing.


Inès tells me about one of her trips for Chanel to London. ‘I was there to do what they call personal appearances, hand out perfume samples and meet people. I just had my Chanel case with me, full of my Chanel working clothes. Then my husband Luigi said we had been invited to stay with some friends for the weekend. I felt so bad, all I had to wear were my Chanel suits while everyone else was in jeans and wellies and so casual. They all kept saying to me ‘oh that must have been awfully expensive’ and I felt like an idiot.’




 





French women hate to be badly dressed, and by badly dressed they don’t just mean in bad taste but in the wrong kit for the event. The actress Elisabeth Bourgine, who famously wore nothing in the film Cours Privé, says the thing about French women is that they’re adaptable. ‘We can like classical music and rap, we can dress in an evening dress or like a rapper, but we would never confuse the two evenings,’ she says.


The one thing a French woman will never wear in the wrong place is a pair of trainers. In fact they will not wear trainers unless they are engaging in some sporting activity. They can’t even begin to understand the American habit of wearing trainers to the office and then changing once you get there. Apart from anything else, it is just too much effort.


After my meeting with Inès, I take a taxi to meet the former justice minister and MP Elisabeth Guigou in her office at the Assemblée Nationale, the French equivalent of the House of Commons. I ask the taxi driver what the main difference is between French and foreign women. ‘Trainers,’ he tells me ‘The Americans are incapable of putting on a pair of shoes.’


Elisabeth Guigou is very beautiful and impeccably turned out, she has blonde hair, lovely blue eyes and beautiful skin. Her nails are manicured and painted an oyster white. She is wearing a suit. I am, however, shocked to see her wearing a pair of trainers. This is first time I have ever seen a French woman in trainers outside a tennis court. What on earth is going on? How can one of France’s most illustrious politicians be breaking the first rule of female Frenchness? I conduct the interview and try to take my mind off the trainers. She is eloquent (speaks perfect English) and charming. She tells me that being a politician came relatively late to her. She was invited to join the government by Mitterrand (maybe he liked trainers?) and it took her twenty four hours to make the decision to accept his offer.


‘I knew my life would never be the same again,’ she says. ‘I knew I would be working every weekend. There is so much work you wouldn’t believe it.’ Guigou tells me she relaxes by listening to music, being with her husband and son, reading and gardening. She has a particular passion for English roses. As she gets up to see me out, I notice she is limping. ‘I broke my ankle,’ she tells me. ‘This is why I have to wear these.’ She looks disdainfully at her trainers. I breathe a sigh of relief.


I ask every single French woman I meet if they ever wear trainers other than when they are jogging or playing some kind of sport. For example Sophie Tellier, who was Miss France two years ago, says she would never wear them outside the house, even to buy a loaf of bread. ‘I might meet someone I know,’ she tells me. I am tempted to ask her if this person would then wander around Paris in acceptable shoes blackening her reputation. Or maybe she would be thrown into jail. Is Paris crawling with state-sponsored style police?


These women are so annoyingly perfect I am suddenly longing to see a broken nail or a hair out of place. Don’t they ever relax? Is it possible to be so blooming together all the time? How about downing half a bottle of Chardonnay and telling lewd jokes like we do back home?


One of the most perfect women in Paris is Agnès Cromback, CEO of Tiffany’s. I go to meet her one day shortly after Easter. She is looking stunning in a dark suit and diaphanous shirt. Rather incongruously she is roaring with laughter at an electronic Easter card which features bunnies rapping to a tune she is totally taken with. ‘What is this?’ she asks me as I sit down. ‘I have to get it, it’s great.’ It sounds familiar, but rap tunes are not my forte so I can’t help her. But this is clearly a very elegant woman who has a sense of fun. I ask the million-dollar question.


‘Would you ever wear a tracksuit and a pair of trainers?’


‘Of course,’ she responds. I smile broadly, so they’re not all as perfect as they make out. ‘Every Sunday,’ she continues. ‘I wear a very nice tracksuit, all in white, and I go jogging. Then I come back and have a shower and get changed.’


‘But would it ever occur to you to maybe stay in the tracksuit? It is Sunday, after all.’


Agnès looks horrified. ‘Oh no, I couldn’t do that. I know some people do, but to me it’s like letting yourself go, as bad as getting fat.’ Heaven forbid.


I ask Agnès if she dresses down when she gets home from the office. ‘Yes, of course,’ she replies. ‘I take off my suit and jewellery and put on a nice cashmere jumper and trousers.’ So really relaxed then. Agnès says we Anglo-Saxons have little idea of how to dress down. ‘I once saw one of my American bosses looking casual,’ she says. ‘He arrived carrying a rucksack. He immediately lost all the authority he had.’


This ability to stay chic even when relaxing is one of the first rules of French style. It seems the men demand it. ‘When I come back home from work, I don’t want my wife wearing an old tracksuit and no make-up,’ says Nicolas, a French male friend of mine. ‘She can dress down, but not slob out.’ Marie Sauvage, a very pretty blond girl who works in PR, says her husband comes home very late at night so she is ready for bed by the time he sees her. I ask her what she is wearing when he gets home, surely not make-up and a Chanel suit?


‘Pyjamas,’ she purrs. ‘But very superior pyjamas.’


One important French style rule is to make an effort at all times and not skimp on the details. This means wearing good (read expensive) shoes, having the right earrings, necklace, scarf and so on to go with whatever you’re wearing. You can be wearing an unremarkable outfit but if you accessorise it properly it can be turned into something else. Making an effort at all times includes your hair, nails, make-up and overall look. There are probably just as many plain girls in France as there are in England but they don’t look plain.


They will invariably be thinner than the English girl. According to European Union statistics French women are the slimmest in Europe, weighing an average of nine stone, half a stone less than British women. They will also know how to wear their hair and clothes and how to carry themselves. They walk properly, which I suppose might be partly down to that famous French arrogance.


In England we have Trinny and Susannah telling the nation how to dress. In France, there is no equivalent. I don’t think I know a French woman who would put up with being told what to wear by a TV celebrity. Also French women have the whole of society dictating the way they dress, starting with their mothers. ‘I don’t think style is innate,’ says my best French friend Alexandra. ‘But if you have a stylish mother then you will copy her.’ Sophie Tellier says it is a question of education. ‘We live in an environment where you learn not to wear red with orange or squares with stripes,’ she says.


Isabelle Hervé-Penard, the personal shopper at France’s most prestigious department store, Galeries Lafayette in Paris, says that this confidence can sometimes be misplaced. ‘French women are more confident about how to dress than other women,’ says Isabelle who has clients from all over the world. ‘They are confident because they are French. They have the history of fashion behind them so they think they know how to dress. They are not always right, so you have to guide them towards something else.’


Sabbia Rosa, who owns an exclusive underwear shop in Paris, agrees the French sense of style is part of their culture. ‘It is something deep in her psyche,’ she says. ‘But it can also be constraining. For example we can’t dress in the anarchic way the English or the Japanese do, we have the image of Coco Chanel in our head and we can’t fight that.’


The funny thing is that as an English girl living here you find it increasingly hard to fight as well. Jeanette Franklin, originally from Yorkshire, has been living in France for nearly fifteen years. We meet for a drink in the Irish pub in Montpellier. I ask her if she has changed since she moved here. ‘Totally,’ she says. ‘I used to have brown hair, now I’m blonde, I didn’t wear make-up, now I wear it all the time, I didn’t wax, now I do, I used to have great big bushy eyebrows, now I have thin ones, I used to wear grey faded underwear, now it’s all matching and sparkling.’


Jeanette works at the French-American centre in Montpellier and she sees this transformation in the students that come there as well. ‘They arrive looking grungy and leave looking sexy,’ she says. ‘As an English girl if you walk around Montpellier for half a day you start to feel dowdy and want to change.’




 





Having lived here for five years, I believe French women do have a certain something. And not only do I want to know what it is, but I want some of it. I too want to look effortlessly elegant in a pair of jeans and white T-shirt with my hair tied loosely back. I too want to be able to walk in a room and not be immediately recognised as an English woman before I even open my mouth. I want this indefinable and alluring chic that French women have. But I don’t want to lose my sense of humour along with my green wellies and boob tube. It seems I will have to proceed with care.
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