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Chapter One 





'A Bit Too French' 











Honey's diary: I had a backpack and Lucien had the same. Gabriel had two backpacks. Mummy had O so much and Daddy O so much, he had as much as Mummy had. Then we walked to the stashon and hoped on the Choob. Then we went to the airport and we had to go in a thing that sees if you'v got any thing dandrous in your pocket. 










Twenty-seven hours and three flights after leaving London, we drop down through banks of white fog in a tiny French mail plane, and land on a French airstrip. When the propellers stop whirring, I'm the first to leap off the plane. All right, there's jet lag, since we have crossed about six time zones, but what is jet lag when you have surmounted the insurmountable? 




  Above the wind, I shout something along these stirring lines to Pip, who is coming off the plane rather slowly, since he is carrying quite a few bags. He rolls his eyes in response. I rather fear he has lost the will for words. 'Look, look!' I yell to the children, who have just stumbled sleepily down the stairs. There it is. The bleu, blanc, rouge – le tricolore – whipping away in the chill Atlantic breeze. 




  After two years of planning, we have finally arrived. Saint Pierre et Miquelon, the most minuscule of France's overseas domains, is a rocky, fog-bound speck in the Atlantic. It has no landmarks and no grand city. It is known chiefly for publishing stamps, and for the fact that Al Capone visited it, briefly, in the 1920s. Yet this moment, touching down at Saint Pierre Pointe Blanche, is our entry point into the world's most bizarre parallel universe. 




  If you have an atlas, the départements et territoires d'outre-mer are the tiny pieces of land scattered right across the globe, identifiable by the enigmatic two-letter postscript (Fr). They are a collection of islands and jungles which are directly nurtured by Paris. They account for only 1 per cent of France's former colonies, but these 76,000 square kilometres, which stretch over three oceans and five continents, ensure the continuing presence of a miniature Gallic empire still seemingly loyal to the beat of the Marseillaise. 




  Who are these English people on the French tarmac? My husband Pip, a TV director who doesn't speak French. He has a French sounding surname (Clothier) but is as English as they come. He loves cricket, politics and West Ham, and is a great cook. He is smart and funny, and he's thrown his lot in with me. What this has meant over the years, is if we decide to do something together, then after an inordinate amount of bathtime chatting about it, we venture off and do it. That's the sort of person he is. I'm lucky. 




  There is our eldest son Gabriel, nine, who has an intense curiosity about life, but whose adventures are dogged by intense travel sickness. Then there is Honey, six, a modern-day Pepys in hair slides, a well-organised child, who finds nothing more satisfying than spending a morning tidying her bedroom and writing her diary. Bringing up the rear is Lucien, four, a child who regards France as a wholly annoying presence in his otherwise enjoyable life. He will not speak French. He dislikes le tricolore with a vengeance. He cries when I play him French pop music, and he's even gone off The Magic Roundabout after I told him the iconic show was of Gallic descent. Lucien does not want to be here. He wants to be sitting on his mother's knee. In London. 




  Our eldest daughter Phoebe, twelve, is not with us. We have left her behind for the first half of the trip; I was too frightened to negotiate six weeks off school with her headmistress, who is rather stern. So she is staying with her great friend Eve. A month or so before we left, I rang Sarah, Eve's mother, and had the following halting conversation. Well, my side of it was halting. Actually, I was dreading it. 




  'Hello, Sarah, it's Rosie. Er, you know we are planning on taking, um, three or four months to voyage around the French-speaking world?' 




  'Yes, yes, I think I do. How wonderful.' 




  'Only thing is, Sarah, [deep breath] I don't think we can take Phoebe with us at the start, because, er, she'll miss too much school.' 




  'Oh, would you like her to come and stay with us?' 




  'Yes!' 




  'No problem.' 




  'Really? Thanks very much!' 




  That was the conversation. I sat down shaking slightly. 




  Other moments during the 24-month planning operation prior to our arrival at Saint Pierre Pointe Blanche didn't go so smoothly. This was the trip No One Wanted Us To Make. 




  I had envisaged our journey could be the subject of a fantastic television programme: How to Go Around the World Without Ever Leaving France; or How to Understand the French (in Hot Places). At first, it looked as if this plan would be a piece of cake to galvanise into action.  




  The timing was in our favour. I say 'our' favour but really I suppose going away was my idea. It was not something I insisted on, stamping my foot in a spirit of dogged individuality. Pip and I are both happy with risk; we enjoy slinging mad ideas at one another and seeing how the other half accepts it. Anyway, one night Pip had just returned home after an intractable meeting with a television executive.  




  Our chat went something like this: 




  'God I hate the television world sometimes,' says Pip. 




  'Imagine leaving all this behind and going on our big adventure.' 




  'What, you mean the mid-life crisis one?' 




  I look at him quizzically. 




  'No, no. You know, the trip we talked about ages ago? About overseas France. You must remember. When our old friend Peter came over and talked to us about Saint Pierre et Miquelon. And then we found out about Martinique, Guyane and Polynesia! Come on, don't you recognise these names? Nouvelle Calédonie? You must remember! You know, the place that's two o'clock off the coast of Brisbane? And La Réunion in the Indian Ocean.' 




  'Hmm, Polynesia might be all right. But what is Saint Pierre et Miquelon? I remember Peter saying it was a fog bound dump. And where the hell is Guyane? It sounds dreadful. Isn't that where Papillon was incarcerated and Alfred Dreyfus spent five years in solitary?' 




  'Yes, but that's all in the past,' I say. 




  I can sense him weakening. 




  'Just imagine! Think of the waves crashing on the beaches of La Réunion! We always said, didn't we? That when we were in our forties we would go around the world one day?' 




  'It is the mid-life crisis trip, then.' 




  Was it a crisis? Not overtly. Everything in the garden was good: job, children and house were all in order, parents not yet doddery, children not yet stroppy. The days, weeks, months spun round. That, of course, was the catalyst. 




  My plans were hatched in the artificial heat of the sauna at the Virgin gym in North London. In my steamy bunker, in the subterranean depths of London N1, lights and a tape of noises supposedly sourced in a rainforest played on an eternal loop. 




  'Squawk! Howl! Tweet tweet! Caw caw! Yaaagh! Squawk! Tweet,' and so on. A green light flickered over the pine benches, imitating the equatorial sun shining through many thousands of leaves. I would sit in the sauna, thinking of my future. I projected the years ahead so deeply that at one time I was practically blowing out eighty candles on my birthday cake. 




  I suppose Virgin's idea was that its clients should lie back on fluffy towels, away from worries about money, work and childcare, and imagine being in the middle of a rainforest. I don't think the Virgin Gym envisaged for one second that one of its clients would actually take them at their word, cancel their membership and travel to a real rainforest. Yet I was that client. 




  Then I would remind myself about what my parents did once in the mid 1970s, which was, essentially, to up sticks and cart their family to the middle of nowhere in Africa. This was the era of heroic flares, the three-day week, the OPEC petrol crisis and The Three Degrees singing 'When Will I See You Again'. My parents, both doctors, decided to do some medicine which mattered. My father got a job in a former mission hospital which had only three doctors and about a hundred nurses. My mother agreed to work alongside him. I was nine. And so one day, my mother turned around to us four children sitting in the back of the family Cortina and casually announced that next week we were all off to Africa: 'For a year.' 




  The house was packed up. The dog was sent off to live with some friends. The car was sold. We boarded a UTA jumbo for Jo-burg, from whence we voyaged to a former mission hospital in one of the South African 'homelands' – basically an arid dump where Africans were forced to live. It was the most astonishing, demanding adventure. 




  'Why can't we be like that?' I ask Pip one day after a session in the Virgin sauna. 




  'Like what?' 




  'Like Moth and Foth. Adventurous. Daring. Living for the moment, not for our pensions.' 




  'What about work?' 




  A pause. I think about how my parents managed this potential hurdle. 




  'We'll take our work with us!' I exclaim, in a moment of inspiration. 




  'How?' 




  'We'll film the trip. You're a TV producer. I'm a reporter. We'll make documentaries about the French and their ambition to project their nation across the globe via their hidden empire. I bet no one has ever heard of Saint Pierre et Miquelon.' 




  'What will we do with the children? Shall we leave them behind? Take them with us? Will we have to take a nanny?' 




  'God, no. We won't have any money, will we? But we can't very well leave them behind. We'll take them with us. That's part of the point. Anyway, being with us on their own will be good for them. They can just play around our feet while we're filming. And they'll see... they'll see a different world. Think how much they'll learn!' 




  With the vision of a giant picture of my family – who knows, wrapped in a tricolore? – gracing the cover of the Radio Times, I did the rounds: the BBC, Channel 4, ITV, Channel 5, as well as Radio 4 and a variety of oddball cable channels. 




  Each meeting took about eight weeks to arrange. At each meeting, every executive gave me a hot drink, widened their eyes, nodded their head, smiled a lot and then proceeded to list a host of reasons why my brilliant idea was, well, rubbish. In their view. Broadly speaking, there was one main sticking point.  




  'It's just too French.' 




  'Too long a trip and, you know, it's a bit too French.' 




  'Too short a trip… and the programmes would be far too French.' 




  And so on. It wasn't the fact that we were going around the world. Actually, that was quite acceptable. Hazardous family experiences are all the rage on British television these days. No, the main problem was that it was, ahem, too French. The executives, or at least most of them, clung to the innate British mistrust of les Frogs and pulled the drawbridge up behind them. 




  Undeterred, we pitched it to the French. I composed a series of begging letters in that formal eighteenth-century style that the French seem to require for correspondence. That would surely be the answer; an English point of view on the French. We achieved perfection in the style of the letters, as our French next-door neighbour kindly did them for us. We did not receive a single response. 




  The only place that seemingly was not scared of the French was the Travel Channel – a small but energetic outfit that doesn't even broadcast to France. But it's very big in Dubai and South Africa. They thought it was a capital idea. So, we got a commission. We are making six documentaries about the French overseas empire for the Travel Channel. There'll be no money in it, but at least it's a commission. 




  'And that means we'll get lots of politicians talking to us,' says Pip, who is a serious documentary maker. 




  I'd better brush up on my language skills, I think nervously. I speak French like a sort of enthusiastic exchange student, not a Brussels-based foreign correspondent. 




  We write more letters, this time in cobbled-together French, being too embarrassed to ask the neighbour again. We try to contact all the French politicians living out across the world in these far-flung territories. Again, none of them reply. 




  'This letter isn't ingratiating enough!' I shout at Pip. 'It's not courteous enough!' I fling open an art history book I have been thumbing through in the bath. Standing dripping on the bathmat, I quote directly from it. 




  'This is what Paul Gauguin did when he wanted to go to French Polynesia! Listen to this, written on 15 March 1891: 




  '"Dear Minister," [this is the French Minister of Fine Arts] 




  '"I would like to go to Tahiti to make a series of paintings to capture the character and light of this country. Sir, I have the honour of requesting that you grant me official creditation… which although unsalaried would nevertheless, by the advantages it would proffer, facilitate my studies…"' 




  The request was endorsed by the Ministry of Public Education eleven days later. 




  I look at my husband. 'You see? He talks of honouring. He talks of requesting. He talks of proffering. Basically, he's grovelling. That's what we need to do!' 




  'Yes, well even he knew there was no money in it,' says Pip. He pauses for a moment. 'And didn't he DIE out there? Of syphilis?' 




  'That is a minor detail,' I say, stalking away to find a towel. 




  We will later discover what an awful time poor old Gauguin eventually had. Right now, with the wind in our sails from the Travel Channel, it's all gung-ho optimism. 




  'Look, even Gauguin's mates felt like escaping Europe,' I cry, after finding yet another reason for us to go from the annals of the past, namely a letter to Gauguin from his friend Émile Bernard, written in June 1890, "Oh to leave without having to worry about anything, far far away. To leave the abominable life in [Europe], its boors, its layabouts, its moaners, this plague-stricken breed." 




  'Yes, well,' says Pip reasonably. 'Nobody has the plague in Europe at the moment.' 




  Never mind. We hire a French researcher, Noemie, whose father is a gendarme in Guyane (known in the UK as French Guiana), South America. So she knows how things are done. She sends out an entire dossier of emails in perfect French. No one writes back to her, either. What is it about the French and their fear of correspondence? 




  'I don't think they quite believe you are going to do these visits,' says Noemie. 'No English people have ever done this before. Certainly not with four children. Mais, tant pis,' ('Too bad') she says with perfect French insouciance. 'We will continue.' 




  We eventually move into a mindset that we are going to go on this trip, whether anybody wants us to or not. The more people ignore us, the keener I become. 




  I find the only English-language book in existence on the subject of France's overseas domains. France's Overseas  Frontier is by Professor Robert Aldrich and Professor John Connell from Sydney University. I take Aldrich and Connell on the bus. I take them to the bath. I take them to bed. I become an anorak about the French départements et territoires d'outre-mer, or DOM-TOMs. 




  I start to talk about them to everyone I meet. I'm now not wholly surprised to discover that the only person I meet who has heard of them is Boris Johnson. 




  I start to surround myself with positive people who say inspiring things like: 'It's the things you don't do that you regret the most, not the things you do do.' It is utterly vital to do this, if you are planning a mad trip, as everyone else will want to put you off going. Don't listen to them, is my advice. 




  Then, one day, I pick up the phone. And with my heart in my mouth, I buy the air ticket. This is the passport that will take us to all of these far-flung places. Its extreme bargain-basement nature means frequently boarding planes at 05:00 in the morning, but never mind. It just adds to the excitement. 




  'We're going,' I say to Pip. 




  'We're going,' I say to my parents, who cheer from a safe distance. 




  'We're going,' I say to the children. 




  We crack open a bottle of cheap red wine and toast the future. 




  Needless to say, our offspring don't see this move in quite such a positive light. 




  They are deeply suspicious of France, recognising it as a dangerous force that has seduced and encouraged their mother to bend away from normal British life: deliveries of The Times, conversations about interest rates and schools, summer holidays in Cornwall and shouting about when they will sit down and do some piano practice. Of course, this is part of the reason I'm suddenly keen to get away. I feel I'm so immersed in the world of London, the media and what Mini Boden has in its upcoming spring catalogue that it's become unhealthy. I need to shake England out of my hair for a bit. And replace it with France. 




  My Gallic fascination has always been part of my character. But recently, I'll admit, it has got somewhat out of control. This is not a weekend jaunt to Paris I've suggested; this is a global odyssey around the francophone world. When we were still in London, to get into the swing of things, I would encourage everyone to sometimes have breakfast quand tout le monde parle français. I would beg my children to join in, offering them la confiture et les Cheerios, to a response of total silence. I even paid for a charming French gentleman, Gerard, to cycle round to the house and indulge them in conversation once a week. It was a disaster. They flatly refused to talk to him and, out of embarrassment, I ended up having the conversational lessons myself.  




  'It's because our mother is MAD,' say the children when anyone asks why we are determined to do this adventure. 'She listens to Jacques Brel in the bath! She loves the smell of rat poison on the Paris Metro! She wants us to all speak French! At breakfast!' 




  I don't really understand it fully myself. Why is it that I only have to hear a couple of tourists on the London Underground say 'Où est Leicester Square?' (one of those tricky British names which flummox the French), and my heart starts to race madly. 




  Is it the melodious, beautiful language? The perfect food? The elegant adults and their perfectly kitted-out children? The idiosyncratic cars, the poetry, the art, the films, the tragic narratives in the dire pop songs; or the fact that when in France, you are never more than 20 metres from a chemist offering an enema? It is all of these things, and more. (Well, maybe not the enema, but I certainly love spending a good 40 minutes in a Parisian pharmacy.) 




  My fundamental love of France kicked off when my parents took the family to Paris one rainy spring weekend when I was sixteen. We went up the Eiffel Tower, walked around the Louvre, ate in bistros and did a bit of shopping in Printemps. Paris, under her cool grey light, captured my heart. 




  My younger sister and I shared a bedroom in a modest B&B in the Latin Quarter, somewhere near the Pantheon. Our window looked straight onto the houses on the opposite side of the narrow street. The most exciting thing about our lodging was that every morning in one of the flats in the block opposite ours, a naked man could be seen ironing his socks. Naked, and ironing. We found both events absolutely hilarious. 




  I believe that this explicit introduction identified Paris in my mind as a hive of rather joyous naughtiness, a view wholly confirmed courtesy of a sexy weekend, again in the Latin Quarter, when I was nineteen with my then boyfriend (who, rather thrillingly, was in an eighties boy band, Curiosity). After him, I went to the top of that particular ladder and experienced love with a real Frenchman. He was slight, sexy and sullen. 




  It took me quite a while to get past the excitement of having a relationship with an actual Parisian and figure out that the relationship itself was fundamentally flawed, thanks in no small part to the fact that he had absolutely no sense of humour. 




  I didn't go to Paris much after that, or France. I was too busy falling for other countries; Italy, Greece, America. Then I was working. Then I was having children. And then, fifteen years later, on a bitter January day in 2002, I was sent by the BBC to report on Yves Saint Laurent's swansong on the catwalk; his final show. 




  It was at the Centre Georges Pompidou. I was not sitting on the gilt chairs next to Catherine Deneuve; we, the British media, knew our place. We were all outside in the freezing chill air, standing on the red carpet and grabbing interviews with the fashion world as it swayed past us on impossibly high heels. But amid the shouting and the rush, I remember looking at Paris with astonishment. 




  I'd forgotten all about her severe beauty. The leafless trees, pruned to the nearest centimetre of accuracy, the slate grey light bouncing off the Haussmann architecture, the smell of the Metro. How could I have forgotten? I'd been backpacking in Greece and sightseeing in New York, yet all the time here was Paris, the most elegant, arresting and demanding city on the planet. I was seduced afresh. I had been given a small but not insignificant amount of money. I put it down as a deposit on a tiny flat in Pigalle. I rented the flat out to tourists and used it myself. I started to dream of living there. 




  'The general stereotype of the French… is of a voluble, excessively excitable… and somewhat lecherous personality,' ran a wartime document published in Britain. In some people's minds, that viewpoint has not changed one iota. 




  Equally, many people regard France as a country full of people who are at best flighty and unhygienic, and at worst corrupt, with a nasty habit of going on strike. 




  But put aside these elements of francophobia. Even forget about Paris, just for a moment. For as I began to reclaim my own, early love for France, I discovered there was another France; a hidden France, several time zones away from Paris.  




  When I discovered the existence of the DOM-TOMs, I was intrigued and engaged. Any aspect of French life interested me, but this more than most. Something about their wildly distant positions on the globe, alongside a clear determination to remain French, rather touched me. I determined to visit them. Well, perhaps not the uninhabited Antarctic ones, and those in the South Pacific which you can only get to by container vessel, but certainly the rest. And I wanted my children to come with me. I had a notion that the trip could be something crucial in the progress of their childhood, an experience of life outside the anglophone bubble, a challenge which they would never forget. Indeed. They would witness a unique world of croissants in the jungle, newly married French brides tipping out of Air France jets for a honeymoon visit, and crumpled copies of Le Monde blowing around in a South Pacific typhoon. That was what I hoped. Yes, it was hopelessly romantic. It was also something which harked back to what I had had as a child. I wanted to give it to my children, and I wanted to reclaim it for myself; a sense of wilderness, of freedom, of intrepid adventure without an obvious safety net. 











It was a vision which led us to arrive in the freezing wind on the unwelcoming island archipelago of Saint Pierre et Miquelon, somewhere in the North Atlantic. 




  Now as I watch them clambering off the tiny Air Saint-Pierre twin-prop plane, struggling through the wind which has come straight off glaciers in the Atlantic Ocean, it occurs to me that I have been monstrously selfish; I have imposed my deepest wishes on the family unit, and wrenched my children away from their contented and risk-free life to fulfil a madcap idea of my own. Do I feel bad about this? Not yet. 




  It may be June, but it is freezing. We are all wearing our cold weather wardrobes, namely sweatshirts and thin cagoules. Never mind. I bet Sir Ranulph Fiennes didn't let a bit of chilly air spoil his enthusiasm, and I'm determined not to rub the polish off this momentous occasion. 




  Pip is shouldering a backpack so vast it makes him stagger. Everyone else is pulling or carrying at least two bags, even little Lucien. My own assembly of bags, rucksacks and various zipped receptacles are so heavy that once I hoist them up onto my shoulders, I fear they may cut off the blood supply to my arms. I don't care. 
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We walk towards the shiny modern airport, where inside everything positively gleams with glossy promotion of the French lifestyle; Perrier, Renault, Chanel, champagne. I photograph a plaque attesting to the fact that President Chirac arrived here in September 1999. 




  'Imagine!' I say to the children. 'President Chirac came here!' 




  They look deeply unimpressed. 




  'Actually, you know this is not a département d'outre-mer, or even a territoire d'outre-mer. It's something between the two,' I continue. 'It's an overseas collectivity!' 




  Nobody responds. 




  There are no taxis outside, even though I thought we had booked one. After about ten minutes, which feels like an hour, a third of the island's cab population rolls up. We hire them both. 




  On our way to Saint Pierre, the only town on the eponymous island, we pass rather a lot of important-looking shiny 4x4 jeeps. The terrain is what is called 'rugged' in brochures and looks rather like the Scottish Highlands; scrub bushes, heather, cliffs, rocks. Small buildings crouch on the rocky earth, hugging the coast as if the freezing sea water of the North Atlantic is some comfort. There are no trees. Seagulls wheel and cry above us in the fresh, windy air. 




  Twenty minutes later, I'm still excited and we are standing in the middle of the tourist office with our thirteen pieces of luggage. We have arrived! Roll on the filming schedule! I can't believe it! Sadly, neither can the tourist office. 




  No one, it appears, is ready for us. No one knows who we are. Or why we are here. I realise that, foolishly, I had been expecting a welcoming committee of sorts. I mean, haven't these people heard of the Travel Channel? It would seem not. I scan the room. It is full of maps and fishing nets cradling plastic lobsters and some seaweed made from old tights. Four middle-aged women and a plump man who looks like Elton John look us up and down. 




  This is the reception for Day One of our Grand Tour of Reportage around the French Empire. 




  'Our boss is out,' says Elton, whose real name, we later discover, is Pascal. 'Can we 'elp you?' 




  Lucien begins to cry. I look wildly around. How could our plans be in such disarray? Gabriel looks at me as if to say 'Told you so'. Honey looks utterly downcast. Is this a classic French moment? I have a suspicion it might well be. When they are lost on the Tube in London, the French are vulnerable and charming. On their own territory they are a bit more hardbitten. 




  I produce my treasured letter from the Maison de la France, or in other words, the French Tourist Board. This is the only 'official' document that I have managed to secure from a French institution before leaving. It shows our itinerary and thanks the reader, in advance, for assisting us in our 'tâche'. (I had to look up tâche, because I always thought it meant stain. Actually, with the circumflex on the 'a', it means 'work'). 




  Pascal looks at my important document from the Maison de la France, and shrugs his shoulders. 




  'Alors?' he says. There is a terrifying silence in the tourist office. One of the children drops a backpack. 




  'At least we have bookings at the Hotel Robert,' I murmur to Pip. The Hotel Robert is the best hotel in Saint Pierre, and is in the Place du General de Gaulle, which apparently looks right onto the harbour and which sounds reassuringly official and proper. I think we are going to have a room, or suite of rooms, with a view of the ocean. Perhaps there will be little chocolates on our pillows, an infinity pool and a nice bar. 




  'I'll stay here and find out what has become of our, er, filming schedule and all the interviews we are meant to have. Why don't you go and sort out the bookings?' I say to Pip, who looks at me with thinly veiled panic behind his blue eyes. 




  'Can you?' he whispers. Oh yes, he doesn't speak French. Yet. 


  'Er, où est le, I mean la, Place du General de Gaulle?' I ask in my best schoolgirl parlance. Pascal shrugs. 


  'Bien sûr, vous êtes déjà ici.'



  Oh, great. 


  '"We are here already," well, that's jolly convenient,' I translate loudly for the benefit of my family. 


  'Là,' says Pascal, pointing past a grim-looking bank, towards the looming shape of an undecipherable building. It is undecipherable because the entire Place du General de Gaulle is swathed in a thick, white, wet fog. The fog drapes itself on the square, the adjoining harbour and the Hotel Robert like a cotton wool pleat. Tall masts from fishing boats randomly appear without any structure beneath them, like the haunted Flying Dutchman. A bell from somewhere solemnly tolls the hour. 




  We leave the tourist office, with promises to return later, and trudge slowly towards the Hotel Robert, lugging our luggage. In our thirteen bags, which are fated to be our dear companions for 64,000 kilometres, are brochures, Doom mosquito repellent, files, Aldrich and Connell, a video camera, a back-up video camera, half of Boots pharmacy, five month's supply of Calpol (Infant and Junior) in sachet form, and two computers. Which means we have hardly any room for clothes. Hence our wholly spartan allowance of five pairs of knickers, two T-shirts, a jumper and a pair of trousers each. I even put my foot down on Gabriel taking his Chelsea football kit, although with the amount of francophone players in the team, I should really have given it pole position in the bag. Anyway, we only have a micro wardrobe each. And here in Saint P et M, it looks as if we'll be wearing everything at once. 




  'But we are freezing here, Mummy,' whines Honey. 




  'I thought you said the French overseas lands were all TROPICAL,' says Gabriel, who has spent the last few weeks poring over our projected route in the Collins Atlas. 




  'Yes, well most of them ARE. It's just that we've started with the non-tropical version, darling.' 




  We continue to struggle across the Place du General de Gaulle. I'm suddenly very worried. For the first time in my life, the notion of living alongside the French suddenly seems a wholly terrifying prospect.  
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Chapter Two 





A Rock in the Atlantic 











Honey's diary: For breakfast I had a cruisso and jame. I fogot what we had for lunch. Then it was supper time and we had soop (as all ways). We went to an island called Isle aux Marins but the reason why nobody went and lived there was because there was no heating there. 











We check in at the Hotel Robert. The Hotel Robert is not the four-star springboard we had joyously envisaged, the well appointed hostelry from which the first of our documentaries would be produced. A solid, white institution, it faces the harbour with grim permanence. The Hotel Robert is not really a hotel at all. It is an ancient boarding house inhabited by French language students. It stinks of boiled cabbage and the dining room is decorated with a picture of its one celebrity guest, Al Capone, and a grim-looking map entitled 'Naufrages-Shipwrecks'. This shows tragic lists of ship names, revealing when and where exactly along the local coastline each of an estimated 600 shipwrecks have taken place over the last 200 years. 




  We are led to our 'suite', which bears scant (i.e. no) resemblance to any picture of any of the hotel bedrooms on their website. It is not a series of rooms overlooking the ocean. It is one ground floor room located beneath an outside fire escape that overlooks a benighted stretch of asphalt and a brick wall festooned with an empty washing line. Our room contains the following: a cooker, sink, table and two double beds. There is no cutlery and there are no chairs. There is one electric point. 




  Madame, who has guided us into this vile, crepuscular place, clasps her hands at the door proudly, almost as if she were the concierge at the Crillon. 




  'Alors!' she says. 'Le petit déjeuner sera à huit heures du matin.' She then leaves us standing amid our bags – the bags that we packed with such anticipation and excitement, back in what now looks like the civilised world. 




  I try to make the best of it. Having forced my family out of an entirely enjoyable and benign life, I must now make it seem as if swapping it with existence at the Hotel Robert was a sensible thing to do. 




  'I thought that you said the French always lived in complete style,' grumbles Pip as we assemble the 'lit pliant' on which one of our shivering children must spend the night. The mattress is musty and damp. I find a large, tough blanket in an ancient wooden armoire, cover the mattress and hope for the best. 




  I try to work out how something so ghastly could have happened. 




  'Well, we're a long way from la Métropole,' I say briskly, using Gallic terminology for the mother country. Out here, 10,000 kilometres from Paris in the départements d'outre-mer, there are two words for France. It's known either as la Métropole, as if the country were entirely paved with tarmac, or l'Hexagone, as if it had suddenly transformed itself into a geometric shape. Anyway, the point stands. We are far from what I fondly like to think of as the most civilised country in Europe.  




  The lit pliant is not being very pliant. We abandon it in pyramidal shape, and venture out into the heart of Saint Pierre. 




  After about five minutes, we are still wandering past shuttered houses. 




  'Where are the shops, Mummee?' asks Honey, who has an advanced understanding of how urban centres are organised. 'It's just I can't see any.' 




  'That's because there are none, darling,' I explain. 'Or at least none like there are at home.' 




  The entire centre of Saint Pierre is full of brightly coloured wooden houses. 




  'They are painted all these lovely colours so people can see them through the fog,' I say brightly, as we negotiate swirling clouds of white, which have engulfed Lucien so comprehensively that all I can see is the top of his head. There are no street names and no people. The whole place is empty. One could imagine getting lost in Saint Pierre for a very long time. 




  We are trying to find a supermarket, since we have been assured that the only restaurant in town serves giant, cheese-covered pizzas for about £15 a head. And we are on a survival budget. We are on a Travel Channel budget, in which living expenses do not feature whatsoever. Indeed, although I am not going to suggest our modest documentaries will rewrite art history, Millard has ended up with exactly the same deal as Paul Gauguin. A single letter of introduction, and no money. 




  How did he put it, back in 1891? 'Unsalaried.' Quite. 




  The shops, we discover, are within the houses. There are no shop windows. Just houses in which the ground floor has been given over to a small collection of books, stationery or toys for sale. Outside, the only sign of life appears to be the youth of Saint Pierre doing wheelies up and down the vertiginous streets leading down to the water. There is a square of concrete where older members of the island community play pétanque. There is one cabaret which does Edith Piaf tribute nights, but not in June, apparently. There is one cafe for the population of Saint Pierre, which is 5,509. We venture into it. To their joy, the children discover a giant 3-D puzzle featuring Franklin the green turtle. They colonise a plastic table and, with the ability children have to immerse themselves in the present, immediately start playing. 




  Pip and I, on the other hand, don't find it so easy. 




  We drink vast cups of milky coffee and look at each other blankly. We think the same things but we don't say them. 




  How the hell are we going to survive this trip? 




  And where the blazes is the supermarket? 




  Eventually I wrench myself out of unpromising thoughts about returning shamefacedly to Heathrow and ask Madame la Patronne for directions to what I hope will be an Aladdin's cave of comfort and joy. 




  'Le supermarché? Là-bas,' says the lady at the Franklin Cafe, pointing up the road. A calendar behind her advertises French combine harvesters, with a picture of one ploughing a field in the Dordogne. Beside this calendar is a poster for Disneyland Paris. For a small supplement of 200 euros, I notice, one can include a weekend by coach to London. I see a small thumbnail picture of the London Eye. From a wish to keep the general mood buoyant, I decide not to make a point of it. 




  We wander off up the steep hill, which must have a 1:8 gradient. 




  Eventually we find the supermarché of Saint Pierre. Only a pair of shuttered doors indicate that there is a thriving commercial enterprise within. Enfin, it is a bit of a treasure trove. Here are the Petits Filous yoghurts, Camembert, semi-skimmed milk, Nesquik chocolate, Hollywood chewing gum, breakfast cereals and Bonne Maman jams that typify the French lifestyle of which I dream. You can even buy Evian, bottled at source, naturellement, and shipped to Saint Pierre. 




  The milk cracks me up, though. 




  'Look at this,' says Gabriel, waving a carton at me. 'Where does this milk come from then, Mummy? I mean, I thought you said there were no cows here on Saint Pierre, and no farms.' 




  'I think we are looking at French cows grazing on French fields, chéri,' I say. 




  And, oui, on the front of the carton there is a picture of the happy French campagne filled with les vaches. No matter that Newfoundland is all of 11 kilometres away. The French want to behave as if Saint Pierre et Miquelon are just off the coast of La Rochelle, not an archipelago that shares a time zone with Western Greenland. They don't want to drink Canadian milk. They want to drink French milk, and are willing to pay the price required to ship it over. Why? 




  'Perhaps it's so they can forget Canada is only next door,' says Gabriel. 




  Maybe he's right. Blotting out everything from North America might make it shrink in importance. Maybe. 




  The prices are astonishing. They make us feel like paupers, or people transported 30 years into the future. A carton of milk costs around £4. 




  We stand with our modestly packed basket behind a woman who is clearly doing the weekly family shop. I notice that her final bill comes to about £400. Pip shakes his head. 




  'How do they manage here? After all, there's no work around, is there?' 




  'Shhh,' I say, heaving my basket onto the counter. 'Bonjour,' I say to the cashier as I unload a tiny packet of pasta, a tiny jar of coffee, a carton of milk, three cans of Campbell's Tomato Soup, some yoghurt and a couple of bottles of red wine. All from la Métropole. The bill comes to £40. 
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We repair to the Hotel Robert and cook dinner. 




  Only one ring on the oven works, so we have to do things in stages. The pasta is a bit so-so, as the water never really boiled, but the soup hits the spot. Good old Campbell's. Our saviour. We sit on our beds and eat nourishing soup with spoons borrowed from the hotel kitchen. Then we wash the spoons up under the only (cold) tap in the kitchen sink, and eat our Petits Filous yogurt. After this repast, Pip and I continue making inroads into a bottle of red, while the children try in vain to get an Internet signal on the laptop. Each of us is plugging into our drug of choice, only the wine is more easily accessible than broadband, which has yet to be piped in across the Atlantic. 




  'But I must Facebook my friends,' wails Gabriel. 'I need to find out how Jack is!' Too bad, mon chéri. We are in the back of beyond. 




  In the end the children give up and go outside, where two boys are kicking a football against a garage. Gabriel and Lucien agree to play with them, even though their only common language is dribbling skills. Honey drifts out alongside them and stands against the brick wall with a little girl called Pascale. They look dreamily at one another, smile, and swap Hello Kitty hair clips. Good, I think. Total immersion. This is why we have come all this way. I look over at Pip and smile. He is busily arranging a baroque assortment of cables, microphones and batteries in his bag. He smiles back. 




  'All right sweetie?' I say. 




  'Just doing the checks on the equipment,' he replies buoyantly. 'Can't have things breaking down on our first day, can we?' He is determined not to despair. I love him for it, because I am the same. 




  Pip and I may have been crazy, planning this adventure, but we are doggedly averse to announcing failure. Through gritted teeth, I think. Through gritted teeth and only if it's the last thing on earth will we admit this trip has failed. We both hate losing. 




  'Mummeee,' asks Lucien, as he trots back into the room some forty minutes later, 'why is everything here in French?' 




  'You will know the answer, my sweet,' I say, 'tomorrow.' 




  That night things are not good. 




  Our loo decides to regurgitate what looks like the contents of most of the only sewer for Saint Pierre et Miquelon. The archipelago may only have the population of an English village, but there is a lot of merde here, I can tell you. And tonight most of it, including industrial quantities of what looks like chewing gum, turns up in our lavatory. 




  'Well, there's nothing we can do tonight about it, mes enfants,' I say brightly. 




  'We all just need to go to bed.' 




  I tuck them into their wiry blankets and turn the light off. Pip is already asleep, exhausted by the demands of carrying 50 kilograms of luggage. 




  I lie on a thick, lumpy and damp mattress trying to work out how we can turn around such a disappointing start into something meaningful. For solace, I switch on a rickety side light, and turn to Aldrich and Connell, my bible. 




  Saint Pierre et Miquelon, apparently, were 'France's consolation prize for the loss of the Canadian empire of the early modern period'. 




  This is because in 1763, while negotiating for peace with the British (after losing against the British Navy at Quebec), the French relinquished their chunk of Canada, slightingly described by Voltaire as 'a few acres of snow'. 




  In return for the whole of Canada, Britain agreed that it would keep away from the French Caribbean 'sugar islands': Saint Domingue (now Haiti), Martinique and Guadeloupe. The French thought this was a fine deal. Indeed, in the late eighteenth century, Saint Domingue was the most profitable spot of land on the planet, because sugar was such a fabulous commodity. Sugar was in global demand. The English, for example, heaped teaspoons full of the stuff in tea, their national drink. They shoved it on their porridge, they made jam and marmalade with it. The French had a national drink already, which was wine. And they didn't eat much porridge. But they had lots of sugar. This was a very profitable place to be. Rather than use it in their domestic market, they proceeded to flog sugar around the world. At that time, it was almost as valuable as bullion. 




  Goods from the Caribbean (including vanilla, coffee and cotton) were worth nearly half of all France's exports. In those days, to own a sugar colony was tantamount to owning a bank printing money. Furthermore, it puts the trade off of Canada for two or three sugar islands in perspective. Compared to sugar, the vast snowy terrain of Canada, with its huge lakes, ice-bound terrains, mountains and beautiful forests, was a financial unknown.  




  So what of Saint Pierre et Miquelon, those two tiny islands in the freezing North Atlantic? Thrown to the French as a sop by les rosbifs for giving up on the struggle for the mainland. Anyway, these two weren't always useless. When used for illegal alcoholic imports (during Prohibition), or when the cod fishing was booming, Saint Pierre et Miquelon more than paid their way. Now, however? Aldrich and Connell give it with both barrels: 'Barren and forlorn… places on which all the buildings and facilities had been destroyed or fallen into disrepair.' Well, ten years after these sentences were written, I'll admit I hadn't seen much disrepair. But 'barren and forlorn'? It does sort of sum it up. 




  I had read about Saint Pierre before, but I never really believed that the French, of all people, were capable of living in a place such as this. I turn my face and discover that I have been resting on a truly horrendous thing, a hard, knuckled affair whose original purpose, that of being a pillow, has been utterly defeated. The sweat of about five hundred visitors has caused its innards to congeal into filthy lumps. 











Early the next day, after petit déjeuner – namely a greasy croissant and sliver of jam eaten in the main dining room beneath the Shipwreck Map and that sepulchral picture of Al Capone – we tackle Madame about the loo. 




  'Le toilette est panne,' I venture. She ignores my hopeless French and just shrugs her shoulders. 




  'Bof. Toilets break sometimes,' is her assessment of the situation. 'On n'a pas d'ouvrier pour le moment.' 




  In other words, go forth and multiply; I don't give a flying French fig about your loo. One thing that has been transported effortlessly from la Métropole to this rock is classic French rudeness, I think, swerving back into a righteous Englander for just a tiny moment. 




  We walk through 'central' Saint Pierre, in other words the Place du General de Gaulle. Charles de Gaulle, who led the Free French during World War Two and subsequently became president, was an overt and energetic supporter of the notion that France should keep its colonial possessions, and visited many of them after 1945. Indeed, he is probably the only other person in history, alongside the Millard family, to do this voluntarily. Even Aldrich and Connell didn't tick off quite as many of the DOM-TOMs as we plan to do. 
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