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Publisher’s Introduction


 


The idea for this book crystallised in the last week of July 2019 when a new Prime Minister came to power declaring that Britain would leave the EU on 31 October ‘no ifs no buts’. This declaration did nothing to decrease uncertainty around Brexit.


 We are living through a turning point in our history and whatever happens, Britain’s relations with Europe will be more confused, more troubled. Many Brits feel increasingly anxious and not a little powerless.


 With so many negotiating positions and so much posturing, public discourse seems to many to have become completely detached from our hopes and fears. This has been made more disturbing by various agencies’ attempts to subvert the distinction between true and false. 


 In the face of all this uncertainty, is there anything we can be sure of? 


 Something we can be sure of is what we feel, our subjective experience. Great writers are often adept at capturing this on the page, tracking directions of the heart, its dramatic turns and subtle shifts. Such writers also have a way of finding something holy in the heart’s affections. And some of the greatest writers can delineate with precision how turning points in history reverberate in the innermost depths. When a new kind of sadness comes into the world – or a new kind of tenderness – they know it.


 Could a book be a place for writers to affirm a collective love for Europe? Could it perhaps be a keepsake like love letters, a sort of totem of vivid, authentic feelings?


 Britain has an extraordinarily rich and diverse culture – impossible to represent fully in a few hundred pages – but we decided to try to unite as many different voices as possible in a harmonious chorus or outpouring. In August we began to approach creative people of different ages, ethnicities and orientations. We asked novelists, artists, musicians, science fiction writers, nature writers, travel writers, broadcasters, humourists, historians, scientists, actors, cooks, explorers, an English woman who set up and runs a vineyard in France, an author who is a four-star general, another is a former diplomat who remembers Vienna as ‘the playground of spies’, another is a school principal, another works in refugee camps.


 This is from the email we sent:


 


On 31 October we are publishing a book called A Love Letter to Europe. We don’t know what will happen on that day, but it will probably be sad and a cause for continuing anxiety.


We want this book to be an affirmation, a chorus of love for Europe. We do love you. We still love you.


The idea, then, is to ask British writers and thinkers to say what they love about Europe as a whole or, perhaps more likely, something big or small they found to love about a particular European country. We’re not looking for anything overtly political. We’re looking for something that comes from the heart.


 Your contribution could simply be a description of a place in Europe that means something to you. Or a description of a European.


 I don’t want to be prescriptive, but anecdote might well be a part of it and a theme might emerge, whether personal or cultural or both.


 There’s a passage in Saul Bellow’s The Dean’s December that’s stayed with me. Hearing a dog barking forlornly in the night, the narrator intuits that it is protesting against the narrowness of its existence, saying: ‘For God’s sake, open the universe a little more!’ The overall theme of this book, the overall question is: how has Europe made life in the UK wider, richer, deeper, happier or more vivid and pleasurable? Has it brought us new ideas on what it means to be human, to be alive or to be in love?


 


The responses to this email were moving. Many cared deeply enough to write beautiful, telling pieces. There are contributors who are famous partly because they have won the Booker, the Costa or other literary prizes, there are those who have written international bestsellers, or who have changed the face of global popular culture because they have reinvented comic books, for example, or sold 100 million albums or made movies or TV series viewed and well-loved not only in Britain but all over the world. Others are not yet household names but write with equal depth of insight and feeling.


There is some extraordinary writing in this book. It features some deeply personal stories, including anecdotes from childhood and tragic stories from family history as well as from European history. A sense of place often sets in. There are exquisite, twisting sentences that take a thought for a walk. There is prose that fizzes on the page. There are cries of pain and regret. Some pieces are quietly devastating.


There are also expressions of a deep-seated and irrepressible impulse in our culture – the one that says when two or three Brits are gathered together at least one of you must take the piss. There are hilarious pieces here too.


Conceived as a love letter to Europe, this book throws a sidelight on what’s loveable about Britain – that richness and diversity again. Put all these people together in front of a camera and you’d have something like the cover of Sgt Pepper. The spirit of it also reminds me of the wonderful Blake-imbued opening ceremony of the London 2012 Olympic Games, shortly before the mood of public life turned sour.


The book begins with a sort of overture. Simply called ‘A love letter to Europe’, this section is a selection of pieces introducing both the book’s themes and its variety of styles. 


What follows is a series of nine sections which together form a sort of narrative of the different stages of love as it might go between individuals. So the first stage is called ‘Love at first sight’. The idea of falling in love at first sight entered the stream of European consciousness and writing with the troubadours and Dante. When Shakespeare used the phrase in As You Like It (‘Whoever loved that loved not at first sight’) he was quoting from Marlowe’s ‘Hero and Leander’. The next section is called ‘Let me count the ways’, from the poem by Elisabeth Barrett Browning, famous eloping lover and Florence resident. The third section is called ‘Come live with me’: (Marlowe again, ‘Come live with me and be my love’, the first line of his poem ‘The Passionate Shepherd to His Love’). The fourth section is called ‘Opening the universe a little more’ – from the passage in Saul Bellow’s The Dean’s December mentioned above. Here contributors explore how Europe has immeasurably increased our emotional, intellectual and cultural bandwidth. The pieces in the fifth section ‘My North, my South, my East and West’ make the point that we are so enmeshed in Europe that we are European. The idea that we live under a ‘European sky’ recurs in Auden, including in ‘A Summer Night’, his love poem to Geoffrey Hoyland, while ‘My North, my South . . .’ is from ‘Funeral Blues’. The sixth section is called ‘If music be the food of love’, (from the opening of Twelfth Night) and it reprises some of the themes of the previous two sections with a musical twist. 


There is a darkening of tone and mood in the seventh section, which addresses the pain of separation. The phrase ‘Angoisse des gares’ sounds as if it comes from a Baudelaire or Verlaine, but I’ve been unable to trace it back further than where I first read it, in The Unquiet Grave by Cyril Connolly using the pen name Palinurus. We had asked writers not to be political – except of course in the sense that everything is political – but noticed that they increasingly tended to disregard this, perhaps partly because during the course of a month the country became more deeply divided and the national mood more anxious. The phrase that starts the eighth section, ‘Reckless with others’ hearts’ has been attributed to both Kurt Vonnegut and Jimi Hendrix and turns up in a lyric by Baz Luhrmann, but the earliest recorded usage is by Mary Schmich, a columnist with the Chicago Tribune.


Some contributors make the point that where politics divides, culture can get to work and bring us back together. The ninth section is full of hope, and the title ‘The love you take’ comes, of course, from the last song of Abbey Road by the Beatles.


 ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well.’ So said the British medieval mystic Mother Julian of Norwich. Does anyone feel certain of that? Probably not, but reading this book and being reminded of British people’s sensitivity, intelligence, good humour and longing for love, may help you feel a little more hopeful.


 


MB


9th September 2019










A Love Letter to Europe










It began on a field in Normandy


Penelope Lively


We are seventeen, sitting in a field somewhere in Normandy in 1950. I am English, Catherine is French. We are giggling, because we have got hold of some nail polish and are painting our nails, which Catherine’s mother dislikes. And we talk non-stop. We talk in French. This is my gap year – some of us had them, even back then – and I am spending it as guest of Catherine’s family, in Paris, and here at their summer bolthole in Normandy. Over the last months I have, by some osmotic process, become able to speak French. Not learned, just absorbed, by being in France, surrounded by the people, the language, and all that that implies.


And I am eternally grateful for that; it has given me some sort of enlargement of the mind – I wish I had more languages. I have hardly spoken French since – only on occasion when the French edition of a novel of mine came out and my French editor would summon me to do press interviews: ‘Your French is quite good enough.’ And it just about was, back in the eighties. It isn’t now; I would find it hard to carry on a conversation in French. But the strange thing is that it is all there still, in the head, as a kind of sediment. Sometimes the French for some English word, or expression, will pop up, and I am surprised that I know it – I have not needed it for over sixty years.


After that gap year, I went to university to read history. The history curriculum in those days was sternly Eurocentric – forget America, Asia, elsewhere. So I emerged with some basic familiarity with European history, most of which seemed to be about wars. One kind of reality, I suppose – historical reality. But over the next decades came the discovery of a different kind of reality, for the islanders that we British are – the fascination of a landmass in which one country adjoins another, and all are significantly different. Their languages are different, they eat differently, their customs are different, their people look different, behave differently, think differently. This has made travel in Europe a matter of constant revelation: you are in Sweden, and think suddenly of a time when you were in Greece, a world apart, it seems, but still Europe, this amazing conglomeration of nations that is also a geographical unity. For me, because of that seminal long-ago year, there is always a sense of familiarity when I am back in France. More than that, the Channel is not a division; it is the route over to the continent with which our own history is inextricably enmeshed – centuries of mutual involvement. Our past is European; we are European.










Fred


Sandi Toksvig


I like peace and quiet. I work in showbusiness and most days are a bombardment of bright lights, chatter and loud noise often signifying nothing. I live my life in Britain, which I love, but when I have time to myself I escape to the place where I was born – Denmark. Just north of Copenhagen there is a glorious beach from which you can look out across the narrow Øresund strait that separates Denmark from Sweden. The waters are often wild, and the beach is usually windy, and I love to walk along hearing the unchanged sounds of my childhood. It is a place of immense calm. This stretch of sandy shore lies moments from where I came into the world and from where my grandparents had their home. It is a place that lies at the very heart of my Danish ancestry and I think these things matter. It is sometimes surprising how much we reflect the past in our present lives.


My grandfather died the week I was born and my grandmother when I was only about four, so I can’t say I knew them. Nevertheless, something strong is inherited from them for I have pursued much the same line of work as they did. Indeed, it is as though I went into the family business. Farfar (Danish for Father-Father) was a writer and a painter while Farmor (Father-Mother) was an actress. I write and I dissemble so there must be something in the blood.


In 1939, when the Second World War broke out, my grandparents were living in Copenhagen, writing and acting. Although Germany and Denmark share a border, at first the conflict stayed south. Then, on 9 April 1940 the Germans moved north and invaded Denmark. Life for the Danes changed forever. At first the Germans wanted Denmark to appear cooperative, a model protectorate, so the repressions and rules were lightly applied, but they existed nonetheless. Many did not take kindly to any of it. Farmor became an active member of the resistance and even my father, aged just eleven, became a messenger for the underground movement.


In the first year or so of occupation what the Germans called the ‘Jewish Problem’ was not raised with the Danes. In fact, when the Great Synagogue in Copenhagen was subjected to arson, the perpetrators were dealt with severely by the Danish authorities. Denmark did not have a large Jewish population. There were just under 8,000 members of the faith living across the country. As far as I am aware my grandparents didn’t know any Jews personally but, in the autumn of 1943, word was leaked that the Jews of Denmark were to be deported to concentration camps. Without further thought my family, along with many others, went into action. On 29 September the Danish Jews were warned by the Chief Rabbi of Denmark to go into hiding immediately.


Farfar built a false wall in the apartment and painted it to look like the end of their sitting room. Behind this theatrical piece of set he and Farmor concealed Jewish families on the run. My father, still a little boy, went door to door, removing Jewish names from doorbells and replacing them with ordinary Danish ones. One day my grandparents got word that the German authorities were coming to raid the apartment. Farmor took a knife and cut her legs with it before applying theatrical makeup to the wounds. When the men arrived, she was lying on a sofa giving her finest acting performance of ill health. The terrible running sores on her legs persuaded the invaders they did not want to stay. The apartment was not searched, and the hidden family not found.


Sweden was neutral in the war and on 2 October that year the Swedish government announced its willingness to take all Danish Jews. This land of freedom lay just ten miles or so across open water. Fishermen up and down the coast began to gather with any boat they could find. Some were large, some just kayaks. Along isolated stretches of the coast the great escape to Sweden began. Across the Øresund the exodus of the Jews began. Not every Dane behaved well and not every German behaved badly. Life is not that clear-cut but in the end over 99 per cent of the Danish Jews escaped the Holocaust. It was the finest example of cooperation in the face of injustice. My family had no reason to risk their lives for strangers but when I asked my father why they had done it he simply shrugged and said, ‘It was the right thing to do.’


I think of this when I walk on that beach and look out to the stretch of sea that was once the site of that astonishing rescue. I hope I would have the same courage to do the right thing. I tell the story of what happened because history matters. Since the end of the Second World War and the wonderful decision by European countries to work together, we have had peace. Almost 75 years of it. I love peace and quiet. I love Europe.










A larger life


Alan Hollinghurst


It’s hard now to remember the boat-train and even the ferry itself, beyond the unstoppable moment when it cast off, the catch of the breath as the quay stepped sideways and everything re-aligned. What will never be forgotten is the sense of impatience for the other side, for Calais, Amiens, Paris. To learn how to get from the Gare du Nord to the Gare de Lyon, to find a room and order a beer and a croque monsieur, was to take command of a larger life, something we’d been raised and readied for and where we felt at once we belonged. Mile after mile, night after day, the journey went on: Marseille, Ventimiglia, Turin, Milan, possibilities turning to practical certainties, even Venice itself. This was something much larger and deeper than a holiday. We knew we belonged in Europe as our own country belonged there; all my adult life has been spent as a citizen of Europe as well as of Britain, each thing felt keenly to be both a privilege and a right. The mood, the madness, of our time is to destroy concord, cooperation, and as an inevitable result to destroy ourselves. If it’s already too late to halt the destruction, it is also too late to efface the knowledge that we share in our millions, that we are Europeans.










Writing Home


J.K. Rowling


The letter was written on thin, pale blue paper. The handwriting was neat and rounded. My brand-new German pen friend, Hanna, introduced herself in excellent English.  Our schools had decided that Hanna and I would be a good fit as pen pals because we were both, not to put too fine a point on it, swots. In a matter of months, I’d be going to stay with her Stuttgart-based family for a week, and shortly after that, she’d come and stay on the Welsh border, with me. I was thirteen. The whole thing was thrilling. 


Her house was warm, spotless and deliciously different. I remember ornamental candles, and rugs on a tiled floor, the furniture sleek and well-designed, and a shining upright piano in the corner, which Hanna, of course, played very well. On arrival, Hanna’s mother asked me what I wanted for breakfast, and when I didn’t immediately answer, she began listing all the foodstuffs she had available. Around about item six or seven, I recognised the German for cake, so I said, ‘Cake, please.’ 


Hanna’s mother was a magnificent cook. I particularly remember the clear soup with dumplings and the sausage with lentils, and every morning of my visit, presumably because she thought that’s what I was used to, she gave me cake for breakfast. It was glorious.


I kept in touch with Hanna for years, and when I was fifteen, the family invited me, with incredible generosity, to accompany them on a month-long trip to Italy. So, it was with Hanna and her family that I first saw the Mediterranean and first tasted shellfish. 


I came home from Italy thirsty for more European adventures. I got myself a French pen pal called Adele, with whom in due course I went to stay in Brittany.  There I watched her mother make crêpes, the region’s speciality, on the bilig, a large, circular griddle: they were the most delicious things I’d ever eaten, even including the Italian lobster. When out of sight of adults, I took advantage of the cheapness of French cigarettes and practiced my nascent smoking habit, trying really hard to like Gitanes, and almost succeeding. 


When I turned sixteen, my best friend and I cooked up the idea of going backpacking in Austria for a couple of weeks. Looking back, I do slightly wonder what our parents were thinking, letting us go: two schoolgirls with a smattering of German heading off on a coach with no fixed plans and no accommodation booked. We emerged from the experience unscathed: we successfully read the foreign train timetables, always managed to find accommodation, swam in ice-cold mountain lakes under brilliant sunlight and travelled from town to town as the fancy took us. 


As I grew older, my determination to cross the Channel, even if alone or with insufficient funds, grew. If you had an Interrail ticket, surely one of the best inventions of all time, you could simply catch another train if you couldn’t find a room, or else doze in the station until the next one arrived. I took off alone at nineteen to wander around France, a jaunt that ended abruptly with the theft of my wallet.


However, I was soon back again, because I spent a year in Paris as part of my French degree. My mother, a quiet Francophile with a half-French father, was delighted to visit me there; my father, possibly less so, given my perennially unsuccessful pleas to waiters to understand that ‘bien cuit’ in his case meant there must be no pink at all in the middle of the steak. 


I was twenty-five when my mother died, at which point I stopped pretending I wanted any kind of office job.  Now I did what came most naturally: grabbed the dog-eared manuscript of the children’s book I’d been writing for a few months and took off across the Channel again. Disorientated with grief, I’d chosen one of the three teaching jobs offered to me almost at random. It was in Portugal, a country I didn’t know, and where I couldn’t speak a word of the language. 


Teaching English abroad is a perfectly respectable profession, but nobody who’s done it can deny that it attracts its fair share of misfits and runaways. I was both. Nevertheless, I fell in love with Oporto and I love it still. I was enchanted by fado, the melancholy folk music that reflects the Portuguese themselves, who in my experience have a quietness and gentleness unique among Latin peoples I’d encountered so far. The city’s spectacular bridges, its vertiginous riverbanks, steep with ancient buildings, the old port houses, the wide squares: I was entranced by them all. 


We all have shining memories of our youth, made poignant because they’re freighted with knowledge of what happened later to companions, and what lay ahead for ourselves. Back then we were allowed to roam freely across Europe in a way that shaped and enriched us, while benefitting from the longest uninterrupted spell of peace this continent has ever known. Lifelong friendships, love affairs and marriages could never have happened. Several children of my acquaintance, including my own eldest daughter, wouldn’t have been born without the frictionless travel the EU gave us. 


At the time of writing, it’s uncertain whether the next generation will enjoy the freedoms we had. Those of us who know exactly how deep a loss that is, are experiencing a vicarious sense of bereavement, on top of our own dismay at the threatened rupture of old ties.


I think again of my teenage pen friend Hanna, as I reach for a quotation by Voltaire. She rarely let me get away with anything, so she’d probably have accused me of choosing a French philosopher in a spirit of pure provocation. 


Well, Hanna was right about many things, but on this she’d be wrong. The truth is that I’m thinking of her now because she was my first friend from continental Europe, and because the words of Voltaire that hold so much meaning for me now are these: ‘L’amitié est la patrie.’ ‘Where there is friendship, there is our homeland.’ And Hanna, I really don’t want to lose my homeland. 










My studio in the south of France


Tracey Emin


I love my little studio in France – it’s surrounded by nature, resting in a tiny valley.


In the winter there is a babbling brook that runs alongside the building. It flows into the vanishing lake that’s only there from November to March. When I’m tucked inside working away, I feel safe nestled between the rolling hills and crimson skies. The light is magical. It’s only recently that I have really understood why the Impressionists were so infatuated with light. The alchemy of time – the memory of light – impossible to capture. I don’t try, I just watch it come and go.


Recently, looking through the window of my studio, I saw something move in the distance. It was a large fawn-coloured deer. We stared at each other; it made me feel like I was really part of nature. I make some of my best work in this tiny studio – because I feel free. There’s enough room for me to work on nine canvases at once. Sometimes I work until two or three in the morning, painting like a banshee, like a mad conductor in a storm, running from one canvas to another until I’m exhausted and burnt out. Then, in the darkness, I go up to the house sometimes with confidence, unafraid, skipping around the olive trees under the moon. Day will soon break, and all is so beautiful in my creative world.










Twin towns


Sam Jordison


One of my strongest recollections from that vague, awkward period between childhood and puberty is of the day the deputation from Aalborg visited my hometown, Lancaster.


To understand why this visitation was so memorable, you have to trudge in my black and clumpy school shoes for a while. Every day after lessons ended, my friends and I were cast adrift for an hour or more among the dismal shops of early nineties Lancaster, while we waited for the buses that would finally take us home. We walked aimlessly through useless empty time. We knew every single record that Our Price stocked. Waterstones hadn’t arrived yet. We weren’t allowed in the pubs. We weren’t welcome in the tea shops. (Yes, tea shops. There weren’t any cafes back then.) We were desperate for distraction.


So we were as grateful as we were surprised when a half-dozen or so smiling and pleasingly handsome Danish people one day took over a shop near the town hall to put on a display about their home. Did we want to know about ‘the city of smoking chimneys’ and its early twentieth-century cement factories? Well, sure, since they were asking and since they were also offering to feed us cheese and herrings.


Aalborg, I learned that day, was Lancaster’s twin town. It was a medium-sized Danish city with a rich medieval history that had more recently suffered industrial decline. It had a cool (verging on cold) climate and plenty of annual rainfall. I had to admit that all that did sound a bit like Lancaster. But we were still sceptical about the twin-town concept, even as we noshed happily on the fish products and looked appreciatively at the clean lines of the pine furniture our new friends had installed in the shop. But would many citizens of a twin town really want to come over to our rainy bit of northern England to share in our boredom?


The answer to that question did turn out to be a cautious ‘yes’. It turned out that the burghers of Lancaster had quite an enthusiasm for twinning. They had somehow managed to trick their fellow dignitaries in Perpignan in the sunny south of France to hook up with them, too. And so, a few years after that astonishing Danish visitation, my school arranged an exchange with our Mediterranean counterparts and a coachload of French teenagers duly arrived on our doorstep.


To our great surprise, our amis seemed to like Lancaster. My exchange partner, the not particularly French-sounding Sven, was absolutely fascinated by the pubs I was too young to get into. He was also impressed by the tiny patina of cool that had rubbed off on the town thanks to its relative proximity to Madchester. The Stone Roses – or any other worthwhile band – had never actually visited our one tiny music venue, but Sven didn’t need to know that. Nor did he seem to care. It was enough to be in the North of England. He and his compatriots even seemed impressed by the shops that we found so tedious and by the local architecture, which we had long since stopped noticing.


I felt guilty, all the same. It rained the whole time they were with us – and I just knew we were going to have a better time when we did the return leg later on that summer.


I was right. Whereas my school had arranged visits to a broken-down amusement park in the failing resort of Morecambe and to a nuclear power station in Heysham, in France they took us to the beach, to water parks and to an astonishing Salvador Dali museum. What’s more, everything we did was bathed in glorious sunshine. But the best thing about my part of the exchange turned out to be Sven’s dad, Robert Gaubert.


Pretty much the first thing that Monsieur Gaubert explained to me when I arrived at his house was that he was a psychologist and a sexologist.


A sexologist.


This idea was terrifying. I knew that Monsieur Gaubert would instantly be able to tell that I was a Massive Virgin. He’d realise that I’d barely spoken to a girl, let alone held hands with one or engaged in any of the rest of that mysterious business.


But I had no reason to be afraid. Even in my teenage solipsism, I came to understand that he didn’t care how fast or slow I was developing. And it was impossible to be intimidated by him for long. He was funny and silly and kind. He spoke to me, if not as an adult (my French wasn’t good enough for that), at least as a friend. He asked my opinion about everything he could think of, he tirelessly tried to teach me local idioms, he laughed at my mistakes instead of finding them annoying, and he spent hours with Sven and me (not to mention his other two kids) every day keeping us entertained and amused.


La famille Gaubert took me scuba diving in the Mediterranean. They took me walking in the Pyrenees and bathing in hot springs. They showed me Roman ruins. They took me to meet relatives in Spain to slurp Gazpacho. They took me to fireworks for the 14 July. They took me – bizarrely – to a fashion show where Monsieur Gaubert gleefully explained that half of the models were clients of his. What on earth did a sexologist actually do?


Looking back now I can understand how proud Monsieur Gaubert must have been of his home and how keen he was to show it to me. I also now realise that this kind man had taken on the wider project of helping to bring me into the world.


I was quite an odd teenager. As well as worrying about girls and cultivating boredom, I most liked listening to The Cure, reading Victorian novels and learning Latin verb formations. All fine things – but perhaps not ideal for building a fully socialised adult. Monsieur Gaubert understood this and became determined that I should start to relish more simple pleasures. That I should have fun. He set about bringing me out of my shell – and also, in his wisdom and benevolence, he supplied me with the perfect metaphor for this process. He took me to a snail-eating festival.


This event – which had the significant bonus of being the most French thing I could imagine – took place in parkland, on long plastic tables, in the gentle early evening sun. Monsieur Gaubert kept us in blissful ignorance about the financial arrangements, but the basic deal seemed to be that after you got a ticket and sat down, you were given limitless supplies of good crispy French bread, alongside as many escargots cooked in a delicious garlic sauce as you could eat. Also: red wine. This latter was a crucial part of Monsieur Gaubert’s design. He had decided that it was time I got drunk. Not English drunk. Not roaring, fighting or puking. Just gently glowing and merry. He encouraged me to imbibe just enough to set me talking volubly in suddenly improved French and giggling at everything everyone else said.


Everyone else must have been enjoying the wine too, because at some hazy point in the evening, they all started throwing snail shells at each other amidst uproarious laughter, ooh-là-làs, putains and other French expressions of surprise and glee. I recall the singular satisfaction of a well-flicked shell hitting its target. I remember Monsieur Gaubert laughing and patting me on the back and encouraging me to target anyone and everyone. Also, before the night blurs into forgetfulness, I have a glorious final image of myself standing on a plastic chair in a hail of snail shells, lobbing bread and friendly insults at a nearby Frenchman. What greater happiness could there be?


Well, I was on the way to finding out. I’ll be forever grateful to Monsieur Gaubert for pointing me towards it. He was a lovely man. And Perpignan has remained one of my favourite places. I visit as often as I can. Partly because the south-west of France is so beautiful, partly because it has such warm associations, and partly because I feel such kinship with the place. It reminds me of Lancaster. I love it for that. It’s funny how things work out.










Au revoir


Sebastian Faulks


From where we live in the south of England, it’s a bit of a hike to the Welsh marches or the Scottish borders. But it’s only a short drive down to Folkestone and then . . .


France. Suddenly you are through the looking-glass, among a people who do not share a single one of our views about ourselves, themselves, history, culture, patriotism, food, ethics, love or life itself. It’s a wonderland and a lifetime study, just twenty miles away – closer than Birmingham. Push east through Alsace-Lorraine, however, and you’ll find a people who are much more like us, almost weirdly so, which is one of the reasons why Berlin, with its Holocaust memorials and Stasi dungeons, is so unsettling – and another reason why the foreignness of Boulogne is so remarkable.


I first experienced continental Europe in Portugal, in a whitewashed breeze-block bungalow with no electricity. I was eleven and was told to pump water from the well. Everything seemed intense: the midday heat, the orange-fleshed melons with their bark-like skins, the exploding grapes and peaches, the kerosene lamps by whose light we ate dinner, the phosphorescence that trailed from your hand in a midnight swim. There was a five-mile beach with no one on it, until Sunday, when the villagers came down in black clothes to give their pigs a sand bath. The unmade street is under concrete or asphalt now, I imagine, and the wine shop with vinho tinto at five escudos a flagon is probably a yoga studio. But it did exist, once.


Then there was Deauville and the Beau Séjour boarding house, on which Jacques Tati had surely based Monsieur Hulot’s holiday hotel. The ride in a hydraulic Citroen DS taxi, the sandy tennis court, a fizzy drink named ‘Pschitt!’, the little foot-baths in the rooms called ‘bidets’, the pet dogs fed at table in the dining room and the dishes that issued from the swing doors of the kitchen in a bewitching stream . . . The public lavatories with two footholds and nothing to cling on to and the hilarious attempts at pop music on the radio.


Then Spain, the Costa Brava, and the night club that played ‘Je t’aime, moi non plus’ while we drank sangria by the bucket. The smoky paella at lunch time, the stickiness of prawn and chicken that was in breach of some sacred Catalonian recipe but sated teenage appetites sharpened by hours of swimming and gazing at girls too old for us.


Two years later, aged eighteen, there was hitchhiking across the entire continent from La Rochelle to Istanbul, when finally Europe became culture as well as food, as we reeled in amazement in the galleries of Florence (a little anxious that our schoolroom Pre-Raphaelite posters didn’t quite match up to . . . well, Raphael), the Caravaggio churches of Rome, the Parthenon and the Greek islands where we slept on the sand, lived on sixpence a day (including retsina) and there was almost no one there, in Samos, in Corfu, even Mykonos, except for a few like-minded escapists. We talked to American college students, who were incredulous, literally open-mouthed in some cases, at the glory that was Greece. We felt . . . proud. It was something, wasn’t it?


Our elder son lives and works in Spain, our daughter studied in Aix and Verona and our youngest had expected, in due course, to work in Europe too. It’s no more than a New Yorker hoping for a spell in Michigan. And perhaps it may yet happen, after a fashion, with more paperwork and queues and after we have overcome the self-inflicted economic crash. I have met only five people who voted to leave. None are bigots or ‘racists’; each had sane or sophisticated reasons. Nor do I blame the millions who apparently voted just to be heard, to protest at being overlooked. Why shouldn’t they protest? But I do blame Remain’s pathetic campaign and the lies of the Leavers. The people who will suffer most are those who always do, the ones least able to afford it; I don’t imagine Mr Dyson or Mr Rees-Mogg will have much trouble moving their fortunes round offshore.

OEBPS/OPF/coronet_logo1.zoom2.jpg
CORONET





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





