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      For Elise Hancock

      




      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      AGAINST THE BLACKNESS OF THE SEA AT NIGHT, A BRIGHT BLUR OF movement on the beach.
      

      
      It is near midnight. Late June in Nice, on the French Riviera. Crowds of late-night tourists stroll along the Promenade des
         Anglais, the broad seaside boulevard, crowned with palms, that follows the great arc of the bay. A fresh breeze wafts in from
         the sea. Any breezier, any cooler, and it might feel chilly. But it’s not chilly. It’s perfect; the weather’s always perfect
         here.
      

      
      You settle back into one of the blue wooden chairs that line the seafront. The ocean air washes over your bare arms and legs.
         Behind you as you face the sea, a broad walkway divides the car traffic from the beach. Smartly dressed older couples shuffle
         amiably, arm in arm. Knots of teenagers. A young girl rollerskating alone, blond hair fanning out behind her. And spread out
         before you, the pebbly beach and softly murmuring sea.
      

      
      It’s from here that you spy the ghostly movement, revealed by lamps that flood the beach in light: Two young men reach down,
         tug off their shoes, and, almost in tandem, toss them aside. Then their shirts come off. And their pants, which land in a
         pile at their feet. They stop at their flimsy, colored briefs, and stand up straight. For a moment, they hesitate, then run
         splashing into the water, limbs flailing, white streaks against the inky sea.
      

      
      The water’s chill shocks them into silence. But soon the two of them, the surf lapping at their waists, are shouting themselves
         hoarse in German, frolicking in the water like happy children. Their yells grow rhythmic and they start to sing—smoky Munich beer-hall
         songs, one imagines, shunted to the coast of France. To the jaunty beat of their tune, they spank the sea in unison, slapping
         sheets of spray into the air. …
      

      
      Then, abruptly, back on the beach where they’d left their clothes, another blur of movement. It was easy to miss him as he stood motionless on the beach, fully dressed, but he’d been there all along—a
         third young man, friend of the other two. He’d climbed up to the Promenade, carried a chair back down to the beach, and primly
         stood and watched as his friends cavorted in the surf.
      

      
      But now he can bear it no longer, and he, too, reaches down to pry off his shoes. Soon all three of them are yelling, splashing,
         and singing—joyously, exuberantly, happy.
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      High Season in Nice is a story of pleasure and escape—about what five months or five days in an exotic, strikingly beautiful place, wrested from
         lives choked by worry, toil, or tedium back home, meant to a few wealthy people 250 years ago, and mean to millions today.
      

      
      It is about how modern tourism got the way it did.

      
      It is about how Nice and the Riviera became what they are.

      
      It is about the price they paid to do so.

      
      Nice was founded by the Greeks sometime after the sixth century B.C. It has borne the tread of Roman legionnaires, was stopover point for Italy-bound Englishmen on the Grand Tour, port-of-call
         for Cook’s tours, home-away-from-home for Russian expatriates and the Lost Generation. Matisse came here. So did Thomas Jefferson.
         So did Chekhov and Queen Victoria, F. Scott Fitzgerald and Isadora Duncan. Wounded soldiers back from the Western Front in
         World War I stayed in its hotels and villas. So did autoworkers from drab Paris suburbs who’d never in their lives seen the
         sea. So did Jews seeking refuge during World War II, and American GIs after it. And now so do clerks from London and Lyons,
         software engineers from Silicon Valley, nouveaux-riches entrepreneurs from Moscow.
      

      
      
      It is a Saturday in late spring at the end of the twentieth century. We are in old Nice, at the Cours Saleya, flanked by elevated
         terraces where once gentlemen and their ladies promenaded at their ease. The mayor’s office has brought a troupe of musicians
         here to the flower market, a teaser for paid performances elsewhere tonight. It is noon. The Mediterranean sun stands high
         overhead. Everywhere, flower stalls under striped awnings: seas of bouquets, riots of pink, yellow, and red. Throngs of tourists
         and local Niçois watch as two women from the company dance to a slow, rhythmic pulse of tambourines, castanets, and drums.
         A swarthy woman with jet-black hair and tight black pants; another in a long, slinky purple skirt. Their bodies sway to the
         music. Their faces are lit by rapt smiles. Hundreds, hypnotized, draw near. The dancers smile. The flower vendors smile. The
         tourists smile.
      

      
      Dare we judge their smiles shallow for being those of mere tourists? Somehow less authentic for being roused by those whose
         business is to charm, seduce, and entertain?
      

      
      Nice has undergone vast change over the centuries. And yet, for all the change, there is this one constant: its beguiling
         invitation, held out to each new generation of travelers, to come visit, cast troubles aside, enjoy.
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      They clog the old route nationale and the A8 expressway in miles-long traffic jams, or bouchons.
      

      
      They crane their necks for a view as cloud-covered backcountry gives way to sunny coastal towns that resemble white granite
         outcroppings as their jet drops low over the blue Mediterranean for the final descent to Nice—Côte d’Azur Airport.
      

      
      They step from the gloom of the train station into the glare of bright sun and sky, knees buckling under top-heavy backpacks,
         wrung out from long train rides from Paris or Prague.
      

      
      By the millions they flock each year to Nice and the rest of the Riviera. Six in ten are French, the rest a mix of nationalities
         that varies with time of year and exchange rate; Italians, perhaps, are favored one year, Americans the next. The Italians
         drive over the border in July, head back just before the great French flood in August. British and Germans each account for half a million Riviera trips a year, Americans
         a bit fewer. Russians flock toward high-end shops with window signs in Cyrillic, buy up champagne, lobster, and caviar. In
         summer, a Finnish company flies in a weekly charter with 140 Scandinavians; they see Nice, take a day trip to Cannes, visit
         vineyards. A certain ANDREAS ’96, GREEK LOVER, left graffiti by the stairway that climbs the Château Hill. So did ALI ZAIDI. A Canadian woman heralded FREEDOM 1998, SPIRITUAL JOURNEY THRU TRAVEL ART LOVE & POETRY. SYLV expressed eternal love for NICOLAS. Everybody comes to Nice.
      

      
      Visitors check in to luxury hotels along the Promenade des Anglais—palaces left over from the Belle Époque with great spiral
         staircases, intricate ironwork, vaulted ceilings.
      

      
      They filter into the streets around the train station, scouting out cheap one-star hotels, climbing stairs up from the street
         to cramped second-floor reception desks and smoke-filled common rooms crowded with the young from every nation.
      

      
      They hop the bus up the Moyenne Corniche to the forest road that climbs Mont Alban, hoping for a bed at the youth hostel.
         “Backpacker Palace,” the local paper calls it—bed, ocean view, and breakfast for the price of a salade niçoise on the Promenade.
      

      
      Guidebooks commend them to hotels where Chekhov slept, or Lenin, or Matisse.

      
      Taxis ferry them to name-brand seaside behemoths that look like Miami or L.A., with bars that push cheeseburgers and American
         pizza.
      

      
      Friends back home direct them to restored nineteenth-century three-stars with interior courts lush with mimosa and bougainvillea.
         There they sit at window balconies over cheese and fruit, watch palms sway in the evening breeze, know at last they’ve discovered
         paradise.
      

      
      Maybe a third of Riviera visitors, particularly the French, never get near a hotel. They fill instead the region’s thirty
         thousand camping sites, as well as its résidences secondaires—the beachside condo of your cousin’s father-in-law’s sister.
      

      
      Some shuttle between their hotels and the convention center, the Acropolis. They listen all day to scientific papers, or wander
         down windowless aisles lined with manufacturers’ representatives peddling lung monitors and miracle drugs.
      

      
      Mainly, though, Nice’s visitors come for a good time, so they do nothing at all—which, for many too-busy people at century’s
         end, is about the same thing. They relax. They explore the town. They shop. They visit museums. They read in bed. They eat.
         They make love. They sleep.
      

      
      And, of course, they go to the beach—miles of narrow shoreline blanketed with what the French call galets, the British “shingle,” and the Americans “pebbles;’ which is really just a bed of smooth rounded stones. They lie on towels
         or cane matting on the public beach; or on beach chairs under umbrellas, laid out in neat rows, on the private ones. Once
         settled there, they do little else. A dip into the mild surf. A lathering of suntan lotion. Take off a top. Put on a top.
         Read a few pages. Buy a drink. Soak up rays.
      

      
      You see tourists standing in Place Masséna huddled over a street map, straining to keep it open against the wind. Or wandering
         down shoulders-wide streets in the old town lined with shops and galleries. Or lumbering wearily down to the basement of the
         casino to play the slots. Or taking snapshots of ancient ruins, or of themselves. Or standing serenely at the top of the Château
         Hill, looking down on red roofs and blue sea, as the wind whips their hair and the sun etches memories in their minds.
      

      
      For many, Nice is base from which to visit the rest of the Riviera, which is known also, more or less synonymously, as the
         Côte d’Azur. They board the westbound train from the Nice gare, and arrive half an hour later in Cannes, home to the film festival each spring. Or the east-bound, for Monte Carlo, to watch
         rich people drive up to the casino in Rolls-Royces. Maybe they take the bus to Grasse to buy perfume. Or gaze in wonder at
         Matisse’s marvel of soft prayerful color, his Chapel of the Rosary, outside Vence.
      

      
      Down the coast, off the Corniche d’Or, south of Cannes, a vacationing family stops for lunch at a small hotel perched atop
         a secluded cove. The three of them, a couple with their teenaged son, settle on the restaurant terrace, beneath a red umbrella.
         Every so often they glance up from their menus and down to the sea gurgling amongst the rocks below. There, on a wooden dock that spans the few yards
         to an oxblood-colored rock rising from the sea, a man and woman idle away the hours. She, in a skimpy black swimsuit with
         a thin strap across the back, sits within his arms and bare, muscled thighs. Mostly, they just look out to sea. But, periodically,
         she twists toward him and her lips search out his. Up on the terrace, as they wait to be served, husband and wife stare; the
         teenager tries not to look. Time stretches out. The waves lap the rocks. The couple on the dock draw up closer, their kisses
         grow more urgent. Then, finally, an intimate whisper; with studied casualness, they rise from the dock and pad up to their
         room. On the terrace, lunch is served.
      

      
      What do tourists do on the Riviera? They do what all travelers, and all tourists, always do. They escape their lives back
         home and search for pleasure.
      

      
      It is a subtle distortion to say that the Riviera “still” grants pleasure, as if it but feebly managed to do what a century
         ago it did better. Today, 170 flights a day, four in ten of them international, land at Nice Airport. A thousand hotels shelter
         Riviera visitors, three thousand restaurants serve them meals, a hundred thousand workers do their bidding. In 1880, with
         the Belle Epoque at its height and Nice as fashionable as it would ever be, thirty-five thousand foreigners came each year
         for the season; these days, visitors to the Côte d’Azur as a whole number eight million.
      

      
      This, some say, is just the problem: too many millions.
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      Thirty Americans are on a two-week, university-sponsored tour of the Mediterranean. This morning they left their floating
         hotel, a three-masted sailing yacht, tied up at the Monte Carlo marina, and boarded a bus that took them along the twisting
         coast road to Nice. Now, a little after noon, their bus has pulled up to the Chagall Museum, a stark white stone structure
         that houses the largest public collection of the Russian artist’s work. The Americans, all white socks, running shoes, and loose-fitting leisure wear, pile out. They pass through the gate and across an open grassy area to the entrance.
      

      
      Inside, their guide gathers them up and leads them into the main hall, crowded with other groups of tourists. She wears a
         dark ankle-length skirt, crisply fitting linen top over a simple white T-shirt, canvas bag thrown stylishly over her shoulder.
         The Americans crowd round her. Please stay close, she asks them. She doesn’t want to raise her voice, lest she interfere with
         the other groups and guides.
      

      
      Just beside the main hall is a noisy entrance foyer, the size of an overgrown living room, where tickets are collected, packages
         checked, souvenirs purchased. Coins clink on wooden counters. Cash registers chatter and whirr. “We’ve got pink tickets for
         you to get in,” a harried tour guide yells across the room to her flock. Children fuss noisily. People mill about, chatter,
         compare notes on this poster or print.
      

      
      Just now, finally, a saleswoman in the gift shop has had enough. She is in her forties or fifties, with a long, regal neck
         and commanding presence. In the very middle of a transaction, she stops, stands up to her full height, raises her arms in
         front of her to the level of her shoulders, and claps—three sharp, hard cracks that rise over the tourist din and draw all
         eyes toward her. Then, in one broad, fluid pantomime, she scrunches up her shoulders, with both hands points toward her ears,
         and contorts her face in pain.
      

      
      Briefly, the room quiets.

      
      But it’s summer, high season in Nice, and soon the place is jumping and jangling once more.

      
      Return to Nice after years away and chances are you soon lament the price it’s paid for popularity. A New York visitor, Jane
         Huddish, remembers visiting the Riviera in 1967, right after her graduation from college, and loving it. When she returned
         three decades later, in the mid-1990s, she hated it. The streets were crowded with cars. Parking was impossible. The hotels
         were overpriced; a hundred bucks got you a cell of a room with tattered rugs, cheap lamps, and chipped furniture. The views
         from the legendary corniches—the roads cut into the sea-facing slopes of the mountains that track the Riviera coast to Italy—were mostly gone, obscured by new construction. A new casino built next to the old one in Monte Carlo was, she recalled, “filled
         with American tourists in checked Bermuda shorts playing the slots at two in the afternoon.”
      

      
      Of course, visitors returning to the Riviera have felt that way almost from the beginning. “Those blissful days are gone,
         and the place has been ruined and vulgarized,” one writer noted of neighboring Monaco. “The cliffs have been blasted, the
         copsewood cut away, and the unrivaled scenery defaced by the ravages of speculative cockney-dom.” Nice, he complained, had
         been “desecrated by every variety of eccentric architecture.” In Cannes, even more than in Nice, an innocent walk in the country
         assailed you with “peremptory warnings against trespass, and the more serious obstacles of stone walls and barbed wire.” The
         author, Alexander Shand, was writing in 1903. He was lamenting the lost Riviera of the 1860s.
      

      
      Such nostalgic yearnings for better times now past presuppose a point of origin—a moment when the Riviera really was paradise, and from which one might measure how far it’s fallen. But Nice’s past, like that of the rest of the Riviera, does
         not reach back only to some imagined time of Edenic bliss. Today, fending off street peddlers or navigating around bodies
         on the beach, the visitor to Nice may be forgiven his inability to imagine it any other way. Our modest history, however,
         must take us back to before that moment when, through excess, Nice first began to offend some visitors; back to a time when it attracted no visitors
         at all.
      

      
      The history of Nice as playground for tourists begins only in the mid-eighteenth century, when Englishmen bound for Italy
         passed through, stopped, and told their friends back home of their happy find. But by that time, Nice was already a very old
         place with roots in Greek and Roman antiquity, and hardy travelers, a species it is sometimes convenient to distinguish from pleasure-seeking tourists, had been coming there for two thousand years.
      

      
      These travelers waged war, administered provinces, sold olives, carried salt. They came to Nice by mule, along narrow mountain
         trails that ran along the coast; or by sea, hugging the Mediterranean shore, by sail and by oar. But for the two millennia from the first Greek settlement of Nice through the Middle Ages and beyond, few of those
         who crossed the broad bed of the Paillon River to Nice could be deemed tourists.
      

      
      The sweet breath of its soft air was not enough to make Nice anything like the tourist destination it is today. People had
         first to learn of it. They had to think of it as other than port or fortress. They had to be lured there. And they had to
         be able to get there—which for a thousand years or more was difficult. The Niçois, meanwhile, had to learn to shelter, distract,
         coddle, and amuse their visitors. It was never a foregone conclusion that Nice would become a place to which people would
         come for a good time, and never preordained that it would remain so. The tourist’s Nice of today is the work of centuries.
         Of societal forces, of historical circumstances. Of myriad individual acts, great and small.
      

      
      Not many years ago on the Promenade des Anglais stood a certain famous and ornate hotel, the Ruhl. It’s gone now. The owner
         decided to tear it down and put up a new hotel in its place.
      

      
      On the rue de France today, racks of picture postcards crowd the sidewalk outside a gift shop. Most of the cards cost two
         francs. But some are half an inch longer on each side and cost five francs; a photographer started making them that way a
         few years ago.
      

      
      In Biot, half an hour on the bus from Nice, is a glassmaking factory. Today people line up to tour it, then buy the craftware
         they watch being made. Forty years ago, the factory was there but no one came to visit.
      

      
      In Nice today, “high season,” when the crowds are thickest and prices highest, is July and August. A hundred years ago, the
         hotels closed for the summer; high season was January and February.
      

      
      This is a book about the liberation, pleasure, and release one sun-blessed place grants visitors. But it tells also how Nice’s
         touristic landscape evolved. It is the story of what happens when traveler and destination meet, of the forces that bring
         them together, of what one special place does to travelers, and what travelers and tourists do to it.
      

      
      One special place? Surely, Nice is special to the people who live there—and in the ads, brochures, and Web sites of its tourist-industry
         boosters. In other ways, though, Nice is profoundly typical, much like Venice or Majorca, Waikiki or Bath: all are well along
         the great touristic arc that, over the years, leaves fishing villages and market towns clogged with curio shops. In Venice
         today, your gondolier gets eighty dollars to row you along the canal. At Stonehenge, in England, you’re routed through a concrete
         tunnel beneath the main road, past a crowded gift shop, and assigned an audio headset before you reach the great stones—which
         you can’t touch.
      

      
      Tourism has become the last, best hope of every stagnant economy, every local booster. Travel and tourism together rank as
         the world’s largest industry. Three or four trillion dollars’ worth a year, one in nine jobs around the world; the figures
         are so gargantuan, of course, they mean almost nothing. But everywhere, it seems, tourism replaces whatever was there before,
         is the pill popped for whatever ails an economy. In Puerto Rico, the island’s tourism agency was elevated to Cabinet rank,
         a private company was hired to clean the San Juan beaches, and taxi drivers were ordered to learn Puerto Rican history and
         rudimentary English. In Interlaken, Austria, so many shops sell Swiss-army knives and Heidi knickknacks that some, in disgust,
         now call it Inter-schlocken. In Dubrovnik, Croatia, almost as soon as the fighting stopped, the mayor was talking up the city’s
         tourism industry, and soft floodlights were bathing its ancient stone walls.
      

      
      So it goes. The beaches of the Caribbean given over to tourists, the warehouses of Baltimore, the lamaseries of Tibet. Few,
         of course, take such proof of tourism triumphant with unmixed pleasure. An undiscovered tropical beach delights; the same
         beach wall-to-wall with bodies does not. No one wants to be seen as a tourist, or to see herself as one. Traveler? Yes. Tourist? Never.
      

      
      Once the two ideas were not so distinct; the word “tourist” first appeared around 1800, as a straightforward synonym for “traveler.”
         But by the mid-nineteenth century—around the time Nice was developing into the first modern resort—“tourist” had already acquired
         the derogatory tinge it bears today.
      

      
      The true traveler emulates intrepid figures like Sir Richard Francis Burton, the English adventurer who trekked through Africa
         and the Mideast. The tourist moves in “swarms,” “hordes,” or, better yet, “teeming hordes,” and can most reliably be found in air-conditioned
         buses.
      

      
      The traveler, historian Daniel Boorstin tells us, explores the unknown and the unfamiliar. The tourist clings to the “antiseptic,
         pleasant, relaxing, [and the] comfortable.”
      

      
      The traveler, says another scholar, James Buzard, “exhibits boldness and gritty endurance under all conditions …; the tourist
         is the cautious, pampered unit of a leisure industry.” The traveler boasts of “inner personal qualities that amount to a superior
         emotional-aesthetic sensitivity”; the tourist, sadly, lacks them.
      

      
      The traveler craves rich, authentic experience. The tourist is never more at home than with the superficial and the secondhand.
         He lacks taste. He clings to the beaten track. He poisons everything around him with his presence. “The tourist is the other
         fellow,” Evelyn Waugh once wrote.
      

      
      Others slice up the terminological pie differently; the manufacture of such taxonomies, useful as they may be, ranks as almost
         a cottage industry among those writing of travel and tourism. Real people, though, never conform so neatly to type. Plainly,
         traveler and tourist have much in common as well as much that sets them apart. Both leave their daily lives, all that is most
         familiar to them, at home. Both step into foreign worlds. Bits of both tourist and traveler, in fact, reside in all of us.
         The fearless traveler sometimes takes refuge in four-star hotels. The timid tourist faces threat, discomfort, challenge, and
         provocation whether he likes it or not.
      

      
      Even today.

      
      Land at the airport in Nice, and—traveler or tourist—your senses flood with the colors of foreign uniforms, the sheen of foreign
         currency. Your mind’s thrown into overdrive. Airport signs look like those at Gatwick or Kennedy, yet not quite. Alien French
         assails eye and ear.
      

      
      DOUANES.

      
      TAPIS BAGAGES.

      
      GARE ROUTIÈRE.

      
      ENTRÈE INTERDITE.

      
      
      Wisps of paranoia. Your bags stand briefly apart from the others on the baggage carousel. Two men. Airport security? Thieves?
         Nice is Mediterranean, maybe like Marseilles, maybe French Connection, drugs, criminals.
      

      
      Outside the terminal, burdened with baggage, alone. The air feels strangely soft. The sun, and the blazing blue of the sky,
         burn your retinas.
      

      
      A bus into town? A cab? Find one where? How much? Too much?

      
      The ride into town—the cars too small, the sidewalks too crowded, the beach, just outside the window, too near.

      
      Lunch. Farcis niçois? Words on the menu. Try it, taste it. Later, the words mean tastes and textures, tomato and eggplant, tuna. But that’s later.
         Now just squiggles on the page …
      

      
      This is no godforsaken little village in Eastern Protarolia. This is Nice, Tourist Heaven, with 250 years’ experience at welcoming
         guests, a place that knows how to make you feel at home. But you don’t feel at home, not yet anyway. You’re fretful or giddy, but definitely not at home.
      

      
      The eighteenth-century traveler, arriving in Nice after a month’s travel by coach, mule, or boat, had time to acclimate. But
         today our tourist steps from an airline terminal in London and into a jet—which, like a circus cannon, virtually fires her
         into the south of France.
      

      
      It was to cushion the traveler from novelty’s jolts that Cook’s tours evolved, and Holiday Inns, Visa, American Express: a
         whiff of the familiar a thousand miles from home. Yet even today international travel is never entirely routine. Even the
         eight-cities-in-fourteen-days package tourist, ferried around by bus, coddled in American-style hotels, cut off from the locals,
         faces more of the surprising and the strange than her neighbor back in Topeka on her fourth trip to Disneyland.
      

      
      Panicky Americans with language problems, reports Janet Ruiz, the American consular agent in Nice, break down into two types.
         One laments his ignorance of French; the other asks why in the hell the French just won’t speak English. But isn’t this second
         type—the Ugly American, Everytourist at his worst—as provoked and challenged, in his own way, as the veteran traveler who
         sleeps in the tents of the locals?
      

      
      Every traveler, likewise, is something of a tourist. Consider the medieval mystic on the classic pilgrimage to Saint-Jacques-de-Compostelle,
         the French writer Simone Mesnil-Grente asks us in her book Les Vacances. Even as he sought deliverance at holy places, was he not also satisfying “the Western taste for a break from the gray monotony
         of daily life,” just like every tourist today? She goes on, “Was the open-mouthed wonder of the Crusaders before the Golden
         Horn so different from that of [today’s] Cook’s tour travelers in the bazaar of Istanbul? The traveler’s check has simply
         replaced the sword as a means of procuring souvenirs.”
      

      
      In High Season in Nice, then, I mostly abjure the tired old distinctions between traveler and tourist. I prefer to see the two sitting side by side
         in each of us, popping up at various times, or in varying proportions, even on the same trip. I have in mind no one favored
         balance between authenticity and fantasy; adventure and security; challenge and ease. Whether you reach Nice in a month by
         mule or an hour by plane; whether for a season’s leisure or a night’s stopover; whether as Victoria, Queen of England, or
         a faceless package tourist—you still encounter a new, unfamiliar place. You still need a roof over your head, something to
         eat, and, perhaps, some slight diversion. Nice has been satisfying those needs for 250 years.
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      This story of tourism as seen through the prism of a single place unfolds mostly in times of peace. War has theatrics to commend
         it—jet fighters screaming low over the horizon, poignant stories of cruelty and compassion. Peace, by contrast, is humdrum;
         but it is a precondition for tourism. Its rise-and-fall follows the alternation of peace with war the way a phonograph needle
         tracks the twisting grooves of an old LP.
      

      
      When, in 1706, the hilltop fortifications that for five hundred years had made Nice a formidable bastion were razed on the
         express orders of a victorious enemy’s king, the town lost its military value overnight. That, in retrospect, made possible
         Nice’s rise as a tourist destination.	
      

      
      The French Revolution drove aristocrats mindful of their heads to Nice; the flow of ordinary tourists, however, dried up until
         Waterloo and the end of the Napoleonic Wars opened the floodgates once more.
      

      
      World War I brought to Nice wounded soldiers from the Western Front. The Armistice brought tourists.

      
      
      The early days of World War II saw the Riviera crowded with Jews in flight from the Nazis. When the Germans came, they desecrated
         the Promenade des Anglais with pillboxes and barbed wire. It took Allied victory and the ensuing peace to open Nice to tourists
         once more, first as a rest-and-recreation center for American GIs.
      

      
      The sheer tawdriness of souvenir stands, the gridlocked roads out of Saint-Tropez, the American college student on the beach
         at Nice straining to express in high-school French her deepest thoughts—Où est McDonald’s?—all these make easy targets. And yet, in their very banality, they testify to prosperity and peace.
      

      
      In the imposing stone Château Grimaldi in Antibes, just across the Baie des Anges from Nice, hangs a giant painting Pablo
         Picasso completed in 1946. The war over, the sixty-five-year-old artist had left gray Paris for a vacation on the Riviera.
         A chance meeting on the beach led to his being offered studio space on the top floor of the old castle, just above the almost
         shockingly blue waters of the Mediterranean. There, in the first summer of peace after the war, caught up in a torrid affair
         with beautiful twenty-three-year-old Françoise Gilot, he set to a ferocious cycle of new work. He was in love, supremely happy,
         inspired by the beauty of his new surroundings.
      

      
      None of his paintings showed it better than one he called Antipolis, ou la Joie de Vivre, the joy of life: against a sunny sky and blue sea, a goat plays the flute and fauns cavort, while a voluptuous nude woman
         with flowing hair dances on the yellow sand of the beach. Scholars who studied earlier versions of the painting found that,
         as it evolved, Picasso’s figures became rounder and fuller.
      

      
      Eight years earlier, after the German bombings of civilians during the Spanish Civil War, Picasso had painted his monumental
         Guernica, all tears, death, and devastation. Now, by contrast, the artist’s happiness came out in a painting that evokes the peacetime
         pleasures millions of others have also found on the Riviera.
      

      
      We see no great historical moment played out against the blue sky and yellow sand of Picasso’s canvas, nothing but the simple
         joy of being alive.
      

   



      
      
      1 THE BILIONS DR. SMOLLETT

      
      FOR MORE THAN TWO THOUSAND YEARS SINCE ITS FOUNDING BY the Greeks centuries before the birth of Christ, no one seeking health, pleasure, or repose would have looked to Nice or
         elsewhere on today’s Riviera. That began to change in 1763, when Tobias Smollett came to town.
      

      
      Search the pages of history and literature all you like and you’ll find no less plausible candidate than Smollett for the
         position of Nice’s chief publicist, no one less prone to honeyed phrases, or less inclined to flatter. In the very book that
         helped make Nice a popular travel destination, for example, Smollett wrote that he did not know “a more insignificant set
         of mortals” than the nobility of Boulogne, the English Channel port where he’d stayed for the summer. They were “useless to
         the community; without dignity, sense or sentiment; contemptible from pride, and ridiculous from vanity.”
      

      
      He wrote that in French inns you were served “with the appearance of the most mortifying indifference, at the very time they
         are laying schemes for fleecing you of your money.”
      

      
      Smollett wrote that Frenchwomen’s silly, extravagant makeup was doubtless inspired by the Indian tribes of America and the
         Hottentots of Africa. “When I see one of those fine creatures sailing along, in her tawdry robes of silk and gauze, frilled
         and flounced, and furbelowed, with her false locks, her false jewels, her paint, her patches, and perfumes; I cannot help
         looking upon her as the vilest piece of sophistication that art ever produced.”
      

      
      Smollett was pugnacious and gruff. He quarreled with everyone, from innkeepers to physicians. He got into fights. He got sued. He got imprisoned for libel. He inspired another writer, Laurence
         Sterne, to model on him an unpleasant character named Smelfungus.
      

      
      On the evidence of his bent for making trouble, then, Smollett was someone any town father or civic booster would want to
         keep out altogether, yet it was this same Smollett who would, in a series of forty-one letters, published as Travels Through France and Italy in 1766, set the admiring eyes of Europe upon Nice.
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      In the early summer of 1763, when he took the boat across the English Channel for Calais, Smollett was forty-two years old.
         Trained as a physician, he had traded scalpel for quill, and now was one of that uncommon breed who made their living by their
         pens. He was the author of one failed novel and two successful ones, the editor of an important English journal, a translator
         of Don Quixote. Well connected, he counted among his friends such literary lights as Samuel Johnson and Oliver Goldsmith.
      

      
      But just now Smollett was at low ebb. The lung condition he’d acquired some years before—tuberculosis? asthma?—left him weak
         and painfully thin. His face was shriveled. A high public official had recently betrayed him. Three months earlier, his eldest
         child, Elizabeth, had died at age fifteen, overwhelming him with grief. “Smollett,” as one observer later summed up his state
         of mind, “needed a change.”
      

      
      With him in France were his wife (the daughter of a Jamaican planter he’d met during navy service), two girls to whom she
         was governess, and an elderly servant. Though they were bound generally south, it was only after they’d reached Boulogne and
         met General James Paterson, a fellow Scot, that Smollett fixed on a more specific destination. “The general,” he wrote, “talks
         so favorably of the climate of Nice, with respect to disorders of the breast, that I am now determined to go thither.” Armed
         with directions and a reference letter, he planned to leave in the fall, when the weather would no longer be so hot.
      

      
      In November, about five months after crossing the Channel, and after stays in Boulogne, Paris, Lyons, and Montpellier, the Smolletts arrived in Nice. There, after a week at an inn, they rented
         a house with adjoining gardens lush with orange, lemon, peach, and fig trees. The house itself, he reported, had “a ground
         floor paved with brick, consisting of a kitchen, two large halls, a couple of good rooms with chimneys, [and] three large
         closets that serve for bed-chambers and dressing-rooms.” Upstairs were the butler’s quarters and three other rooms.
      

      
      Over the next year and a half, Smollett explored the city and its surroundings, recording his impressions in letters sent
         home to England about once a month. (Or at least that’s the form in which they were later published; whether they were real
         letters, to real correspondents, or Smollett’s book simply adopted the epistolary style of the day is unclear.)
      

      
      Like travelers before and since, Smollett noted Nice’s charming cultural schizophrenia: “Among the French,” he observed, “a
         Nissard piques [prides] himself on being Provençal; but in Florence, Milan, or Rome, he claims the honor of being born a native
         of Italy. The people of condition here speak both languages equally well; or rather”—this was, after all, Tobias Smollett—“equally
         ill; for they use a low, uncouth phraseology.”
      

      
      Smollett wrote of windows fitted mostly with paper instead of glass, bedrooms without chimneys. Both peculiarities grew out
         of the mild climate; burning a pan of charcoal was usually enough to ward off the winter chill.
      

      
      He wrote of cats that were “emblems of famine, frightfully thin, and dangerously rapacious”; of fruit “too sweet and luscious.”
         He found the harbor full of small vessels like tartanes and polacres, from Sardinia, Italy, and Spain, loaded with salt and
         wine.
      

      
      He learned how, come winter, carnations were harvested, packed in wooden boxes, and sent off to Turin, Paris, and London—where,
         steeped in vinegar and water, “they recover their full bloom and beauty.”
      

      
      He went up into the hills in and around Nice, from which he could see Antibes and the Esterel mountains, and, on a clear morning,
         Corsica.
      

      
      On horseback, Smollett crossed Mont Alban to Villefranche, “a small town, built upon the side of a rock.” He reported on the Sardinian galleys there, propelled by legions of rowers—filthy,
         half-starved slaves and convicts who knitted stockings when they weren’t rowing. They seemed “quite insensible of their misery,”
         he marveled, “like so many convicts in Newgate; they laugh and sing, and swear, and get drunk when they can.”
      

      
      He reported how local coffeehouses served sorbet—“iced froth, made with juice of oranges, apricots, or peaches,” but so cold
         he was at first afraid to swallow it.
      

      
      He saw fishermen hauling their boats onto the open beach. He noted how, in the early summer, fleets of boats, sometimes fifty
         at a time, put to sea each evening, to return with vast quantities of anchovies.
      

      
      He told how, at ten o’clock each summer’s evening, a curfew bell was rung, “warning the people to put out their lights and
         go to bed.” He described prevalent means of punishment, including the strappado, whereby the criminal is hoisted with his
         hands tied behind his back to the height of a second-story window, then dropped to within a yard of the ground. That, said
         the good doctor, “generally dislocates his shoulders, with incredible pain.”
      

      
      This and much else he described with all the lucidity of a man of science, all the vividness of the writer he was by vocation.

      
      But Smollett wouldn’t be Smollett if the bile that marked his other accounts simply dried up under the Nice sun. The Niçois,
         he reported, were “such dirty knaves, that no foreigners will trust them in the way of trade. They have been known to fill
         their oil-casks half full of water, and their anchovy-barrels with stinking heads of that fish, in order to cheat their correspondents.”
      

      
      The local shopkeepers were “generally poor, greedy, and overreaching.” Many had fled from creditors; he pictured Nice as “an
         asylum to foreign cheats and sharpers of every denomination.”
      

      
      Local artisans were lazy, awkward, and “void of all ingenuity.”

      
      In Nice, the arts and sciences amounted to “almost a total blank … consecrated to the reign of dullness and superstition.”
         The place was “devoid of taste and literature. Here are no tolerable pictures, busts, statues, nor edifices: the very ornaments of the churches are wretchedly conceived, and worse executed.”
      

      
      And with that typical British contempt for continental Catholicism, he noted that in Nice, overrun by convents and churches,
         “superstition reigns under the darkest shades of ignorance and prejudice.”
      

      
      Plainly, Smollett did not accord Nice kid-glove treatment; later, when he sought the consulship of Nice, his patrons were
         told to forget it, that the Niçois would stone him the moment he showed his face in town. But compared with other places he’d
         poisoned with his pen, Nice got off lightly. And his lapses into praise, touched with that same power of expression that served
         his darker moods, made Nice fairly glow.
      

      
      Smollett found it in his heart to describe the locals as respectful, suitably submissive, quiet, orderly, and little inclined
         to drunkenness. “I have never heard of one riot since I lived among them; and murder and robbery are altogether unknown. A
         man may walk alone over the county of Nice, at midnight, without danger of insult.”
      

      
      “There is less rain and wind at Nice, than in any other part of the world that I know,” he wrote; “and such is the serenity
         of the air, that you see nothing above your head for several months together, but a charming blue expanse, without cloud or
         speck.”
      

      
      The climate had done wonders for his health. “I never saw before such sudden and happy effects from the change of air. I must
         also acknowledge, that ever since my arrival at Nice, I have breathed more freely than I have done for some years, and my
         spirits have been more alert.”
      

      
      Soon after his arrival, he wrote: “When I stand upon the rampart, I can scarce help thinking myself enchanted. The small extent
         of country which I see is all cultivated like a garden. Indeed, the plain presents nothing but gardens, full of green trees,
         loaded with oranges, lemons, citrons, and bergamots, which make a delightful appearance.” Around him were “plats of roses,
         carnations, ranunculas, anemonies, and daffodils, blowing in full glory, with such beauty, vigor, and perfume, as no flower
         in England ever exhibited.”
      

      
      This was the old sourpuss? This was Tobias Smollett?

      
      His wife had begged him to take her away from England, “where every object served to nourish her grief” He’d hoped “that a
         succession of new scenes would engage her attention, and gradually call off her mind from a series of painful reflections; and I imagined
         the change of air, and a journey of near a thousand miles, would have a happy effect upon my own constitution.”
      

      
      The new scenes, change of air, and long journey did just that. Nice exerted its magic.
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      In July 1765, the Smolletts returned to England. The following year, in May, appeared the Travels—or, as its title page had it,
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         Town, Territory, and Climate of Nice

      




      Widely and well reviewed, it became an immediate success. Its large first printing sold out. It went back to press in November,
         twice more in subsequent years. At least half a dozen periodicals carried extracts from its first edition. Two pirated Irish
         editions came out in 1766, a German translation in 1767, a Swedish abridgment in 1784.
      

      
      By 1768, the Travels had already been widely read, and had planted in drab, dour Britain the seed of a new idea: down by the shores of the Mediterranean
         lay a lush, beautiful place, with a warm and salubrious climate, whose glorious sun could sweeten even Dr. Smollett’s sour
         moods.
      

      
      When, in 1775, a traveler bound for Nice reached the summit of the Esterels, from which he could see both sea and snow-capped
         mountains, he noted, “This is where the English traveler Smollett says he found summer and winter together.” The journal of a 1768 visitor
         casually referred to a customs office Smollett had mentioned. In 1816, a French visitor, the archeologist and historian Aubin
         Louie Millin, anointed Smollett as “the first to recognize, despite himself, the charms of this country and its people. …
         Since that time,” he added, “it’s been the fashion in England to pass the winter in Nice.”
      

      
      Smollett, it bears saying, did not “discover” Nice. He wrote that the few friends he’d met were foreigners “who, like myself,
         only sojourn here for a season.” One English visitor in 1764 was the Duke of York, brother of George III. There were enough
         foreigners, in any case, to constitute their own distinct, and exploitable, market; maids who worked for the locals for three
         or four livres a month, Smollett wrote, would not lift a finger for an English family for less than eight or ten. (To which
         he added, with a typical flourish, “They are all slovenly, slothful, and unconscionable cheats.”)
      

      
      Still, it was Smollett’s visit, more than any other, that counted. Why?

      
      He was, first of all, not just another journal-scribbling traveler. He was a gifted writer, a literary figure of substantial
         reputation and large following. And in the Travels, with its fetching brew of bile, gleeful asperity, and chiseled pronouncements, he was at the top of his form. One critic
         would write of a “liveliness and assurance in his style and manner that diverted me even when he was wrong.” That vitality
         bubbled over onto Nice.
      

      
      Smollett flattered every British prejudice. His downright wicked depictions of the French (with whom a treaty ending the Seven
         Years’ War had been concluded only months before he sailed for France) appealed to British vanity; The Royal Magazine, for example, agreed with “the Doctor’s severe but just character of the French.” Nice was at this time not French but, if
         anything, Italian. So it basked in that glow that, during the era of the Grand Tour, all things Italian enjoyed in England.
         Besides, Smollett had paid it the ultimate compliment: he’d dwelt there for two years.
      

      
      His register of Nice’s weather, appended to the text, figured, too. Modern editions of the book sometimes omit this data-thick, distinctly unliterary appendix, but the original edition noted
         it on the title page. Here, day by day over a year and a half, Smollett recorded rain, wind, and temperature, the dates on
         which flowers bloomed or snow appeared on mountaintops visible from town. An Englishman oppressed by low, gray winter skies
         might be forgiven for thrilling to the vision of a December blessed by mild temperatures and bright-blue sky.
      

      
      Smollett’s readers learned of something deliciously new on the Mediterranean. Visit Nice for the first time today (or, for that matter, in 1920, or even 1820) and you’ll know a
         little of what to expect, down to particular hotels, sights, and side trips. Friends tell of their adventures. Guidebooks,
         brochures, newspaper stories, ads, and Web sites supply information and impressions. But early visitors to Nice had no such
         guidance; travel literature was in its infancy. Their firsthand accounts are soaked with immediacy, each image, fact, and
         scene wrested from raw experience. At the time he left England, Smollett didn’t even know he was going to Nice, and wouldn’t
         have known how to get there. His Travels, as one scholar, Eugene Joliat, a student of Smollett’s tortured relationship with France, has aptly written, was, “for England,
         like an account of new discoveries.”
      

      
      The Travels seduced through its sheer bile, its insouciance, its appeal to base British prejudice. But it exerted its more lasting influence
         through its sunlit vision of a paradise. That vision forever altered the face of Nice. “So ended,” wrote Joliat, “the happy,
         somnolent days of the Niçois—who from then on would be transformed into guides and innkeepers.”
      

   



      
      
      2 THE WAY TO SOMEPLACE ELSE

      
      A MILE AND A HALF UP THE HILL FROM THE HEART OF TODAY’S NICE stood, for five centuries, an important outpost of the Roman Empire, the administrative seat of the province known as Alpes-Maritimes.
         The Romans called it Cemenelum. The French call it Cimiez. Tobias Smollett took a mule up to the ruins there in 1764. He found
         its ancient arena plowed up and planted with crops, its temple a stable for goats and cows.
      

      
      Archeologists have unearthed from the ruins of Cimiez coins of copper, silver, and gold; ceramic oil lamps, bowls, and vases;
         earrings and necklaces; perfume jars, ivory knife-handles, amphoras from northern Africa and southern Spain. A few years ago,
         someone fashioned an architectural model of what Cimiez might have looked like at its height. We see red-tiled roofs, stone
         walkways, columned porticoes, gardens, public baths, and courtyards; together, they testify to pleasure, luxury, and ease.
         Historians call the first two hundred years of the modern era Pax Romana, when the Mediterranean from Syria to Spain lay at
         peace; it was during just this time, and on into the third century A.D., that Cimiez flourished.
      

      
      It was easier during those centuries to reach Cimiez than it would be, a thousand years later, to reach the medieval town
         of Nice just down the hill. All roads really did lead to Rome, and Cimiez straddled one of them. The storied Roman roads,
         fifty thousand miles of them, knitted together the Empire as tightly as railroads would nineteenth-century Europe. The Appian
         Way came first, beginning in 312 B.C., and for centuries the Empire kept building. Old gravel tracks were rebuilt the Roman way, with deep footings, sloped to the sides for drainage,
         then topped by great stone slabs, cut and fitted to interlock. Their vestiges today lie all across the Mediterranean Basin—a
         column-lined main street in Algeria, a roadway rutted by wagon wheels in Spain. Each mile, a great stone monolith, perhaps
         eight feet high and weighing two tons, engraved with the name of the emperor and the distance to Rome, marked the traveler’s
         progress; several have been found near Cimiez. In 13 B.C., the Emperor Augustus extended toward Marseilles the road running up the west flank of Italy from Rome to Genoa. This new
         Via Julia Augusta skirted the mountains past Genoa, cut across rivers and steep rocky hills, and climbed up to the plateau
         of Cimiez, before proceeding west to what is today Antibes.
      

      
      Today atop this plateau loom the remains of a stone amphitheater built by the Romans in the first century before the birth
         of Christ and subsequently enlarged. Rising around the elliptical court within, 150 feet across at its longest, stand nine
         tiers of stone seating, what’s left of them, anyway. Before time and marauders reduced most of them to ruins, they could accommodate
         about five thousand people. That, classical scholars have deduced, meant a city of perhaps fifteen thousand.
      

      
      Conspicuous among the ruins are three large bath complexes, spread over several acres. No water flows through the town’s open
         drains today. Latrines stand open to the sky. Weeds sprout from white stone walls the color of bones bleached by the sun.
         But here, seventeen hundred years ago, could be found Roman citizens at their ease, leisurely alternating among cold, warm,
         and hot baths, and a steam room, the water fed by aqueducts that snaked in and around neighboring hills.
      

      
      At the baths, a wealthy Roman enjoyed massage, physical exercise, good talk. At the arena, he might witness gladiatorial combat,
         works of theater and mime. Archeological remains found at Antibes, then Antipolis, the next sizable town from Cimiez, tell
         of tavern guests invited to select wine and food from a menu engraved on a copper plaque. Plainly, the Romans—at least some
         favored Romans—knew how to enjoy themselves and indulge their guests. A visitor could find at Cimiez pleasure, entertainment, a good night’s rest, and
         a decent meal.
      

      
      But, although an important provincial town, Cimiez was “the provinces.” A few fine works of sculpture have been unearthed from the site, including a dancing faun in bronze and
         a statue of the Emperor Augustus’s niece. But these are conspicuous by their rarity; most relics are more utilitarian. The
         arena, in contrast to grander ones at Arles and Nimes to the east, began as little more than a jury-rigged affair for soldiers
         passing through; scholars have noted its inferior materials, want of decoration, and lack of architectural grace. As for Cimiez’s
         baths, they were de rigueur in any substantial Roman settlement, and less imposing than those of such spas as Vichy, Aix, and Bath.
      

      
      Cimiez, then, might be imagined during much of its five-hundred-year history as a kind of frontier crossroads town—maybe (to
         offer an American perspective) a little like St. Louis, gateway to the West, in the decades after the Lewis and Clark expedition
         came through in 1804. A town to which the Empire’s business sometimes required a trip; which columns of legionnaires, with
         their wagons and pack animals, sometimes tramped through; to which couriers, traders, tax collectors, and government officials
         traveled; but which no one went to any special trouble to visit—certainly not for the sake of a good time.
      

      
      Long before the Romans came, other peoples inhabited the region. First were the Ligurians, who occupied a large crescent of
         Mediterranean coastline centered on Genoa. It was at the site of a Ligurian oppidum, or fortified hilltop encampment, that the Romans built their town.
      

      
      Then came the Greeks—Phocaean Greeks, from the west coast of today’s Turkey—who established a settlement, Nikaia, at the base
         of the hill, down by the water’s edge, near what is today Nice’s old town. They probably settled along the beach near the
         mouth of the Paillon River, not far from the rocky prominence known today as Les Ponchettes; here, where thousands today bask
         in the sun, photos from even quite recently show wooden boats beached on the shore much as the Greeks must have done. For
         centuries, Nikaia was little more than an anchorage with a thin settlement behind it.
      

      
      
      Nikaia is Greek for “victory,” but scholars don’t agree on over whom. Nor do they agree on when the city was founded, some pointing
         to the sixth century B.C., others to as late as the fourth; nor whether Nikaia was a colony of Marseilles, a hundred miles to the west, which the
         Phocaean Greeks also founded, or settled independently. The Greeks left behind little that perplexed archeologists have been
         able to recover.
      

      
      For centuries after the Romans founded Cimiez, it and Nikaia coexisted, separate and distinct—sometimes in peaceful trade;
         sometimes uneasily, in conflict. Indeed, Nice can best be imagined as two places, the Roman town and the Greek, stitched together
         across the centuries—two modest hubs, separated by a mile and a half, three hundred feet of altitude, or an hour’s uphill
         hike. From afar they might blur into one, and today they are bound administratively into one, but for five hundred years or
         more they were quite distinctly two. Knowledge of these early settlements is fragmentary and uncertain. More certain, however,
         is that neither of them was in any conceivable sense a tourist destination.
      

      
      By Roman times, though, places did exist to which wealthy people went expressly for pleasure’s sake. Five hundred miles around
         the Ligurian crescent and down the west coast of the Italian boot could be seen the first glimmers of tourism. In a place
         called Baiae, two days’ travel along the Appian Way from Rome, a resort complex had sprung up during the second century B.C. beside the Bay of Naples. Along the sea, lavish villas were lined up. Cicero had one there. So did Caesar, Pompey, Mark
         Antony, and Augustus. From some of these sumptuous seaside villas, you could fish by simply dropping a line out a bedroom
         window. People were borne along the shore in litters, or around the bay or on nearby lakes in oar-powered yachts. Vacationers
         could buy souvenirs, such as pieces of engraved glass portraying the Baian seafront. Predictably, some complained about excesses
         of wealth and debauchery. Others worried about the environment; at Baiae, wrote Horace, “lake and sea suffer from the eager
         owner’s fancy.”
      

      
      Some few Romans did travel for the sake of education, self-improvement, and personal enrichment. The wealthy sent their children
         to study in Athens and Rhodes, or to Egypt (where some left graffiti on the pyramids). But they did not, we may be certain, send them to Cimiez or Nikaia.
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      Michel de L’Hospital’s account of his three-month visit to Nice in early 1560 is almost the first we have that reminds us
         of the place we know today. “Lit aglow by the setting sun, caressed by soft winds,” wrote this fifty-two-year-old French humanist,
         poet, and statesman, “the city starts at the summit of a mountain and drops gently to the seashore. There, each morning and
         evening, the local people stroll contentedly up and down the beach.”
      

      
      L’Hospital visited the ruins of Cimiez, including a fourteenth-century convent built near the old baths. He toured neighboring
         Ville-franche and its fort, traveled to the Grotto of Saint-André, savored Nice’s gardens and flowers, the sweetness of its
         evenings, its perfumed breezes. In short, he appreciated the town much as generations of tourists would later.
      

      
      And this first of the breed was a foreign tourist. L’Hospital was French; Nice was not. Nice was part of Savoy, a political entity unto itself. To the Niçois, France
         was a foreign country.
      

      
      All across the long centuries since the fall of Rome in the fifth century, Nice fell under the sway of first this, then that
         fiefdom, duchy, or kingdom. Today, more than many other European cities, it betrays a personality still split by language
         and culture. Already by 1388, when it passed to Savoy, it and its surrounding backcountry had passed through many hands, including
         the dynastic houses of Arles, of Aragon, and of Anjou. Today these are parts of France. Back then, however, they were all
         Provençal; today’s Provence, out beyond where the Alps sweep down to the coast west of Genoa, was Rome’s first province.
      

      
      When, in 1774, a certain Monsieur de la Lande visited Nice, he noted that in polite society people spoke French; that the
         laws were published in Italian; but that the common people spoke what he called a “corrupted Provençal.” “Today it’s raining
         in Nice” comes out in French as “Aujourd’hui, il pleat à Nice.” But in Provençal—or, rather, the local version of it, Nissard—it’s “Ancuèi, plàu a Nissa.” Today the street signs in old Nice bear the ancient Nissard names beneath them. And Niçois cuisine features the likes of
         anchovy pizza and socca, fried chickpea cracker, which gourmands from the heart of France might scarcely recognize. Nice French? Yes, but Provençal,
         too.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      
      
      And, later, Italian.

      
      Today leave the newer part of Nice, cross the barren expanse of park that is the Promenade du Paillon, dart across a noisy,
         car-dogged thoroughfare lined with shops on one side, and you step abruptly into the past. Here, within the old city, little
         changed since the seventeenth century, space constricts. Close-packed, stucco-faced four- and five-story buildings rise above
         crooked, narrow streets; a noisy footfall echoes from the wall of buildings. At every place, a convent, church, or chapel. From a little park where three streets meet, you see banks of narrow pastel-colored shutters
         shut tight against the midday sun.
      

      
      This could be Italy, whose frontier lies just twenty miles to the east. Indeed, within the 1840s-vintage church that faces
         Nice’s modest harbor, a memorial to the dead of World War I mostly bears French first names and Italian last names: Pierre
         Chiossa, François Castelli. The fact is, until 1860, when Paris had been French since as long as there’d been a France and
         when even New World cities like Boston or Philadelphia had been firmly American for almost a century, Nice was still Italian.
      

      
      Not that it was part of Italy; until 1870, there was no Italy, just a jumble of individual states, Savoy being one of them. Savoy itself was actually a French-speaking region
         that butted up on the north against what is now Switzerland; but since the early fifteenth century it had included Piedmont,
         part of today’s Italy. The result was a kidney-shaped half-breed, about the size of Switzerland itself, un peu français, un pocco italiano. Its capital was Turin, or Torino, across the Alpes-Maritimes from the Mediterranean coast. To muddle matters yet more, a
         1718 treaty gave to the Duke of Savoy the island of Sardinia, making it, Savoy, and Piedmont all names associated with the
         same region.
      

      
      Collapse the centuries a little carelessly, then, and visitors to Nice—or Nizza, or Nissa—might be excused for not knowing
         just where they were. Liguria? Provence? Savoy? Sardinia? Piedmont? Italy? France? All political or geographic entities with which Nice has been linked, sometimes at the same time.
      

      
      Over the years, national identity has hung but loosely upon Nice’s shoulders. In 1517, an Italian cleric, Antonio de Beatis,
         passed through town with his master, a Roman cardinal. De Beatis reported what he called “the common opinion” that Nizza “owes
         its name to the fact that it is neither [ne] here [za] nor there, that is to say, neither in Italy nor in France.” Why, the very emblem of the city, he added, testified to the
         same thing—“an eagle with one foot raised, and not resting anywhere.”
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      For most of the fifteen hundred years after the fall of Rome, Nice lay under the shadow of larger cities—Marseilles, Turin,
         and Genoa—roughly a hundred miles to the west, north, and east respectively. During the Middle Ages, it was a modestly scaled
         town, its few thousand souls clustered within thick walls at the base of the rocky hill near where the Greeks had first settled.
         The 1500s and 1600s brought a modest growth spurt, but even by the eve of the eighteenth century, Nice did not, as cities
         go, amount to much.
      

      
      The occasional arrival of a crowned monarch, like Beatrix of Portugal in 1521, was usually enough to prompt a festival rife
         with color and pomp. In 1538, Pope Paul III brought the Holy Roman Empire’s Charles V and France’s François I to Nice, to
         conclude a peace treaty. Charles entered neighboring Villefranche at the head of twenty-eight galleys and three thousand troops.
         François, sitting astride a horse adorned with blue velvet embroidered with gold, headed an army of like size. Meeting for
         two weeks with each of them separately, the Pope finally eked out a short-lived truce. The city fathers put up a marble cross,
         a croix-de-marbre, that is still there, just up from the beach where the Pope disembarked.
      

      
      But visits like those of Beatrix and Pope Paul were hardly the rule. Nice was a minor town that people had scant reason to
         visit, and travelers who did stop were usually bound elsewhere. Perhaps north, over the steep white limestone crags of the
         Alpes-Maritimes, to Turin.
      

      
      
      Or east to Genoa, for its churches, palaces, and art.

      
      Or west to Provence, perhaps through southern France, over the Pyrenees, to Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain,
         the great pilgrimage site.
      

      
      The poet Milton passed through Nice in 1638. But he was on his way to Florence, Rome, and Naples.

      
      In 1644, twenty-three-year-old John Evelyn, a wealthy landowner’s son who wished to avoid the civil war then wracking England,
         left behind his studies at Oxford, crossed the Channel to France, and in October arrived at Cannes. There he got a coast-hugging
         boat for Genoa. On passing Nice, he noted its “very pleasant aspect towards the sea,” but found no cause to stop there.
      

      
      In 1760, Jean-Jacques Casanova, the infamous libertine, was bound for Genoa by boat with his current lady friend, the fair
         Rosalie, when rough seas forced them into the port of Villefranche; there they took a carriage to Nice, where they amused
         themselves for a few days. When the weather improved, they proceeded once more to Genoa.
      

      
      Always, it seemed, visitors to Nice were passing through it, or by it, or around it, on the way to someplace else.

      
      When they did notice Nice, they gushed not over its civic virtues but its military. Even our Monsieur de L’Hospital couldn’t
         help mentioning its great commanding fortress—which, “protected on one side by the sea and on the other by sheer rocks, may
         be deemed impregnable.” Almost a century later, in 1658, Francis Mortoft set out from England with friends, bound for Italy.
         In Nice, he noted the town’s abundance of oranges and lemons, shipped in chests borne by mules and as common as apples and
         pears back home. But otherwise he said of it only that it was “a very strong place, having a citadel built upon a rock.”
      

      
      For hundreds of years, this “citadel!” perched atop a rocky promontory that climbed straight up from the sea, where scholars
         suppose the Greeks established their own defensive redoubts, dominated Nice. All through the turbulent Middle Ages and beyond,
         as the town was threatened, besieged, occupied, and ravaged by a succession of warring parties, this fortified enclave was Nice.
      

      
      
      Some of the wars, like the Thirty Years’ War, made it into the history books. But many others, set against the immutable backdrop
         of blood and fire that was the Mediterranean Basin during the Middle Ages, never earned names at all. The Goths invaded. So
         did the Vandals, Burgundians, Lombards, and Saracens. Roman Cimiez, reduced to ruin, gradually slipped under orchards and
         vineyards. The Roman road from Genoa crumbled. At a high point along the road, about eight miles east of Cimiez, visible from
         land and sea, the Emperor Augustus had erected, at today’s La Turbie, a towering stone monument to his defeat of the local
         tribes. But during the Middle Ages, marauding Goths and Saracens ripped down the fine white marble, mutilated the inscriptions,
         and hauled them away.
      

      
      Today Riviera tourists wander through walled villages topped by battlements, like Èze, ten miles east of Nice, teeming with
         restaurants and gift shops. Villages perchés, the French call these picturesque stone warrens perched atop rocky cliffs. Even today, if you’re a little out of shape,
         they can seem inaccessible; during the violent centuries that spawned them, inaccessibility was just the idea.
      

      
      Nice’s inhabitants, too, dwelt almost entirely within its walls, in the shadow of the fortress that commanded its heights.
         Beginning in 1270, and for the next hundred years, the walls and battlements began to go up around the town. During the sixteenth
         and early seventeenth centuries, they were shored up and extended, private houses banished altogether from the top of the
         hill. What remained was the “very strong place” Francis Mortoft saw in 1658.
      

      
      A visitor viewing it then from the Cimiez hill, for example, would have seen Nice in all its boisterous tangle of walls and
         redoubts, spires and pennants, turrets and defenseworks. To the south, the triangularly shaped town was defined by the sea;
         to the east, by high stone walls and the unclimbably steep slope below the château; and, on the triangle’s third side, by
         the river Paillon, on the far side of which stood open country, speckled with houses and gardens. At least until the early
         eighteenth century, all Nice was packed into this single square mile, its thick-walled mass punctured at just four places
         by gates.
      

      
      And then, abruptly, the great citadel was gone.

      
      
      The year 1705 saw the end of one of those numerous wars—this one was the War of the Spanish Succession—that left Savoy in
         constant conflict with its neighbors. Nice had been besieged by eight thousand French troops, who had long been unable to
         breach the citadel atop the hill. Only after a month and a half of bombardment by cannon and heavy mortars, firing from across
         the Paillon, did the Savoyard defenders give up, retiring to the north. In revenge for their defiance, King Louis XIV of France
         ordered his commander, the Duke of Berwick, to expunge, once and for all, the thorn in France’s side that was the fortress.
         From February to July of 1706, great explosions lit up the azure sky of Nice. So industriously did Berwick carry out his orders
         that promenaders on the Château Hill today find almost no vestige of walls or battlements, no evidence a fort ever existed.
      

      
      But this one act of destruction had unintended and, for a change, mostly benign consequences. For over the next three-quarters
         of a century, Nice, for so long hunkered down behind its ramparts, stretched open its arms to the world.
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