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Preface




‘There may be more beautiful times, but this one is ours.’


JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, LE DIABLE ET LE BON DIEU (1951)





Not long after she graduated from university, Simone de Beauvoir found a job teaching in Marseille. She was eager for experience, she wrote, and she fell in love with the warm south, spending her Sundays walking alone over the hills and along the golden blue shoreline. She wanted to see everything, every creek and forest, and after she had finished with Provence, she planned to ‘traverse France, perhaps even the whole world, so thoroughly that I left not one field or thicket unvisited’.


Well, that was never going to happen, of course, although I recognise her hunger. The idea for this book was to follow her, and a dozen other writers, to see France through their eyes. Partly to record what has changed. But also to recreate the France they knew, and to understand more about their lives. I thought (I still do!) that the best way to get to know a place is to immerse yourself in the works of its writers and artists.


In the end, not all the writers I chose to follow were French. But they were all trying to describe the country and its people, or had based their novels, travel books, diaries or letters in a specific place or landscape. I wanted a mix of towns, cities, villages, coast and countryside; and I wanted my journey to trace an anticlockwise spiral, so that I could start in Le Havre, with Jean-Paul Sartre, loop around the country, and then finish in Paris, tracing the arrondissements from the suburbs to the very centre. Like a snail’s shell, I thought. I do realise that no journey ever turns out as it is planned. France is vast; and I had to focus.


Sartre wrote that we are shaped, but not defined, by the places we live. And this seemed like a pressing idea to explore, now that the world is on the move, driven by economic imperatives, conflict, scarcity and the collapsing climate. And this brought me to Maurice Barrès, who was one of the first modern European writers to articulate the belief that people who are born in a place have a greater affinity, and a more powerful claim, to the land of their ancestors. To the exclusion of others, that is. I am afraid it is an idea whose time has come again – if it ever left – and I wanted to prod it.


I went where the writers took me. I followed Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir to Le Havre, Rouen and Paris (and Beauvoir to Provence). Edith Wharton to the Loire and Verdun. Colette to Brittany and Saint-Tropez. Katherine Mansfield to Gray, a few kilometres from Dijon, as well as on the ferries, and to Menton in the south. Paris too, of course. I travelled to François Mauriac’s home in Les Landes. Maurice Barrès’s in his beloved Lorraine. John Berger’s in the Alps. And I clung to Guy de Maupassant, ranging restlessly from Normandy to Cannes and Antibes and up and down the Seine, but always returning to Paris, even when, in the end, it was the last place he wanted to be.


I visited writers’ homes. Émile Zola’s in Médan on the Seine (now practically a suburb of Paris), and George Sand’s in Nohant-Vic. I stood in the rain outside Maupassant’s home in Étretat in Normandy, and in sunshine outside his chalet in Cannes. I was led into Mauriac’s study and around Rabelais’s bedroom. I walked down their familiar streets and followed in their weary or purposeful footsteps through woods and down to broad sandy beaches. I even booked the same hotels.


I did all this because I wanted to steep myself in their lives, and because I wanted to understand more about France. Of course, this was almost never a hardship. There is a restaurant called Colette on the north coast of Brittany, not far from her home, where I sat with my wife Anna, looking out over a blue sea, spreading the freshest, saltiest butter onto warm baguettes, holding a chilled Muscadet, and it was already, before any of the actual food had arrived, one of the greatest meals we’d had. I sat in a lobster shack in south Brittany, raising a glass to Sartre. A grand brasserie (Excelsior!) in Nancy. An Algerian café in Menton. A table with a view and a bottle of red in Saint-Émilion. Couscous in Verdun… and a pub called the Sherlock. The many bistros. The markets. The street food and cafés of Paris. The châteaux, rivers, beaches, forests, churches and villages. The long straight roads in the shade of the poplars and planes. The lavender and the pines. It is all still here. And it is glorious.


France is also changing fast. It is thrilling, and often disorientating, to immerse yourself in the writing of Sartre, Colette or Edith Wharton, and then emerge into present-day Le Havre or on the banks of the Seine. All the writers I followed were living in times of extraordinary, fast-paced change. And almost nothing we associate with France is timeless or eternal. It is the constant, restless, unceasing churn, of new ideas and peoples, mixing with what is already there, that has made and kept this country so vibrant, and such a joy to visit. There are many people in France, and beyond, who would rather not see it that way. I was very glad, in the end, that I had Maurice Barrès and John Berger to help me, although maybe not in the way that Barrès intended.


Obviously I am a tourist. But just as there is much about France that is idiosyncratic, there is an awful lot that is universal. Some of the time I travelled with Anna. My French is good enough for eavesdropping, and hers is better. There was plenty to overhear. The French love to talk, and when the word phénoménologie was dropped into a conversation in a Left Bank café, I almost lay down and wept.


Maupassant ended up looming large in these pages. There is plenty in his life that a modern reader will find distressing. But as the guide who showed me around his gardens in Étretat said, ‘Life is grey.’ And I grew to love Maupassant, despite everything. Beauvoir and Sartre too. And Colette. As you will see, it is not always easy. But I have found it impossible, after these years in their company, not to acknowledge the best in them. You will also read about the worst.


I made a point of not abandoning any of the writers. I did not want to arrange this book as a series of isolated chapters. It is a rolling conversation, between them and me (and between each other): a tangle of views and argument, with Maupassant, say, popping up almost everywhere, by my side as I travelled, ruminating on France, beauty, belonging and nationalism, the perfect omelette, cars and hiking, holy places, tattoos, shrimps, wars, pelicans, art, forest fires, croissants and indeed phenomenology. Every one of these authors has much to say, and they all stayed to the end.


For all its trials and blemishes (and the world-class grizzling of its citizens), France remains as close to the perfect country as we are likely to find. I have never lived there, so I can hold fast to this opinion. I felt it when I set out, and I feel it now.


PETER FIENNES


LONDON
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Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir in front of Rodin’s Monument to Balzac, c. 1939.














ONE


ROOTS


Jean-Paul Sartre


Le Havre, 1931–1936




‘You appear to begin at the beginning… and in fact you have begun at the end.’


JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, LA NAUSÉE (1938)





My original plan was to visit Le Havre in February, when I expected to find the city at its absolute worst. The dark days of November were also a possibility, so long as there was no danger of any kind of mood-lifting Christmas market. But I needed to avoid spring and summer, the sunshine months, and even the autumn, when the leaves on the trees in the streets sparkle and flare (or so I imagined). For reasons of research, but also because it was the way I was feeling at the time, I needed Le Havre to be drained of all colour and hope. Jean-Paul Sartre spent five years here, from 1931 to 1936, and it is where he wrote his first novel, La Nausée (Nausea), the disturbing story of a solitary man disintegrating in a desolate northern town. Sartre believed that we are shaped, but not defined, by the places we live – and I wanted to see whether there was something about Le Havre that gives this bleak but funny book its peculiarly rancid energy.


Sartre never wanted to go to Le Havre. After he had graduated at the top of his year from the École Normale Supérieure in 1929 (he tied with Simone de Beauvoir, but was awarded first prize), he set his heart on a teaching post in central Paris. Failing that, he wanted to go to Tokyo. He had to teach somewhere (what else could he do? and anyway, he had no money), but he absolutely did not want to be posted to any other French city, no matter how busy or glamorous. Sartre had grown up in a Parisian suburb, cut off from the distant city, where he had passed an indulged, bookish and lonely childhood, before spending his early adolescence being badly bullied in La Rochelle. The bullying might have been on account of his wandering, non-functioning eye (he had exotropia). Or his small stature. Or his self-proclaimed ugliness. I suppose we’ll never know. Children don’t need much of a reason to turn on one of their own.


It was only when he returned to Paris, aged sixteen, that Sartre blossomed. And by the time he was at college, enrolled at the Normale Sup, he had become the wild beating heart of a gang of know-it-alls and pranksters. Beauvoir and the rest decided he was destined for great things… and told him so. It is no wonder he decided that he was only going to work as a teacher for as long as it took him to write the novels, plays and philosophical works that would launch him as a public intellectual, ensconced in a Parisian café, riding high with all the booze and women he could handle; and this would come to pass, he decided, by the time he was thirty.


The problem was that once Sartre had completed his eighteen-month compulsory military service at the Saint-Cyr academy, where he learned to be a meteorologist, he was already twenty-six years old. Tokyo didn’t want him. His great friend Paul Nizan was the one who had managed to get himself a post in Paris (and was already publishing his first novel). And despite his soaraway qualifications and his precariously high opinion of himself, the only place that would take Sartre turned out to be the Lycée François Ier in the gloomy Normandy port of Le Havre. Beauvoir, who had been hanging on in Paris while Sartre learned how to read the weather, promptly took a job in Marseille in the deep south.


Who knows what kind of books Sartre might have written if he had moved to Japan. Perhaps a series of hard-boiled detective novels set in the slimy wooden slums of Tokyo, starring a pipe-smoking private investigator who solves mysteries through phenomenological meditation (the power of Zen!), although on second thoughts the contingency of plot would almost certainly have defeated him. One thing we can be sure of is that none of these books would have had a happy ending. And it is also true that if Sartre had moved to Tokyo, he would not have been able to get himself injected with mescaline, and he would not have been followed down the streets of Paris, Le Havre and Venice by lobsters, or haunted by crabs and other moist and clutching things, and the course of twentieth-century Western thought would have taken a very different turn.


Yes, we are shaped (but not defined) by the places we live. And it does seem hard to imagine that Nausea could have been written anywhere other than in the fog-smeared streets of Le Havre. But it is also an observable truth that when the 26-year-old Sartre moved to the city in 1931 he was already in essence the man he would remain… and this was an unpalatable thought he would spend the rest of his life resisting.


Throughout the early 1930s, as their friends joined the Communist Party or disappeared into a bourgeois half-life, Beauvoir and Sartre sat in grubby cafés and drank and smoked and chewed over the meaning of existence and the latest films and murder trials. ‘How much spare time we had!’ marvelled Beauvoir. They loved the anarchy of the Marx Brothers. They liked nothing better than a breathless court report and a grisly true crime, ideally involving a lot of sex and some kind of miscarriage of justice against which they could rail. By 1932 Beauvoir had got herself moved to Rouen, a short train ride from Le Havre, and the two of them met as often as they could. Sartre liked to join her in Rouen, but Beauvoir preferred Le Havre. Both of them lived close to their respective railway stations, ready for a quick getaway, to Paris whenever possible.


They were lovers, and had been since 1929, even if their lifelong relationship was also famously open. They described what they had as a Morganatic Marriage: they were free to take other lovers, but only so long as they were entirely honest with each other. They clung to this ideal even after they had stopped sharing a bed. They worked together, travelled together, shared early drafts of their books and shaped each other’s thoughts. Many words have been expended on whether this worked, or who it worked best for – but no matter who suffered more from jealousy, or how preoccupied one of them might become with some new lover, or how much time one of them (Beauvoir) spent facilitating the rise of the other (Sartre), it would be hard to overstate how influential, and revolutionary, this very public arrangement became. The simple act of trying to book a hotel room as an unmarried couple in France in the 1930s was an act of defiance. A kind of ‘conscious coupling’, some might have called their relationship, although Sartre would have found the intimacy of the phrase unsettling. That said, the list of things that made him queasy is long and odd.


He did not like trees, for starters. He was unnerved by their blindly questing roots and the sticky sap that rises with such viscous abundance under the scaly but too-thin bark. There were times when the whole natural world seemed to revolt him, especially the ways in which it was entirely indifferent to him, Jean-Paul Sartre. You can occasionally hear him agreeing with Beauvoir, through clenched teeth, thick smoke seeping from his pipe, that, yes, those snowy mountains and that wooded valley do look lovely. But she would have dragged him there… and he didn’t mean it. Beauvoir would be in ecstasies: she loved to walk fast in the hills of the south, breathing the wild thyme and the pines, or along Brittany’s ragged shoreline, or high in the chestnut forests of the Massif Central; but Sartre felt that parks need fences, and cities need walls, and if we don’t hold it back, wild nature will burst its bounds and engulf us all, slathering us in goo.


‘He was a sex addict who didn’t even enjoy sex,’ Sarah Bakewell tells us. And he really was terrified of lobsters. He could sometimes laugh about this; but after he took mescaline in a controlled experiment in a psychiatric hospital under the supervision of a former fellow student (he was helping out with his friend’s research, but really he just wanted to find out what would happen), after this predictably Sartrean bad trip, when shoes morphed into skeletons, and umbrellas became vultures, and crabs and polyps and ‘Grimacing Things’ swarmed on the periphery of his swimming eyes, he was accompanied home in the train to Le Havre by an orangutan leering at him from outside the window; and then, for years afterwards, he was followed by lobsters. Always behind him, or scuffling and scraping just around the nearest street corner. They were part of his life in Le Havre, and their weirdness infuses Nausea. The strangeness and urgent immediacy of everything outside ourselves (living and dead) preoccupied him. Because what are things anyway?


He could not tell most people about the lobsters and the crabs and the faces of the owls in the clocks (he was convinced he was descending into a chronic hallucinatory psychosis that would end in the asylum), but Beauvoir did her best to soothe and reassure him. The lobsters seem to have disappeared with the war, or the arrival of his enormous fame, but for a long time they stalked him, even following him to Venice, where he walked all night with Beauvoir, through Piazza San Marco at midnight, along the canals, and past the cafés and market stalls as they opened at dawn, a lobster trailing him every step of the way.


On my first night in Le Havre I decided I would eat a lobster (or failing that a crab) as an act of solidarity. It was a Sunday in late July. I had tried hard to get to the city in November, and then February, but life had intervened and the months had passed. It did not seem to matter, though, because dark clouds, with daily rain, had been hanging over Le Havre for weeks, and I was seeing the place through the dismal, fogged filter I had been hoping for. The south of the country, not to mention Greece, northern Africa, Canada and beyond, were at this time on fire, and none of the world’s weather was in any way what we used to think of as normal, but apparently this is something we are going to have to get used to. At the time, I remember, I was selfishly and short-sightedly pleased that Le Havre in July was so desperately grey.


Sartre renamed Le Havre ‘Bouville’ in Nausea. And the main character, Roquentin, walks down streets and sits in cafés and bars that have all had their names changed by Sartre from the places that actually existed. I am not sure why he bothered with this subterfuge. Perhaps he thought he had his reputation as a teacher to protect, although it was too late for that. He had scandalised the bourgeois parents of Le Havre from the outset, slouching at the front of his class, smoking incessantly, asking his students for their opinions, telling them they could sit where they wanted, speak without being asked, recommend their own books… forcing them to think… and disappearing so far off the philosophy curriculum that at least one of his colleagues spent the next few years plotting obsessively for his removal. Some days or nights he’d take his students to the beach, where he poured drinks, and composed and sang bawdy songs, and led them to the bars and brothels of the port. Most of his students loved him. Others reported him to their parents.


The highlight of the school year at the Lycée François Ier was always the end-of-year speech by the youngest professor, which in 1931 was the 26-year-old hotshot from Paris, Jean-Paul Sartre. He spoke about cinema, and why it mattered, and the audience clutched their pearls. They wanted Descartes, not some small man with a wandering eye and appalling teeth waving a pipe and telling their children to watch more gangster movies. Was he drunk? they whispered. And yes, the next year, in the same place, he was indeed so catatonically sloshed that he walked through the audience, onto the podium and then out through the emergency exit at the back without saying a word. It turned out the only reason he’d got the job was because his predecessor had suffered a nervous breakdown halfway through the year, although whether it was too much philosophy or a surfeit of the city of Le Havre itself that had brought him so low, no one knows. There was something about this combination that also got to Sartre.


***


The cafés in which Sartre sat all day, when he wasn’t teaching, and wrote the novel in which they appear are easy to identify, despite the changed names. You can also read about the bars in which he and Beauvoir drank, or the sleazy hotel next to the station in which he chose to live. Sartre wanted to be as far from bourgeois Le Havre as he could get.


Even so, it is not especially satisfying, matching the made-up names of the bars and cafés in Nausea to the real places, for the simple reason that between 5 and 10 September 1944 every single one of them was razed to the ground by RAF bombers. All of them. Every house and public building, the cinemas, shops and restaurants, bus stops and tram lines, theatres, libraries and museums, the slums, apartments and townhouses, the entire city, from the port to the town hall and beyond, was pulverised into rubble and dust. Nothing remained, other than the cellars and the street names, which Sartre had chosen not to use anyway. And when, after the war, the survivors of Le Havre came to consider what they should do with this wasteland, they brought in the architect Auguste Perret, tutor to Le Corbusier, who remade their city with millions of tonnes of poured utopian concrete. The streets survived, but they were not the same.


It is not just the architecture that has changed. On a Sunday morning almost 100 years ago, Roquentin tells us that he jostled with crowds of starched middle-class families, parading in their finery from the church to the pâtisserie, and stopping off at the pork butchers, the bookshop, the bistro and the brewery. He watched office workers cringe with anxiety as some prig from the city’s chamber of commerce advanced towards them; and saw a swell of black hats being raised and lowered. He joined a milling multitude of railway and factory workers, released for the day, scrubbed, shaved and suited in their Sunday best, taking the air on rue de Paris. And wherever he went, he tells us, there were hundreds of children, ‘in prams, in arms, held by the hand or walking stiffly in twos or threes in front of their parents’. The city is emptier than that now, and the rituals of Sartre’s Le Havre have evaporated with the years.


At one point towards the end of the afternoon, on this Sunday in late July, I found myself almost alone, trudging along boulevard Clemenceau, tracking the seafront, heading towards the beach. I did know that no French person would be swimming in this weather (a chill wind was blowing from out of the grey sea), but I thought there might be children throwing stones, playing ducks and drakes, and that is where Nausea begins, with Roquentin dropping the flat pebble he is about to skim out to sea, because he no longer knows what it is that he is holding. The stone has no shape or meaning, just a nauseating irrelevance, or even a life of its own. The children laugh at him, or he imagines they do.


He is a tall, red-headed young man, working alone on the biography of some eighteenth-century politician, and he has no friends, or job, just his obsessions, and an absent ex-lover, and there’s a man he meets in the library, the ‘Autodidact’, who is educating himself by reading every author on the shelves, starting with the letter ‘A’. He is very well travelled (Roquentin not Sartre, who slyly mocks his creation, and was always himself so very busy with people and life). But the questions are Sartre’s and the torment and dread he describes are his own.


On the way to the beach, I passed a string of almost-empty brasseries with wide terraces facing the sea, one of them with an elaborately etched, immaculately polished glass windbreak reading ‘UN ÉTÉ AU HAVRE’. But where is everyone? And what kind of summer was this? I was alone, and I found myself slowing, muffled in the grey and beige light, all soft pastels, wrapped in my raincoat (it was cold), wide concrete paving stones underfoot, concrete apartment blocks to the right, an endless stretch of balconies looking blankly out over the uneasy ocean, chairs and tables set for two (but no one sitting at them), the concrete sky above, now surprisingly low, oozing rain, and the sea to the left, white horses and no horizon, shingle and cement, mud, salt and diesel in the air, and I slowed and then stopped entirely, the rain falling hard now, huddled under a covered walkway, and I heard a tearful young English voice calling from deep inside one of the brasseries, ‘Mummy!’, and an adult laughed and said, ‘Oh don’t be absurd, Janine.’


If we are to believe Simone de Beauvoir, Sartre actually quite liked Le Havre. I was certainly not going to give up on the place after one wet afternoon in July. But I needed a drink. And I needed to wreak some havoc on the nearest lobster. Sartre used to nurse a single beer and fill a long line of notebooks in the café-bar Guillaume Tell in the place de l’Hôtel de Ville, which in Nausea became the Café Mably.


So I left the beach and went to see if I could find Sartre’s dark, comforting little bar, behind the etched glass doors, with its reassuringly vulgar manager in his check shirt and shape-shifting braces, who slips into a trance after everyone leaves. I hoped to find a group of near-silent office workers, rolling poker dice, and old men playing with a deck of greasy cards, dining on snails (oysters are more expensive). One of them will be talking about their ‘Experience’, which as we all know is just another way of saying that sometime around the age of forty they stopped having any new or original thoughts of their own.


Some will be drunk and others will be sipping coffee. There will be a stack of magazines in a cardboard box, and behind them a young couple will be flirting, their food untouched, and we can probably overhear that they are pretending that they are not going to sleep with each other, but of course they are. Why do people bother to lie? Other than to fill the time, which is otherwise so soft and shapeless. And then Roquentin, or Sartre, will do as they always do and sleep with la patronne, but it will not mean much to any of them. And if the nausea comes, we can ask the waiter to put Sophie Tucker on the gramophone, and she will sing ‘Some of These Days’, and the music will mould the day into something more solid – and help keep us safe.


***


First, though, I wanted to see the site of the shabby hotel where Sartre lived for most of his time in the city. It was just a quick detour. As the afternoon shaded to evening, I walked past a small funfair, followed by the blart and trill of video games and the shouts of happy families (things were looking up), past an empty and heavily graffitied skateboard park, through colonnaded concrete streets, the shops surprisingly chic and trim, and on to the rue Charles Lafitte (which you can read about as the rue des Mutilés in Nausea). There is still a hotel here, but it is not Sartre’s Hôtel Printania.


The railway station is also new, and like all main city stations it has spread an edgy, entropic energy into the surrounding area. Families are reuniting and taxi drivers loiter. There is litter caught in the corners and folds of the streets. The electric trains ease in and out (Sartre would be amazed how quietly), but with a familiar shriek of pressured metal. The new hotel is a mauve and grey block with a four-storey, bulging side-wall of dirty glass, and there is a man leaning on a sill on the third floor, smoking a cigarette at the only open window. The street, or maybe it’s the long hotel forecourt, has the feel of a badly designed film set. There is too much space, or not enough stuff. A couple arrives in a taxi and a middle-aged man in a yellow polo shirt lugs a hefty suitcase and ushers a younger woman across the tarmac, a plume of smoke following them through the front door.


As Roquentin walked late and alone down a desolate Bouville street, he watched a woman who he thought he knew pleading with a man who was leaving her, ‘Charles, come back, I’ve had enough, I’m too miserable!’; and Roquentin doesn’t stop but walks on, jealous of the ‘insane generosity’ of her suffering (he thinks she is feeling something he can no longer feel); but it comes to him that it is these forgotten streets, close to this hotel, too far from the lights of the town, that are the real cause of her despair. There is something about this part of Bouville that creates – or feeds – human misery. Or maybe it is the whole of Bouville. And now that all the buildings of Le Havre are new, and the street by the hotel has been widened and filled with cars and is lit by a dozen lights, I wonder what has happened to the uneasy and malign spirit that once drifted down these streets and boulevards. The city planners have tried to leave it with no place to hide, but I’m not so sure.


I have come to a halt outside the hotel and here, highlighted on the pavement, there is a single brown sycamore seed, shaped like an upflowing Belle Époque moustache. Given how viscerally Sartre reacted to both trees and moustaches (yes, them too), I take it as a sign that he is still here, somehow. My god he’d hate to have been absorbed back into nature’s churning whirlpool. All boundaries breached. Sucked and scattered and mashed and ooooozed into the flow and ebb of old and new life. No wonder he didn’t want to believe in an afterlife, and instead laid claim to the sharp clean severance of death.


***


There is only one restaurant open in the place de l’Hôtel de Ville and lobsters are not on the menu. Or if they are, I cannot find their tank – and I think it is only fair (to Sartre and to them) to look the crustaceous bastards in the eye. Let them know it’s personal. The place is called ‘Bistrot des Havrais’ (well, it’s not, but I’m channelling Sartre), and it is rammed to the rafters with large and whooping groups of Sunday night revellers. I cannot see any card players, and the only couples have been placed on the terrace, but it is a great relief to find so many people making so much noise.


Mind you, it is not always easy dining alone, especially in a place that is so geared to FUN, and I am led to an overexposed table for two on a podium in full view of a table of at least twenty-six family members who are bellowing like they haven’t seen each other since Christmas 2001. Only the granny at the head of their table doesn’t seem to have anything to say, and she turns to stare at me, her sharp, seamed face and hard black eyes uncomfortably reminiscent of a lobster’s. I bury myself under the menu. Thank god for mobile phones. Yes, I have friends. Look at me tapping away on WhatsApp. Chuckling as the imaginary jokes fly to and fro.


The waitress arrives and I order wine – red as a matter of record – and the suprême de poulet jaune rôti sur peau crème de vin jaune du Jura aux pleurotes. I have just enough time to wonder when it was that the French government issued the decree that every citizen between the ages of sixteen and sixty should get themselves extravagantly tattooed on every square centimetre of their exposed bodies, when the waitress arrives back with the food. She can’t have been gone more than two minutes. I down the wine and chew uneasily (and with some difficulty) on a mouthful of chicken (what is it doing here already?), and scroll through a few Google reviews of ‘des Havrais’. ‘Ambiance morose,’ says one, in French, misleadingly I’d say, as a righteously bearded man at the next table, with two muscular armfuls of tattoos and a laugh like a blast furnace, rises with a roar to embrace his third cousin, who he can’t have seen since the days of Maupassant. In the right mood, Sartre would have dived right in. Got a sing-song going.


It is Sunday night, I remind myself, and order more red wine, under the unblinking gaze of the Lobster Woman. I wonder if she knows her Sartre. Or Beauvoir. I have a copy of Existentialism is a Humanism with me, the text of the lecture Sartre gave on Monday 29 October 1945, five months after the end of the war in Europe, when he spoke to a roiling room of supporters and opponents, and attempted to condense and clarify the meaning of his new philosophy. The place was so full they were queuing around the block. The communists and the Catholics hated him, but the young of France, and then the world, decided that he had something vital to say. The world was in ruins, after all, and the old answers weren’t making any sense. And this was the moment that Sartre, aged forty, ten years behind schedule, pushing his way through the sweating crowd to speak, realised that he was going to be famous. I open the book surreptitiously next to what is left of the chicken, its cover hidden.


‘Existence before essence,’ Sartre wrote. We are not made in the image of any god. We do not come into this world trailing clouds of glory. We do not have a soul. There are no moral absolutes (although some things are undeniably good1). We can make our own choices, and keep making them, no matter how limited they may appear (trammelled by circumstance and genes). We mustn’t just settle for the places we find ourselves. The decision to do nothing is also a decision. We are free! A lifetime of liberty. And even at the last moment, backs to the wall, facing the executioners’ guns, we still have choices. To look or not to look. To laugh or to howl.


Despite the obsession with personal choice, none of this is meant to be a manifesto for individualism. We also have responsibilities to other people (we need other people). Even today, Sartre’s ideas are exhilarating, and destabilising. Perhaps, above all, anxiety inducing. They require us to take life seriously, although both Sartre and Beauvoir liked to surf the long night of bullshit and booze. But not long after he’d coined this pithy little phrase, ‘existence before essence’, bringing some welcome clarity to what he actually meant by existentialism, Sartre claimed it was an oversimplification. His desire to explain was trumped by his horror of being pinned down.


Anyway, Sartre and Beauvoir’s ideas changed throughout their lives. Exactly as they said they should. Years later, Beauvoir wrote that she and Sartre were preoccupied by the idea of freedom because they were ‘young bourgeois intellectuals’; and it was only because they were young bourgeois intellectuals that they could even afford to think about freedom. And of course, it was their conditioning as young bourgeois intellectuals that made them think that they alone were free of the conditioning that affected everyone else (and left them free to think with freedom…); but in fact it was this very conditioning (as young bourgeois intellectuals) that led them to think their thoughts and write their books about ‘freedom’ (and imagine that they were ‘free’). And around we go. Like I say, they both really hated to be pinned down. But if you had asked either of them, at any stage of their lives, what really mattered (gun to the head, one word, just choose), I am certain that both of them would have answered ‘freedom’. That… and giving the bourgeois pricks a good kicking.


It may be the red wine talking, but it is easy to fall in love with Simone de Beauvoir. Sartre too, I suppose, despite his oddities, and calls for violence, but Beauvoir seemed to have such intelligence and courage, such grace and poise. You can find an interview with her on YouTube from 1959, twenty-five years on from these Le Havre days, and she gives (perhaps for the hundredth time) a pithy summary of what she and Sartre were thinking as they worked on the intricacies of a new philosophy. She seems to be sitting in a bath, with just her head and shoulders showing, but maybe (looking more closely) she is in fact shielded by an outsized desk. Anyway, there’s something alarming and not right about the furniture. Sartre would understand.


‘God just sort of “evaporated”,’ she tells us. We are here in this world and the ‘cause’ is not interesting. All that matters is what we do with our lives.


The rather tentative and increasingly rattled interviewer asks his questions and she listens, hard, her head on one side, and then gives a firm ‘non’ to everything he suggests, disagreeing with the premise and phrasing of all his questions. ‘Perhaps you did not read or understand my book?’ ‘Perhaps you only read the critics, and not me?’, and she smiles encouragingly, before the next emphatic ‘non’. And in the husky tones of someone who has smoked and drunk more than was wise the previous night, she tells him that bourgeois life is ridiculous and hypocritical. She is funny, serious and challenging. Children should be raised on a kibbutz, she says, and only see their parents for two to three hours every night, for quality time. She is here to discuss her new memoir, but she does not want to mock her younger self and her memories of these Le Havre days. ‘There is no reason for age to make us superior to younger beings,’ she says. And yet ‘too much complacency is also ridiculous… You need to find a distance that is both sympathetic and discriminating.’


I like to think I am both sympathetic and discriminating, but it is hard to linger in a restaurant when you have eaten all the food you are going to eat and the waitress returns every two minutes to ask whether you need anything else. Sartre never had this problem in the Guillaume Tell. The black gaze of the Lobster Woman was also becoming uncomfortably knowing. So with the night still unexpectedly young, I left to walk Le Havre’s concrete streets and eventually found myself sitting with my back to Oscar Niemeyer’s smooth, volcano-shaped concrete theatre, facing the city’s monumental granite war memorial, which was just about the only built object to survive the onslaught of British and Canadian bombs. The falling sun had at last made its way through the iron clouds, and the pavements and façades were tinged with orange and rose. There are almost no trees, I notice. The wind (which has never really left) is whipping high in the tall white poles that surround the memorial and shaking out half a dozen French flags.


There are very few people, but the buses roll softly by and the occasional car noses down the road, almost always with a young couple in the front. Other couples stroll along, speaking Arabic or French, lit cigarettes in hand. A group of four men walks past more briskly, laughing hard and hugging each other. Not far beyond the memorial there is a white, spiked footbridge, now brushed pink by the last of the sun, arching over the docks, and at this moment the water changes colour to become a perfect mirror of the fading sky, and the concrete softens, and the magic hour bends, and the old day gathers itself for one last rueful smile. More laughter, this time from a bar far behind me, ripples onto the street. I am a million miles from Sartre’s unease. The city feels at peace. Maybe exorcised. As if it ever needed to be.


The road between me and the memorial, along which the buses roll, is experiencing some kind of tectonic upheaval, and rows of large black cobblestones are emerging through the post-war tarmac. Not that this is happening in real time, of course – I am not experiencing a Sartrean dissolution – but there is a glacial process under way. The skin of the present is thin in this city, despite the weighty architecture.


Roquentin thought the past was a property owner’s luxury. And the most quoted piece of writing advice in French literature comes from Gustave Flaubert, who urged his young acolyte Guy de Maupassant to stare at trees or shopkeepers for hours, and then produce a few defining words for that tree or shopkeeper that would mean they could never be mistaken for any of the other trees or shopkeepers in the world. Perhaps Lobster Woman was trying to find the right words for me. But… here we are, back with the trees again. Sartre, who knew all about trying to nail down slippery objects, took this advice to another level.2 And then there’s Roquentin:




When you want to understand something, you stand in front of it, all by yourself, without any help; all the past history of the world is of no use to you. And then it disappears and what you have understood disappears with it.





***


The war memorial is huge up close. It was built to commemorate the fallen of World War One, with 1914–1918 carved in granite at the front, underneath the statue of an immense angel, whose wings are sheltering an almost naked man with a lantern and a torch, perhaps a mariner, and some near-naked women, one of whom is lifting a naked baby so that he can lay his hand on a sheaf of wheat. But there are also the usual lists of French soldiers who died in World War Two, and Indochina, and Algeria, and other places most of them (and the inhabitants of those parts of the world) presumably wished they had not been. There is also a plaque dedicated to the memory of the deportees and Resistance fighters who were killed in World War Two.


I was not really taking in which bit was what, because I was trying to eavesdrop on an elderly man who had wandered up to the other side of the memorial. He was talking to a woman who was perhaps his daughter, and all of a sudden the man said, ‘Yes, here is our family.’ I looked up, wanting to hear more, but the memorial was between us and instead I found myself faced with dozens, hundreds, no, thousands of names in fading gold. It is hard to get a perspective because the sides are so immense. I have no idea what I had assumed these names were (I was looking without looking), but here they are, the dead soldiers of World War One, thousands of them, from just one northern French city.


I went round the memorial to talk to the old man, but he was already off, his daughter beside him, disappearing into the murk of Le Havre. There are names on this side too, listed alphabetically, the families grouped together. No ages or dates, just names. Randomly, I find seven LEMAIREs (Alfred, André, Ansbert, Gustave, Julien, Lucien, Marcel); but only one LEMAINE (Célestin). The stacked names reach high on every side. There are six HUEs, an Adolphe, along with Adrien, Auguste, Désir, Paul and one that has ebbed away. On it goes. Here are Émile, Joseph and Maurice PAIN. But the names on the north side are disappearing, fading into the granite, some of them entirely unreadable.


I wonder whether there is anywhere I can read the names of the civilians – the families – who were incinerated by firebombs in September 1944. There would be female names to add. Children too. But there is only a small plaque registering its ‘Hommage’ to the civilians who fell in the course of the bombardment (1939–1945), diplomatically not drawing attention to the very precise dates when almost all of them would have died. Over 12,000 buildings were destroyed over those few days and nights in 1944, but even the cellars were not safe. After the war, the German commander claimed that he more than once offered the French population safe passage out of the city; but British officers, who were present at talks, say the opposite, and that they were the ones to suggest an evacuation, even though this would have given the Germans more time to prepare. Whatever the truth, it is likely that many civilians would have chosen to stay anyway. Liberation was at hand, and looting was a real possibility. How could they have known what was coming?


One thing I do know. It is easy to find photographs of Le Havre from before September 1944, if you care to look. And when you do, you will see that there is nothing left.


***


I had an uncle who flew in the bombers of World War Two. Henry Hayden ‘Hap’ Haszard (Uncle Hap!), was a trained pilot from New Zealand who took the boat to Southampton in 1938, was stationed near Cottesmore in Rutland in 1939, where my grandfather, Edward ‘Monty’ Guilford, was the rector, and met and married my mother’s older sister, Ruth, in 1940. The ceremony in the lovely old parish church was officiated by my grandfather, who was only the fourth rector to have presided there since the Battle of Waterloo. I realise this is already sounding a little unreal, and a long way from Sartre and the flaming ruins of Le Havre (Hap! Monty!), but these are the stories that reach us. My aunt Biddy, aged eleven in September 1939, remembers running with her friends into the rectory and finding a crowd of people clustered around the radio listening to Neville Chamberlain declare war on Germany. She was so hot and loud from her games in the garden that every adult in the room shouted at her to be quiet, but she couldn’t keep still. The news from the radio was too thrilling.


Some time after, Ruthie was talking with an elderly villager in the rectory garden when a German bomber, on its way back from a raid on the nearby airfield, opened fire on the buildings below. The slumbering church. The rectory and its croquet lawn. Ruthie could see this happening, but the man she was talking to was hard of hearing, and absorbed in his story, and had his back to the plane, and Ruthie was too polite to say, ‘excuse me, but I think we should get into the shelter’, and so she stood and watched the bullets burying themselves in the trees and the flowerbeds, and that could have been that.


Hap was trained in Short Stirlings, the RAF’s first four-engined heavy bomber. By 1942 he had been promoted to flight lieutenant, but on the night of 16 June, on his way back from a bombing raid on Essen in the Rhineland, his aircraft was attacked by two night fighters and forced to crash land near Maubeuge in north-eastern France. The gunners, Don White and Tommy Watkins, were killed, as was the flight engineer, Leonard Fenton, who was just twenty-one. Thomas Templeman, the co-pilot, escaped, eventually making his way to Spain and back to Britain. And Hap went into hiding with a French family, who sometime later put him on a train to the south of France, where he was picked up by the Vichy police and handed over to the authorities. He always assumed they had been tipped off.


Hap was sent from prison to prison. He once tried to escape by hiding in a laundry cart, and waited for hours under a pile of dirty linen before discovering that the horse had dropped dead in its traces. He was transferred to a castle in Italy and when the Italian Fascist government surrendered he and the others hid in cupboards and small passageways, and he was nearly skewered by the incoming German guards, who couldn’t be bothered with these grown men and their tiresome games of hide-and-seek, so just thrust their bayonets through the thin plaster walls and wooden panelling.


These stories came down to us as jokes or jolly escapades. Hap ended up in Stalag Luft III, the prison of the famous escape attempts, starring Steve McQueen, but by then he seemed to have lost his appetite for danger. He was a small, practical man, and the other prisoners put him in charge of cutting the bread rations into wafer-thin slices, because no one else could do it with such exquisite precision. After many months, Ruth and the family found out he was alive, and Hap saw out the war behind barbed wire, his humour fading. I believe it is fair to say that when he came back he wasn’t the same man who had left over three years earlier; although I’m also reasonably sure he was unaware of Sartre’s theories of constant reinvention. He just wanted to be home.


In his lecture of October 1945, Sartre told a story about one of his students, a young man who came to him in distress during the war and asked whether he should stay in France with his mother, or try to reach Britain or Algeria where he could fight for the Free French forces. The young man’s mother was alone by this stage: her husband was ‘inclined to be a “collaborator” ’, and her older son (the young man’s only sibling) had been killed by the Germans when they invaded. The young man wanted revenge, and adventure; but he was worried his mother would not cope without him. He knew he could help his mother here, in France, but the other outcome was uncertain and even, perhaps, rather generic. So what should he do? he asked Sartre.


And Sartre said it was up to him.


He said we cannot rely on Christian teachings, or any other code of ethics. They won’t help us with this specific question: whether to carry on helping one particular person, which we know we can, or to try (and perhaps fail) to help the wider group. We cannot rely on our feelings to answer this question. How do we measure their strength, or disentangle our true feelings from ‘playacting’? Anyway, what we think we know or feel will change with the actions we take.


‘You are free,’ said Sartre, ‘so choose.’ Your actions will define you – and they will also make you. Because ‘reality only exists in action’.


And that was that. Who knows what the young man did… but as Sartre said, he probably already knew what he wanted to do. After all, he went to Sartre for advice and not to a priest (a priest who could have been a collaborator, or working for the Resistance). We know what we want the answers to be, says Sartre, so that’s how we choose who to approach for help.


‘Man is nothing more than the sum of his actions.’


After Sartre’s lecture, during which the crowd heaved and sweated and heckled and cheered, he was questioned by the Marxist critic Pierre Naville, who told him he should have given the young man some precise, practical advice, and not left him hanging. But, said Sartre:




If he comes to you asking for advice, he has already chosen a course of action… Since his goal was freedom, I wanted him to be free to decide. In any case, I knew what he was going to do, and that is what he did.





So whatever else you draw from Sartre’s philosophy (and if, like me, you can’t read the question ‘was phenomenological eidetics the right tool for thinking about collective existence?’ without quailing, we should probably agree that neither of us is the right person to be unpicking its niceties), but whatever else you conclude, there is no misunderstanding his central message: we are all responsible for every choice we make.


Just ask William Douglas Home, a British officer, brother of the future prime minister, who in September 1944 was court martialled for refusing to take part in the assault on Le Havre. It was morally indefensible, he wrote, not to allow the evacuation of civilians. And the fact that the Germans had been ordered to fight to the death put the price too high. I can only guess what the majority of his comrades-in-arms thought of these scruples. Eccentric at best. And that too was their choice.


It is hard to find agreement on the numbers, but at least 2,000 French civilians were killed over the course of the Allied bombing raids on Le Havre, perhaps up to 5,000, along with nineteen (nineteen!) German defenders. Hitler had declared Le Havre a Festung – the German troops were expected not to surrender – and there is no doubt that the Allies would have suffered severe casualties if they hadn’t first razed its defences with an aerial and naval bombardment. But over five days and nights more than 8,000 tonnes of high explosive and fire bombs were dropped on the city, not just over the German defences and the port (which the Allies hoped to capture intact), but everywhere. A firestorm that left nothing standing. When the Germans surrendered a few days later, and the British and Canadian troops marched through a landscape of ashes and dust, they were met not with flowers and flags but with silence.


It matters, the stories that reach us from the past. The bombers and the bombed. And these family names in gold should not be left to fade. After the war, Beauvoir came back to Le Havre with Sartre to try to understand what their lives had meant together in this brutalised city, and she wrote this:




The fact was that the future – today itself fulfilled – had broken loose from those past moments whose living flesh it once was; and all that remained, whether in those streets or our own memories, was a collection of skeletons.





***


There is something about the new Le Havre that suits Sartre. The poured concrete keeps its shape. The pavements are wide and edged with only a few, pacified trees. There are enough bars and cafés in which to keep time at bay. Sartre was much more interested in the unwritten future than in the unknowable past. But as for the Le Havre that he did know, it was here, as he put it to Beauvoir in a letter, ‘that I first understood the meaning of a tree’. He had travelled by tram to Saint-Roch park, off avenue Foch, close to the centre, and had sat on one of the park benches to stare at a tree for a very long time, just as Flaubert and Maupassant had recommended, and all of a sudden everything had become clear. He recreates the moment in Nausea, with Roquentin reeling under a series of revelations, the main one being that trees are not remotely interested in anything that happens to any one of us.


I know this sounds a little abrupt. There is more to it than that, of course. But I fell down a rabbit hole wondering what kind of tree it was that Sartre had been staring at. He had written to Beauvoir that he wasn’t sure, but that the tree had seeds like a ‘child’s toy’, and Beauvoir told him it was a ‘chestnut’, and that’s what everyone has assumed ever since, but I reckon it could just as easily have been a sycamore, with its little helicopter seeds that whirl and flutter across the parks in autumn.


Sartre was not entirely ignorant about trees. He was able to identify a plane tree in the pages of Nausea. But what drove Roquentin’s moment of ecstatic horror in the park, as he stared at the tree’s coiled, serpentine roots, was his sudden profound understanding of the unstoppable abundance of existence, in this tree and this beautiful park and across Le Havre and beyond, and its essential indifference to our human lives, but also our presence in it, adrift in moist, dank, reeking excess, like a fly in fresh amber, or a fallen leaf in compost, and the impossibility of understanding what we are seeing, or describing it with words, because we are part of it, but unable to connect (and horrified that we can), and the knowledge that everything that exists can only do so in seething excess, and only ever could, there is no start to it, no process, no end, no nothingness, just this broiling broth of viscous jelly. It makes your flesh crawl… and it is all TOO MUCH.


So of course I had to visit parc Saint-Roch. I had lost a day, maybe two, to the insistent rain, but had kept myself busy. I had nursed a beer and read Nausea in the Brasserie de Normandie (its real name; and the most Sartrean bar I could find in the old city centre). I had gone to stare at Sartre’s old school, the Lycée François Ier, a rare survivor of the bombing, it looks like, now sitting behind a thick yew hedge on rue Jean-Paul Sartre (one of the most vandalised street signs in France). I had roamed the concrete streets, and caressed the damp concrete colonnades. I had watched the people (a few tourists, many students, Le Havrais living their lives), and counted the ways in which they greeted one another, with smiles and shouts and silent handshakes and that peculiarly French way of passing each other on the move, with a backward word or two, and no sign of a goodbye. There is contentment here, I thought, and an undercurrent of exuberance. And when after a couple of days Le Havre emerged at last into sunshine, I realised how much I had come to like it. There is even something brave about the place… or have I just spent too much time in the past, saturated in bombs?


The walk to the park leads along avenue Foch, the trams gliding smoothly by, just as they did in Sartre’s day. When he had his visions about the trees he said he was sitting on a bench close to the entrance, but there are many ways into the parc Saint-Roch, and there are no chestnut trees here in the south-east corner, nor anywhere, so far as I can see. They may well have been pulped in the bombing raids of 1944, along with almost everything else. There are some plane trees that are old enough, perhaps, although they would have had to be at least 100 years old for their roots to be the right, threatening size, when Sartre stared at them almost a century ago. And a plane tree’s roots are not black. So – I am looking for a 200-year-old tree, with black roots, and it has started to matter to me, finding the actual tree that so overwhelmed Sartre. Surely the mayor could have put up a plaque?


A child was giggling at a family of ducks waddling past a weeping willow and into the pond. When I was growing up in England, no longer a child, and starting to be interested in the world outside my window, it would never have occurred to me to turn to Jean-Paul Sartre for guidance. Camus, certainly, and Huxley and Orwell, Virginia Woolf too (Sartre and Beauvoir turned to her), but not Sartre. He was too weird, I think, and (I am ashamed of this bit) too French, with his beret and Gitanes and Gallic insistence on the importance and necessary complication of the business of life. We all knew he wasn’t as cool as Camus. Perhaps some negativity had drifted down to me from the powers-that-be, who mocked and belittled him, because Sartre frightened people, and still does. Right up to his death in 1980, he spoke of his contempt for the established order and militated for revolutions, sometimes violent. Freedom too, of course. Freedom for everyone, most of all for those who suffer the most.


How do you know when something is right? he asked. Look to the person or people least well off, the ones without power, and ask them what they would like to happen.


And then do that.


***


An old woman on a bench saw me wandering in the park, staring at trees, and told me that I was standing in front of a eucalyptus. And this led us to Australia, and the weather, which is so unusually cold and damp here in the north, and so hot and fiery in the south, with all the forests going up in flames, and we agreed how much we love the rain. ‘And over there is a yew tree,’ she said with a cigarette-ravaged voice, ‘un if, which is “si ” in English… “if ”… “si ”… oui?!’ and we beamed at one another triumphantly, adrift in the happy confluence of language. Its roots are undeniably tortured and black, but surely Sartre knew a yew tree when he saw one?


‘Have you seen the baobab?’ the woman asked, and I didn’t tell her I was not interested in this modern interloper, but was looking for a sinister old chestnut tree, with roots that coil and twist, you know, the one under which Jean-Paul Sartre sat and the world revealed its deepest truth. Again… why hasn’t the damn mayor put up a plaque? I decided I would write to the town hall. There were plenty of trees with charming little wooden signs tied around their trunks with brown twine, showing their species, although the woman told me that most of these had been destroyed by vandals. On the grass behind us a yoga class for the elderly was revving up, led by two hyperactive youngsters, and my new friend gave a snort of scorn, lit a cigarette, bid me good day and disappeared around the back of an ancient lime tree.


Could it have been a lime tree that Sartre was sitting under? Its leaves were heavy with those small, ribbed seeds that could perhaps be mistaken for a child’s toy. Like all lime trees, its roots were buried deep. Anyway, I gave it up and went and sat on a bench under a fine old plane tree, which was at least ancient enough to be a likely candidate, and contemplated the softly spiked balls that were hanging from the tips of its branches, and read for the umpteenth time the passage in the park in Nausea, and stared at what I could see of the roots (they were imprisoned in black tarmac, which would have pleased Sartre) and waited for a surge of understanding of what consumed Roquentin/Sartre, but it’s no use. I love trees and am reassured by their presence.


Life is not a film set, said Roquentin (although sometimes, I say, it feels like it is). In the distance the yoga class has started to clap and wave their hands above their bald grey heads, a wave and a clap, and then all of a sudden, they goose-step in a stiff line around one of the flowerbeds. The rose petals shimmer pink and yellow and high summer fills the air. When he sat in this park, Roquentin inhaled something sickly and putrid; but I am breathing the sharp tang of holly blossom, its leaves crackling softly above me, its flowers drifting over the bench and tickling my back. A tram bell rings… a blackbird sings… and there’s a woman feeding the ducks in front of a sign that says ‘Don’t Feed the Ducks’. The child laughs again. I feel nothing but pleasure in this summer park, soaking up its earthy smells in the summer breeze, and the idea of resisting a revelation of the oneness of everything, if it cares to emerge, a moment that would melt all barriers and show the presence of Gaia herself, is also absurd.


But we can linger too long. The writer Colette believed that plants found too much human interaction dispiriting, and that after a long day of being stared at and talked about they would droop and fade.


One of Sartre’s most famous (and more digestible) phrases was that ‘Hell is other people’, and someone who knew nothing about him other than these four words could easily decide that he was a foul-tempered old sod. But I hope it is clear that he could be a lot of fun. Generous and funny. An obsessive, yes, and serious about his work and his life, but he loved and needed other people. ‘Hell is other people’ is a line from his play No Exit, spoken by the young man Garcin, and what Sartre said he meant was that Hell is being judged by other people. Especially after our death, trapped in Hell with people who have no understanding of who we really are, and (even more hellish), no longer able to revise what we said and wrote when we were still alive. Sartre didn’t believe in an afterlife, but if by any chance he’s still here, he’ll be hating this: me trying to explain existentialism, missing the point (there’s always another point), sounding off about what he did or didn’t mean.


He was once asked why his answers about the meaning of existentialism could sometimes be so simple, or seemed to change all the time, and he said it was because the people asking the questions were not qualified to be asking them. So he just gave them any old toss.


But I am afraid that is why I have come to Le Havre, so I can’t stop now.





__________


1 Perhaps not this chicken.


2 Sartre was deep into a monumental biography of Flaubert when he died, just one of dozens of projects he started but never finished or even lost throughout his life. He was careless with his papers and notebooks, not to mention his ideas and his money.
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