














PRAISE FOR


BOOK TWO of
SEARCHING for FAMILY and TRADITIONS
at the FRENCH TABLE


“For those of us who love France and also who have a deep respect and interest in the tales of the older generations, this book is a real gem. Carole and Josiane are invited into many households on their travels, and they provide wonderful snapshots of the families, their history, and that of the regions. The book is overflowing with descriptions of the wonderful regional produce and tales of times gone by. . . . The author has generously ended the book with a collection of some of the wonderful recipes for us to enjoy making in our kitchens, whilst embracing the flavors and traditions of French family life. . . . I would highly recommend this excellent book, and I am sure it will be enjoyed by anyone loving France, cooking, traditions, and history. A French culinary extravaganza!”


—TheColumbiaReview.com


PRAISE FOR


BOOK ONE of
SEARCHING for FAMILY and TRADITIONS
at the FRENCH TABLE


“. . . engaging. . . . Bumpus’s writing is perspicuous and economical. . . . The recipes, too, are enticing and detailed, and the book as a whole should appeal to Francophiles and ambitious cooks. A culinary adventure that’s enhanced by familial and regional histories.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Mouth-wateringly delicious, evocative, and utterly charming.”


—French Book Worm, on Good Life France.com


“These are stories of history and change, of cherishing traditions partly because of the sense that they may not continue forever, making them even more precious and Bumpus’s recording of them even more vital. . . .”


—Jeannette Ferrary, author of MFK Fisher and Me:
A Memoir of Food and Friendship


“Carole’s enthusiasm for the region’s people, history, and culinary traditions leaps from the pages in this down-to-earth exploration of north-eastern France. Pull up a chair, pour yourself a glass of wine and dig in!”


—Fiona Valpy, author of The French for Love


“This book is a gem . . . . If food, France, history, and culture interest you, then don’t miss this book that perfectly combines all of these and more.”


—The French Village Diaries


“Warning: Do not read this book if you are hungry or within reach of a credit card. You will end up cooking (and eating) all of the included recipes, or buying a ticket for the next flight to France, or both—all while devouring this book. Because, much like the dishes and stories she describes, Carole Bumpus’s writing is simply delectable.”


—Pink Pangea


“An evocative, charming, and mouth-watering journey into the heart of France. Recipes and traditions—from sea scallops to cream and almond tarts, to lamb-shaped Alsace cakes and a ride in a 1940s Deux Chevaux—are perfectly matched with wines and cheeses from the regions. Retired family therapist Carole Bumpus shares joyous proof that families that eat together stay together, and simple pleasures make for lasting memories.”


—Deborah Lawrenson, author of
The Lantern and 300 Days of Sun


“If you love all things French or just a good travelogue with a culinary angle, Searching for Family and Traditions at the French Table, Book One is for you. This wonderfully written culinary and travel memoir, the first in a planned series, combines a love for French culture and food with the personal reflections and stories of families the author meets during a road trip through Paris and three other regions. . . . Bumpus gives us a very personal glimpse into the people, places, and food of four regions of France. The narrative is engaging, highly descriptive, entertaining, warm-hearted, sometimes funny, and often touching. Her curiosity about what holds European families together reveals levels of the human experience that may focus on the culinary connections but goes far beyond a family’s kitchen table. Highly recommended.”


—Kimberlee J Benart, Readers’ Favorite


“This gorgeous book—part travel memoir, part collection of regional French recipes—connects food to families and families to their ancestral lands. An intimate, enlightening, and satisfying read . . . From family stories of the French Resistance to dishing on President Chirac’s favorite meal, this enjoyably intimate travel memoir will appeal to Francophiles and foodies everywhere.”


—Martha Conway, author of The Underground River: A Novel
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I dedicate this book to my husband, Winston Bumpus, who has supported my love of culinary travels, my lust for discovering a good story, and my desire to share these stories with the world. My Book Sherpa, Extraordinaire! And to my son, Andrew Smith, who, along with my husband, has listened to me, helped me with recipe testing, and encouraged me at every turn. Both have their own stories waiting to be revealed, but in the meantime, they have supported my dream.


And, to my dear friend, Josiane Selvage, who took me by the hand and continued to lead me on this most incredible edible journey! As she says, “We need to take more trips soon, so I don’t have to rely on my own diaries.” My life, and the lives of my family since Josiane, have never been the same. And we are all better people because of it.
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“I am more modest now, but I still think that one of the pleasantest of all emotions is to know that I, I with my brain and my hands, have nourished my beloved few, that I have concocted a stew or a story, a rarity or a plain dish, to sustain them truly against the hungers of the world.”


—M.F.K. Fisher





PROLOGUE



Have you ever strolled down a cobblestone street in a foreign village, passed an open window, and heard laughter flowing out to greet you? Have you ever stopped to listen to the banter and wondered what it would be like to live there? In that house? That village? And oooooh—what was that wonderful aroma? What could they possibly be having for dinner?


My book series, Savoring the Olde Ways, is a compilation of stories and recipes I had the good fortune to gather during interviews and conversations with families as I traveled throughout France and Italy. Part culinary memoir and part travelogue, these books present the personal experiences of three generations of families, as told to me inside their homes, along those very streets.
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The title of the first book in this series is Searching for Family and Traditions at the French Table, Book One. It describes the first half of the culinary adventure I took with Josiane and my husband, Winston, from Paris, in the Île-de-France, through the Champagne, Alsatian, and Lorraine Regions and back to Paris. This second book, invites you to embark on the completion of our adventures—beginning in Paris, where we leave my husband off for work, and head north for two to three weeks more into the regions of Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Normandy, Brittany, Loire, and ending the tour in the Auvergne.


I am, indeed, grateful to Josiane Selvage, my great French friend and interpreter, who accompanied me on more than one culinary treasure hunt of a lifetime. I am forever in her debt. It was Josiane who opened my eyes and my heart to all the French men and women you will meet within these pages during our travels. Merci! Merci!


And, my thanks also go to all those who readily opened their doors to us to share their home, favorite recipes, and treasured cultural traditions.


Now, welcome to the second part of a most extraordinary adventure!


“It seems to me that our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others.”


—M.F.K. Fisher
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Nord-Pas-de-Calais



CHAPTER ONE



Paris and Ever Northward


The cold, gray mist lifted slightly off the Seine as we passed over the Quai d’Orsay near the Tuileries in Paris. Josiane Selvage, my good friend and travel guide extraordinaire, and I were comfortably settled into her Citroën station wagon, beginning the second leg of our illustrious culinary tour. The evening before, we had driven from Josiane’s brother’s home in the Lorraine to the City of Light to bring my husband, Winston, back to Paris. The three of us had just completed three weeks of an incredible gastronomic journey. We had been collecting traditional French recipes and family stories throughout the regions of the Champagne, Loire, and Alsace. But business was calling Win’s name, so we spent one night at a Parisian hotel before continuing our journey north. We were en route to the regions of Pas-de-Calais, Haute Normandy, Bas-Normandy, Brittany, the Loire Valley, then ending in the Auvergne, the “heart of the nation,” where our journey would be complete.


Only a couple of years earlier, I had retired as a family therapist and had begun traveling through France and Italy with my friend Sharon Shipley, a culinary teacher and chef in Sunnyvale, California. We both were on a search. She was searching for traditional recipes, and I followed suit by interviewing the families she found who still used these recipes in their cooking. (Actually, I was more interested in their stories than the recipes.) It was during that trip that I decided to compile the interviews into a book about European families, their traditions, and their favorite foods.


It was purely a fluke that after I returned from a trip with Sharon, a mutual acquaintance introduced me to French ex-pat, Josiane Selvage, in my hometown in California. But it was not until Josiane and her mother, Marcelle, who was visiting from France, offered to “enlighten” me about their French family’s traditional recipes that I was truly hooked. From the day the two women arrived in my kitchen for the first of several interviews, my life was never the same. Over cups of coffee and wedges of lemon-curd tart or cookies, we stumbled through our language barriers to form a most incredible bond while sharing our cultural stories. One of our first conversations replayed in my mind:


“So, you are interested in learning how to prepare our French cuisine, n’est-ce pas?” Marcelle peered over the top of her coffee cup at me as she spoke.


“Yes, Madame,” I said. “I would love to learn what makes your cuisine world famous. Your haute cuisine.”


“Our haute cuisine?” Marcelle took a bite of the lemon-curd tart I had so painstakingly baked, hoping it would meet my guests’ approval. A twinkle flitted through her dark eyes.


“Yes,” I said again, “but more than haute cuisine, I would prefer learning the fine art of traditional French cooking.”


Marcelle carefully dabbed her lips with her napkin. “Well, Madame, our traditional cooking is rarely considered fine, but we certainly keep a respectable cuisine pauvre.”


I was brought up short at this French term and turned toward Josiane for an explanation.


“Carole, ‘cuisine pauvre’ means ‘poor kitchen’ and refers to traditional peasant cooking. These are the recipes that have been handed down through many, many generations in our own family and are the types of cooking Maman taught me.”


Following many delightful conversations, with a few cooking classes tossed in for good measure, plus stories of how Marcelle had put food on the table during World War II, Josiane offered to continue my education by guiding me through France—on a culinary tour with her mother. What could be more enjoyable? The idea of traveling with these two delightful women, searching for traditional family recipes and learning more about their family history, sounded like a dream. I couldn’t wait.


But we were forced to wait. When the catastrophic events of 9/11 happened in New York City, our tour was cancelled, and a month later dear Marcelle passed away. The news was devastating on all fronts. I pushed my disappointment aside, as our trip to France was not a priority. But when Josiane returned from Marcelle’s funeral in France, she called and insisted she escort me on our previously planned tour. “It would be our tribute to my maman,” she said. I couldn’t refuse.


Six months later, Josiane, Winston, and I were traveling through France on the first leg of our culinary journey.
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Moments before we had climbed into her car, Josiane pulled a colorful scarf from her handbag, wrapped it around her neck, and tied it deftly. “So, Carole, should we be off?”


Yes, I was ready. But once we’d waved goodbye to Winston, who looked forlornly after us from the entrance of our Paris hotel, I felt a bit guilty. He had been an easy traveling partner, as he adored Josiane as much as I did. But I had to admit I was looking forward to some “girl” time. I sighed.


Josiane headed down the Champs Elysées, past the Arc de Triomphe and onto the Periferique, the auto route that would sweep north to bring us closer to Rouen, where we would visit one of Josiane’s oldest high school friends, Louisette. Promises of extraordinary stories and recipes wafted about the car.


The morning fog lifted as we drove, and the sun turned the day into a wonderland of springtime frost-etched fields. The pearlescent sky transformed from gray into a bright blue dome, with the sun’s reflection almost blinding us as the car continued north. Peggy, Josiane’s French-speaking GPS, accompanied us, with intermittent protests in the language that still eluded me. Yes, I did need to try harder to pick up French. My mastery had been meager at best during the first three weeks of our tour.


Barely minutes after leaving the outskirts of Paris, Josiane’s cellphone rang and she chatted animatedly, nodding all the while, as if the caller could see her response. She ended the call and began thrumming her fingers on the steering wheel.


“So, when are we to arrive at Louisette’s?” I asked nonchalantly, loving the freedom of not having to coordinate the details of this trip. Josiane had taken her role as tour guide seriously and had arranged for all our stays with her friends and family members.


“Actually,” she said, “that was Louisette who called. We were to meet her at four o’clock this afternoon, but an important meeting came up for her. She called to put us off until tomorrow. I guess . . .” she continued tapping her fingers, “we could venture through some areas of the World War I and II battlegrounds—along the Somme River. You were interested in some of the World War points of interest, weren’t you? That was part of my mother’s story, as we believe her father died at the end of World War I. She was born on the last day of that war, so she never knew her father.”


I nodded. That was one of many sad circumstances that had befallen Marcelle, and part of why I was so intrigued with her story. What had happened?


“I remember we talked about following the war trails near here,” Josiane continued. “And perhaps we could stay in the coastal village of Honfleur.”


When Josiane and I had first set our sights on this cross-country trip, it was eighty-four-year-old Marcelle who had convinced me that if I truly wanted to know about the French and their traditional cooking, I should travel with her and her daughter. Checking out this area of the Somme had been part of Marcelle’s plan. Maybe we should have a look.


We followed the A16 through the open countryside. The morning sunlight danced across kilometers of bright yellow fields of colza and filtered down on us as we passed through dense forests, followed along rivers, and crossed over streams.


“What did you say colza was used for?” I asked.


“Cooking oil. We use it instead of canola oil in the northern parts of France.


“Ah, makes sense! Say, where are we right now, Josiane?” We had been driving for about an hour, and the cityscape of Paris had long disappeared.


“About 100 kilometers north of Paris, not far from the city of Amiens.” She clicked on the turn indicator to exit the highway and drove down a side road.


“I just saw a sign indicating a war site,” she said, as she pulled over to a small off-road parking lot, “and I need to stretch my legs.” A granite obelisk rose high above the bushes overlooking the Somme River. We climbed out of the car and walked over to the obelisk, where Josiane swept tall weeds and debris aside with her hand.


“Carole, this is what I was hoping for. This monument marks the site of not one, but two World War I battles. The first Battle of the Somme, this says, was in July 1916. It was one of the bloodiest battles of the war.” Josiane continued reading out loud. “The second battle was in 1918.”


“1918? Josiane, I wonder if this is near where your grandfather—Marcelle’s father—may have died.”


“Of course, that is pure speculation on our part,” Josiane said, running her fingers along the side of the obelisk. “But my nephew Christian is going to do some internet research, as he thinks it is a real possibility. Not long before she died, Maman asked him to search for her identity, as she was unclear about her real last name. You see, just because my grandfather didn’t come home from the war, doesn’t mean he died. I’ll give Christian a call later today to spur him on.”


My head snapped back as I contemplated this tidbit of possible history. “That’s odd, but possible. So, his research would be a great help, wouldn’t it? Eighty-four years, it would be.”


We stood on the embankment looking down to the river valley far below. “Somme” is a Celtic word that means tranquility, which seems at odds with such an inharmonious history. Josiane explained that thousands of men on both sides—the Germans and the French, plus the Brits—died along these valleys in both world wars. Is it possible this place also holds tight to its secrets?


I stepped back. “I guess we’ll have to wait for more information confirming your grandfather’s identity. Right?”


Josiane nodded and swiped at a tear. It had been barely six months since her mother died. Too soon to press.


“Are we headed in the direction of Nord-Pas-de-Calais?” I asked.


“That is part of the Flemish Region of Belgium or Flanders on the northern border of France—along La Manche.”


“La Manche? Where is that?”


“That’s the French name for the English Channel. It’s where Dunkirk is. Maman mentioned Dunkirk to us when she was speaking of World War II. Why do you ask?”


“I have a good friend, Veronique, who was raised in Dunkirk, as were all the generations in her family. I contacted her just before this trip, and she suggested I get in touch if I was ever in the area. She and her husband and two small daughters are preparing to move to Singapore for her husband’s work. But she should still be in France. Should we call and see if she’s available to meet?”


“It certainly can’t hurt.” Josiane pulled her cell phone out of her purse and handed it to me. I stared at the phone, willing my hand to reach for it but knowing if I got a French operator, I would have to ask for a number in French. Then be told the number, and the misunderstanding would be rife with angst—a whole hullabaloo. Believe me, I’ve tried. Instead, I dug into my purse and pulled out Veronique’s mother’s full name and handed it to Josiane. Within moments we were on our way toward Dunkirk, with an offer from Veronique to spend the night at her family home. What a gem.


“How do you know Veronique?” Josiane asked after we had been on the road for a while. We had stopped in Albert for lunch en route. Ironically, World War I and II battleground brochures were everywhere, with a special museum for battle enthusiasts. I wondered if we should check out a museum or two in search of Marcelle’s father, but because his last name remained a mystery, I kept silent. This may have been too uncomfortable for Josiane.


“I met her sailing. Her husband used to race on our boat when we lived in Austin, Texas. We spent time with several French couples on Lake Travis, and I remember how animated Veronique became when she talked about her childhood. She told us a lot about her family’s traditions, the history around Dunkirk and, of course, World War II. I think you will find her delightful. Plus, she has promised to share some regional recipes and family stories from World War II.”


As it turned out, Veronique’s family home was not in Dunkirk, but outside the city limits, in the countryside to the east—within the Monts de Flandres (Flanders Mountains). As we drove, we passed hops fields, streams with traditional windmills, and bocages, which Josiane explained were hedged farmlands.


“What are ‘hedged farmlands’?” I asked.


“Farms that are bordered by hedges instead of rock walls. Say, it looks like we are almost back to the Belgian border,” she said as she took note of road signs in Flemish. Three weeks earlier, we had passed from France into Belgium as we headed to the Alsace for a visit, taking a roundabout route to avoid the heavy snows in the mountains between the Lorraine and Alsace.


Josiane checked again with Peggy, who was confused because Josiane had not followed Peggy’s designated route. It was late afternoon, and we were getting antsy. But after wending our way along a small brook through a wooded area, we drove around a curve to find ourselves in a knell at Veronique’s family farm. The modest and cozy-looking farmhouse sat back off the roadway. Typical of Flemish construction, the house was brick with a steeply pitched roof and stepped gables. The front of the house was painted white, but the sides and the back revealed a bright red-brick construction. Powder blue shutters were attached to the many windows, the front door on the lower level, and the dormer windows that protruded from the weathered tile roof. Window boxes were filled with bright red geraniums. Veronique bounded out the front door as the car pulled into the farmyard.


This young woman, in her mid-forties with light blonde hair, deep blue eyes, and classic “Dutch-girl” good looks, swept me into her arms. Her warmth immediately extended to Josiane, and I realized those two were cut from the same cloth. Both had buoyant personalities and embraced life with full force. Raucous laughter tumbled out of each as if they had known one another forever.


Veronique led us into the house and introduced us to her mother, Madame Pund. Through the thin lines of Mme. Pund’s eighty-year-old face, I detected a finer bone structure than that of her daughter, but equally lovely. She, too, had deep blue eyes, but parchment-white skin and silver-gray hair pulled back into a bun. She moved through the room with some discomfort yet carried herself in a regal manner. She quietly welcomed us into her home, asked Veronique to take us to a room upstairs, then disappeared into the kitchen to finish the evening’s meal. It was at her table that the family’s stories would be told.


Once Josiane and I had washed up, we headed back downstairs to the kitchen where Veronique was helping her mother prepare the hors d’oeuvres. As she cut slices of a chilled terrine, and her mother placed gherkins and pearl onions onto a plate, Veronique told us it would be only the four of us that night. Veronique’s husband had taken the children for a visit to his parents in Switzerland, and her father, M. Pund, had passed away several years before.


“So,” she said, “you will just have to settle for us. Ah, but it will be a ladies’ night.”


“I’m so sorry to miss your husband and the girls, Veronique,” I said, “but I’m so pleased to see you. Thank you for having us on such short notice. May we help? Veronique? Madame Pund?”


“Sure. You can grab that hanging basket and fill it with the toasted rye bread,” Veronique said. “And, Josiane, you can finish setting the table.”


I looked around. On the far wall of the kitchen was an enormous brick walk-in fireplace. The crackling fire in the hearth lent warmth and charm to the low-ceilinged, but otherwise darkened room. Herbs hung in strings from the blackened beams, along with a sundry collection of copper pots and sauté pans. Beyond the pots, and hanging from a peg, were the hand-woven baskets. After Josiane finished setting the table, she bustled over to look at the baskets.


“Carole, did I tell you that my father taught me to weave baskets just like this?” she asked, with an air of excitement.


“Is that right?” Veronique asked. “My grandfather taught me to weave these, too.”


“They look like a similar weave. Oh, it does bring back such wonderful memories for me,” Josiane said. “I’ll have to tell you about it. Ah, but another time. Looks like we are ready to eat.”


“Tonight,” Veronique said, as she led us to the table and had us sit, “I am going to introduce you to my mother’s most traditional dish. I know that is part of what you have been writing about. It is her famous Potjevlesh, and it is always served with a good, strong fermented beer. You do like beer, don’t you Carole? Josiane?”


“Absolutely,” Josiane said. I nodded.


“As much as I enjoy wine—and I do,” Josiane said, “I really love beer best—especially these wonderful local beers you have here in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais.” She repeated what she had said in French, so that Mme. Pund, who did not speak a word of English, was included in the conversation.


Mme. Pund nodded vigorously and lifted her glass of beer in a connecting cheer. “Tchin-Tchin,” we all saluted.


“Now, to begin with, Carole, this Flemish specialty, called Potche-Vletche or Potjevlesh in Flemish,” Veronique said, “means ‘meat pot.’ As you can see, my mother has prepared it as a terrine of three meats that have been roasted together with the bones. In years past, this usually was leftover meat from other meals put all together—it could be rabbit, chicken, and pork; or veal and bacon—all roasted with a lot of herbs like parsley, lovage, onions, shallots, garlic, a splash of white wine . . . What, Maman?”


“Never with beer. We cook a great many things with beer, but not this recipe,” Mme. Pund said emphatically.


“Yes, this never contains beer, but then it is cooked all together, and the bones create a kind of jelly. So, the rabbit gives its flavor to the chicken, and the pork gives its flavor to the beef—not big pieces of meat, mind you, just small pieces. And after everything has cooked you take out the bones and place everything into a mold like a pâte mold and press it down, then put it into the refrigerator. So, when we eat it, it is sliced, and the nice part is—you will see, Carole—you will find a scrumptious piece of rabbit, a piece of beef . . . Voilà!”


She picked up a slice of bread, smoothed a knob of terrine on her bread, took a bite, then bit into the pickle, the onion, and then took a sip of her beer. She continued in this order until her plate was clean.


“Ah, this is quite delectable,” I said. “Every mouthful a succulent surprise!”


“And, despite no beer in the dish,” Josiane said, as she smiled at Mme. Pund, “a glass of beer is a perfect accompaniment.”


“Often this dish was served,” Veronique began again, “if you had guests for a few days, then this would be prepared of all the leftover meats. My mom would always prepare it, and because I don’t like a lot of jelly, she would press it overnight in the refrigerator and remove some of the jelly. You don’t see any jelly, right? For some reason I don’t like the texture of the jelly, so she always makes this special for me. Some people think the jelly tastes better and indicates better cuts of meat. Therefore, some hostesses might want to prove they are wealthier by serving their meat covered in jelly. To me, it doesn’t matter. I still don’t like the texture of the jelly,” she concluded, and popped another morsel into her mouth.


Because the first course had been so filling, it was followed with a simple but refreshing salad. I was relieved not to have more courses to follow. Too many nights of waddling out of the kitchen meant too many nights of restless sleep, indigestion, and an expanding waistline. I stood at the counter along with Josiane and Veronique, all of us helping Mme. Pund with the dishes.


As each woman took her turn either washing or drying the dishes, Veronique began to tell some of the stories that I had hoped to hear.


“If time, so fleeting, must like humans die, let it be filled with good food and good talk, and then embalmed in the perfumes of conviviality.”


—M.F.K. Fisher





Nord-Pas-de-Calais



CHAPTER TWO




A Band de Pécheurs or Carnaval de Dunkerque



This is all of our stories, we French!”


“My father and his father’s side of the family all came from Dunkirk,” Veronique said. “They were all sailors, and some were officers in the French navy. My grandfather worked in the mechanical part of the ship, and my great-grandfather was an officer. My great-grandfather’s time was spent between sailing vessels and motorized ships, and he sailed all over the world . . . to Asia, to America. This was before World War I, and when he returned, he brought gifts, like kimonos from Japan and porcelain from China. Things like that.”


“So, all three generations were Navy?” I asked to clarify. I was carefully wiping a tureen dry. I placed it on the counter near Mme. Pund, who picked it up and placed it on a shelf in her china cupboard.


“Yes, but my father was in the Navy for only five years. In fact, it was my father who broke the chain of generations by not continuing in the Navy. Right, Maman?”


After the questions were put to her in French, Mme. Pund smiled wryly and nodded.


“So, your grandfather was the mechanic on the naval ships, is that right?” I asked Veronique. “Was that during World War II?”


“Yes.”


“And your maman? Was she also raised by the sea?” I asked.


Veronique turned to her mother and translated my question. Mme. Pund’s dark eyes lit up as she waited for her daughter to answer. Veronique continued. “Maman also came from the Dunkirk area, but in the countryside. She grew up not far from where we are now, between the Belgian border and Dunkirk. Josiane, do you know the village of Bergues?”


“Oh,” puffed Josiane, “but, of course. Carole, it is only a few kilometers from here. We almost made a wrong turn in that direction this afternoon.” She flipped her hand in the air in mock exasperation.


“Yes, it is not far,” Veronique said. “Because of the proximity to Belgium, my mother was more influenced by the Flemish people than my father was, who grew up in Dunkirk.”


Again, Veronique translated to include her mother in the conversation. Mme. Pund nodded as she placed a wooden platter of cheeses on the table.


“Carole,” Veronique said, interrupting herself, “I have to tell you that these cheeses include a soft, red-mold cheese known as Livarot and one known as Pont-l’Évêque. Both are from northeast Normandy—not far from here. She pointed to the center of the tray. “This square cheese is a strong flavored local cheese called Maroilles.”


“You will hear of these cheeses often, Carole,” Josiane said, “especially if you stay in this area. All are pungent but extremely tasty! Oui, Veronique?” The biting aroma of each cheese emanated into the room and, for the uninitiated, the scent of moldy socks came to mind, as my eyes began to water.


Veronique started to sit back down, then popped back up from the table to take the basket of sliced baguettes from her mother. She handed the pitcher of dark beer and glasses to Josiane to put on the table, then helped her mother back to her seat.


“Oh, but of course!” Veronique boomed. “We French love our stinky cheeses!” She added a “poof” and a flourish. The Gallic “puff” or French gesture I had come to love was a part of this region we were visiting as well. During our earlier travels in the past few weeks, I had been introduced to this mostly indescribable puff of air emitted from the mouth. It seemed to be accompanied by a toss of the hand whenever words failed. I was thinking of adopting the gesture, as words were constantly eluding me.


Taking up a slice of bread, she cut a smear of cheese off the corner of the Maroilles, poured beer into the empty glasses, then continued her story.


“All Maman’s side of the family were farmers and raised horses. These were plow horses used to work the fields.”


“If she lived far from Dunkirk, how did your mother meet your father?” I asked. As Veronique turned to ask her mother, I watched a glimmer of a smile cross Mme. Pund’s lovely face.


“They met through mutual friends after the war. I think they are eight years apart in age,” Veronique said, almost in a whisper. “I don’t want to embarrass my mother, but she is older. My father was in the Navy for five years, and while he was there, he learned some securities skills. After the war, there were no laws that would help protect homes, factories, or boats from fire, so he decided to start his own business to implement fire security. I think that is why he chose an older woman.” She arched one eyebrow. “He wanted someone strong, like my mother, to help him begin a new business.”


“So, your father opened a security business?” Josiane asked. She helped herself to the Maroilles and then the Livarot.


“Not exactly. After the bombings of World War II, most of Dunkirk had to be rebuilt, and most of the houses, businesses, and factories were rebuilt of brick and stone. People were eager to prevent a great loss of any type again. So, my father set up a company to provide fire alarm systems and all manner of equipment for firemen. He also helped to prevent fires on boats and naval vessels, on the fireboats.”


“What an ingenious endeavor,” I said.


“Oh my, yes.”


“Would your mother be comfortable with me asking her about the war?” I asked softly.


Again, Veronique turned to her mother, who indicated that her daughter should tell her father’s story first. Mme. Pund was a strong woman, but shy. She leaned forward to pick up a baguette slice, cut a wedge of the Maroilles and slathered it onto her bread. She sipped a new glass of dark beer and listened with great attention to her daughter’s English version of the story.


“My father often told us about the time when they were forced to leave Dunkirk. Because of the bombing and all. He was only a little boy at the time, but his father, my grandfather, was in the Navy and out to sea, and all the other men of the family were away at war. My grandma decided they had to flee from Dunkirk—she, my father, age nine, and her sister, who was about seven months pregnant. They left with the only car in the family. The funny part is no one knew how to drive the car.” She leaned over to her mother and in French explained which part of the story she was telling. They both burst out laughing. Mme. Pund waved her to continue.


“Usually it was the men who drove the car,” she began again, “except in an emergency. My father used to tell me,” and here Veronique switched to a deeper voice as she repeated the words she’d heard from her father when he told the story— ‘I will never forget the long narrow road on that fateful trip. It was my aunt who ended up driving, even though she was very pregnant. She could barely reach the pedals. And she didn’t know how to use the brake. Mon Dieu! When she had to stop the car, it became my job to quickly jump out and put a block of wood in front of the wheels to get the car to stop. You can imagine all the hollering. And yelling. I was so scared, but it was kind of funny at the time, too! I suppose that was a lot to think about at that young age! Anyway, the horns would honk wildly because the drivers ahead of us were waving their hands and complaining because my aunt kept bumping into them. I almost got squeezed to death between the two bumpers. Did they think of that? And, of course, she would stall the car each time she stopped or started, and the people behind us were frantically yelling. For my mother and aunt, I suppose there was a lot of stress because the three of us were all alone, leaving behind everyone and everything we had ever known. But I must admit, at that age it was a little bit like a lark!


“‘And while we were driving, there was a lot of bombing of the line of cars, a strafing from the German planes. My aunt would pull off to the side of the road and we would all jump into the ditch. I swear my mother saved my life—again and again and again—because she kept jumping on top of me. She said it was to protect me. But she was almost killing me at the same time.’”


“It must have been like in a movie,” Veronique continued excitedly, “my grandmother jumping on him to protect him from the bombs.” She smiled at the memory her father had created for her and had repeated many times. She then took a bite of cheese and washed it down with a swig of beer.


“And, of course, my grandmother and her sister were always thinking of his future . . . just in case they were killed. My grandmother’s fortune was a huge brick of gold.” Veronique held up her hands, about two feet across to indicate the dimensions. “Probably not that big, but my father had to carry this gold brick, which was tied around his neck and hidden under his shirt—it was pretty uncomfortable for him.


“Whenever he had to leap out of the car, he would have that gold brick with him and it was heavy and painful, as you can imagine.”


“Especially with his mother jumping on top of him,” laughed Josiane.


“Exactly.” Veronique roared with laughter.


“So, where did they go?” I asked.


“My father said they really didn’t know where to go, so they decided to head toward Brittany. They ended up spending a few months in Brittany, and they rented a room with a beaten earth floor.”


“Like a dirt floor?” Josiane asked.


“Oui! It was dirt. And he was the only boy wearing shoes.”


“Ah,” interrupted Josiane, “I’ll bet that was because the other children were wearing sabots—clogs. Right?”


“Right. How did you know?”


“Veronique, that is part of my family’s story. My great-grandfather was a shoemaker in Brittany before and after World War I, and my mother was proud of the fact that she was one of the few children who had regular leather shoes. Not those humble clogs for her. But back to your father’s story . . .”


“While his family lived in Brittany, they resided in a small village, and he was considered a city boy—even though he was just from Dunkirk. But what seemed strange to him was they kept calling him ‘the Parisian,’ and he had never been to Paris. I guess that was the only city they knew of.”


“How was your father able to communicate with the other children in Brittany?” I asked. “I imagine the dialect was different from his. Flemish is more Dutch, isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is! Hmmm . . .let me think. I believe at the time they spoke French in the schools. But apart from the schools, if they spoke to him at all, it might have been in Gallo.”


“Gallo? Not Breton?” Maybe because I was struggling with the language barrier myself, I wanted to know how people were able to communicate. Especially under such strained circumstances.


“I believe Gallo was spoken on the Eastern edges of Brittany,” Josiane said, “while Breton was spoken more in the Western regions. I’m not certain, but I think it’s true. My mother grew up speaking Breton, which is more Celtic or Welsh than anything else. I’m not certain where the lines of language began and ended. But it led to great confusion.”


“They may not have said anything about it to my father, thinking he was Parisian. What did he say?” she pondered, her forefinger rubbing her chin. “It was something about having to wear a strange cloak to school so he would fit in . . . because that was traditional for them . . . But anyway, he went to school with those boys for three or four months, and then it seemed not a good place to remain, so they decided to join another sister of my grandma’s who lived in Reims in the Champagne region.”


“We were just there a few weeks ago,” I said, sitting up straighter.


“Veronique, that is where my favorite cousin and his family live—near Reims,” Josiane said. “And not far from where I grew up in the Lorraine.”


“Then you may be familiar with some of this history. My great-aunt and uncle who lived there used to run a soap factory. But he was part of the Resistance and was captured by the S.S., so my great-aunt continued running the factory by herself. It was not easy, because she had been a housewife with two small children, and then suddenly lost her husband and had to become a businesswoman during the war.”


“Mais oui,” Josiane said, “my father was also in the Resistance—actually, he was a Maquis in the Auvergne region during the war. That’s where I was born.”


“Your family certainly moved around a lot, too,” Veronique said.


“Yes, and it had to do with the same war.” She smiled kindly. “Continue your story. I’m sorry I keep interrupting.”


“No problem, Josiane. This is all our stories, we French. While the war continued, all the family tried to stay together—my grandma, I think, had six sisters and two brothers, and at least three of the sisters stayed together during that time in Reims.”


“During that time, Veronique,” I interrupted, “where was your grandfather? Did they even know if he was alive or dead?”


“During that time my grandfather was no longer working in the Navy, but he was still working in the harbor of Dunkirk on the tugboats. His job on the boats was to help ships navigate through the harbor, which at that time was filled with mines left by the Germans. It was a dangerous mission. I remember my dad telling me that the only time he saw his father cry was when he talked about the day, he was on a tugboat that helped lead a British ship very carefully, very slowly through the mines. Once they reached the other side of the mines, all the sailors on both boats jumped with joy. They were successful! Whew! They were throwing bisous . . . kisses of love . . . from one boat to another . . . such happiness. But as the British ship continued, apparently, they had not cleared all the mines, and suddenly the ship blew up. It must have been utterly horrible for my grandfather to be watching the sailors’ joyful faces—and then to see those same faces—well, they were gone, and everything was covered in blood.” Veronique shuddered. “It might not have been the worst memory for him, but to experience such joy and then such loss within a split second was . . .” she hesitated and swallowed hard, “extremely devastating.”


Veronique paused a moment more before taking a sip of beer. This incident had happened not to her or her father, but to her grandfather, forty years before her birth. Yet, familial love is strong. She spread another baguette slice with cheese. Sadness filled her voice as she turned to explain to her mother what she had been talking about. Her mother looked down at the tabletop. This was a memory the family had known only through the pain of retelling. Like Veronique said, the story belonged to all of them.


Veronique started speaking again. “When my grandfather had nothing more to do on the tugboats in the winter months, he tried to find his family. He had received a note from his wife, my grandmother, saying they were in Brittany, so he rode his bike to Brittany. Arriving in Brittany, he found they had gone to Reims, so he pedaled to Reims. There he found my grandmother and, of course, my father.”


“How did he stay out of the clutches of the Germans?” I asked.


“Poof!” Veronique said, throwing her hands in the air and emitting another Gallic puff. “I’m not certain how he managed.” She scratched her head and looked puzzled.


“Good question,” she added. “I’m sorry I didn’t think to ask him when he was alive. But I believe at that time the family had a small café in Reims, and Reims is where my father went to school, I think, for about two more years. I imagine my grandfather was not far away from them, albeit in hiding.


“My father,” she continued, “also remembered when they came back home to Dunkirk and found their old home still standing. Their house was next to the priest’s house and opposite the church, so they said the house had been protected by God. Next to their house and in the middle of the road, great craters were left from all the bombing, but their house was intact. When all the family arrived, they found that their houses and the church were safe, but the rest of their city was blown to bits. They were extremely grateful yet quite surprised. But why not? They were protected by God!”


A joyful laugh rolled from deep within her, and in no time at all, we were joining in. It is never what Veronique says that is so humorous, but how she expresses it. Clearly this was the nuanced and unique version her grandfather had told her, and like all good granddaughters, she had gulped it all down as the holy truth.


“If your mother is all right with this topic,” I said, “what was her family’s experience of the war?”


Veronique asked her mother. “She says she is honored you should ask. Her family had a farm right on the edge of the area that was evacuated—where the Germans came across the border. Dunkirk is in the farthest northeast corner of France, along the Belgium border. All the other farmers and their families had fled, but my mother’s family, whose farm was the closest to the war zone, chose to remain and hold their ground.”


Veronique translated as Mme. Pund spoke. “I remember hearing all the shooting and grenades going off around us, but for some reason we were never frightened. I guess because we had a root cellar to go down into when it got extremely bad. Parts of our out-buildings were bombed, but we felt we were lucky. Our house, fortunately, was not damaged, but we sustained damage to the corrals and the barns, where the horses were kept. Because we were not far from the small city of Bruges, across the border, there were many, many people who fled across that same border to gain safety at our farm. During all the war we shared our house with others and kept only one room in the house for ourselves.


“There were two families who came and stayed during the entire war and many others who were fleeing would stay for a night or two—or part of a week—before continuing on.” Again, Veronique stopped translating and turned to her mother.


“Maman, did you know these people? Did they pay for anything?”


“No, no, no!” Mme. Pund replied. “You see, when I was eight my mother died, so I was raised by my stepmother, who always said, ‘We are not allowed to take advantage of the drama of other people.’ She believed that if we survived, it was because we were good; and if we were bad, we would not survive. We were lucky because we had the farm and the animals. We gave a breakfast of bread with saindoux for everyone, and we tried to treat everyone equally.”


“Oh! Oh!” Josiane interrupted. “You remember my mother telling you, Carole, about saindoux, mais oui?”


“Yes,” I replied. “You described it as pork-flavored rendered lard, or pork belly. Your mother called it strictly cuisine pauvre or peasant food. I remember her recounting with such eloquence, ‘Imagine a jellied substance the flavor of bacon glistening on the only piece of bread left for the family and then you, too, can imagine the powerful draw to each savory morsel which slipped across our tongues.’”


“When you have nothing else to eat, it becomes a feast!” Veronique said. She nodded for her mother to continue.


“My stepmother told me, we can’t eat butter because not everyone has that, so we will all eat saindoux with our bread. She was a good and fair woman.”


“That’s what my great-grandmother used to say to my mother,” Josiane said. “Plus, my mother grew up loving saindoux spread on dark bread.” Mme. Pund smiled and nodded in agreement.


“Well, that certainly spells it out,” Veronique said. “I remember, too, my mother telling me they had one little boy who remained with them throughout the entire war. He was the son of a seamstress and was malnourished because his mother did not have enough food. So, he lived with my grandparents in order to survive.”


Veronique mentioned this to her mother. “Ah, petite Pierre,” Mme. Pund said, “he was like my little brother. When he first arrived, he was almost dying, but then he became healthy, or healthier, because he was living and eating with us.”


Mme. Pund continued. “My father was the man the Germans would call on to negotiate for horses or cows. They would come to him and say, ‘Tomorrow, we will need ten horses.’ My father, who was well trusted and respected, would go to the other farmers and say, ‘Tomorrow, we need fifteen cows or fifteen horses.’ And, of course, the Germans never paid for any of these. So, the farmers would give maybe one, if they could give up one. But I was proud of my father because, even though the Germans didn’t care who gave them the cows or horses, my father would always give at least two of his, so the rest of the farmers would know he had been fair with them. They would have to bring one or maybe two, and then they would have thirty, and they knew that the Germans would choose ten of the best. The farmers sometimes would bring their worst animals, but to negotiate with the Germans—so there were no reprisals—they all had to work together, and some would have to give up their better horses or cows.”


“You have a fine memory, Madame Pund. How old were you during that time?” I asked.


“I was a teenager, and sometimes when I was milking the goats . . .” She began to giggle like the girl she used to be. “I would pee into the milk before giving it to the Germans.” She laughed out loud. “It was one way of expressing my resistance to the German invasion.”


We laughed with her. Her dark eyes flashed with mirth as she recalled her memories.


“Tell them about the Canadian soldiers, Maman,” Veronique said, then realized I was still needing a translation. She tittered at her error and explained.


Mme. Pund continued. “When the Canadian soldiers came to liberate the village at the end of the war, I was about sixteen years old.”


“I’ll show you a picture of her at that age.” Veronique jumped up from the table and disappeared. She reappeared with a photograph of her mother as a young lady with raven-black, rolled hair.
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