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The schizophrenia of the French. I became familiar with the Schizophrenia (or, perhaps, 

Multiple-Personality-Disorder would be more apropos) as soon as I got to Charles De 

Gaulle Airport. I flew in on a clean, brand-new plane staffed by a polite, pleasant and 

efficient staff. They even gave me a little pouch containing headphones for the stereo, a 

towlette, and ear-plugs and an eye-shade to aid sleep on the six and a half hour flight. The 

food, while not exemplary, was palatable, and included a saffron-infused cold orzo that 

was really quite nice. Wow, I thought, Air France beats the pants off of Lufthansa, 

Austrian Air Lines, and any American airline I’ve flown. But then I got to Charles De 

Gaulle. First, it took the better part of an hour for the first piece of checked luggage to 

find its way off the plane and onto the carousel. Then, noting no-one actively manning 

the customs desk, I approached a lounging customs agent, who, once aroused from his 

morning torpor, proceeded to give me some kind of pro-forma third degree, as if to pay 

me back for disturbing him. Not rude, but sort of officious and detailed (“What hotel are 

you staying at? What? An apartment? Where?” Etc.) Then, I couldn’t find my sex-

girlfriend, still-best-friend Elise, who’d come to meet me. We’d mislaid each other 

through a combination of bad luck, misunderstanding, and false assumptions. Since 

neither of us had a working cell phone, and since I wasn’t sure if I’d given her the 

address of the apartment I’d rented, or merely my flight info, this caused a bit of 

consternation. I was tired, groggy, grungy, and annoyed. So, the obvious solution: go to 

the Air France desk and ask them to page her. “No”, the polite woman behind the counter 

said, “we can’t page passengers or their friends and relatives.” Oh well, go to the airport 

information desk and make the same request, no biggy. Err, same effing answer! “But”, I 

said, “How am I to find my friend?” A nice French shrug of the shoulders ensues. 

 

The first day we walked around Montmartre, the neighborhood I’m staying in, which sits 

atop a hill overlooking all of Paris. Sort of a touristy Greenwich Village feel to the place. 

We walked through the local cemetery where we found this crypt with a pleasant picture 

of a steam paddlewheeler on a river: 

 

 



But wait, turn the corner to the other side of the crypt and we see the angel of Death, 

pushing the boat underwater: 

 
 

A detail:  

 
 



Whether the resident or residents of this crypt were captain or crew on this unfortunate 

vessel, or merely passengers, I cannot say, but I do love the gripping tale of tragedy 

conveyed by these cast panels in this cemetery. 

 

The plot thickens… 

 

I’ve now been here two days, and the split personality persists, even deepens. I’ve visited 

the magnificent Museum D’Orsay, which resides in a former train station and hotel that 

were slated for demolition before the French minister of Culture saved them (oh, if only 

New York had done the same for the dearly-missed, equally gorgeous original Penn 

Station). The museum is spotless, beautifully and artfully renovated, and hosts a broad 

collection of art from various periods of the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries.  

 

 
(Museum D’Orsay) 

 

Very impressionist-heavy (I get the impression that perhaps Paris in general is a little 

Impressionist besotted), but lots of pre-and-post impressionist stuff too, including three 

marvelous Henri Rousseau canvases (he’s one of my faves): 



 
 

The museum’s collection spans a lot of styles, some I love, some I’m not so hot on. 

Here’s a sculpture that caused a bit of a stir in the 1800’s, because of its realism. The lady 

portrayed was not some nymph out of classical mythology, or some softened, idealized 

romantic creature of the time done up in modest gauze. Rather, she was a living breathing 

woman, portrayed with merciless realism (down to the cellulite on the back of her calves, 

I kid you not!) that one and all were deeply shocked. I love this piece: 



 



 

Then a walk along the Seine, with its graceful, well-proportioned bridges, both young and 

old, slim steel and heavy stone. A graceful, clean place, full of picturesque vistas and lots 

of people strolling down along the stone quays that line the banks, and the famous church 

of Notre Dame (‘Our Lady’) in the distance:  

 

 
 

But what’s that smell?! All over Paris, wherever we walked, Elise and I were met with 

the smell of urine, and sometimes feces. In fact, the smell seems so pervasive, so 

ubiquitous in every neighborhood we’ve traversed (admittedly, not too many as yet), that 

I’ve come to think of Paris as ‘Urinetown’ in my mind. I guess in a city that consumes so 

much wine, and is so relaxed about bodily functions in general, people piss in every 

corner, late at night when they’re ‘pissed’. Sure, this happens in NYC too, but not to 

anything like the same extent. This isn’t the odd alley, it’s like any slightly indented, 

slightly less than plain sight spot! And, unlike NYC, Parisians absolutely refuse to pick 

up their dog shit, and it lines some of the less-well-traveled streets. None of this is nice in 

plus 80 degree weather, let me tell you.   

 

I’m sure that Venice can be more putrid in such heat (I’ve only visited it in the cool/cold 

of early March), and there are places in New York that can reek to this level, but in my 

travels, not even some of the grubby little towns in the rust belt of China stank like this. 

And Prague, which is equally overrun with little dogs, seemed pristine, even on the little 

out-of-the-way alleys Elise and I checked out.  

 

Yeah, people get hammered here early in the day on wine (as cheap as 1 Euro per 

bottle!), which they drink like water, and then they just keep drinking. But it’s more than 

that. Perhaps the years of exposure to smelly cheese has deadened their olfactory nerves: 

they seem immune to stench! Beyond the urine etc., Elise and I’ve also been treated to 

some of the most heart-stopping body odor on the planet. Now, it’s a warm September 

here, and people are sweating. I’m sweating more than most, but I simply don’t reek like 



some of these guys! Maybe it’s what they eat. They’re thin, they never get heart attacks, 

but man oh man… they reek. The price of the French diet, or just bad hygiene – I don’t 

know. OK. Enough about the sufferings of my bloodhound-sensitive nose. 

 

On a more positive note, I’ve not had one iota of the supposedly overbearing French 

rudeness. Even the aforementioned airport personnel weren’t rude as they repeatedly said 

no to my entreaties. No, they were polite, just unwilling to help. And they were the low 

point. Everyone else, every waiter, waitress, museum staffer, person on the Metro, has 

been very gracious. Now, this may be due to the fact that I’ve used my tiny smattering of 

French in every interaction. I’ve heard that this is what makes all the difference. If you 

approach them with typical American arrogance, assuming that they must speak your 

language, they will supposedly respond with typical French hauteur. Can’t blame ‘em if 

they do, either. But even if your command of their language is ludicrously absent, your 

vocabulary miniscule and your grammar mangled to a below nursery school level, they 

will appreciate the effort. It probably doesn’t hurt that in general, my pronunciation is 

decent as well, though even there, it’s apparently laughable at times.  

 

I found the folks in Barcelona to be much, much more standoffish, to the point that once I 

found a pleasant waitress there, I went back to the same restaurant several times with my 

kids just to have someone serve me lunch without attitude. In Paris, so far, I’ve been well 

served, with kindness and humor, though not with the American level of attentiveness. 

It’s true that Parisian waiters and waitresses tend to leave you to your own devices, but 

that’s partly because they expect you to linger over your meal. Good restaurants here 

have one seating a night, not the 2-3 that are de rigeur in New York.  

 

Here’s a good example of the Parisian bonhomie I’ve been treated to: My first meal with 

Elise was a lunch at a bistro down the street from the apartment we’re staying at in 

Montmarte. We sat outside, in the too-hot sun, baking amidst the fumes of our fellow 

diners smoking around us, and of the small motor scooters that reeled vertiginously down 

the streets. The two harried waitresses did their best, running from the inside tables to the 

outside ones and back again. After lunch, I’d ordered a big bowl of café au lait (better 

than any I’ve ever had in New York), and two Madeleines for Elise and I to dunk in it. 

The coffee came, but the Madeleines failed to show. No big deal. I decided to go inside, 

pay the bill and snag the little cakes before we drank all the coffee to dregs. When I asked 

the waitress at the register for two, her counterpart ruefully shook her head, told her 

friend something in French (which was translated as ‘Oh, she forgot!’ with an 

accompanying smile). Then, the forgetful waitress proceeded to put five Medeleines in a 

bag for us, despite the fact that I told her it wasn’t a problem and begged her to stop. She 

wouldn’t hear of it! She’d forgotten her guests and was going to make it up to them! And, 

remember, this wasn’t her fishing for a tip with the boss’s good either. An 18% gratuity is 

added to the bill automatically (I do hate the idea of an automatic tip!), and people either 

don’t tip at all, or leave whatever small change that they receive (a few cents, usually) on 

the table. No, this was just a desire to do the job right! 

 

And last night, as we ate a quite good meal at ‘The Blue Train’, under an insane 19
th
 

century ceiling in the Gare De Lyon train station, another over-the-top kindness was 



enacted, this time by a fellow patron. We were sitting in the smoking section, because I 

was looking forward to an after dinner Cuban cigar to go with some Armangnac. The 

place was a bit hot and stuffy. The waiter had apologized that they had to keep it warm to 

preserve the original paintings that lined the ceilings above (stupid me, I fogot to take a 

picture!). So, as we ate our first course, Elise was fanning herself with the wine list. The 

gentleman seated next to me saw this and assumed that his cigarette smoke was irritating 

her and asked us if this were so. “No”, I replied in French, “it’s just too hot, but thank 

you all the same.” He smiled, his wife or girlfriend or mistress across the table from him 

smiled, and the meal went on. Can you imagine that in New York (if people were still 

allowed to smoke in restaurants in New York, of course?) Nah. If someone next to me 

thought his smoke was bothering me, tough. It’s the smoking section buddy! If you can’t 

hack it, get lost! This is new York, you gotta be tough…. Etc. etc. 

 

And yesterday (and this one involves no French speaking) – We’re walking in the rain by 

the St. Martin canal: 

 

 
 

We were almost splashed by a van going through a puddle. The next car slams on the 

breaks to avoid splashing us… and gives me a wave and a smile! It’s been five days now 

and I have to say that parisiens are really, really friendly, if you are, and you’re not the 

arrogant, ugly American. 


