BONNE ANNEE

Happy New Year – in French!  I’ve had the pleasure of saying this – and doing it – twice recently.  In 2007 it was Paris, and in 2008 western Normandy.  And I have to admit that, patriotism apart, the French do New Year really well.  Mind you, you need a strong stomach, and a liking for late nights.  You get the late nights in England, seeing the New Year in in Trafalgar Square or by the Thames.  Or perhaps you fancy one of those more traditional English pastimes, such as the procession in Northumberland where the chaps walk along with flaming tar barrels on their heads.  Or simply getting totally pie-eyed in a pub somewhere.  Anyway, I’ve now found out how the French do it, and I like it.

A major feature of the French New Year is a really important meal.  On the trip to Paris I was rather nervous in case the natives had already booked every available table in the capital on New Year’s Eve.  In the afternoon I walked down from Montmartre through the inner suburbs back to the hotel.  In one of the streets there was a market and on the fish stalls there were made up platters of seafood.  The French have a penchant for oysters at New Year, washed down with sharp Muscadet wine.  On most of the stalls it became apparent that these platters were not for general sale: they all had names on for customers to collect before the evening.  The French obviously like to be prepared!

But in the event I need not have worried.  Just round the corner from the hotel, opposite the church of La Trinite (for music fans this is where the great composer Messiaen was organist) was a perfectly acceptable brasserie, several in fact, and at least one table was free.  By about 10.00, after a couple of hours, this part of the entertainment was over (the French don’t like to hurry their food: they have one of the lowest rates of heart problem in Europe as a consequence, also something to do with drinking red wine along with the food).  A walk down to the Seine seemed in order.  

Here there were something like a million people assembling, at the Place de la Concorde, with view of Eiffel Tower, and all the way up the Champs Elysees.  It was a stunning site.  All the trees lining the roads were hung with lights.  The searchlight at the top of the Eiffel Tower was circling around, and the tower itself had lights running all up and down it.  Every one was standing around chatting, drinking, waiting for the magic moment of midnight.  More and more piled in, and the police drove past and back, but not a heavy presence.  It was incredibly good humoured.  In London you would expect some disturbance, but not here.

At midnight everyone cheered and popped champagne bottles and let off streamers.  But, to my dismay, there were no fireworks (apart from a few private ones).  On this occasion (and indeed this last year also) the French had decided not to send their National Debt up in smoke.

The same spirit of bonhomie (all these French words seem so much more fitting) was present this year at a lovely restaurant by the banks of the river Mayenne.  The meal had been booked about two months earlier (just as well, given the subsequent fall of the pound against the euro), and they advised that it started at 9.00 p.m.  It turned out there were two parties, one for dinner and disco dancing, and one a family affair: I was quite happy with the latter.  The manageress greeted guests personally, and showed them to their named tables.  The menu promised a six course meal and five different wines.  There was no need to choose: it all just came, beautifully served, beautifully prepared, each plate a work of art.  The wines also were served to your glass, in moderate quantities, and more if you needed.  To use a Yorkshire phrase, you were not about to be over-faced.

It was a smart affair.  Some of the older chaps had bow ties, and all the ladies were coiffeured and dressed to kill.  All except one family, who had jumpers and caps, and looked as if they had just come in from milking the cows.  They probably had, and they had equally probably provided the lamb and other supplies for the feast.

Each course took over half an hour to serve and digest, but at midnight the proceedings were interrupted.  The lights were dimmed.  Everyone rose to their feet and wished each other “Bonne Annee”, and couples embraced.  Then, rather like at a Church service at the Peace, everyone greeted their neighbours and the people at the other tables.  Elderly gentlemen tottered towards attractive ladies to take advantage of this social licence.  After a while everyone settled down to yet another course.  Goodness knows how long the dancing went on, but the families started to leave round about 2.00.  Indeed, it was a “Bonne Annee”.   William Marsterson.  January 2009
