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Eating in France, and Paris in particular, is easy and provided the traveller 

doesn't venture into either the reptilian or the gastropod clades (if you do, you're 
on your own) you can choose with confidence anything from the menu from gigot 
d'agneau to yaourt maigre. Generally, the French are such good cooks and the cuisine 
so refined that anything you order, regardless of ingredient, will taste better than 
anything you've ever eaten before and better than you ever will again until you 
return to Paris as you inevitably will.  

You will need to make your own mind up on the foie gras question. I've heard it's 
delicious but I could never look a goose in the eye again. For me it's much like bull 
fighting, only they don't shove a funnel down the bull's throat and force corn down 
its gullet (except in Spanish bull fights which everyone, including most Spaniards, 
agrees are inhumane and should be banned by the EU along with any further Julio 
Iglesias records). 

In France, you should never order tentatively and, unless you have good French, 
never inquire whether the poisson came from a sustainable fishery or whether the 
poulet was free range. Order with capriciousness if not insouciance. Order as if you 
couldn't care less what you eat because food is so unimportant, so bourgeois: 'What 
do I care for your specials board, I'm a writer dammit'. Maurice your waiter will 
respect you for this and he may be your only friend by the end of the meal. 

So much has been written about French cooking but a fundamental 
misunderstanding remains: the cuisine is not about gastronomy at all but about 
emotion. Take our lunch at a local restaurant... 

 
ENTREE 

 Me—Braised leeks with croutons; She—baked eggs in a red wine and bacon sauce. 
The entree can combine innocent flirtation, commentary on the wine, a quirk or 

two of the French language (pamplemousse is French for grapefruit; aspirateur is 
vacuum cleaner and vuvuzela is flatulent in both languages) and a discussion on the 



 

 

news of the day. We spoke about US politics and the sometimes tense relationship 
between current and former Presidents on the campaign trail, a subject suggested 
by the setting itself: Barrack and Michelle had dined at this very brasserie while 
visiting Paris to commemorate the Normandy landings on June 6 (they had leg of 
lamb). 

MAINS 
(Me—Scallops with Porcini Mushrooms; She—Black Pudding and Apple) 
If the entree has gone well, the mains should be straightforward and nothing to 

worry about. It is at this stage that the French like to move the conversation on to 
more intimate matters. Recently, over a plate of saucisson de Lyon (garlic sausage 
covered in a white pepper sauce), a friend casually confided that these days the 
French girls are all giving blowjobs in preference to more mutually satisfying 
practices. 'They've been hoodwinked by their boyfriends into watching online porn 
(which has so much more of the former and not so much of the latter)'. Shocking? 
Perhaps. Maybe the risqué turn in the conversation is something the rest of us 
should try. Certainly we intend to give it a go at our first dinner party back in 
Australia. 

 And if the first leaf of autumn happens to fall on the tablecloth between you, 
you should brush it off with a little laugh. Do not discuss whether it is a portent of 
mortality or emblematic of the fleeting nature of romantic love. Certainly you 
shouldn't suddenly stand pointing to the desiccated foliage and declare that you 
have felt like this inside for years, or that your heart too is dry and crinkled or that 
you have suddenly remembered that you're out of moisturiser and must leave 
immediately before the pharmacies shut for the afternoon. 

 
DESSERT 

(Isle de Flottante x 2) 
Now we come to the most treacherous course of in any French meal. If you are to 

successfully navigate the rips, rocks and rapids of this part of the meal without 
finding yourself tumbled into a Niagara of tears, high and dry on some sullen 
beach or dismasted and adrift on a frozen sea...well, you get my drift. 

Choose your dish carefully. Something light and silly or alcoholic and 
accompanied by a tub of Chantilly cream is ideal. For obvious reasons, avoid 
anything with flames, anything that must be tossed, flipped or served at knife-point 



 

 

at the table, and in deference to local planning laws, demur on anything over three 
storeys tall. We chose Floating Islands (also chosen by POTUS and the First Lady. 
Maurice our waiter confided that they too were having a 'difficult' evening back in 
June).  

Floating Islands is a caramel and nut-sauced meringue on a dish of cool crème 
anglaise above a layer of caramel sauce. Best approached with a fork, the meringue 
collapses into joyful sweet nothing as you eat and thus it is an ideal remedy to the 
upset that inevitably accompanies this tempestuous course.  

Trying not to reflect on life after Paris or what the next few months back at work 
will be like or whether the therapist is actually helping, is useless. Paris conspires 
against you: the way the afternoon sun illuminates a planter of geraniums on the 
facade of the building across the road, the young lovers who stop at the fountain—
she splashes him and he pulls her to him and kisses her, the old couple holding 
hands as they toddle across the zebra crossing holding up the afternoon traffic, it is 
hopeless!  

Jean Paul Satre in this very city suggested in the Myth of Sisyphus that we 
humans should embrace the inevitable joyfully whether it is to repeatedly roll a 
boulder up a hill only to have it slip away at the summit or deal with the emotions 
of a really fine meal in Paris.  

The traveller should now reach across and wipe her tears, whisper 'I love you' 
and ask Maurice to bring an espresso for you both. Later on go for a walk by the 
Seine and listen to an accordion player singing about autumn and the girl he lost 
and how much he will miss Paris should he ever decide to leave. 

___ 


