
In September, I skirted international guidelines to move my life from Canada to France.  
 
These are a collection of disjointed thoughts, observations, & miscellaneous deepitudes that have 
helped me make sense of how I feel about the place, and my own place within it. I hope you find 
something essential here.  
 
Not sure how confident I am in publicly releasing this. Here's hoping I come down on 
Dunning-Kruger's good side. 
 
 

Stereotype Affirmed 
People walk around with baguettes in their arms. Often several at a time, their stubby ends poking 
out of the bag like a bread bouqet. Everyone: schoolchildren, retirees, middle-aged men in business 
suits. Before breakfast and on their way home from work. Riding the subway or stepping out of 
Ubers. After a couple of days you just stop noticing. It's kind of sad what little time is needed to 
turn a cute little cultural oddity into something so cliché and customary that it gets caught in the 
melt of the city rush.  
 

The Police 
I made a few fresh-off-the-plane, immediate realizations about French society on the first day I 
arrived in Paris. The first and most obvious was that France is, in effect, a police state. 
 
French police roam Paris with assault rifles. Their presence is everywhere and total. Whether 
they're a permanent security fixture in France or a post-Bataclan ramp-up I don't know. But, either 
way, I’m not sure there's a difference at this point.  
 
The police monitor foot traffic on street corners. They make rounds through green markets and 
shopping malls. Like a panopticon: Either you're being watched, or, at the least, you think you are. 
Same effect.  
 
Entrances to  embassies, courthouses, and medieval chapels are manned by cops brandishing guns 
recognizable to most Canadians only from movies or video games. Notably, the HK G36, 
FAMAS, and HK416. I've seen French cops rocking black ski masks in +15° weather. Just for a 
little extra spice, I guess. A not-negligible minority of them look like they're on steroids or other 
anabolics, and I've spent enough time as a competitive powerlifter to spot the giveaways.  
 
Where your average Parisian guy looks slightly malnourished and allergic to tree pollen, the police 
are towering and Vikingish. I realize I'm belabouring the point, but the contrast was so stark that 
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for me it came to symbolize a rift in French society between a mostly meek, deferential public and a 
strong state security apparatus. Maybe there's a relationship there.  
 
It's funny, when I first landed in Paris I wanted to take a photo of the cops to send to a group chat. 
I didn't think the boys back home would believe what I was seeing. But I felt a little too 
intimidated and never got around to taking one. I don't know what did it.  
 

 
Just your average Parisian cop. 

 
Still, I knew that photographing the police couldn't be against the law in a free and democractic 
society. Yet I didn't want to explain myself in broken French if they took exception. Little did I 
know that soon it actually would be illegal to photograph the police. Under certain circumstances, 
at least. 
 
Fast forward to mid-October and the “global security law” (GSL) is introduced to the French 
National Assembly and passes first reading without dissent. It's sponsored by the incumbent 
Castex government with the support of the police unions. The bill, as written under Article 24, 
forbids the publication of photography featuring recognizable police officers, and authorizes the 
use of CCTV and drones to enhance state surveillance capabilities.  
 
The GSL has to be one of the most egregious expansions of state surveillance I've seen in the 
developed world, and one that will definitely erode trust in a French police force already under fire 
for its lack of accountability. 
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The introduction of the GSL comes on the heels of a few high-profile incidents of police brutality 
and aggression, including: 
 

● An assault on a black music producer, which led to 4 officers being charged after a video of 
the incident was shared online. 

● A forcible clearing of a migrant camp in Place de la République. 
● The death of Cédric Chouviat, a delivery driver, at the hands of three police officers, all of 

which are now charged with manslaughter. 
 
There's evidently a need for police to be held accountable. Without the free recording and 
publication of video evidence in 2 of the 3 cases listed above, I doubt whether we could've done 
justice to the situation. To rob the public of their ability to hold individual police officers 
accountable would be hugely regressive and would impede (obstruct?) justice at a time when police 
are losing their hold on public trust. 
 
The French, being French, have made a lot of noise about the GSL. The French government, being 
the French government, has capitulated. Although they haven't thrown out the bill, they've 
promised a complete rewrite of Article 24.  
 
Still, thousands continue protesting. I've been told by many frustrated French people that the 
French activist class are perpetually unhappy with the status quo, and that their goalposts move 
every time they're thrown a concession by the government (see: Gillets jeune/yellow vests 
movement). This was the prevailing sentiment between everyone I spoke to about French protest 
culture, from mid-twenties law students to middle aged Airbnb hosts.  
 
I don't know what to make of the security law situation. If anything, it's good to see France have an 
active civil society. But, more importantly, it's better that France has a responsive government that 
delivers on their mission to maintain the public confidence. To say nothing of the political 
considerations behind expanding state surveillance and obscuritizing police accountability. 
 

Visa Trouble 
As France went  back into full no-movement-outside-the-house lockdown in November, myself 
and thousands of other expats and immigrants scrambled to apply for an emergency extension on 
our visas or titres de sejour. 
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Several days were spent bouncing around from one police prefecture to the next trying to Google 
Translate my way to some kind of amnesty. Over three days I found myself at the Canadian 
Embassy, the police headquarters, and about ten different arrondisement-level police stations. 
 
On the third day, I'm waiting in a line outside the national police prefecture with about 20 other 
foreigners who, like me, don't know what to do. Our flights are cancelled or postponed past their 
visa expiration dates and the normal application channels for extensions are unavailable due to 
office closures.  
 
Eventually, the line degenerates into a panicked mob that encircles two civilian staff doing their 
best to field our questions in English. To their credit, I was impressed with their patience and 
restraint, doing what they could to accommodate us in a language they are under no obligation to 
use.  
 
They gave everyone the same answer: Apply online for an extension. But we all already had, or, as 
in my case, we weren't able to because we didn't hold a French visa in the first place, only a 
Schengen visa. Therefore, the French administration had no record of my existence in the country.  
 
I resigned myself to not getting an answer, figuring that the risk of facing deportation was low, and 
that eventually they would respond to my emails. A month later, they eventually did respond and 
granted me special permission to remain in France post-expiration, which was pretty great. 
Nonetheless, I stuck around to see if anyone could pry something useful from the staff. 
 
The girl beside me in the mob, about my age, tells me she's from LA.  
 
She's not taking “I don't know” for an answer. Demands she be allowed to enter the police station 
to talk to a real cop. The kind with the berets. She's fully committed to fighting with these 
overwhelmed French support staff. When they finally turn her away, she's outraged. Just fuming. 
 
She smokes. We're side-to-side shimmying to keep warm. 
 
"So, are you here for love?”  
 
That's, like, the second thing she asks me. We're strangers, dead sober. Paris, man.  
 
I laughed.  
 
Not sure how she expected me to answer that. 

 



 
She goes on ranting about the French administration.  
 
She insists they could've let us in but refused because they don't want to bother putting in an 
honest day's work. The whole time she's going off: 
 
“I fucking hate French people." 
 
“I fucking hate French people.” 
 
Over and over. 
 
“I fucking hate French people." 
 
The whole time I'm standing there, clenching in the cold, like: 
 
“I fucking hate American people.” 
 
 

The Fire Brigade 
In Paris, the fire department is a branch of the military, which means firefighters are considered 
soldiers. At over 8,500 strong, they're the largest firefighting force in Europe. In contrast with most 
of the world, which is under the protection of civilian departments, the Paris and Marseille fire 
brigades are organized in military units and service members work their way up traditional army 
ranks: Major, Lieutenant, Sergeant, all the way up to Colonel at the tippy top of the ladder. 
 
The Paris fire brigade falls under the auspices of the Engineering Arm of the French Army. On 
Bastille Day, the Paris brigade marches in the annual military parade, assault rifles and all. Their 
mandate tasks them with "defending” the six-million-plus inhabitants of greater Paris.  
 
Makes sense. Firefighters are search and rescue specialists, emergency medical caregivers, 
survivalists, disaster relief experts, etc. They can even put out fires. Like dang. They’re about as 
worthy of the title “soldier” as it gets. 
 
Also, their motto is "Save or perish” (Sauver ou périr). I don't know, I kinda like the urgency in 
that.  
 

 



 
Armed French firefighters. 

 
 

Les Conseillers Juridiques and the Civil Law System 
The French civil law tradition is still rooted in the Napoleonic Code, introduced in 1804 by 
35-year-old Consul and soon-to-be-Emporer Napoleon Bonaparte. It divided the legal profession 
in two parts between lawyers and jurists (conseiller juridique). It was explained to me by French law 
students that jurists and lawyers receive the same formal education, but are hired by law firms and 
in-house legal departments to fulfill different corporate functions. The lawyer is there to litigate 
and exercise the law. The jurist is there to prevent the lawyers from getting involved, by soliciting 
legal advice to commercial enterprises engaged in negotiations, and drafting, checking, translating, 
notarizing or revising legal texts.   
 
Juristes, in France, are not technically a subcategory of lawyers because they didn't pass the French 
equivalent of the bar exam (Centre Régional de Formation Professionnelle des Avocats). They do, 
however, assume functions that are normally assumed by lawyers in common law jurisdictions, 
such as providing companies with legal advice (juriste en cabinet de conseil) on a contractual basis. 
My French friends, either completing postgraduate law degrees or starting their careers in private 
practice, tell me that avocats en conseil are quickly becoming the new standard for young legal 
professionals since French law firms earn higher margins on hours billed to clients by jurists.  
 
Why, in North America, don't we also have a two-pronged legal profession? I think I can honestly 
say the outcome of my life wouldn't be the same if that were the case. Advising government and 
private firms sounds like an enormously more rewarding and stimulating pursuit than litigation, 
and one much better suited to my skills. Making a case before a judge seems, I don't know, too 

 



magisterial? Too administrative? If as a lawyer I could be recused from such responsibilities I'd 
probably take the job. Despite being interested in the law, I've shied away from law school because 
I have no interest in litigation or the daily trials (pun?) of the legal career. To my knowledge, there's 
no occupational equivalent in the Canadian common law system. And maybe that's a good thing. 
Otherwise I might've become one.  
 
 

My Top French Expression 
“Je suis pleine comme une pute a l’aube” (I'm as full as a whore at dawn! [Full of what, exactly? 
Happiness? Gratitude? Self-respect? I'm stumped on this one, guys.] This is a good family-friendly 
one I recommend cracking at the dinner table and/or church pew.) 
 
“Oh la vache !" (The cow! Used to express regret or disbelief, I think. Actually, I don't even know.) 
 
“Je m’en bats les couilles” (I beat my balls, or, I don't give a fuck!) 
 
“Laisse tomber” (Nevermind. Literally, “Let [it] fall.”) 
 
“Bonne continuation” (Good continuation! A way of saying goodbye that implies, like, have a good 
rest of your life. Enjoy continuing in time. Enjoy continuing.) 
 
“Courage!” (Another way of saying goodbye, kind of like “Good luck”) 
 
I’ve also never encountered so many literal pet names for lovers. I've overheard it all: Mon lapin, 
mon canard, ma cochon, ma chatton, ma crevette, ma poulette, etc. (My bunny, my duck, my pig, my 
kitten, my shrimp, my little chicken...)  
 
The French also have an absurd number of ways to say “it goes” or “it's going” to describe any 
situation or sentiment, such as: ça va, ça joue, ça marche, and ça roule, which translate to “It's 
going”, “It plays”, “It works", and “It rolls.” 
These are rendered in the imperative/interrogative mood to form a question: Ça marche? Ça roule? 
and both are roughly equivalent to “Is it alright?” but they're really just all-purpose French 
expressions that can be used as a question or a response in either the negative or positive. It could 
also mean “It suits you!” regarding fashion (“Ça vous va bien”). It can indicate agreement, how 
one's feeling, etc. It's a linguistic multi-tool and it's been my crutch more or less since day zéro.  
 
 

French Architecture and Planning 

 



“Architecture is a symbolic defense mechanism against the knowledge of our own collective 
mortality.” (Cringe.) But this is one of the first things I wrote in my phone after arriving in France 
and fully immersing myself in the labyrinthine cobweb of Paris streetscapes. Flanked by rows of 
balconied 19th-century townhomes and sunlight-splintered mezzanine windows in whose 
reflection I saw myself more like a guest in an open-air museum than a clueless tourist in a 
pandemic. Obviously, I was both. 
 
Still not sure what I meant when I wrote it. Maybe I was touching on memento mori, a reminder of 
our impending death. More than that, I think I was referring to the opposite. That architecture, 
when conceptualized as a monument, stands to remind us that our demise isn't guaranteed. In this 
sense, construction is an immortality project. Works of architecture are the crossroads between the 
physical world of built objects and the symbolic world of humans endeavoring to mean something. 
Architecture, and, I guess, art more generally, transcends the meaning-making dilemma despite the 
guarantee of death. 
 
Architecture is part of something eternal: something that will never die as compared with our 
perpetually decomposing physical existences. Ernest Becker wrote at length about how immortality 
projects are one's self-management of death anxiety. These can be done at the unit of the individual 
(e.g., finishing an art piece, giving birth to and raising a child), or at the level of the collective (e.g., 
instituting revolution, city planning, constructing monuments or grand works of architecture). At 
one point, Ernest Becker wrote that depression is the failing of one's immortality project, and that 
schizophrenia is one's obsession with it. Dead on, imo.  
 
To ground the discussion, let's take the examples of the various iterations of France throughout 
history, which, taken together, are a testament to the turmoil and unrest that has marked the 
French people for over a millennium:  
 

● The Kingdom of France (987-1792) 
● The French First Republic (1792-1804) 
● The First French Empire (1804-1815) 
● The Bourbon Restoration (1815-1830) 
● The July Monarchy (1830-1848),  
● The Second Republic (1848-1852),  
● The Second Empire (1852-1870) 
● The belle epoque/Third Republic (1870-1940) 
● The Fourth Republic (1946-1958) 

 

 



Each of these periods in French history were marked by a different vision of what it meant to be 
French and what France's role in the world should be. 
 
The various national identities of France throughout history are immortalized by works of 
architecture that Paris is renowned for, each corresponding to their particular era in French history 
and their respective idealization of the French aesthetic and ontological status as a force in the 
world. Notable examples include: 
 

● Thermes de Cluny (Ancient Roman, 2nd c.) 
● La cathédrale Notre-Dame de Paris (Gothic archetype, 14th c.) 
● Musée du Louvre (Renaissance, 16th c.) 
● Chateau de Versailles (Baroque, 17th c.) 
● Les Invalides (Baroque, 18th c.) 
● Arch de Triomphe (Neo-classical, 19th c.) 
● Tour Eiffel (Modern, late-19th c.) 

 
These structures are monuments to bygone eras. They are meaning systems unto themselves. Each 
of the sovereign states that were responsible for their construction are now dead, and the buildings 
they've left behind are the best representations we have of their existence. Louis XVI, dead. 
Napoléon Bonaparte, dead. Jules Ferry, dead. But, in this way, their civilizations still have feet in 
the ground. 
 
I understand this is probably the coldest take in the history of takes, but that's how it all felt to me, 
with more urgency than is probably deserved, on this sunny day in Paris. 
 

Hausmannian Building 
Although few can recognize them by name, there are no works of Parisian architecture more iconic 
than the Haussmann buildings. Unlike most architectural standouts, Haussmann buildings are 
marked by their uniformity: 
 
Row home, six storeys tall, storefront on the ground floor, vaulted first floor ceiling, low second 
floor mezzanines (what they call the 1e étage) for storage, and then four subsequent residential 
floors and a balconied attic on top.  
 
The attics, formerly the maid's quarters, are tiny studios called chambre de bonne which now 
mostly house students and low-income residents. In square footage, they're more on the level of  a 
minivan. They have a little shower nook right next to the bed, as well as a sink and a desk. No 
bathroom. For that, you've got to venture down the hall to get to the little closet with a toilet you 
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share with the six or seven other people living with you up on the attic-level. That, for 850 EUR in 
rent. Hard not to resent a place that taps your pockets that hard. The balconies are pretty sweet 
though. 
 
Here's the best shot I have of the view from my chambre de bonne: 
 

 
 
The Haussmann building is the vision of Georges-Eugene Haussman, the prefect of the Seine 
appointed by Emporer Napoléon III to renovate Paris starting in the 1850s. It remains one of the 
most expensive and ambitious beautification projects in world history. 
 
Before Haussmann was tasked with modernizing Paris, the city was still medieval in layout, with 
thin, winding streets meandering through disparate, loosely-connected neighborhoods. Between 

 



1853 and 1927 Haussman tore up much of the old city and transformed the overcrowded and 
waste-ridden streets into wide, spacious boulevards with open public squares, fountains, Art 
Nouveau metro entrances, and ample lighting provided by natural exposure and gas-powered 
wrought iron lamp posts for which Paris was given the nickname the City of Light. Haussman 
took the Paris of Voltaire and Balzac and left the Paris of Hemingway and Sartre.  
 
His critics alleged that the renovation project was a ploy, where widening the streets was motivated 
by the strategic necessity of free movement for the French military in order to snuff out uprisings. 
The country was fresh off two successful revolutions in 1830 and 1848 and needed modern 
infrastructure to maneuver an army quickly through the city in case they'd try for a third. They 
eventually did stage a third successful revolt in 1871, but it only lasted a couple of months before 
being squashed.  Picture the scenes from Les Miserables where the revolutionaries barricade entire 
streets with piles of tables and barrels and assorted Victorian furniture. Not so easy when the 
boulevards are 50 meters wide. 
 
In any event, Haussmann's central planning succeeded in creating the most beautiful city I've ever 
seen. It's also the first (and only) city-wide tear down without a natural precursor event, such as the 
Great Fire in London.  I would hope the lesson learned is to extend the same thought and patience 
and foresight to planning other cities as Haussmann did Paris over a century and a half ago. 
Haussmann's is a n=1 case study that the libertarian fuck-it-let-the-market-figure-it-out approach 
doesn't create any lasting beauty capabable of outliving/outdoing thoughtful deliberation.  
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Haussmann-inspired buildings and metro entrance, later copied by Montréal's subway. 

 
There are only a handful of extant buildings left over from the pre-Haussmann days in Paris. For 
example, this replica of a 14th century building near Le Marais, which was actually built sometime 
in the 1600s. Locals and tourists alike still falsely believe it's an authentic half-timbered residential 
home from the medieval era, but modern carbon dating proves otherwise. Still, it's one of the only 
glimpses we have into the pre-renovation Paris. 
 

 



 
Medieval replica homes built in the 1600s, still standing after Haussman's renos.  

 
Fashion 

French people are just ridiculously dapper. It was probably the first thing I noticed when I landed 
in Paris. It feels like every French dude's got a turtleneck and argyle sweater and every girl's got a 
ruffle blouse and beret. This is one way in which Paris definitely lives up to its reputation. 

 



 
And it holds up across socioeconomic strata. No matter your station in life, if you're Parisian, you 
put care into your dress. Every day you see working-class blue collar types rocking button-up 
Oxfords and dress shoes. Sweatpants or leggings in public are non-starters. After four months, I 
don't think I saw either worn once.  
 
I’m not sure whether to feel charmed or humiliated by Paris's fashion standard. After a while I felt 
kind of bummed at my own milquetoast looking ass style by comparison. It's just impossible to live 
up to the French streetwear standard out of a backpack. 
 

Fever by Angele & Dua Lipa 
Putain, cette chanson bangs.  
 

The Political Spectrum 
Like most European countries, France is lucky enough to not be stuck in a two-party political 
system.  
 
Previously, there were two dominant factions in French politics: First, the left-wing coalition 
comprising the dominant Socialist Party, propped up with the support of two minor parties, the 
Greens and the Radical Party, and, second, the right-wing coalition led by the Republicans 
supported by the Union of Democrats and Independents.  
 
I also find it interesting that France's Communist Party still holds 10 seats in the National 
Assembly and another 18 in the European Parliament. Though I guess it isn't uncommon for 
fringe parties to gain national representation in majoritarian/PR electoral systems. For example, 
Belgium's Communist Party has 12/150 seats in the lower chamber and 5/60 in the upper; Finland 
has 16/200, Germany 69/709 (Note: the Bundestag has 709 members, holy fuck), and Greece has a 
a 86/300 spread if you count Syriza as sufficiently anti-capitalist.  
 
Anyway, the traditional French coalitions changed during the most recent elections in 2017. A 
brand new party led by Emmanuel Macron, En Marche!, which brands itself as neither left nor 
right when placed on the North American political spectrum, went head-to-head against a 
longtime fringe party National Front (now renamed National Rally). Macron won in a landslide 
second round run-off  (66%), becoming the youngest French head of state at age 39 since Napolean 
Bonaparte became Emporer at 35.  
 
Macron is the prototypical liberal, Third Way centrist. He's an explicitly pro-European 
environmentalist with a strong internationalist perspective. He favors an expansive welfare state 

 



and believes that France's role in the ongoing refugee crisis should be greater. At the same time, the 
progressive social vision he campaigned on has given way to a more hard-line approach on sensitive 
issues like police brutality, irregular migration, and a rising tide of Islamism in a constitutionally 
secular state. 
 
What I like about him is that he doesn't think in slogans. His recent interview with Brut, a 
Vice-esque media group, is evidence enough of that. I can't imagine Trudeau or any other G7 
leader taking 2-3 hours going back and forth with not-very-subtly hostile journalists on subjects 
such as Uighur fored labor in China, menstrual insecurity, Islamist separatism, police violence, and 
the limits of free expression.  
 

Sarkozy Trial 
Former French president Nicolas Sarkozy is currently on trial for corruption, criminal conspiracy, 
and for peddling his influence to dictators and magistrates. Specifically, it's alleged that Sarkozy 
took a bribe from Libyan dictator Moammar Gadhafi in 2007 to the tune of ~five million euros. 
There's also a separate, less-interesting campaign finance charge pending. Taken together, he's 
facing charges that would put him in jail for a decade and make him liable for a one million euro 
fine. This, for an ex-head of state who ran the world's seventh-largest economy between 2007 and 
2012. 
 
The whole case is bizarre even by 2020 standards, with Sarkozy stooping to cartoon villain levels of 
corruption. If the accusations are to be believed, the French president received suitcases full of cash 
from a blood-soaked foreign military dictator inside of his own cabinet office.  
 
It was crazy to see this all play out as a media footnote. In any other place, at any other time, this 
would be the story. Now whatever noise it makes is drowned out by bigger stories, like the 
assassination/decapitation of history teacher Samuel Paty, the controversy surrounding the global 
security law, and a notable incident of police violence against migrants/refugees. Throw in the 
lockdowns, curfews, and confinements, and the Sarkozy trial doesn't even register as something 
worth talking about among the French. 
 
What this story means to me, and what I find endearing about the French state, is that their justice 
system isn't afraid of going after an ex-president. It means that all the talk about “Republican 
values” isn't for show and that the French judicial branch is truly separate and impartial from the 
power centres of the state. That they take seriously the republican promise of every man being 
equal in the eyes of the law. And it wouldn't be the first time. Sarkozy's predecessor, Jacques 
Chirac, was also taken to court and handed a two-year suspended sentence for embezzlement and 
misappropriation of public funds during his time in office.  
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This is to say nothing of Gadhafi, by the way, who got absolutely rinsed on the bribe. Imagine 
paying five million euro just to have the bribee turn your country into a no-fly zone and spearhead 
an international coalition that topples your government and kills you. 
 
Quelle indignité.  

 
 

Terrorism 
When I first landed in Paris, I couldn't discern police from paramilitary from military. They 
blended together as one show of force. Originally I thought it was a Covid thing. That they were 
deployed on every street corner and public square to maintain order, or enforce public health 
guidelines, or to make sure masks covered noses, or something. 
 
I asked an employee, somewhere, why there were so many 
police/military/paramilitary/ambiguous-uniforms-with-guns standing around. 
 
"Terrorism,” he said, bluntly. As if I couldn't have possibly asked a stupider question.  
 
Later I'd have friends and friends-of-friends ask me what surprised me most about France. My 
answer is that I wasn't expecting a police state. Not that the police presence isn't justified, but it 
was one of those things I never anticipated. 
 
“Yeah, but there's terrorism,” they’d shoot back. As if I couldn't have been more ignorant to their 
situation. Eventually I wouldn't be.  
 
First was the stabbing of four men outside the Charlie Hebdo headquarters on September 25. The 
satirical magazine re-printed a controversial cover depicting the Islamic prophet Muhammad. 
Seven arrests were made in connection to the attack. 
 
Second was the murder of Samuel Paty on October 16, a middle school teacher who was beheaded 
in broad daylight after depicting Charlie Hebdo's cartoons in a class on freedom of expression. 
Eleven people have been charged in connection to the attack, including some of Paty's students 
and their parents. 
 
Third was the Nice stabbing on October 29 that killed three individuals outside a Catholic church, 
including the beheading of one of the victims. Three arrests were made. 
 

 



Fourth was the shooting of a Greek orthodox priest on Halloween in Lyon, using a sawn-off 
shotgun. Critically wounded. One arrest.  A few days prior, a group of men had surrounded the 
same priest while he was out for a jog and proceeded to torment and beat him before stealing his 
cross. 
 
In turn, incidents of Islamophobia and xenophobia have popped up in France in the aftermath of 
the fall's spree of terror attacks. One notable incident is the stabbing of two Algerian Muslim 
women (and hijabis) under the Eiffel Tower on October 28.  
 
It's a rough situation from every angle. On one hand there's the French indigenous population 
contending with extreme variants of Islam not rendered as a theological construct but as a political 
ideology. French polling data indicates that the vast majority of Muslims in France (74%) 
acknowledg the conflict between their religious devotion and their desire to integrate into a secular, 
Western European culture. It doesn't help, of course, that the French fear of the unknown only 
serves to keep French Muslims on the margins and away from the social squares and structures that 
would facilitate their integration. Though it's worth noting that, despite what I heard about 
French people being abnormally xenophobic, opinion polling finds that “only” 22% of France has 
a negative view of Muslims, compared to 77% in Slovakia, 66% in Poland, 64% in Czech Republic, 
and 58% Hungary. Even Sweden and Germany have a greater share of their population who view 
Islam in a negative light—so I'm not sure there’s anything particular about French chauvinism that 
might cause integration problems unique to their society.  
 
I got to say, I was floored by the extent to which the French made a martyr of Paty, dying for the 
cause of free expression in an attack not against him alone but the whole of the republic. It's a value 
the French take seriously, and a commitment I share with the French. This is no surprise, as their 
republic was the first to constitutionally enshrine the right to free expression, under Article 11 of 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The U.S. revolutionaries, two years later, 
would use this as the basis of their First Amendment in 1791.  
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Macron's podium at Paty's national memorial  

 
I think Macron did Paty a great honour by declaring him a hero of the republic and giving a live 
televised memorial service to his life and memory. Macron is an absolutely gifted orator, the best of 
the G7 leaders, and his speeches have not only helped me take my French language skills from a 
pitiful A2.1 to a slightly less pitiful B1.1,  but have also supplied me with real insight into the 
austere respect and seriousness with which the French commit to fraternité. Tens of thousands 
showed up for memorial rallies across the country, marching for liberty, secularism, and democracy 
in a showing that spanned the political spectrum, comprising both right-reactionaries and 
left-radicals. Fraternity is not just a slogan in France. I don't think anything is. 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=epkC2IrQz4M&t=629s


Overhead shot of the Paris memorial for Samuel Paty on October 18.

 



 
A newspaper ad following the Samuel Paty attack (“How much longer will we be asleep?”) 

 

 



If I can take anything from this, it's that I'm blessed to have grown up in a country mostly 
insulated from the threat of terrorism, and one whose immigration system works exceptionally well 
in vetting and integrating newcomers. Canada is a model for crafting immigration policy that 
welcomes migrants at a rate that allows civil society to keep pace, which we largely owe to three 
oceans sparing us from having to manage uncontrollable land borders. Our culture of 
accommodation is something more visible to me now that it's viewed against the relief of terorrism 
and separatism abroad. But it's a privilege more than it's a virtue, I realize. 
 

Literary Culture, Rape Culture, French Feminism 
The first place I went after checking into my apartment was the bookstore down the street, which 
was so packed with people that I immediately realized two things: French people actually read, and, 
second, that social distancing doesn't mean the same thing in France. 
 

 



 
Lined up bookstore in Paris. 

 
  

 



I was told there was an author signing. Not that I'll ever know for sure, since I couldn't move. The 
demographics were interesting, too: Almost exclusively late-teens, early-twenties. There had to 
have been close to a hundred people queued up, snaking around the shop's two-storey floor plan. 
 
French people read like nowhere else I've ever been. This was another one of those cultural features 
obvious to me on day one. Billboards plaster subway cars and busy intersections advertising novels, 
authors, and even essays. There was an essay on 5G that was advertised on roofsigns, bus stops and 
news kiosks. Signage often showcased the author more than their work, which gave me the 
impression that popular writers have real celebrity status in France. After a few months, I knew 
exactly who Michel Houellebecq was and could pick him out of a crowd, but couldn't tell you the 
title of whatever new novel he came out with. 
 
The outsize influence of writers in French society cannot be missed. There are streets, squares, and 
parks named after Sartre, Hugo, Voltaire, and de Beauvoir. There are cafés that charge five euros 
for an espresso shot because Hemingway and Fitzgerald used to frequent their patios. The graves 
belonging to Boudelaire and Oscar Wilde are more like masoleums or cenotaphs that literally 
overshadow the neighboring tombstones of billionaires, government leaders, clergy, and old 
nobility. 
 
Their literary appreciation is part of a larger culture of intellectualism in France. It seems to me that 
French people care much less than North Americans about what you do for a living, the status that 
your profession brings, or how much money you make. Instead, you're more likely to be judged by 
the measure of your intellect, including your ability to speak multiple languages and the speed at 
which you acquire languages, the extent of your formal and informal education, how well-spoken 
you are, what you do with your free time, your wit in conversation, the jokes you make, your dress, 
and your ability to solve riddles, brainteasers, and number sequences (I was challenged to all three 
at one point or another). Or at least these are the ways I felt sized up. Up to you to decide whether 
their measuring sticks are any better than ours. 
 
All the same, French society is as steeped in prestige and status culture as ours. The only difference 
is in where the prestige derives, and the protections it affords its recipient. 
 
In this respect, there's no case more appalling than Gabriel Matzneff's, a famed French author who 
also happens to be an open pedophile and pedophilic sex tourist. Matzneff, now 84, has won all of 
the most prestigious awards for literature in France, including the Mottard Award (1987), Amic 
Award (2009), Prix Renaudot (2013), and Prix Cazes (2015).  
 

 



In Matzneff's TV interviews and memoirs he boasts about stalking girls outside Parisian high 
schools and his sexcapades to the Philippines where he'd sleep with boys as young as eight. As far as 
I'm aware, he's remorseless and proclaims his innocence, insisting that his exploits were legal at the 
time. And, until very recently, he got away with it due to his celebrity in French literary circles. 
 
The country's most distinguished publishing house, Gallimard, still markets his books.  
 
Part of the problem is the jury system in the French award circuit. It's a somewhat incestous old 
boys club (for the Prix Renaudot, all but one of the jurors is a man), in which the jurors sit for life 
and eventually select their own replacements from members of their circle. Unlike the Booker or 
Pulitzer prizes in the anglosphere, French jurors don't recuse themselves when adjudicating 
nominations from their friends or associates. Worse yet, they have an mafia-like code of silence 
regarding in-group misconduct. Some of them, like Christian Giudicelli, are close confidantes of 
Matzneff.  They're the reason Matzneff can snag top awards and publishing deals despite only 
selling 180 copies per year.  
 
I'm not shocked that the French elite aid and abet sex criminals. The country has a long history of 
fuckery regarding sex crimes. Filmmaker Roman Polanski, for instance, has been hiding in France 
since 1978 after being convicted of raping a 13-year-old in the United States. Since then, the 
government of France has refused the US' requests for extradition. He's even been publicly 
defended by Frédéric Mitterrand, the French Minister of Culture. 
 
Christophe Girard, a former Deputy Mayor of Paris and an executive at Yves Saint Laurent, has 
been accused of soliciting sex from a 15-year-old in Tunisia no fewer than twenty times in his 
mid-30s. Girard voluntarily resigned from his mayoral post in July 2020 and has to date not faced 
any legal consequences for his actions.  
 
Better known is the case of French president Emmanuel Macron, whose wife, Brigitte, is 24 years 
his senior and with whom he started a romantic relationship while she was his high school drama 
teacher—he was 15 and she was 39. As any discerning parent would, Macron's mom disapproved 
of the relationship and sent her son off to a different prep school in Paris in a failed attempt to exile 
him from his teacher.  
 
In 2018, a 30-year-old man was acquitted of raping an 11-year-old child in Paris because there was 
no irrefutable presumption of a lack of consent from the victim.  
 
The problem is that, in France, there's no precise age of consent. As fucked up as it sounds, French 
courts do not recognize a presumption of coercion simply because a minor is involved. France 
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introduced a statute in 2019 that set an “age of sexual majority” at 15, but did not establish an age 
below which a minor cannot be deemed to give consent, whereas sex with under-16s constitutes 
statutory rape across the board in most other European states. In other words, sex with a person 
under the age of majority in France is punishable in its own right, but does not necessarily 
constitute statutory rape or sexual assault. 
 
I'm realizing now this probably needs a content warning. 
 
I think I've sufficiently hammered my point home, but I'll sum up by saying that I think the 
French blasé attidude toward sexual predation stems from radical activist movements in post-war 
France. There was a time when Paris was truly a hotbed of extreme social theory that seeped into 
civil society, one which recast any form of traditional moral order as the enemy of an emanicipated 
post-captialist state. The movement peaked in May 1968, when students and trade unionists came 
within striking (pun?) distance of successfully staging a revolution. Weeks of violent street protests 
and wildcat strikes forced then-president Charles de Gaulle to temporarily flee France and govern 
from Germany. Shortly after, prominent French intellectuals—spanning existentialists and 
post-structuralists—publicly petitioned against the age of consent laws in France, a campaign 
which persisted for years. Rather than fringe intellectuals, these were mainstream authors, 
academics, and writers, household names like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida for whom any 
form of sexual morality established by the state was seen as bourgeois or repressive.  
 
The radical social elements of May 68 still linger in French society, including the 
then-emancipatory notion that children should be considered fully realized sexual beings. 
Restrictions thereto were considered retrograde, relics of the bourgeois order. It is fucked up in 
every conceivable way that the discourse of liberté was co-opted in this way, a testament to how 
easily justice and rights claims can backslide unwittingly into abuse and corruption. Moral orders 
and traditions serve important civic functions. They and their institutions contain the collective 
wisdom of generations. All it takes is a couple months of student occupations and protests to cast 
them away and, like that, fifty years later we're still contending with the unintended aftereffects in 
French courts and crisis centers. 
 
To sew this rant back together: a legacy of post-war radicalism in France left legal gaps that made 
room for sexual predation to which French elites, at least until now, have been shockingly 
apathetic. The downstream effect is that France is now home to a different kind of rape culture. 
One that excuses and relativizes sexual predation against minors, and one that for decades has 
propped up apologism and halfassed calls for tolerance from celebrities, intellectuals, writers, 
movie stars, and government ministers. 
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It doesn't help that #MeToo was slow to take hold in France. At the start of the global MeToo 
movement in 2017, a public letter signed by 100 leading women in French society criticized the 
excesses of a movement characterised as puritanical, fundamentalist, and Victorian. In keeping 
with the republic's universalist values, French feminism is more concerned with proving a woman's 
equality to man than the American strategy of denouncing the most powerful among the 
superstructure. Not sure if this is the most effective strategy. In some ways, French feminism is too 
tightly in lockstep with de Beauvoir's and other 50s-era women's lib theoriticians. Many of the 
older generation of French feminists, including Catherine Deneuve, insist that a woman's 
responsibility to consent and exert agency trumps their right to not be made uncomfortable by 
men in the workplace (in the case of harassment) or in the streets (in the case of catcalling). I wish 
these same feminists would extend that same thoughtful consideration of consent to the children 
who've been victim to adult sexual abuse. Ultimately, theirs is a shy brand of feminism that 
distances itself from an American version that smacks, for them, a bit too much of Robespierre. 
 
The good news is that Matzneff, now well into his 80s, is finally facing some form of justice. One 
of his victims, Vanessa Springora, published a book entitled Le Consentement (Consent) early last 
year. In it, she details the sexual relationship she had with Matzneff when she was 13 and he was 50. 
The memoir caused a public outcry, only 30 years overdue. After the scandal came to light, French 
investigators opened a case on Matzneff. The investigation has now stalled since the disgraced 
writer fled to Italy, where he'll likely hide out for the remainder of his life.  
 
For decades, Matzneff's accolades and connections as an author awarded him impunity as a 
predator. But now, thanks to a powerful written testimony by his victim, the Matzneff scandal has 
the feeling of Weinstein's. It's almost poetic that the writer was eventually brought down by a 
book, something that for so long protected him from prosecution.  
 
 

Cardinal Lemoine 
Growing up as the child of a law student and a stay-at-home mom, I was always stressed out by 
money. I knew the kind of stress it put on parents with six-figures’ worth of NSLSC debt. I was 
also a bit of a chunkster. At the sight of a vending machine, I'd press up against the glass and gawk. 
But in those days, another dollar spent was another reason to start an argument. By no means did I 
grow up in want of anything, but little luxuries like vending machine snacks were things for which 
I did not feel comfortable asking. 
 
By the time I'd grown up to afford sugary bullshit, I'd already cut all of it out. But on this October 
night in Paris I thought, Fuck it.  
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I was waiting for the metro line ten to Grenelle. No one's around. It's curfew soon, so the 
cross-town's a ghost town. Just me and a vending machine down the platform. A cabinet full of 
glossy European chocolates and surgary bullshit as new and curious and tempting as the American 
ones when I was a kid.  
 
Two euro. Quick conversion. That's three ten. 
 
Fuck it, gimme.  
 
I retrieve the drink, twist the cap, lower my mask, take a sip.  
 
Feels good. Worth it. 
 
Feels like the most productive thing I've done in France in two months. 
 
Seven year old me would be proud. He'd condone this. He'd be all about this, actually. As pointless 
as it seems. 
 
Metro signs hang from the mirrored ceiling. A bunch of words I still don't understand. Then, 
somehow, it registers where I am. Where I've gone. How far I've gone. How unlikely it is to be 
here. How the pursuit to be a better, more discerning person has taken me here of all places. Of all 
places. Paris! Seven year old me would be proud. For the first time I feel my own kind of excellence. 
The best I've felt since I've gotten here.  
 
I turn the latch on the train door, an old little manual thinga madoo. It springs open, I step on. It's 
empty.  
 
 

French Productivity 
It's a myth that French people are lazy. But it's true that they work less. The French have 11 public 
holidays, 35 hour work weeks, and, on average, 30 whole days of statutory paid vacation per year. 
They're only able to enjoy these privileges because, as a society, they're highly productive, even by 
European standards. They clock fewer hours, yes, but their total labour productivity smokes ours 
re: return on work hours invested.  
 

 



 
 Canada works 9.88% more actual hours per year than France (Source: OECD) 

 
Say what you will about French attitudes toward work—arrogant or annoying, w.e.—but you 
can't argue laziness. When you take France and Canada's GDP per capita and divide them by their 
respective numbers of real hours worked you get the same number ($27.60). That's a big  return on 
a much lower relative investment of time/life/vitalty/expendable mental health. The human 
benefit is that they end up with more life to live. Over the course of a 30-year career, the average 
French person gets an extra 4,950 free hours to kill (30*165). Feels a bit unfair, almost.  
 

 
France sneaks out a W over Canada on GDP per hour worked (Source: OECD) 

 
Although their raw GDP per capita (41.5K USD) is a solid notch lower than ours (46.2K USD), 
I'd argue that the French standard of living is galactically higher than the numbers would imply.  I 
found that most of my friends had a relaxed professional life without much hustle-culture stress, 
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malaise, or uncertainty. For grad students and young lawyers, who are among the most stressed-out 
in North America, they sure get together for drinks and aperos way more than anyone I know back 
home. In Canada, you need a spreadsheet to schedule drinks with a friend. In France, it's a given 
when your group is going to meet, it's just a matter of at whose place.  
 
Americanizing their work culture would be unthinkable. For North American yuppies, 
prioritizing work or schooling is the standard. For the French, to prioritize one's job is an 
aberration. Somehow, maybe a bit unintuitively, that makes them better at it.  

 
IP Law (Zzzzzz zzzz) 

Type in “Eiffel Tower'' on Shutterstock and up pops a page of photos of the iconic 
parabola-shaped tower standing there in the daylight. That's because there aren't any legal stock 
photos of the lit-up, nighttime Eiffel Tower. Which is not incidental. It's illegal to take and publish 
a photo of the Eiffel Tower at night for commercial purposes. Doing so violates French intellectual 
property law, which is among the most strict in the developed world.  
 
It's because both the Eiffel Tower and the tower's light display are considered artistic works and are 
thus awarded copyright protection. The difference is that the tower's (1889) expired in the 1950s, 
while the light display's (1985) are still in force for another few decades. 
 
The French Cour de cassation (court of last resort) has defined exceptions in which an author's IP 
can be used without permission from the original author, such as having the protected work in the 
background or off-center, or having the copyrighted work be secondary to the true intended 
subject of the reproduced work. None of this obtains if the intended use is non-commercial. That's 
why you probably won't get dinged for posting an aerial photo of the tower lit up at night on your 
story, but you'll get cease and desist'd if you sell close-up night photos on Getty or wherever people 
sell photos. It makes me wonder what the legal situation would be like for a social media 
influencer, whose Instagram is their primary income, posting pics in front of the tower at night.  
 
Apparently all the case law on the issue involves postcards. If, say, the photo of the illuminated 
tower can be photoshopped out of your postcard and still retains its essential value, then it's fine. If 
the card loses its value after you've removed the tower, then it's infringment. The test is really that 
simple, apparently. The same goes for stock photos. If it's “no-tower, no-value”, then it's copyright 
infringement. (I can't imagine a photo of an empty night sky above the Champ-de-mars carrying 
much sentimental value. But a photo of the tower with the lights edited out in post-production 
would be an interesting case—the postcard of the dark, unilluminated tower retains its 
sentimental/economic value but doesn't technically involve the specific work protected by 
copyright.) 

 



 
Within a week I found out first-hand just how far the French state will go to stiff-arm access to 
copyrighted works after I tried to log into Sci-hub, a Swedish-hosted website for pirating scientific 
articles. Immediately it 404'd. After a quick check, I found out that the domain was up and 
running, only that I'd been stiff-armed from it by the French government. A first goal-against for 
France, a country that was doing so well to make me feel politically at home. 
 
In March 2019, the High Court of Paris ordered all the major French ISPs to DNS-block Sci-hub 
and sever the flow of public knowledge, taking a seat next to Russia and India, in a move that 
probably violates the principle of net neutrality—the commitment to data 
non-discrimination—for which the EU is supposed to be a model for the world. 
 
Scientific publishing should not be a commercial pursuit protected by copyright. If copyright 
exists to protect the creative/innovative effort of an author, how does publishing a photo of a 
lit-up 130-year-old wrought iron skyscraper get in the way of that? How is downloading a scientific 
article—which any academic would happily send for free as a PDF if asked—a violation of their 
creative effort? If primary research is (mostly) publicly funded, why is the finished product not 
intended for public use? To whose benefit are these laws intended? 
 

No Surprise There 
When I wrote fiction I'd comb through what I'd written and find that I'd forcibly tried to sound 
poetic and I'd hate it. Now I'm reading my nonfiction back and finding that my style is a dumb 
person's version of what a smart person sounds like and I hate it. 
 
 

This ain't ham! 
I stayed with a host family over Christmas and they asked me if I knew who Saint Nicolas was.  
 
Yeah, duh, Santa Claus! 
 
Turns out that's wrong. Different guy entirely. Who knew?  
 
The French legend of St. Nicolas, the patron saint of children, is pretty wild. It goes like this: 
Nicolas resurrects three children who were killed by an evil butcher who wanted to sell their meat 
as ham. A bishop buys the meat, thinking it's ham. Then comes Nicolas and, able to tell that they 
weren't actually ham but, in fact, human remains, goes “Hey, don't eat that!" Then he, appealing 
to God, puts them back together.  
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And that's why we have Christmas!  
 
There are a few different renditions of the story, although that's the gist.  
 
As far as I'm aware, the evil butcher story only shares a tangential-at-best relationship with 
Christmas. The day of Saint Nicolas’ feast falls on his designated day, December 6, which is smack 
in the middle of the Advent season. That's really about it. In Lorraine, the provincial region of 
France where I spent the holidays, the evil butcher story is still apparently a part of the Christmas 
folklore, passed down from grandparents to grandchildren. The same way 
Rudolph/Santa/whatever are a part of ours.  
 
The designated-saint thing isn't just for the holidays in France. On my birthday, in October, I was 
asked who my “saint” was and didn't realize until much later that, a) it's Saint Badouin,  b) the 
French have designated saints for every day of the whole ass year, and c) there are, somehow, 366 
entire saints in this world, if you count John Cassian, by whose presence we are blessed only on 
leap years.  
 
The Catholic Church in France, to which somewhere between 41% and 88% of French people 
belong (if you include athiest/cultural Catholics), follow the liturgical calendar, which maps the 
cycle of the Christian seasons, feasts, and celebrations of saints. Lots of French people, Catholic or 
not, grow up observing feasts throughout the year, including on their “name day” (the day 
dedicated to the saint after which they're named). Which partially explains why you get so many 
traditional names in France, or names derived from biblical origin, like Louise, Jean-Paul, 
Alexandre, François, etc.  
 
There aren't any illuminations to be taken from this. Just a little tidbit for ya. 
 
 

An Unexpected Positive Consequence of Density 
I haven't seen a parking lot in four months. 
 
 

On The Walls 
Paris is a place tightly bound to the past. It's a place for remembering, by design and necessity. It's 
also younger than the cities of its stature. Though no less important to history, its memory is 
fresher, and its story more present, than the poles of European antiquity: Rome, Istanbul, Athens. 
Time has passed, and newer cities have been built, but there will never be one more modern than 
Paris. Here, modernity is embodied. The modern struggle along class and intellectual lines to 

 



replace aggression, exclusion, subjugation, fear, peasantry, enslavement, superstition, etc. of the 
classical and feudal eras with tolerance, reason, inclusion, liberty, equality, experimentation, 
aesthetic values—this struggle is Paris's last two hundred some years. And, of course, it's 
unfinished, as it is everywhere, in every political culture, where the same struggle is taking place on 
different timelines, on tracks that can and often derail. This being the case, Paris is a microcosm of 
modern life, modern struggle, and modern people with whom we share a continuity. Paris is more 
a mirror than a museum.  
 
The city has seen continual inhabitation for at least a couple thousand years, beginning as a Gaullic 
tribal settlement in the Iron Age and later as Lutetia under Roman administration in the 1st 
century BCE. Although you can truncate its story to the last 250 years without missing much; 
basically, everything from the revolutionary era on (1793-) . There's no public place in the city 
bereft of commemorations, in one form or another, to a tragedy or glory of this period. But it's 
usually the monuments to victory or conquest, like the Arc de Triomphe (1806) or Monument au 
maréchal Moncey (1870) that hog our attention. Living records of its darker chapters need a closer 
look. 
 
Some 300 inconspicuous little black slates are affixed to the walls of primary schools throughout 
Paris. They tell the story of the French government's willing participation in the deportation of 
70,000 French Jews during WWII, of which only 2,500 survived. At least 11,000 of them were 
only children. People young enough to be our grandparents.  
 

 



 
“More than 700 of these children lived in this neighborhood.” 

 
Here's a similar sign at a school in the neighboring arrondisement:  
 

 



 
“Innocent victims of Nazi barbarism and the complicity of the Vichy government.” 

 
Little black mirrors. Our reflection, their resting place. 
 
Pretty quickly I realized that these weren't an anomaly or an exception. Virtually every primary 
school in Paris has a plaque outside. Primary schools, colleges, lycées. Once you've read one, you've 
got to read all of them.  
 
I sent a pic to the group chat.   

 



 
 
That's us, up on the walls. On both sides of it.  
 
Knowing we all have the capacity to be on either side of the struggle, how we gonna play kickball? 
 
 

Disjointed List of Good Experiences 
- There's very little disneyland-ification of the tourist infrastructure; nothing feels non-local or 
catered to tourists 
- First soirée in Paris a couple guys approached me, with basically no English, and asked if I knew 
Sum 41, because they're Canadian. They told me Sum 41 was their favorite band from middle 
school, using a mutual friend to translate. Every time I passed them I'd go “Sum 41!” and they'd be 
like “Sum 41!!” And then, the last song of the night, they throw on In Too Deep, we push the 
couches to the side and shut the function down 
- A couple of times I went to pharmacies with remediable health concerns. The pharmacists and 
staff would push natural ointments and homeopathy on me. Never anything that would constitute 
frontline treatment back home. Tinctures, ointments, gummies, droppers, etc. filled almost every 

 



aisle of every pharmacy. Anything that would qualify as medicine in North America was locked 
behind the counter. There's a bit of good and bad in this. 
- Tons of old smartphones in use, with virtually no new iPhones. Everyones got an old handset 
running Android with a cracked screen. It was nice to see that people don't feel the need to buy the 
latest stuff, even somewhere as posh as Paris. 
- I was surprised by how much English-language music played in the cafes and supermarkets, even 
though most people don't speak it. I was told it's better that way, because music's often less 
disappointing when you don't know the lyrics, and less distracting. I didn't believe it until I started 
getting into French artists and finding out myself—I'd discover a song I'd really like, then translate 
the lyrics and find out how not-good the song actually is. 
 
 

Disjointed List of Bad Experiences 
- In Barbès I habitually witnessed arrests, stop-and-frisks (including on myself), probable 
overdoses, open defecation and urination on the sidewalks and bushes, a car crash, one aftermath 
of a hit-and-run with paramedics on site, plain clothes cops carding immigrants, discarded needles 
on the ground, baggies of pills changing hands, grown men on street corners conspicuously selling 
drugs who greet each other with kisses on the cheek, illegal shit being laid out and sold openly on 
the sidewalk before getting bundled up and hidden at the sight of a cop, desperate people on the 
street selling used disposable batteries, 15-year-old phone chargers, opened boxes of hygiene 
products, etc. just to make a living. 
- Was turned away/dismissed a few times after asking retail employees for help. They have a 
different idea of what customer service means, I guess. Usually, they'd just tell me to take my 
concerns to the desk 
- A bunch of high speed blow-bys in Paris, where drivers took an unsettling amount of libery to 
brush up close at the last-minute with pedestrians crossing the street 
- Was roped into a patio advertising 5 euro beers but ended up being charged 8 euros (!!) because “I 
was on the patio” and the 5 euro deal is only inside. Not bitter at all! 
- I almost certainly contracted Covid from a small, brief indoor concert in which I was wearing a 
mask and the spreader was also wearing a mask. This isn't a statement on the efficacy of 
mask-wearing, but the importance of distancing.  
- I was almost completely asymptomatic, and didn't know I'd contracted it until a week after my 
last exposure to the person I'd contracted it from. I feel really shitty about that. I recommend 
getting tested immediately if you present even mild cold symptoms in a high-infection area.  
- Virtually everone I spoke to was skeptical of Covid vaccines and expressed 
hesitancy/reluctance/refusal to receive them; I think this goes hand-in-hand with the 
homeopathy/ointment pushing and is a negative consequence of France's science skepticism and 
pharmeuticals-as-a-last-resort mentality 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2KTet3IyKTA


- All my fruit spoiled within like 2-3 days, including perfectly ripe bananas going black almost 
overnight. Not sure if they're going light on the preservatives or what. :'( 
- The weather in Paris went from sweating-while-shirtless levels of heat to winter jacket cold within 
the span of  literally 3-4 days in late September. For a guy easily agitated by temperature, that was a 
tough adjustment.  
 
 

The Table as a Sacred Space 
Eating lunch at one's desk is illegal under French labor law (Article R.4428-19 of the 3,324-page 
Code du travail). It's not uncommon to hear of lunch breaks where employees gather around a 
table or terrace and eat and smoke together for two straight hours. It's no revelation that meals are 
social experiences in France, as in much of Europe. 
 
My nights in Lorraine saw dinners that went four or five hours long, easily.  Getting out of your 
seat was for bathroom breaks or taking the next course out of the oven. By the end of the meal, 
music would be playing. From where, I can't remember. We'd shout franglish over the percussion 
to be heard. Across a table where bread is abundant, wine more available than water.  
 
Knowing I was Canadian, the hostess retrieved the photo album from her trip to Canada in the 
90s. She did the whole Niagara-Quebec City corridor. Photos of their tour bus in front of little 
VIA Rail stations in the Thousand Islands, or the banks of the St. Lawrence River. We pored over 
the photos together for an hour, maybe more, while poking away at duck cutlet or lamb. My 
French was useless, as was her English, but it was clear enough that she knew parts of my own 
country better than I did. Until then, I hadn't really felt nostalgic for home. 
 
For the French, food is more than nourishment. The table is a medium. To eat alone is a tragedy. 
To eat in front of a spreadsheet is a crime.  
 

 



 
“Visitor, who are you?”, A sign next to the door. 

 
 
Travel is an exercise in discretion. In being conscious of what I pay attention to and what meaning 
I distill from experience. But this is also a life's work. This is a step toward fulfilling that ambition. 
 
I've enjoyed my time in France. What I've found here is nothing new: liberty, equality, fraternity. 
Only now I have new ways to say them. 
 
Thanks for reading. Have a good one, wherever you are. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


