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‘Suppose the way your transport system looked was just as important as the way it functioned.’

Daniel Wright
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Dear Voyagers

For a long time, I was just in the Metro. I didn’t know where I was in relation to the streets above, or even in relation to other lines. I started using the Metro in the 1970s, and it wasn’t until the 1990s that the line colours – that crucial aide memoire on the map – settled down, having long been subject to some change and variation. I was in a kind of pleasant, fluid dream world, seemingly always amid white stations, with trains arriving quickly, before I could start to wonder where they might be going. The siren before the doors closed – like a sax tuning up – and the five notes on Spanish guitar preceding the incomprehensible announcements were like the soundtrack to a film in which I was merely an extra, but I was glad to be playing even such a minor role.

The more I used the Metro, the more I liked it, and admiration deepened to what I might almost call love, although I tend to think that word should be confined to human relations; therefore I ought not to say that I love Paris, but I do consider it the most beautiful city I have seen, and it was delightful to come to the slow realisation (even though it was perfectly logical) that its beauty was being perpetuated underground. At the risk of prolonging a perhaps mawkish theme, I can say that I love my wife, and since she was living in Paris when I got to know her (we’d first met in London), our courtship in the mid-1990s coincided with my most intense phase of Metro use, and this was a harmonious conjunction.

My very first feeling about the Metro was that it was efficient: I seldom had to wait more than a couple of minutes for a train, and I think I’d been riding the Metro for years before I found myself on a train that was stopped in a tunnel, but what came to entrance me was its visual style. It was elegant, in the sense of spare and economical. Indeed, I had first fretted that there wasn’t enough to it. Most of the stations were simply white vaults, minimally embellished with signs in blue and white, as though further decorative embellishments were pending. The vaults generously straddled two tracks, rather than the fiddly practice of having one track per tunnel, as on the Tube lines properly so-called of the London Underground, so there was a relaxed openness to the Metro, which, unlike the London Underground, has never triggered my incipient claustrophobia. Most station entrances were also minimal: green railings around a tempting staircase (admittedly with dream-like iron replicas of plants, with lamps for flowers, sprouting from them in some cases). The trains were sparse, too – especially the older ones: white metal boxes on wheels, with hard seats. This sort of minimalism seemed part of the appeal of Paris in general, symbolising the confidence of the city. For a thing to work, it needn’t be complicated; less is more.

In this sense, the Metro reminded me of a bar that used to be in the 6th Arrondissement until the elderly proprietress died or (as I prefer to think) retired to the South of France. The place reminded me of a 1950s kitchen: bright light, pale blue lino floor, Formica-topped tables of a similar colour and pine chairs. On the wall behind the counter was a menu featuring half a dozen drinks, corresponding to half a dozen bottles on the counter. As in one of Georges Simenon’s Maigret novels, the default drink was white wine, which the proprietress measured out by filling small tumblers to the brim. All customers received a complimentary saucer-full of salted peanuts with each drink they ordered. The only other food option was a hard-boiled egg. A rack of these on the counter was topped off by a red plastic bauble, the one touch of bold colour in the place. There was no attempt to make the bar cosy, but it was a relaxing place to be nonetheless, everything being so simple and comprehensible, and it was always a bit of a wrench to leave.

I began to find the same about the Metro. If I took a train with the ostensible aim of going to some minor museum or gallery, I might (on arrival at the right station) weigh the prospect of my visit against the option of taking another train and deepening my acquaintance with the system – a chance to ponder, for example, its distinctive but elusive smell to which I was apparently becoming addicted. There have been many attempts to characterise this, as we will be seeing, but with its cloying but not unpleasant sweetness it reminded me of the emanations of the Rowntree’s chocolate factory in my native city of York. (In ‘Walk Like the Man’, a piece about Hemingway’s Paris for the ‘Time Out’ Book of Paris Walks, Michael Palin wrote that the Metro ‘smells of caramel’.) I also became fascinated by the various techniques of illuminating the white vaults. There is an almost cinematographic concern with lighting on the Metro.

I began to develop a list of places to go on the Metro, rather than places in Paris per se. I liked to make for those stretches where the train begins to tilt upwards, straining slightly to ascend – and then the City of Light is suddenly manifest in the most literal way with perhaps, the Eiffel Tower directly adjacent (if you’re on Line 6), or Gare du Nord main-line station arrayed below (if you’re on Line 2). Running along viaducts flamboyantly decorated with classical motifs, the elevated Metro seems high-spirited at having made an illicit escape. These trains, when not running directly alongside against treetops, give views directly into people’s third-floor apartments: prosperous ones from Line 6, less prosperous ones from Line 2; and a photograph of any Metro train traversing the Seine would make a perfectly good postcard. I also liked visiting the ends of the lines, to run around the loops frequently sited at termini, which afford behind-the-scenes glimpses of lonely, troglodytic men tending parked trains, special signals, shadows and shafts of light intermingling.

On a day trip to Paris, I might spend more than half the time on the Metro. In fact, I once wrote an article about how to have a day out on the network, which I thought an original idea until I bought a book dating from 1970 called On Rails Under Paris by the curiously named B. J. Prigmore (who, incidentally, once wrote a book about Swiss railways with a C. W. Sex). Prigmore supplies an itinerary for just such a day, and we will be visiting most of the spots he recommended.

I began to read about the Metro as keenly as I’d once read about the London Underground, and this small book is intended to provide a shortcut to the things I most liked about the system. (It is small enough to be carried in a fairly large pocket, and I hope it will be so carried by readers touring the Metro, with the best possible companion a Metro map.) I don’t think the London Underground ever seduced me in the way the Metro did, but I found it fascinating on first acquaintance, and in both cases I had the useful perspective of the outsider: I’m an Englishman in Paris, just as I was a Yorkshireman in London. As a young man newly arrived in London I found the Underground exotic, eccentric, often beautiful. I was poised somewhere between nightmare and dream in a great tangle of tunnels that surely ought to be untangled according to some rational plan, but obviously that would be too expensive. And not only was I in it, but so was everyone else as well. I wanted to explain this bizarre phenomenon to myself, and to other people, so, after having written a newspaper column about the Underground for five years, I wrote a history of it, and lest I seem hard on the Underground in what follows, I would not have written that book had I not had a strong affection for it. In Metropolitain, I regularly invoke the London Underground for perspective, as a benchmark or comparison, which I think is valid because the London Underground was the world’s first metro, and Paris, having taken a long cool look at it, decided to do the opposite. In some ways, at least.

I also began to seek out films that featured the Metro, my favourite being Le Samouraï, starring Alain Delon as an assassin whose pale face and blue eyes co-ordinate perfectly with the colour of Metro stations. It is quite impossible, by the way, to imagine Alain Delon on the London Underground.

I decided that knowledge of the Metro would give me purchase on Paris. We’re talking about savoir faire, that important Parisian currency. ‘Paris intimidates its visitors when it doesn’t infuriate them,’ writes Edmund White in The Flâneur: A Stroll Through the Paradoxes of Paris, ‘but behind both sentiments dwells a sneaking suspicion that maybe the French have got it right, that they have located the juste milieu, and that their particular blend of artistic modishness and cultural conservatism, of welfare-statism and intense individualism, of clear-eyed realism and sappy romanticism – that these proportions are wise, time-tested and as indisputable as they are subtle.’

That was my own view, but I could never enjoy Paris unless I had a response to Parisian intimidation, and while I could never take on the city itself, I could take on the Metro. I would become an underground flâneur, secretly aiming to know more about the Metro than the average Parisian, and there did seem to be an opening here, because most of the authors I enjoyed reading on Paris never mentioned the Metro; there seemed a conspiracy of silence about it.

The best-known Metro novel is Zazie Dans Le Metro (1959) by Raymond Queneau – charmingly filmed under that name in 1960 – whose central joke is that Zazie, who has worshipped the Metro from afar – that is, from the French provinces – doesn’t get to ride on it during her trip to Paris, because of a strike. And I had been reading Georges Simenon’s novels featuring Inspector Maigret for years before it occurred to me that, despite living and working in Paris and being apparently unable to drive a car, he never seemed to take the Metro. It turns out he does take it, but rarely, and he doesn’t like it. A November 2006 article by Murielle Wenger on trussel.com, which is dedicated to Simenon and other matters likely to interest readers of this book, such as Metro maps, gives chapter and verse. ‘The Metro, it’s true, is the fastest method of locomotion,’ Wenger writes. ‘But Maigret is not a man of speed; he had need of all his ponderousness, of his slow rumination to bring his cases to a successful termination.’ She gives examples. From ‘Death of a Nobody’, a short story collected in Maigret’s Christmas: ‘the Metro, which smelled of bleach and where Maigret had to put out his pipe’. (Maigret could smoke on Parisian buses if he stood on the rear platform.)

In Quartet (1928) by Jean Rhys, a novel steeped in Parisian practicalities, the characters always take trams, for heaven’s sake, even though trams were no cheaper. And here is Ernest Hemingway, sidestepping the Metro in his memoir of 1920s Paris, A Movable Feast: ‘I would walk along the quais when I finished work . . . There were many ways of walking down to the river from the top of Cardinal Lemoine.’ Did he know that Line 7 went the same way? Of his colleagues from the literary ‘lost generation’, we must be grateful to Ezra Pound for having deigned to notice the Metro, or the people on it, as described in his two-line poem (which I assume would be expensive to quote, any part of it constituting a large part), ‘In a Station of the Metro’. It has been much discussed, sometimes cited as the quintessential Imagist poem. My own prosaic contribution would be to mention that, according to Pound’s own recollection (mentioned in Volume 1 of Ezra Pound: Poet, by A. David Moody), it describes a scene at Concorde station, where he saw a succession of beautiful faces.

George Orwell was very interested in the London Underground, in the sense that he hated it for its promotion of the commuting lifestyle, but he has nothing to say about the Underground, and very little about the Metro, in Down and Out in Paris and London (1933). He did occasionally use Line 6 for the twenty-minute ride from his lodgings near Place d’Italie to Cambronne, near the restaurant where he worked as a plongeur, or washer-up. This would have taken him over an elevated section, but if that lifted his spirits, he doesn’t mention it. In the mornings, he ‘fought for a place on the Metro’. He finished work at half past midnight when he might accept a glass of brandy from the patron. Then, ‘As a rule the last Metro was almost empty – a great advantage, for one could sit down and sleep for a quarter of an hour.’ He did feel that every Metro fare was a waste of one franc fifty, but it might be that descriptions of Metro or Underground rides were at odds with his ‘down and out’ persona.

Marcel Proust never went on a Metro train, despite the engrossing chapter in Graham Robb’s Parisians: An Adventure History of Paris headed ‘Marcel in the Metro’. It’s a bit of a Zazie Dans Le Metro situation, in that for Proust the Metro ‘might as well have been a fantasy by H. G. Wells’ – this even though from 1906 he lived on boulevard Haussmann, ‘less than 300 yards from the Saint Lazare Metro station’. In August 1906, Proust did spend ‘two hours wheezing’ in Saint-Lazare main-line station while trying – and failing – to muster the strength to descend to the Metro to travel to Père Lachaise for his uncle’s funeral. (Of course, Proust would reach Père Lachaise eventually, in 1922.)

Proust does mention the Metro in Sodom and Gomorrah, volume four of In Search of Lost Time. On 30 January 1918, he had perhaps witnessed, from the back of his chauffeur-driven car, Parisians seeking shelter in Metro stations from a bombing raid; he certainly read of it in the next day’s newspaper. His imagination then took over. ‘Some of those Pompeians, as the fire of heaven rained down on them, descended into the corridors of the Metro, knowing that they would not be alone there; and the darkness that irradiates everything like a new element abolishes the first phase of pleasure and offers direct access to a domain of caresses that is normally attained only after a certain length of time.’

It seemed I admired the Metro more than most Parisians, and that made me even keener on it: I was sticking up for the underdog. Of course, I only ever saw the Metro in optimal circumstances: that is, while on some kind of holiday, and usually travelling during the off-peak. I have lived in Paris for brief periods, but never had to commute there, never had to tangle with that world-weary Parisian jingle: ‘Metro, Boulot, Dodo’ (‘Metro, work, sleep’, which is an abbreviation of a line of a poem, ‘Couleurs d’Usine’, by Pierre Béarn). But it did seem to me that Parisians were ungrateful for what they’d been given. I’ve just been reading Christine Féret-Fleury’s novel The Girl Who Reads on the Metro, in which the central character seeks to escape a life of nine-to-five drudgery. The book opens with an evocation of her daily journey to work on the Metro – on the ‘ordinary’ days: ‘days when the stops, warning signals and clanging were regular, the days that weren’t exceptionally overcrowded, when there weren’t any accidents, terror alerts or strikes, and no unscheduled stops to regulate the service. Ordinary days. The days when you feel as though you’re a cog in a well-oiled machine.’

Now this daily journey takes place on the above-mentioned elevated section of Metro Line 6, where I always feel as if I’m flying. At one point the character exits from one of these elevated stations (not her usual stop), and the only acknowledgement of its situation is that she is quickly in the surrounding streets. If the story had been set on the deeply buried, murky Northern Line of the London Underground, the character would probably have been fighting her way to the surface along crowded corridors and up overloaded escalators. Even on the cover of The Girl Who Reads on the Metro – which is an enjoyable novel, by the way – Line 6 looks attractive as it heads into a blur of golden light: sunset or sunrise, the line running broadly east–west.

Not only have I never commuted in Paris; I have also never spent any long period of time in its less glamorous suburbs, and I ought to concede that the Metro has long been an elitist railway. It has served Paris, and its two million relatively prosperous residents, far more effectively than it has the relatively less prosperous ten million who live in the other seven départements of the Île de France region. By ‘Paris’ here, I mean Paris proper, which is the territory bounded by the most recent of the defensive walls that denote the history of the city like the rings of a tree trunk: the Thiers Wall, which was built in the 1840s and demolished at a leisurely pace between the end of the First World War and 1932. Paris proper counts as a single commune – the largest one in France. It is also a département. All other French départements include many communes; the département of Paris only the one – and I’m afraid we are not quite done with the neurotic intricacies of French local government.

The Metro serves the suburbs of Paris less well than the Underground serves those in London. Harrow, say, which is in Greater London, 13 miles from the centre, has an Underground station. People living in Noisy-le-Grand, a commune 9 miles from the centre of Paris in the département of Seine-Saint-Denis, do not, at the time of writing, have a Metro station, but Paris is about to embrace its near neighbours.

Noisy-le-Grand is one of the 123 communes within the three départements of the ‘Petit-Couronne’, or ‘small ring’ – a term denoting the départements immediately bordering Paris, and these are to be joined with Paris (and seven other outer-suburban communes) in a new administrative body called the Metropolis of Grand Paris, which was created in 2016, the outcome of a vision for Paris and its neighbours first enunciated by Nicolas Sarkozy in 2007. So there will be a Greater Paris, just as there is a Greater London. Many ambitious construction and regeneration schemes aimed at ‘territorial rebalancing’ have been inaugurated by the Metropolis. There is also a parallel project being undertaken by a different body, the Society of Grand Paris, and this is a vast 35-billion-euro expansion of the Metro called Grand Paris Express. The centrepiece will be a new, orbital line – Line 15 – whose primary role is not to connect the suburbs to Paris in the old, condescending, radial way: it will connect the suburbs to each other, although there will also be radial connections to it, by extensions to existing Metro lines, and there will be a station to serve Noisy on Line 15.

In addition, there will be two other, outer orbital lines, numbered 16 and 18, which, on the map of the GPE, are like handles placed either side of the central circle – imagine the steering wheel of a racing car. Line 17 will head off tangentially from Line 16 to Charles de Gaulle Airport north-east of Paris. Construction of the Grand Paris Express began in 2016; it is scheduled to be completed in 2030 and, this being France with its great dirigiste energy, it probably will be. (The early Metro was built at lightning speed, and by a man whose name meant lightning, as we will see.)

With that in mind, the Metro evoked in this book may well become known in years to come as ‘the classic Metro’ or ‘Metro. 01’. But I think this original network will be spoken of with affection (even by Parisians), despite its history of exclusivity, because it is a beautiful thing, just as the Grand Paris Express will be, and it is significant that the new lines are going to be branded as part of the Metro rather than as part of the RER, the Réseau Express Régional, big brother of the Metro, which serves the suburbs more comprehensively than the Metro, but lacks the Metro’s glamour. I think of that as a real-world railway, as opposed to the delicate tracery of the Metro, which serves the fantasy-land of Paris proper.

I hope that, as a foreigner, I will be allowed some other indulgencies or liberties by any French readers. For instance, I’ve spoken of the North and South Banks of Paris, because to call them the Left and Right Banks seems perverse when you look at the actual map. And, even given that I am English, French readers or speakers might find too little French in this book and too much English. I have tended to translate into English and, with all due respect to the e-acute in ‘Métro’ as written in French, I have left it out. To my English eyes, it would be too cluttering, and besides, the accent has usually been omitted from Metro station signs.

The title of this introduction is a translation of ‘Chers voyageurs’ – the pleasingly formal way in which the travelling public are addressed on Metro announcements. It does sound, and look, better in French, of course, so I have adopted ‘voyageurs’ for regular use in the pages that follow, but I don’t like it when presumably bilingual English authors quote big chunks of French without translating. They’re usually just showing off, knowing their readers will be too ashamed to complain that they couldn’t understand. (By the way, I’d much rather think of myself as a ‘voyageur’ than a ‘customer’, which is what I am on the London Underground.)

I’m not bilingual, to say the least, even after a year of being badgered by the emails of Duolingo. I can read French slightly better than I can speak it, and I was once informed, by a French person, that I had ‘the accent from hell’. Part of the reason I’m intimidated by the French is that they can speak French, surely a sadistically difficult language, where you must learn not only the noun but also its gender – and how’s that going to play out in an increasingly androgynous world, I’d like to know? And why is ‘Metro’ masculine? The Paris Metro, by the slightness and delicacy of its forms, its chicness and fashion-consciousness, is definitely feminine.

If I do display a lack of savoir faire and too much gaucherie in what follows, I hope I will be forgiven, because this book is, after all, a billet-doux addressed to the most stylish railway network in the world: the Paris Metro.
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