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waiting noun
BrE /'weΊtΊŋ/

1. the fact of staying where you are or delaying doing something until somebody/something comes or something happens

2. the fact of working as a waiter or waitress

OXFORD ADVANCED LEARNER’S DICTIONARY


Introduction
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As I write this Paris is quiet. Her avenues empty. Her shops, bistros, cafés and restaurants all shuttered. Weeks of lockdown have reduced our worlds to the dozen or so square metres we call home.

The city holds its breath, dreaming of a return to normality, which in Paris means sitting in cafés or bistros, on terraces or in the parks. Of eating well and eating cheaply. This is the Paris we all love.

Nothing beats the luxury of the restaurant. You walk in, someone shows you to your table, a menu appears and then you sit back and relax and watch as the parade of plates, glasses and bottles appears and disappears before your very eyes – like magic.

Though Paris arguably democratized dining out, it is still a luxury, the very definition of it. During lockdown, the unceasing buying, preparing, cooking and then washing up after ourselves have reminded us of that. That’s why we think so much about it. About dining out, food and of course – restaurants.

And nowhere epitomizes the world of restaurants better than Paris.

A Waiter in Paris begins in November 2011. Three years after the financial crisis and almost two years after I’d graduated from university. Fallow years during which I’d held down a string of petty jobs in London that included call-centre work, labouring, flyering, and (possibly the high point!) selling soft pornography to Eastern European TV channels. All while I applied for other, more ‘prestigious’ jobs. Jobs that didn’t appear to exist anymore.

The question, on the surface, was relatively simple: in a post-financial crisis world, what were we, as university graduates with humanities degrees, meant to do with our lives? The answer, however, evaded me. And so, with nothing tying me to London, short on money and options, I decided to take up an offer from a wonderful French girl, Alice, to come and live with her in Paris. She was moving there from London, and I could stay with her until I got on my feet. It was the perfect solution. Fulfilling my desire to have an adventure and finally get my life moving somewhere.

When I arrived, it was with a single bag of clothes and a couple of books, including the one that arguably had got me into reading and writing and excited by the idea of Paris many years earlier, George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London. One of his lesser-known works, in which he recounts his time living and working in near-destitution, first in the French capital and then in the British. With Orwell we peered under the surface of what it was really like living in Paris back then, and it was far from the glimmering parties of F Scott Fitzgerald, or the literary salons hosted by Gertrude Stein, with Hemingway, Picasso and Matisse.

It was never my intention to work in restaurants. I naively thought I’d find a ‘proper job’ when I arrived in Paris but, as in London, it never materialized. And so, with time and money running out, like many, I opted for waiting as a solution. It was a way to immerse myself in the city, avoid expats, teach myself French and, looking back, prove to myself that I could do something with my life; that I could be an active protagonist in my own story, instead of just a passive casualty of the economic times.

Unbeknown to me, it was the beginning of a great adventure – slipping into the world of Parisian restaurants. A world, it turned out, that had changed little from when Down and Out was begun in 1929 – the year of the last great financial crash. It was an experience that started a lifelong love affair with France and Europe. But also one that taught me the values of hard work and humility. It taught me that you can do something if you put your mind to it. And, likewise, that there’s a whole world of possibilities out there. You’ve just got to have the courage to believe in yourself and then throw yourself in.

In Paris, waiters are as omnipresent as the tricolore flag or the Eiffel Tower. They are everywhere: on the terraces working, out the back of restaurants smoking, propped on bars at the end of the night exhausted. They’re so ubiquitous that we tend to ignore them, which is what they want. Unless there’s a problem, when we let them know about it; or we give them half a thought as we chuck a few coins on the table after a meal. But have you ever wondered what it’s like to be a waiter? To end up spending your life waiting tables? The truth is, it’s a cruel existence. You live week to week, often under sadistic managers, with a wage so low you’re fighting each other for tips. It’s physically demanding, frequently humiliating and incredibly competitive. A world hiding in plain sight governed by archaic rules and a petty hierarchy – populated by the most incredible cast of characters you’ll ever come across: thieves, narcissists, former Legionnaires, wannabe actors, paperless immigrants, drug dealers…

And with unfettered access to the kitchens of Paris, it certainly makes you think twice when choosing where you will spend your own pitiful wage when you do eventually eat out.

In total I spent more than four years doing various waiting and bar jobs across the city as I tried to build a career as a writer. A Waiter in Paris is that story, and although based primarily on an experience in one particular restaurant, it is in reality an amalgamation of all my experiences. It’s not really my story; I was merely an observer passing through. ‘A camera with its shutter open’, as Christopher Isherwood wrote of his time in Berlin. The real heroes of this story are the people I encountered there. To that end I have changed the names of everybody mentioned in this story, including the name of the restaurant, which fortunately – and rather unsurprisingly – has since closed down.

Of course, this isn’t really a story about a restaurant. It’s a portrait of contemporary Paris, and by extension France. Slice a Parisian bistro in half and you will be presented with a startlingly accurate cross-section of contemporary French society. A multilingual, multi-ethnic, complicated and highly nuanced picture. With the rich and White up top, the poor and Black down below and everyone else – including you – in between. Yes, Paris may not be France, but all of France can be found in Paris.

If you don’t believe me, the next time you go down those narrow stone steps in search of the toilet in a Parisian bistro, take a look in the kitchen and tell me how many Sri Lankan or Black faces you see. They’re there for the same reason that I was up top, above ground, a Caucasian waiter.

As a result of my experiences – both the highs and the lows – and the incredible people I met and worked alongside, I felt almost duty bound to write this book. To give a voice to an invisible workforce. To tell it how it is.

So yes, the setting is Parisian, and the language French, but these stories are much more universal; they’re being played out right now in London, Paris, New York, Berlin, Madrid, Rome and beyond. We just often choose to ignore them. Focusing instead on what we want to see: the food, the decoration – the façade.

And then there’s the wonderful French language. How does someone who doesn’t speak a word of French (full transparency: I don’t even have a GCSE in a modern language) understand what’s going on? Well, I quickly learned that, providing you understand the context of what is being spoken about, even if you pick up only one in every ten words, you can often get the gist. The brain does a magnificent job of filling in the blanks – which is how I’ve tried to write the dialogue throughout the book. Unless indicated, everyone spoke French to me, making no concessions to my Englishness. As we will see, I muddled through.

A Waiter in Paris is my attempt to tell the story of the people who live and work on the other side of the swinging door marked ‘PRIVÉ’ and a little of what it’s like to live in Paris and be a waiter in a Parisian restaurant. Or, at least, try to be a waiter. As it turned out that – like most jobs I’d applied for since graduating university – the restaurant profession didn’t think I could do it either.

If there’s one thing to take away from this book, I hope that it is this: the next time you’re eating something that seems too good a value to be true, spare a thought for the people who are paying the real price. And, if you can, spare them some of your change, too.

We’ve been told that the world post-Covid-19 will be different. I sincerely hope it is, especially for those who find themselves in the restaurant industry.

Edward Chisholm
March 2021


Amuse-Bouche
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It’s lunchtime and the tables in the dining room are filling up. The waiters in their smart black suits and bow ties are looking professional, busy – and distinctly French – as they scurry about handing out menus, taking orders, fielding questions and finally disappearing, like assassins, or monks, through the small swinging door at the back of the dining room.

I stand there watching it all, trying to hide my mounting panic, wondering if I should come clean with one of them – take them aside and tell them the truth: that I’ve absolutely no idea what I’m doing.

But I can’t even do that. It would alert them to another fact I’m keen to hide: that I don’t actually speak French. I’m in the middle of a smart restaurant in the capital of France, dressed – to all intents and purposes – as a Parisian waiter, and I can’t even speak the language.

This isn’t some small café or local bistro. This is a genuine, full-blown Parisian restaurant, replete with a terrifying woman at a lectern by the door, an army of surly waiters, a directeur who looks like Napoleon Bonaparte’s (much taller) cousin and a spiteful manager who wants me gone because he knows the truth: I don’t belong here.

I’ve managed to swing the job (if it can be called that) through a series of well-timed shoulder shrugs and a pre-learned monologue. If they find out now that I can’t speak French, that will be it. I must fit in at all costs. If I don’t, whatever this is – a job or trial shift, I’m still unsure – will be over and I’ll be back to padding the frozen streets of Paris from dawn until dusk with a folder of CVs.

The present facts are these: I arrived sometime after dawn in a cheap, baggy suit and have until recently been kept away from the other waiters, like the Minotaur, in an underground cellar as I polish glasses until my fingers blister.

From the brief moments I’ve been around the other waiters I hear the same word, ‘runner’, which I assume is me. Of course, I’ve no idea what a runner is, and even less idea of what he’s actually meant to do.

So, as the restaurant continues to fill up with elegantly dressed Parisians, I remain as still as possible to avoid being noticed; watching the other waiters for clues – anything that allows me to decipher how it all works, how the machine runs. They move like clockwork, locked in some strange choreography, moving without thought, one step ahead of their diners; adding and removing silver cutlery; slight bows; chairs pulled out; white serviettes laid across laps; wine uncorked and served with Gallic ceremony; discreet smiles, nods of the head…

Needless to say, I have neither pen nor notepad. I’ve no idea what’s on the menu, nor how to take orders, nor indeed if I should. I’ve no idea where the food comes from, nor how it’s made, nor even who makes it.

Quite naturally diners attempt to attract my attention, but after a couple of unsuccessful attempts at trying to understand them, I stick to ignoring them, which is surprisingly easy and gives me an air of professionalism.

Just when I think I’ve finally succeeded at blending into the heavy red curtain behind me, I notice the thin-faced manager in his grey suit, prowling on the other side of the dining room.

The restaurant, which is decorated in a classic French style, with high ceilings and low lighting, flaking gold-rimmed Louis XV mirrors, wallpaper with fleur-de-lis motifs and large single-glazed windows that let the flat light of a Parisian winter illuminate the whole scene, is now almost full. From the tables, light chatter, the delicate clinking of cutlery on ceramic, and expensive perfumes waft upwards to the world of the waiters, who soar above with giant silver trays, the white cloths draped across their forearms trailing behind them like an aeroplane’s vapour trail.

The thin-faced manager is now closing in fast, so in a last-ditch bid to look busy I decide to make a beeline for the swinging door at the back of the dining room. The door is light and swings both ways on its hinges, depositing the voyager into a world where the air is cool, there is no smell of perfume and certainly no polite chat.

But it’s more than a door, it’s a threshold – beyond which lies an entirely different world, one I glimpsed this morning: a labyrinthine world of kitchens, prep rooms, storerooms, cleaning rooms, locker rooms, bin rooms, corridors, hidden staircases and more. And then there are the people who animate it. The hidden faces of Paris. The people whose job it is to toil away in the shadows so that you can have your meal at a decent price.

Ahead of me is a dim, low-ceilinged, flagstone corridor leading down into the bowels of the building. On the air drift the smells of cooking, the distant shouts of men and the sharp crashing and banging of metal.

Behind me, on the other side of the door, hundreds of Parisians are waiting to be served food in the opulent surroundings of a well-known restaurant.

It’s the boundary between two worlds: the Paris you see and the Paris you don’t. And I want to know what’s there, what goes on behind the city’s façade.

Suddenly, the manager with the thin face bursts through the swinging door and begins berating me, pushing me forcefully up the dark passageway towards the source of the mysterious sounds and smells.

‘____ ______ ______!’ he yells.

I’ve no idea what he’s saying, but he’s clearly angry.

‘Je suis le runner,’ I try.

‘_ ____ ____ putain runner!’ he snaps.

There’s something in his tone of voice that confirms it. I am the runner. How hard can it actually be?

With each aggressive shove from behind he pushes me further along the passageway, deeper into the machine, closer to the strange noises and odours. With a last push I trip down some steps and into a small room. There’s a huddle of three men, all of them waiters, crowding around some kind of opening in the wall. There’s a lot of shouting going on. They push, shove and yell at one another. Finally, like spooked pigeons, they disperse, their silver trays laden with delights, the thin-faced manager shooing them up the passageway and back into the dining room.

I’m alone again, the mysterious waist-height opening in the wall is clear. The heat lamps burn red, like the entrance to Hades. In the dark room on the other side a shadow moves about.

‘Allô? ’ I say.

No response. Moments later a bell rings. The shadow materializes into a dirty white jacket – the lower part of a person. Then silently a pair of hands pushes out a plate. They’re followed by a voice: ‘Service!’

I stand there, frozen. Absolutely no idea what I’m meant to do. If I take the plate of what looks like foie gras, where do I take it?

‘Service!’ This time more insistent.

Screw it. I’m taking it. I have no idea where to – but what’s the worst that can happen?
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