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Foreword to 5th Edition of “ABCs of Parenting in Paris”
by Polly Platt

I'm sitting here with the 5th edition of “ABCs of Parenting in Paris” open on my lap, in an ecstasy of
envy just looking at in the index: Baby Sitters! Bilingualism! Dentists! Driving in France! and imagin-
ing the thrill of moving to Paris with this treasure. No desperation! No staggering around in a bewil-
dered fog!

This book is packed full of everything a foreign mother in Paris needs to know or even possibly might
need to know, whether it's prenatal or postnatal, up through the French school system and French
bureaucracy. Furthermore, it is clearly, appealingly presented, clearly, concisely written, sensible and
sensitive. Bravo to Kay Roudaut, the founder of MESSAGE and Lynne Chaillat, the editor of the first
guide in 1984, and the team who put this new 5th edition together.

There was no MESSAGE, no book like this -- other mothers had a husband with a company or an
embassy to help -- when | arrived in Paris from Vienna in 1967 with my three half-Austrian, German-
speaking daughters, ages 7, 9 and 11. Before rushing back to Vienna, Ande, my new Serbian hus-
band, presented us to his two little French sons, Pierre and Stéphane, ages 3 and 5. Since the
Caesarian death of their mother they had been living in Paris with their Roumanian grandparents.

Now, except for the grandparents, we would all be living together. Without Ande. He couldn’t give up
his job there with a UNESCO branch until he figured out what he might do in Paris to pay the rent.

What language he expected us to communicate in he didn’t say. My daughters didn’t speak French
or even English, though they understood it, sort of. The little French boys spoke only French. In
fact, Pierre, the 3 year old, didn't speak anything. For that matter, he could hardly walk. He was
autistic, but we didn’t know that then. The grandparents said he was a little slow.

The first thing | needed to do was find an au pair, or at least a baby sitter. How should | do that? I'd
be driving a lot, what were the things | should know in France -- with its reputation for competing with
Spain for the most road accidents in Europe? | needed to find a doctor for Pierre. After a few days
it was clear that he wasn't just “a little slow” but practically comatose. He just lay there all day. What
kind of a doctor?

I had assumed that the Roumanian grandparents would be helpful. But they had no answers for any
of this. It wouldn’t have helped much if they did, for my schoolgirl French was Greek to them and
their French (they had no other language but Roumanian) was a waterfall for me.

This was the beautiful romantic city everyone raved about? Being stranded alone in the Gobi desert
couldn’t have been much worse. Besides, my daughters were miserable. They wanted their garden
in Vienna.
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| finally made my way to the American Cathedral. The then Dean had no time to see anyone who
proposed giving less than one million dollars to the Cathedral, but a member of the Junior Guild took
pity on me and got me started until Ande got back. She initiated me to the fine points of driving in
France (otherwise known as horrors). | found an au pair -- an American who spoke French -- and
a dentist for the children who spoke English. | didn’t find a doctor for Pierre, that would have to wait
until | could convince Ande that this was serious. Meanwhile, the G.P. | did find weighed him, mea-
sured his height, and said he was a little slow.

All of this is beautifully indicated and explained in “ABCs of Parenting in Paris”. Even facilities for a
child like Pierre are tactfully suggested in the Health and Medicine, Childcare and Education chap-
ters. Everything else imaginable is also indicated, even an alert about lead poisoning and advice
about breast pumps.

The only thing missing is Trilingualism. Not that this is a pressing concern for anyone else. | didn’t
realize it was for me, either, until a luncheon one Sunday at a country auberge. Ande was visiting
from Vienna, and we had mostly gotten through lunch with our usual language mix: Ande speaking
French to the boys, German to the girls and English to me, the girls speaking German to him and to
me and trying hard to get a few words in French out to the boys. Stéphane, a great talker, rattled
along in fast-forward French | didn’t understand a word of.

Towards dessert, the father at the table next to us leaned over to me and said in careful, slow French:
“Madame, | think | have understood that you are speaking three languages in your family?”
“Oui, Monsieur,” | said.
“Eh bien, Madame, I'm a doctor, and | must tell you that this is very bad for the children.”
To which | longed to say, “Very bad for me too, Monsieur”

Polly Platt is the author of “French or Foe?: Getting the Most Out of Visiting, Living and Working in France” (Distribooks) and
“Savoir-Flair: 211 tips for Enjoying France and the French” (Culture Crossings Limited).
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Introduction to the 5th Edition of “ABCs of Parenting in Paris”
By Petite Anglaise

Living in Paris as an expat is one thing, living in Paris as an expat mother, or mother-to-be, is
another kettle of fish entirely.

There | was, feeling as Parisian as the next person, having lived in the city of light for eight long
years, when | became pregnant. The little | knew about pregnancy, childbirth and parenthood
came from observing friends and their experiences in the UK. At the end of the day, | thought,
naively, how different could things really be in France? Aside, of course, from the fact that | would
obviously need to familiarise myself with a whole new area of vocabulary, so as to be able to hold
forth at length about the status of my cervix, as pregnant women have a tendency to do.

A birth plan? “Never heard of one of those!” the French midwife replied, dismissively. “Anyhow, the
only say you are likely to get in the matter is at what stage in the proceedings you would like to
have an epidural.”

Gas and air? “If you are having problems with flatulence, we can have a chat about making some
changes to your diet,” the gynaecologist said, sympathetically.

This was going to be more complicated that | had thought.

With the benefit of hindsight, | wonder if it might not be a good idea to set up a master class for
expat expectant mothers. Modules on surviving Paris: which pushchairs fit through metro turn-
stiles when tipped backwards at a 60° angle, the (few) métro stations without (many) stairs, the
handful of restaurants with genuine no-smoking sections, high chairs and/or changing facilities.
Also featuring the “Pushchair Proficiency Test”, a diploma designed to teach new mums the skills
needed to negotiate the pavements of Paris without any mishaps.

Other optional subjects might include how to speak assertively and obtain that precious “reserved”
seat on the bus/métro, and how to embark on salary negotiations with a North African nanny who
is an expert in the art of bartering.

And of course, last but not least, how to work the system in your favour via judicious use of your
offspring. Did you know, for example, that having an under 4 with you entitles you to jump to the
front of the queue at the taxi ranks at Paris railway stations? Or that a carte enfant+ entitles up to
four people accompanying the child to a 50% discount on trains? Or that supermarkets will deliver
your shopping for free if you are visibly pregnant??

In the absence of such a master class, the “ABCs of Parenting in Paris” makes indispensable
reading.

Petite Anglaise is the author of a blog about life in Paris, which can be found at www.petiteanglaise.com
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