
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The First Time 
 
La Gentilhommière was a bar. To my small-town eyes, it seemed big and mean and wrong for me. I stood there on my 
first night in Brest, balancing on the curb across the street. Teetering as if on the edge of a cliff, I gazed at the 
endless window that was the façade of the bar. The images it released from inside terrified me. Of course, I played it 
cool. But Marie sensed I was uncomfortable and did everything in her power to make me feel worse. 
 “I forgot,” she sneered. “You’re not old enough to drink in the States. This place will be a shock. Don’t let my 
friends scare you.” She laughed something else about sticking up for myself if somebody insulted America. I took that 
as a warning and started thinking about insults to the French: Your language is ugly. Your food is garbage. What 
could I say? I wondered if I’d even get my suitcases unpacked before my first black eye. Marie grabbed my arm and 
pulled me across the street. I didn’t know her, really. She was the daughter of the family I would be living with for the 
next three months. What kind of welcome was this? 
 Marie walked ahead of me into the Gentilhommière and took off for the restroom, leaving me alone in the 
entrance. I tried to look as tough as possible, back straight, hands on hips. I looked right and left, surveying the 
territory with what I hoped was a “don’t mess with me” attitude. I guess I looked stupid standing there by myself, but 
I wasn’t moving until my guide reappeared—Marie was my only ticket through this foreign land.  
 She called my name and gestured for me to join her on the other side of the room—through a jungle of 
cigarette smoke and odd-looking people. I dodged tables and pool cues, making my way across the bar. Already 
perched on the lap of some dark-eyed snake, Marie introduced me to her boyfriend, Eric, then went around the table, 
presenting her seedy-looking friends. There was Marianne. She had a sneer just like Marie’s. Pascal was her 
boyfriend; he shook my hand limply. Cyrille was laughing loudly and yelled “bonsoir” across the table. Ronand was 
the friendliest, raising his beer and drinking to my health. But his girlfriend, Odile, just stared at me. There were only 
six chairs. I looked around to find another. A passing bartender pointed to one against the wall. He smiled warmly. 
 I sat next to Odile. Marie asked what I wanted to drink, but ordered a kir before I could answer. That was 
new to me too. The little French I could speak wasn’t good. The same bartender brought over a dark, sweet drink and 
welcomed me to his establishment. He’d overheard the introductions and said cheerfully that any American was 
welcomed in his bar. I thought he probably extended that invitation to everyone, judging by the appearance of his 
clientele. They were exotic looking. A lively group of kids in black clothing jumped between the tables in one corner. 
Their hair was dyed in different colors and gelled straight out in jagged spikes. They were playing a game with the 
black chairs. Another group sat on tall stools near the bar. They were older and more subdued. Five men in black 
leather jackets sat in a tight circle around a beautiful, dark-skinned woman. She held their attention, talking slowly 
with great intensity. Every few minutes, the men would cheer and swig their beers. They communicated with such 
emotion, it was intoxicating to watch.  
 My table was quiet. Marie and her friends seemed to be doing the same thing I was doing, looking around. 
Odile asked me suddenly if I liked French cinema. I replied that I hadn’t seen much but enjoyed what I could find. 



Everyone was pleased by this, so we talked a while about film. The conversation changed course, eventually, and I 
went back to studying the bar. Now that I felt more at ease, the room did not seem as large as before. It was filled 
with many odors. I could distinguish coffee, toasted cheese, beer, and cigarettes, and the combination was not 
unpleasant. In fact, it was intriguing, giving life to the room. Most of the floor was filled with small tables and chairs, 
light and mobile so people could move them around to suit their needs. I had the impression this gave visitors a 
sense of belonging, as any group could be easily accommodated. The lighting was dim but comfortable, creating 
shadowy retreats in corners where couples sat closely together. 
 I liked the bar. It swept around in an L-shaped curve, and was decorated in red and black. The bartenders 
looked friendly and conversed with people. They seemed to balance their attention between the bar and the tables. 
One found a minute to shoot pool with the two men who never seemed to finish their game. I loved pool. I wanted to 
join in, since the conversation at my table had stalled. I never got the chance, since Marie stood up and arbitrarily 
decided it was time to go. 
 Everyone got up at the same time and began to exit before I’d even finished my drink. I threw some coins 
down on the table and quickly followed them to the door. On an impulse, I turned back to look. The bartender gave 
me a little salute. I smiled and waved. I decided to try to come back, for conversation and a game of pool—er, billard.  
I would leave Marie at home.  
 

* * * 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Last Time 
 
In May of 1986, La Gentilhommière completed a three-month transformation, opening its celebrated doors for the 
second time. Throughout the spring, I’d walked back and forth in front of the bar, either heading toward school, the 
Lycée de l’Harteloire, or into the city center. The pounding clamor of jackhammers had become a familiar sound in 
the quarter as a small construction crew toppled walls and redesigned the floor plan of the bar. Yet the extent of 
the work had remained concealed behind a partition of opaque plastic that encircled the building’s façade. The 
reconstruction had been cloaked in secrecy and anticipation, but we worried about what we’d find at the end of it 
all. I hoped the changes wouldn’t upset the fragile balance of atmosphere and clientele that made the bar so 
special. 

Located at the corner of Avenue Clémenceau and Rue Duquesne, La Gentilhommière—or Gentil’ho for 
short—is the hub of Brest’s younger crowd. The entire façade swings around one corner of a major intersection, and 
plane-tree-lined parking lots face the building on the opposite sides. The bar drew its clientele from all over Brest. 
As an urban student, I knew the Gentil’ho from a particular viewpoint. Every night, the young set breathed life into 
this bar, and you knew this to be true from the dramatic entrance. Unending glass flanked each side of the double 
doorway, creating a theatrical setting. Seated along each window were participants in the spectacle, already served 



and waiting for the night to begin. The parade of personalities was rich and diverse, each prepared to give the 
entrance some style and individuality. 

I remember one group of athletic young men led by a stunning girl in black leather. Holding both doors 
open, the males stood back, allowing the girl to enter first. She would then inspect the atmosphere and lead the 
group to a table or the bar, depending on what the evening would develop into later. Another group wore tweed 
and Oxford cloth and chain-smoked Peter Stuyvesant cigarettes in a corner over small cups of espresso. Still 
another group invariably entered late with all the rambunctiousness of a circus. These fun-loving night owls were 
the punk-rock activists of Brest, identified by their baggy black clothes, inventive hair styles, and good-humored 
laughter. Like clockwork, their arrival marked the transition from pre-evening to the heart of it—a point of 
decision-making about what dance club, or boîte, to head off to next. The Gentil’ho was a bar, a watering hole, a 
place to gather but not the last stop of the night.  

No bar can be everything to everyone, but the Gentil’ho succeeded in being so much for so many 
different tastes. If you followed the rule—have style and create atmosphere—you had a place. There were several 
reasons for this tolerant environment. Primarily, the décor was neutral. The smoky, open space of the bar was 
packed with small, round cocktail tables and simple bentwood chairs. Nothing restricted a group from expanding 
or decreasing in size or arrangement. The walls were covered in a dark red velvet and the lighting was dim, 
creating either remoteness for intimacy or warmth for group debates. One corner, screened slightly by the bar, 
featured pool tables and pinball machines. Another corner was outfitted with a jukebox containing all the latest 
hits. The air was never without the pulse of European dance beats, which seemed to unify the diverse clientele. 
The bar itself was sumptuous—long polished oak trimmed in worn black leather. Tall stools brought you right to 
the edge, or as close to your companion as you wanted to be. The two bartenders were friendly and shrewd, 
directing the Gentil’ho with grace and good sense.  

I visited the bar for the last time during a citywide festival—the 300th anniversary of a Siamese royal 
visit that had included elephants and christened Brest’s main street as Rue de Siam. The wide avenues swelled 
with celebrants like me, each searching for a sidewalk café to rest and watch the parades. Naturally, I headed for 
the Gentil’ho. It had reopened its doors to the public just that week. The chic, shimmering design of the interior 
startled me, and I saw my face reflected in new mirrored panels. Rushing back and forth from tables to bar, two 
unfamiliar tenders served the hodgepodge visitors with indifferent haste. I sipped a beer and tried to feel the grace 
and style I had known there. All around me, loud and raucous people were spilling beer on the freshly tiled floor as 
they made disturbing scenes. I looked carefully. No regular patrons entered the bar. These new people didn’t know, 
or care. I finished and got up to leave, turning to wave to the bartenders. They didn’t notice.  
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