












of February 21, 1890: "Blouet has all the wit and grace 
that one expects in a Frenchman, and is a clever critic 
of manners. He has learned one trait of the Ameri­
can people by heart, and that is their good nature. 
He has found out that an American audience wdU pay 
money to hear themselves talked about, even though 
they are made ridiculous." The reviewer observed fur­
ther that the lecturer had seen America only superfi­
cially— that his comments were limited to the rail­
roads and streetcars and to the travelers met en route, 
but that whatever Blouet had perceived he reported 
with singular vivacity. Thus, "The American was the 
only man under the sun in his estimation who can play 
poker and swear a blue streak one hour, and sing 
gospel hymns with just as much gusto the next hour. 
Foreigners were adepts in one or the other, but never 
in both." 

Blouet also praised the gallantry toward women 
which had made the American world famous and 
declared that although the United States was as yet 
a youthful nation and its typical citizen probably not 
yet born, tbe time would come when it would exer­
cise an influence unparalleled by that of any other 
nation.^* Apparently whatever umbrage might have 
been taken at Blouet's censure of American manners 
was dispelled by his practised compliments and in­
variable amiability. 

In England! 

PAUL BLOUET was the only professional humorist 
imported by Major Pond in his long career of catering 
to American audiences, and Pond remarked astutely 
that the Frenchman lost some of his favor by writing 
several rather acidulous books on the sights and per­
sons he had observed.^" Despite Blouet's inveterate 
good nature and jocularity when on the lecture plat­
form, he was unable or unwiUing to expunge com­
pletely from his writing his Gallic barbs. His wdt 
flashed with a rapier's speed amid the peccadilloes 
of Anglo-Saxon humanity and flicked the quiddities of 
Briton, Scot, Gaul, and Yankee. It was, as a conse­
quence, not surprising that a raw spot should be ex­
posed now and then by the swordsman's skill. The 
American public, perhaps remembering the savage 
indictment administered by Frances Trollope a half 

" Minneapolis Journal, February 21, 1890. 
"°J[ames] B. Pond, Eccentricities of Genius: Memories of 

Famous Men and Women of the Platform and Stage, 235 (New 
York, 1900). 
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In France 

\'n America 

century earlier, was not always ready to accept such 
treatment with complacency.^^ 

The lyceum phenomenon represented by Blouet is 
today obsolete. Certainly the partial reporting of 
speeches by newspaper, radio, and television bas 
made it inadvisable for any platform celebrity to tour 
the country and deliver the identical lecture from 
every rostrum. But in 1890 the lecturer found it need­
less to vary his remarks other than topically, with the 
result that the press reports of his lectures include 
the same anecdotes and the same inferences. The 
reader of Blouet's books, too, will find that he was 
not averse to dwelling on similar ideas in successive 
volumes. Such matters as the insolence of American re­
porters, the liveliness and inaccuracy of American 
journahsm, the annoying curiosity of strangers whom 
one encountered while traveling, the phenomenal 
rapidity of city growth in the United States, the 
Yankee's consummate contempt for distance — these 
subjects constantly arrested Blouet's attention and 
formed the nucleus for a string of illustrative stories. 

These stories did not lack point, for, as Pond well 
said, Blouet was the "heroic mirth provoker of his 
time." To realize the peculiar ffavor of his humor, one 
has only to examine the illustrations in his volume, A 
Frenchman in America.^^ One series depicts the typi­
cal English, French, and American married couple: 
the English lord and master stalks into a room with 
force and emphasis, his mate almost bidden behind 
his ample figure; the French couple glide along to­
gether wdth perfect mutual sympathy and under­
standing, each holding the other's hand; but the 
American wife brushes vigorously forward with a 
swish of her Victorian skffts while her husband trudges 
meekly in train. 

Blouet's remarks were obviously based on swift, 
often incomplete observation of men and manners as 
tbe traveler was catapulted about America in the Pull­
man cars which he so much admired; and too often, as 
the Minneapolis Times noted, they were bounded by 
the streetcar and the cuspidor.^^ Blouet had the flair of 

^ See Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans 
(1832). The writer of the sketch of Max O'ReU's life in the 
Dictionary of National Biography remarked that the French­
man followed in the path of Voltaire and Taine, that he was 
a tolerant and shrewd observer, mixing flattery with his criti­
cism. 

'^Pond, Eccentricities of Genius, 235. The illustrations were 
the work of the American commercial artist, E. W. Kemble. 

^ Minneapolis Times, February 21, 1890. 

Spring 1966 19 



The Pullman car 

the trained journalist for the picturesque, for the ec­
centric, for the high lights, regardless of whether they 
were representative. Indeed, he himseff was often the 
best example of the false practices of which he accused 
American reporters. 

Twin City audiences seem to have appreciated 
Blouet's sallies even if they did not value his social 
criticism too highly. The articulate, witty Frenchman, 
renowned equally as raconteur, soldier, and journahst, 
was a pleasant contrast to the usual midwestern plat­
form fare, and as an entertainer he occupied a niche 
only a few steps below that of the already immortal 
Mark Twain. Blouet received no more significant com­
pliment than that which classified him as almost a 
native humorist. 

ALL CARTOONS used with this article are from Blouet's 
book, A Frenchman in America, which is cited elsewhere. The 
pictures on pages 14 and 15 are from the Northwest Maga­
zine of March, 1885, April, 1887, and February, 1888. 
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