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It takes only a healthy imagination
to feel at home in France. -

“ITIS the only sport]I can think of,”
Serge Taravel says withathick accent
and ashrugging demeanour thatis
almosttoo French to be true, “that
you can playwith one hand onadrink
and the other on the ball.”

Serge holds up his glass of red wine,
looks across the petanque piste and
smiles. I'start grinning too and reflect
howwonderfulitistobein France,
Except of course, I'm notin France.

Newspaper expense accounts are
notwhatthey once were and neitheris
the Australian dollar. So I'm in Sydney
imagining I'm there. It's surprisingly
easyto do and the savings are huge.

It all started with breakfast:
croissant, espresso and an unfiltered
Gauloises cigarette. OK, Iskipped the
last-mentioned —and famously
pungent-course, and wentfora
second coffee. Sometimesyoucanbe
too authentic. i

Myreading material was the Le
Courrier Australien, nowinits 116th
yearand claimed as the oldest foreign-
language newspaper in Australia.

Conveniently, some sectionsarein
English. No suchluck with SBS's
French news, which s, frankly, woeful
inits cricket coverage.

Jean-Jacques Garnier, Sydney's
| French Embassy cultural attache,

- pointsoutthataswell asthe obvious—
fine food, wine and fashions—
Sydneysiders can usually choose
between three French movies atthe
cinema, several good French-trained
actors onstage and a Bizet opera or
Debussy concert on offer somewhere.
 Rightnow, there's the terrific Monet
| And TheImpressionists exhibition at
~ theArt Gallery of NSW. Or, if on a tight
budget, go to the nearby Botanic
Gardens, lookata pondandsquint.

Tlunched on abaguette jambon
fromage in the cafe at the Alliance
Francaise, sited temporarily above
‘Wynyard station while its Clarence
Streetheadquarters are remodelled.
It'sagood place to be surrounded by

people speaking French, evenifsome

of them are practising that eternal
question: “What time does the train
leave for Marseille?”

The alliance’s jovial director, Herve
Devoulon, says the French

communityissmalland doesn’treally
stick togetherin Sydney. He says even
atMaroubra, home to the
International French School of
Sydney, the nearby shopsdon’tboast
aFrenchrestaurant.

Butenoughofthat. It's time for
petanque, ortraditional Frenchboules.

There are 1200 registered playersin
Australia, manyof them from France
or Mauritius. I'm at Canterbury with
the delightfullynamed Boules Artistes
(boulesartistes.org.au) and
discovering akind of aerial lawn bowls
thatis quite addictive.

Despite his droll comments about
holding a glass while playing, club
member Taravel, from Lyon, takes it
seriously and admits youneed “abit
ofskilland finesse”’. He'snotwrong.
The tactics can beintricate too.

Club member Sue Begley
represented Australiain the Asian
championshipslast November. Strike
anopponent’s ball justright, she says,
and itmakesa ‘‘lovelycracking
sound” asits zips away.

“Icallitdancing the ball... whenit
comes outofyourhanditlooks
perfect, theflight ofitis perfectand if
ithits the rightway, it’s just alittle

- momentofperfection,” shesays.

" Begley says petanque is meditative
too. “Itcanbelike a game of chess and
youcangetlostinit.”

Aswell as the festive season, 'tis the
season of beaujolais nouveau,
released each year on the third
Thursday of November. It's a light and
fruityred thatyoudrink more because
itisnouveau than beaujolais.
Nonetheless, each vintage issent
around the world with great fanfare.
I'choose to consume my Georges
Duboeuf2008with friends as Jacques

- Brelsings tousfrom thestereo.

Anywine connoisseur will tell you
thatbeaujolais nouveaumustbe
consumed promptly. We are very
much on top of the job. I pour second
glasses and slice more roquefort
cheese asBrel sings of drunken sailors,
jilted lovers and the coming of war, It's
great to be in France. Even when
you'renot.

Tomorrow: India
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