Cross-cultural Stories - Thirsty in France
by Shirley Davis


My first visit to a foreign country was an exchange visit with my pen friend in Northern France when I was in school. I lived in England, and so we went as a group by train to Dover to catch the cross-channel ferry. Then we had to catch a train and finally I took a bus to arrive in the town of Valenciennes, where I was met by my pen friend and her family. It was a long, tiring journey full of excitement for a young 16 year old. I had studied French for 5 years at school, but all of my teachers had been women. I was rather shy, and when we arrived at the home where I was to stay for 3 weeks, although I was desperately thirsty, I didn't like to ask for a drink. 

I met the family and found that I couldn't understand a single word my friend's father said! Finally I couldn't stand it any more and asked if I could have a drink. Her father quickly got up and reached for a glass, and poured a clear liquid into it, adding water, which made it cloudy. He then offered it to me smiling. I had no idea what it was, but thought it must be a type of cordial or "squash" like we had in England that was a concentrated fruit drink. I thirstily drank down the whole glassful - only to discover that it was strong and alcoholic! It was apparently anise, which is a type of liqueur! Needless to say it was NOT what I expected, and it gave the family a good laugh to start off my visit!
