B e g
for a holiday. But this time 1
shall have no worries about
taking my ‘obstacle’ with me, U

ordered, tickets to be
bought or
directions to be

sought. If I tried to
do the talking, he
was there to rescue
me when [
floundered; or, more
often, when I asked a
question in French
and - terrifyingly - the
French person answered.

I passed my O-level French in
the 1950s, and scraped a D-
grade at AS-level more recently.
Like many English people who
studied the language years ago
to pass a written exam, [ had
never been encouraged to speak
everyday French and [ knew the
solution was going to be a scary
one: I must go to France on my
own and somehow cope for at
least two weeks without having
my own personal language
consultant on call.

[ looked through the
classified advertisermnents in
French Property News, and found
one for the Tara Institute, which
Is in Léran, a village in the
Ariége department in the
foothills of the Pyrénées. The
fact that the advertisement said
that enquiries could be made in
English gave me the courage to
dial the number. Dominique
answered and gave me details of
the courses she offers. | was
encouraged to hear that the
classes would be very small, so I
decided to join the next
available course.

I flew to Carcassonne, where
Dominique met me in her car.
After a 50-minute drive through
rolling countryside, we arrived at
the institute, established in her
nome, a former 19th-century
Zonvent in Léran,

Model students
There were two other students,
both women. I was anxious
because, as an older learner, |
have struggled in classes full of
bright young people who excel
in rapid-fire French chatter I
needn’t have worried. Although
the three of us were at different
levels, Dominique was able to
get us working together. I also
liked the way she introduced us
to everyday speech right from
the beginning. My other concern
was how I would cope with total
immersion in French. Although
Dominique tried to ensure that,
when she was with us, we
spoke French, she immersed

us fairly gently.

Students and teacher ate
lunch together — with
conversation in French - and
Dominique clearly enjoyed
introducing us to phrases in
common use. The students also
help to prepare the evening
meal so, after classes on the first
day, Dominique took us to
Super-U, the supermarket in
nearby Mirepoix. This was where
we shopped most days for the
meal and it provided our first
experience of hearing and
speaking the language outside
the classroom. At the check-out,
we soon picked up the phrase
‘Bonne fin d'aprés midi’ - the
French equivalent of the
ubiquitous ‘Have a nice day’.

The students socialised with the locals at the
local café bar in the evening and shopped for
food in Mirepoix

Supermarkets make foreign-
language shopping easy but
Léran's small épicerie was more
demanding because we had to
ask where things were, It was
the same with the boulangerie,
where we took turns to buy the
baguettes for breakfast.

We students spent some time
in Léran’s café bar during the
warm September evenings. We
needed, of course, to make the
effort to talk to local French
people rather than to the English
who live in the area and use the
café bar,

The peaceful surroundings
made Dominique’s house an
ideal place to concentrate on the
task. There were large bedrooms
with bathrooms attached, and
the classroom was part of the
house. Lessons were from
9.30am until 12 noon, then from
1.30pm to 3pm.

Our teacher stressed the
importance of taking breaks
from study but she was
nevertheless keen that we
should leam par cceur - by heart
- many essentials of grammar.
Dominique gave us textbooks
that were written in French, but
they were clear and
straightforward. Having them
with us in the evenings allowed
us to consolidate what we had
learnt, and it was useful to be
able to take them home to
England and continue learning.

Dominique’s

10 top tips

1) Forget nous; people use on
instead in conversation, e.g. On va
au marché ce matin.

2) Forget the future tense, which
the French use only when
speaking of plans for the far-
distant future; instead use aller plus
the infinitive, e.g. Je vais acheter
une nouvelle voiture.

3) Bon is used for everything
physical, such as food or drinks.
Bien is used when a well-
performed action is implied. You
would say Cest bien about a letter
when you were referring to the
way it was written.

4) Say Jaime ¢a, or Je déteste ¢a, as
Je l'aime is reserved for people.

5) Note: Jaime bien Paul, who is un
copain. To say Jaime beaucoup Paul
is stronger - he is un grand ami.,
But Jaime Paul means‘l am in love
with Paul!

6) When you are asked Vous voulez
un café? the answer is Ouj, je veux
bien, and not merci, which in
French indicates refusal.

7) Do not ask for un café au lait, Ask
for un café, un grand créme, un petit
créme or une noisette (with very
little milk).

8) Ask OUr sont les toflettes? The
word is always plural.

9) Don't say A bientot when you are
going to see the person again the
same day. Say A tout a ['heure

10) Avoid Il est nécessaire gue .

The French say Il faut que plus the
subjunctive, For example, Il faut
quej'y aille,
dominique@tara-institute.com



