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More than a year in Provence - Planes, trains and automobiles  

The reality of it all suddenly sank in at 6.45 AM as I waited in the cold rain for the coach that 
would begin my maiden voyage to school in a foreign land. This would be the first of many 
commutes - a true test of mental stamina and nerve when you realise just how small the 
window of opportunity was to make this trek in only 1 hour 30 minutes! For information, the 
journey from village to city took 30 minutes by car but was impossible if the snow fell for 
more than 24 hours (a regular occurrence in the winter months!). Missing the coach meant 
missing the train, which in turn meant missing the tram and obviously missing your first 
couple of classes. There’s nothing quite like arriving late on your first day. 

Moving to France was quite a big step for my family even if my parents knew the country 
pretty well after having visited for several decennia. [Note that this was just prior to Peter 
Mayle publishing A year in Provence and signaling the green light for hordes of English 
tourists to experience the French Riviera, so this really was unknown territory.] We finally 
settled in the Isère region with a pied-à-terre a few hundred meters above sea level in the 
Alps in a small village called St. Geoire en Valdaine, population 1500. We had enjoyed a few 
summer and Christmas holidays in St. Geoire so the initial move wasn't that unfamiliar. I'd 
prefer to think of it as an endless holiday where we decided not to pack our bags and head 
back across the Channel. In any case, I was only 12 years old so I was fairly oblivious to 
what was at stake with such a major decision. However, my big sister, 16 years old and 
enjoying every aspect of a city that never sleeps, was not all that stoked to find out she'd have 
to replace London's endless list of concert venues and night clubs with a community hall and 
two bars, one of which closed at 7PM. 

English tourists in the region during the holiday season was nothing rare, but spotting a 
couple of holiday goers ready to board your school bus at the crack of dawn was a shock to 
anyone (even us!), so the local rumor mill went into overdrive with tales of the bizarre duo 
that was my sister and I.  It was late 1991 and Grunge was sweeping through inner city youth, 
but small French villages were still heavily influenced by 80's pop music and Miami Vice 
fashion. Our teenage counter parts wore a blend of pastel coloured shell suits, trainers and 
peculiar mullet-style haircuts with mandatory blonde highlights. My sister and I went to the 
complete opposite of the fashion spectrum with baggy cargo trousers, ragged flannel shirts, 
long moppy hair and Doctor Marten boots. The scene at the bus stop was like Vietnam 
Veterans at a Wham video shoot. 

So, we wait eagerly (it's cold at 6.45 AM in the Alps) for our one and only coach to begin the 
journey into new lands. Luckily the bus arrives on the dot and we sit together at the front 
trying to ignore the dozens of eyes staring at us from the rows behind. With knowledge that 
traveling from St. Geoire to Grenoble would take approximately 30 minutes by car, we both 
settled down for 1 hour 30 minutes of unabashed public transport pleasure. 

The second segment of our adventure was the train from the nearest civilised town, Voiron, 
to Grenoble's Central Station; A dull clunk along the tracks with a carriage full of middle-
aged men and women also staring in wonder at the two weirdoes that just boarded their train. 
Finally, as the train pulls into Grenoble, my sister and I literally leg it across the tracks and 
platforms to grab a tram across town to reach our final destination: School. We weren't 
running for the joy of meeting our academic brethren, but because our epic journey was timed 
to the minute. We left at 6.45 and arrive at 8.15 just in time for the first bell to ring. Mission 
accomplished. 
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Now we just had to wait until class ended to start the whole adventure all over again in 
reverse. The fun really came when a new friend accepted the offer to stay over at our house. 
The look on their faces as they were dragged out of bed at 6.30AM, then the fatigue that 
wracked their bodies as they experienced a tense 1 hour 30 minute commute.  A very rare 
occurrence shared only by a few favoured individuals (word must have spread fast...).  

Ralph Lloyd-Davis 
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