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Heading east
French people who were registered at the consulate 
(as at end of each year) 60% since 2008

*As of Nov 11Source: French consulate SMP

Tran feels the atmosphere here is
different. “It is motivating to see
everyone being active and learning
constantly, because they know they
can climb the [social] ladder,” she
said.

Raphael Beaudrey, a trust com-
pany business development manag-
er who has lived here for five years,
noticed a “stunning” rise in French
residents since 2008. Beaudrey is also
president of the local French Junior
Chamber of Commerce, an associa-
tion created last year whose mem-
bers, young professionals aged be-
tween 18 and 40, work in a team to
solve economic and social issues.

He said he had seen more and
more unemployed French people
coming to Hong Kong to look for
work. 

Cecile Lamige is one of these peo-
ple. Until late September, she worked
in London in the luxury hotel indus-
try. She quit and decided to follow her
boyfriend who had been relocated.

“I could have stayed in London,
but Asia is where it is happening
now,” the 27-year-old said. “The fact I
don’t speak Mandarin is going to
close some doors, but I have started
taking classes.” She said she had been
very busy networking and hoped to
find a job within five months.

The scrapping of wine and beer
duties in 2008, a move that helped
propel Hong Kong to become an in-
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Europe’s financial woes and Hong Kong’s position as the gateway
to China have seen the city become home to Asia’s largest French
expatriate community – and it’s a community continuing to grow

I don’t want to go
back to France, I
still have so much
to do and see in
Hong Kong
FRENCH EXPATRIATE VIVIANE TRAN

18,883
The number of French tourists to
visit Hong Kong in July this year
• That was a drop of 8.4 per

cent from the same month
last year

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Helene Franchineau
helene.franchineau@scmp.com

whole new

Getting away from a weighty tax re-
gime or seizing the opportunity to
live surrounded by nature on Lamma
Island? Eric Masson cannot quite de-
cide which reason finally convinced
him to leave France and settle in
Hong Kong in 2002. 

The 45-year-old entrepreneur,
who used to run bookshops in Paris
and in the northern French city of
Rouen, has since devoted most of his
time to his passion: the Gallic game of
pétanque, or boules. In 2007 he creat-
ed Hong Kong’s first pétanque asso-
ciation, and he also co-runs Les
Boules, the city’s only indoor pétan-
que cafe. “I don’t see myself going
back to France,” Masson said. 

Whatever their reasons for leaving
France and starting again in Hong
Kong, it seems more and more
French citizens are taking that leap.
This Friday, French Consul General
Arnaud Barthelemy will officially cel-
ebrate the 10,000th French citizen to
register at the consulate. 

This number represents a 60 per
cent rise in residents from France
since 2008. Hong Kong now has the
biggest French community in Asia,
with about 15,000 people, and be-
tween 100 and 150 people register at
the consulate every month. The
French consulate said the French
community in Hong Kong was the
second-largest among the European
countries, after Britain. At the French
International School, the trend is
clear. The school, which caters for
children aged three to 18, has about 
9 per cent more students each year,
and in the past six years pupil num-
bers in the French section have
doubled, to reach 1,666. 

The financial meltdown in 2007
and the current woes of the euro zone
have played their part in spurring
about 1,000 French people to move to
Hong Kong every year. While France
is struggling with near-zero eco-
nomic growth, Hong Kong is seen as
a dynamic place and a golden gate-
way to China. 

Orianne Chenain, from the
French Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, said that as French compa-

nies turned to more export-based ac-
tivity, they often chose to first settle in
Hong Kong and then penetrate the
mainland market. For example, in
September, electrical engineering
and power management company
Schneider Electric relocated its top
management, including its chief
executive, to Hong Kong.

The French community in Hong
Kong includes many diverse skills. “It
[the community] is very wide-rang-
ing with people from the luxury in-
dustry, finance, environmental, wine
or sourcing industries,” Chenain, the
chamber’s deputy general manager
and head of business development,
said. Created in 1986, the private or-
ganisation has 755 members and is
the biggest European chamber of
commerce in Hong Kong. 

According to the consulate, more
and more young French graduates
are trying their luck in Hong Kong
and the average age of a French expa-
triate is 30 years old. 

Viviane Tran came to Hong Kong
this summer on holiday with her par-
ents. While her family eventually re-
turned to Paris, she stayed. “Nothing
is happening in France,” the 26-year-
old said. She studied arts and Manda-
rin at university and is now setting up
her own business in Hong Kong.
Called Loulou et Camille, it aims to
provide educational activities and
games in French for toddlers.

Tran applied for a business regis-
tration and is now waiting to hear
whether her work visa has been ap-
proved. “I don’t want to go back to
France, I still have so much to do and
see in Hong Kong,” she said. 

When Tran arrived, she started
connecting with the French commu-
nity by attending several cafés ac-
cueil, social gatherings organised by
the Hong Kong Accueil (welcome) as-
sociation. She was surprised at how
many French people there were in
Hong Kong.

ternational wine hub, gave French
wine businesses a strong boost, ac-
cording to Chenain. 

“Many hotels and high-end res-
taurants like to hire French somme-
liers who have studied in French wine
schools,” said Christophe Bonno, a
professional sommelier.

Bonno, who is also the co-owner
of Les Boules, arrived in Hong Kong
in 1992 at the age of 23 and since then
has kept in touch with the growing
French community. “I think it is im-
portant,” he said. “Sometimes the
French do not really show solidarity
with each other when they live
abroad. We need to have local associ-
ations to create those bonds.” He said
the community could learn a lot from
other expatriate groups. 

One thing any French community
abroad is keen on is promoting its
culture and French events have be-
come a staple in the local scene.
Every year since 1993, Le French May
has drawn a local and international
crowd and it is now one of the largest
French arts festivals in Asia. The
French Cinepanorama, which will
open on November 24, was created
by the Alliance Française 40 years ago
and is the longest running film festi-
val in Hong Kong. And this Thursday,
several French restaurants in the city
will at the stroke of midnight cele-
brate the annual release of the Beau-
jolais nouveau, a popular young wine
from Burgundy. 

These kinds of events have helped
Clemence Robine keep a foot in both
countries. She runs Hong Kong Ma-
dame, a news website in French for
young women living in Hong Kong.
Launched with a friend a year ago,
what started as a hobby has now be-
come a full-time job. The website also
has an English version and sends
three weekly newsletters.

Clemence, who used to be a press
officer, acknowledged it took her
some time to get used to living in
Hong Kong, but she now loved it. “It
is so easy to create your own com-
pany in Hong Kong,” she said. “If I go
back to France, I know things will be
hard for me.”

Eric Masson is not even consider-
ing going back. “I feel I am more a
Hongkonger than French,” he said. 

boules game
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There are plates of cheese and char-
cuterie, quiche lorraine and tartiflette
on the menu; old advertisement
posters for the anis-flavoured spirit
absinthe are on the walls … but des-
pite a setting that could be mistaken
for a French café, Hong Kong’s Les
Boules draws a very international
crowd. 

The night the Post visited the café
in Shek Tong Tsui, Vikki, a thirty-
something Hongkonger, was having
her bachelorette party. It was the first
time she had played the French ball
game, pétanque. “I won! That’s what
I call ‘bridal luck’,” she said, sipping a
glass of pink champagne. 

Vikki said she would probably try
her pétanque skills again. “But may-
be outside, as it is supposed to be
played in sunny weather,” she said.

Les Boules is believed to be the
world’s only indoor pétanque café.

Watching from behind his bar, owner
Eric Masson said Hong Kong was
catching pétanque fever. “I already
have regulars,” he said, pointing to a
young Hong Kong man busy gather-
ing his balls on the earthy play area.
Masson said the man practised for

five hours every day. Players can rent
one of the three courts and a set of
balls for HK$40 each. 

Jason Kennedy, a music teacher at
the Canadian International School,
said he had never seen pétanque
being played inside a bar. “From out-
side, you would never think it is
here,” he said. Kennedy, who arrived
in Hong Kong in 2010, performs at the
café and was getting ready for a live
session with two other musicians.

“The variety of artists that line up
here every week makes it a perfect
place for musicians to meet other
musicians,” said Nina Plapp, a British
cellist.

Teachers from the French Inter-
national School were also unwinding
with a few beers and a game. “It does
not really matter to us if we meet up in
a French place and play a French
game,” Nathalie Neaud said. “What
really matters is that it is a great way to
have a few drinks, to catch up and
have a good time.”
Helene Franchineau

Rolling on up for a taste
of Gallic life in the east
A café in Shek Tong Tsui has brought a new legion
of fans to the very French ball game of pétanque

Nathalie Neaud tosses a ball
as she plays a game of
pétanque at the café, while
(right) Jeanine Baud
measures the all-important
distance. Photos: May Tse

What really
matters is that it is
a great way to have
a few drinks, 
to catch up and
have a good time
TEACHER NATHALIE NEAUD


