Postcards from Paris: The French are good sports
by Jessica Binkley, a student at Savannah Arts Academy
*Editor's note: Jessica Binkley is a Savannah Arts Academy student who is spending the year as an exchange student in France.

When I came to France, I had no idea which sports were popular, except for soccer. I had never really paid attention to the medals that the French had won in the Olympics or seen any French sports stars on the Wheaties box. But when I did find out about all the different sports, I was amazed.

I'll start with the most popular sport in France, SOCCER!!! In France, it's called football so I get a little confused with American football and French football. In fact, American and European football have the same status in their own countries. Everybody watches soccer, every little boy plays it and they all want to grow up to be Zinadine Zidane. In case you don't know, because I didn't, Zidane scored two out of the three goals in the championship match of the 1998 World Cup, so he is now a hero. Also, like the Super Bowl, everybody watches the World Cup and not just for the commercials. Also, every region in France (there are 87) has its own team and each team has bunches of supporters. The soccer matches I have seen here are much more violent than the matches in the U.S. Last year, two people were killed at a match.

When I came to France, I was extremely excited because I thought my soccer skills would improve, but I was a little disappointed. Girls don't play soccer much and there aren't many female teams. When I tell people that I've played, they do a double take and stare at me weirdly. I still get to play a little, with some boys, but not nearly as much as I wanted to.

The next two most popular sports would be basketball and handball. Basketball is extremely popular and both sexes are equally represented. In this past Olympics, the French men's team won the silver medal (behind the U.S.). In fact, many players would like to go to America to play in the NBA.

Next, handball. This is a crazy sport that I'd never even heard of before. It originated in Germany and it's kind of a mix between soccer and basketball. To get points, you have to throw a little ball into a net that resembles a soccer goal, only smaller. I've tried to play it before and it's pretty hard. In France, this sport is very popular. In fact, the French are the world champions.

Other popular sports include dance and cycling, which are both legendary. All the moves and positions for ballet are in French and the Tour de France is one of the most popular cycling competitions worldwide.

Some of the sports that are rather unknown to me, but are widely practiced here, include fencing, horseback riding, judo and boxing. The reason that boxing was a little strange is because it wasn't the same boxing that I had seen. There are about 15 styles of boxing, including French, English, American and Thai.

Although basketball is popular here, most "American" sports aren't. American football is played all over Europe in countries including France, Germany and the Netherlands, but isn't very popular. Baseball is almost unknown and cheerleaders are more of a joke here than in the U.S. On the other hand, all of the "extreme" sports, skateboarding, BMX biking and snowboarding are very popular. 
Other links  to French sports:

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/sml/links/french1.htm#Sport
http://fmc.utm.edu/~rpeckham/sport.html
http://www.richmond.edu/~jpaulsen/sportjeu.html
