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Diet, Health, and Overall Lifestyle: Abbeville versus Oklahoma City
The old adage states: you are what you eat. It is no secret that the French and American cultures are extremely different in many aspects. But do the root of these divergences stem from a dichotomy between a fundamental aspect of both countries, the diet? Probably not, but this spring I was fortunate enough to travel to Abbeville and observe just how different the city of Abbeville was from my hometown, Oklahoma City, in the diet, exercise habits, and overall health of the inhabitants. 
I still remember my first day in France. After we arrived in Amiens around noon, I, along with another fellow, met up with our French correspondents. One of the first things they asked us after greeting us was: “Are you hungry?” Perhaps I felt shy, or maybe I was still satiated from the meal provided on the international flight; nevertheless, I replied softly: “Non, merci; et vous?” My host, Anne, looked back at me guiltily, replying: “Oui. En France, nous mangeons beaucoup!”And with those humorous words, we dove headfirst into my first cultural dining experience during the trip: a French pizzeria. 
I noticed a couple important dietary habits of our French friends at the restaurant that held true during my visit. Firstly, the girls ordered water instead of soda or other beverages.  Anne told me that soda was not extremely popular among students and that the only time she drank it was on Saturdays. Contrastingly, soda is a prevalent component of the lives of many teenagers Oklahoma City. Among my friends, I can think of at least four who drink a couple cans of it each day. Another thing I noticed was that our correspondents used a fork and knife to eat the pizza. Using utensils slows down the consumption of a meal and enables a person to eat less. It seemed like the inhabitants of Abbeville used a fork and knife for almost everything, even things that one would consider typical finger foods such as French fries. 
In Abbeville, most people eat three meals a day. The first meal, breakfast, is eaten generally between seven and eight in the morning, though sometimes earlier due to work. Breakfast is a light meal. At my house, breakfast generally consisted of hot chocolate, a small pastry, or cereal. The second meal, lunch, is eaten between noon and one in the afternoon. Lunch is a bigger meal than breakfast, but smaller than dinner. Most of my lunch experiences were at the high school’s cafeteria. 
Compared to most Oklahoma City cafeterias, I definitely found the dining hall at Lycée Boucher de Perthes to be favorable in terms of health. One thing I noticed is that the cafeteria listed the calories in everything it was serving, a luxury that most Oklahoman dining halls do not have. There was not a soda fountain; the cafeteria only served bottle water. Moreover, there was a greater variety of options at the Lycée than at many high school cafeterias in Oklahoma City. There were salads, crudités, yogurts, breads, cheeses, fish, beef, hamburgers, fries as well as various other options. As delightful as the cafeteria was, the novelty of it wore off after a couple days and we found ourselves venturing into town, exploring the various boulangeries, cafés, and markets- all unforgettable trademarks of my stay I will discuss later.
The cafeteria, though beneficial in the way it provided nutrition facts and a lot of options for its students, had its fair share of setbacks as well. For every healthy option the cafeteria provided, there existed an equally or more unhealthy alternative. With the help of the high school’s dedicated nurse, Madame Pierre, I conducted a survey of what exactly the students were choosing to eat. French Fries were a favorite among students, as well as bread and fried fish. Out of the different groups of food, carbohydrates were unequivocally the most prevalent in most students’ diets. Furthermore though the cafeteria listed the calories in the dishes and sides, it omitted the calories in the deserts it provided. I do not know if this was intentional, but I definitely think that it is important to list the calories in deserts too because a deceptively small éclair or tart can be extremely fattening in actuality.
Dinner in Abbeville was my favorite meal of the day.  In Oklahoma City, I usually eat dinner at around six in the evening and very rarely near seven. In Abbeville, dinner was usually eaten around eight at night. Though there is a substantial gap between lunch and dinner in Abbeville, students do not generally snack after school, an activity that is very common with students in Oklahoma City.  Every night, dinner is comprised of several courses. The first course is a salad. The second course is the main dish. The main dishes I tried at Anne’s house were all fantastic. Among my favorites were the Ficelle Picarde which is a crepe filled with mushrooms, ham, cheese, and gravy and the Boeuf Bourguignon, comparable to a red-wine beef stew. After the main meal came another favourite of mine: the cheeses. From pungent to sweet, from white to light yellow, each cheese had a distinct character. The cold cheese complemented the hot main dish extremely well and was served usually with bread. After the cheese came dessert. My host family was not too enthusiastic about deserts. Usually we ate yogurt and fruit as desert; however on Mardi Gras, Anne’s mother cooked the traditional crepes, which we all devoured with Nutella and strawberries. One thing I noticed about the cuisine was the freshness of the ingredients. My host family purchased a fresh baguette for dinner every day, and bought meat from the butcher. The freshness of the ingredients was evident in the taste of the food. 
As I mentioned briefly before, one of the most memorable parts of my trip was the visits to the boulangeries, supermarkets, and cafes in both Abbeville and Paris. The boulangeries were enjoyable because they served fresh pastries everyday such as éclairs, pain au chocolats, and tarts. Initially, I wondered if these bakeries tempted young individuals to eat unhealthily; however Anne informed me that snacking and buying pastries was not too common unless the student wanted a quick bite to eat after doing a sport or exerting physically some other way. I guess the novelty the bakeries posed to the four Americans was enough to get us to indulge every chance we could! 
 My host mother was kind enough to take me with her to a grocery store, and I walked with the other fellows to the outdoor market one Thursday morning. The grocery store was not too different from its American counterpart. The only difference was that the Abbeville supermarket contained greater quantities of the staples of the French cuisine such as bread, cheese, and yogurt.  The outdoor market, however, was different from anything I have ever seen in Oklahoma City. There was fresh meat, vegetables, and seafood, among other things. There was also hot food that was being brewed right in front of us. One thing I remember particularly was a fragrant stew brewing in a huge caldron outside. 
I visited several cafés in both Abbeville and Paris. The portion sizes at the cafés as well as the other restaurants were so much smaller than they are in Oklahoma City. Even the choices on the menus seemed to be healthier; deep fried items were practically non-existent. The most important thing I noticed at these places, however, was the length of time the French took to complete a meal. Many people sat at the cafés for hours at a time, relishing their meal and enjoying good company or the overall ambience of the location. The time the people took to eat a simple meal is admirable. I have noticed in my high school that many students scarf down food when they are hungry. This often leads to overeating.
Many good components of the French diet and culture that keep the people of this country fit are being slowly eroded by an invasion of American culture. Starbucks is dabbling there, and McDonalds are spreading quickly. Many students in Abbeville seemed to be enamored by the idea of fast food, in particular McDonalds. I visited a two-story McDonalds in Amiens, and it was completely packed, many tables sporting empty Big Mac Cartons.  Though Anne was not a lover of McDonalds, she still went off campus for lunch often to get chicken nuggets and fries. I found it ironic that the things we were so sick of in Oklahoma were so enticing to the Abbeville students and vice versa. The situation truly typified the notion that the grass always seems greener on the other side.
 In addition to better eating habits and healthier ingredients, the amount of exercise that students completed in Abbeville was admirable as well. At the Lycée, each student was required to take a physical education class. Anne chose to partake in rugby twice a week. She advised me to go to an aerobics class instead of playing rugby with her because she told me that it was extremely rigorous and occasionally got violent. I remember how Anne looked after a game of rugby. She was always so exhausted yet pleased with herself for completing such a strenuous physical activity. Although Anne was more athletic than the average student at the Lycée, she informed me that most of the students found a way to exert physically even outside of the mandatory physical education classes. She informed me that the Lycée was extremely conducive to exercise and even had a heated Olympic sized pool where students could swim. In fact, each student was required to pass a swimming test before he or she graduated from the Lycée. When I visited the pool after school one day, I was impressed by the pristine condition of the pool, in spite of the large number of students who swam every day.  Outside of school too, Anne and her friend Chloé stayed fit by taking part in competitive horse-back riding. During my stay, Anne was training for a race which she was competing in the following week. 
I was able to tour the gym facilities as well during my stay in Abbeville. It was interesting to see how similar the gyms were to those in Oklahoma City. The gyms weren’t very populated in Abbeville. I visited on a Friday evening, and there were only a group of men playing on the basketball courts and a cluster of little girls at a ballet lesson.
Even aside from formal exercise, I found that the inhabitants of Abbeville walked much more frequently than those of Oklahoma City.  Abbeville is a small town, and consequently, public transportation is a way of life. Many students walk to school, the market, church, and other places. I personally walked a lot during my stay, frequenting places such as markets, churches, the train station, as well as other locations. When the fellows and I had a free period, our favorite activity was walking into town and looking at the charming shops and occasionally bought a pastry or two from a boulangerie.
I think that the mindset that individuals have towards health and exercise plays a large role in the health of a population. I conducted surveys in both Abbeville and Oklahoma City to see how important of an issue health was to the students of each city. From the surveys, it seems like exercise is more important priority at the Lycée. I was pleased to find out that both groups of students found the issue to be extremely pertinent in their lives; however, the students of the Lycée seemed to take more action to implement their goals to live healthy lives.  Exercise was much more common among students of the Lycée and snacking and eating fast food was much rarer.  The students of the Lycée seemed to care more about their physical appearance too.  I noticed at the Lycée that there were few students who were overweight and very who were obese.
Though many aspects of the French diet and modes of exercise were favorable compared to the corresponding elements in Oklahoma City, Abbeville students faced several issues that are not as prevalent in Oklahoma City.  One of these issues is smoking. Outside of the Lycée every morning and throughout the day, there were always huge clusters of students smoking.  One of the fellows’ correspondents, though only sixteen years old , was addicted to smoking from a young age because his parents were chain smokers. This addiction to nicotine is undoubtedly present in Oklahoma City among both students and adults; however, the percentage of people in Abbeville that smoked was much greater than the percentage of smokers in Oklahoma City.
 One health problem among youth that is more of an issue in Oklahoma City than Abbeville is the abuse of alcohol. A substantial amount of students at the Lycée do partake in underage drinking, but binge drinking does not pose a significant problem like it does in many schools in Oklahoma City, where peer pressure to drink is extremely potent. I think the reason that the reason alcohol abuse is not as prevalent of an issue is that teenagers in Abbeville are exposed to alcohol healthily, from a young age. Anne told me that her parents occasionally offer her a glass of wine with her meal on special occasions. Another issue the nurse informed me of that was present among the students at the Lycée that is not as significant in many Oklahoma City high schools was anorexia. Interestingly enough, she told me that anorexia was more common among the females than obesity was. 

Madame Monier, the English teacher at the Lycée, organized a doctor’s appointment for me. At the doctor’s office, I was able to view an informative slideshow about the health of the inhabitants of Picardie. Though I was impressed with the region’s diet and lifestyle choices compared to those of Oklahoma City, he informed me that Picardie was in fact, one of the unhealthiest regions in France. His presentation taught me about the high rate of diabetes and obesity among adults in Picardie. 


After examining my findings from my stay in France, I think it is fair to say that Abbeville and Oklahoma City can learn from each other in regards to health.  Obesity would be less prevalent in Oklahoma City if  snacking was eliminated from everyone’s diet and each person made a point to participate in more physical activity. Inhabitants of Abbeville could benefit from eating a lighter, earlier dinner. Though the meals my host family cooked for me at dinner were absolutely delicious, I often left the dinner table feeling overfilled. Moreover, since dinner was eaten so late, I usually went to sleep shortly after eating. This is a bad practice because it does not give the body enough time to digest the food it has just eaten. As far as ingredients go, the French diet has a lot of vegetables and dairy products, two staples that are lacking in a lot of diets of students and adults in Oklahoma City. The French diet, however, also contains  a lot of carbohydrates and lipids, two food groups that are very detrimental to the health.

My stay in France, though relatively short, was life-changing. The trip bestowed me with perspective and insight into the way I wish to lead my life. The United States is, for the most part, a country of excess- a truth that can be seen in everything from portion sizes at restaurants to the big vehicles that my peers and I drive to school. In Abbeville, everything was smaller, and conservation was extremely important. The lights were never on in rooms that were unoccupied. The shower was not turned on while soap or shampoo was being applied. Meals were rarely wasted. These little things helped me cherish aspects of life I formerly considered trivialities. In this way, one of the most significant diet tips I learned during my stay in Abbeville is to take pride in what you eat. It is important to eat fresh, nutritious food and is essential to take delight in and cherish every meal. I am so grateful to have been given this opportunity by the Alliance Française. I want to thank everyone who supported me through this amazing journey, and I hope that my findings are both interesting and didactic.
