THE FIRST VISIT TO NANTES
On one ordinary day in Cardiff Prison where I was working as a Probation Officer, the telephone rang. At the other end of the line was a recent acquaintance called Tony. We had met on a training course a few months earlier. He told me that he had been contacted by a football team from Nantes who wished to make an exchange with a team from Cardiff.
The team from Nantes was composed of players whose jobs were roughly comparable to work that of Tony and his team. The name of the Cardiff team was Welfare Wanderers as it was composed of social workers. It had been agreed that the team from Cardiff should go to Nantes in the month of February for a week where they would play two games. The team from Nantes would come to Cardiff some 5 weeks later, also for a week and play two games.
Tony's problem was that not all his team could make the trip so he needed one or two players extra to ensure he could put a full team on the field.
This would have been about 1983 or 1984 when I was 43 or 44 years of age and I was still playing regularly for Cardiff Academicals.
The February arrived bringing with it a lot of snow. This not only covered Southern Britain but also Northern France. As we hoped this would soon go away as the weather was likely to improve, we set off for France in a bus full of social workers. Some wives and girl friends came on what seemed a great adventure.
On arrival in Nantes the original plan was changed as the snow had blocked the minor country roads and we needed to use these to get to the accommodation which was in a large house slightly outside Nantes. Our new accommodation was in a hostel in the centre of Nantes on the side of the river Erdre, approximately 400 metres from the cathedral. This was a far better choice as the majority of our group were young men who would want to visit the bars and restaurants in the centre of the city.
Fortunately there was a girl friend of one of the Nantes team who spoke excellent English so if there were any real problems she sorted them out.
During the day, we visited Nantes, sometimes on the bus and other times on foot. I was invited back to the homes of two of the Nantes players.
In Nantes there are leisure and sports centres in most of the districts of Nantes. Among the duties of these centres is to provide meals for old age pensioners as well as the unemployed. It was in this kind of work that the Nantes team were employed. Consequently we had a number of meals in these centres and more often than not we would have a dance in the evening at one of them.
I remember one evening our bus was driven up the short drive to a Centre in a small park through a fresh fall of snow and because of this, the driver could not see there was a roundabout with a flower bed in the drive. The bus' front wheels sank into the flower bed. The bus could not move so we had to send for the fire brigade who soon pulled it out. Our team and its supporters had a great time. In the years I played football I have been on many football tours, however the one to Nantes in February remains in my memory more than any other.
We also had a drinks reception at the City Hall where we were given medals by a deputy Mayor I
remember the speech given by our Captain - “We have had a great time in Nantes but we have not kicked a ball. Nevertheless, we are getting a medal and a kiss from an attractive woman. Certainly life in France is far from bad.”
We left Nantes a day after we had expected as another heavy fall of snow had blocked the major roads. At one point on our return, cars and lorries were stuck due to a snow drift. There was a bank on one side with little snow on it, however, if the bank crumpled under the weight of the bus, the bus would slide into a small river.
The driver after walking on the bank thought it was sufficiently frozen to hold. However, all the passengers had to get off taking their bags with them. This was for safety and to lighten the weight. Happily the bank held and we got to the boat on time.
A month later the team from Nantes arrived in Cardiff and all went as expected. The Nantes team won the first game and we won the second As our time in Nantes had been so unexpected and difficult, there was a higher level of bonding and friendship between the teams. Since that visit to Nantes, I have been many times and have had the children of players from the Nantes team to stay with my family to improve their English.
When my French improved a few years later, I joined the annual Language Exchange between Cardiff and Nantes and I also joined one of the two French societies in Cardiff
As I have visited Nantes on other occasions, the number of my visits must be over 40. This has enlarged my pool of friends in both Cardiff and Nantes and significantly widened my cultural perspective.

