BUYINGABROAD

Tricks of the trade

PHOTO DEJA-VU ANTIQUITES

Browsing around an antique furniture
market in France should enable you to
pick up some formerly treasured
possessions at reasonable prices.

Above This Louis XVI ornately carved French Canapé dated
c.1900s has been given a new lease of life with a worn
French light grey paint, and re-upholstered with duck egg blue
fabric and matching double piped trim.

French fancies
According to expat interior designer, Bambi
Sloane, the best ‘brocantes’ are just outside
Paris, in Vanves. She trawls ‘vanves’ on
weekend mornings. The famous Saint Ouen
market, she says, may be the best secondhand market in the world, but it is not for
bargain hunters, although she claims it still
is cheaper than buying in the UK.
Remember that the goods will depend on
the region you visit, so it’s worth doing a
little homework first. Urban environments
won’t give the same choices as the more
rural areas. Stick to cities if you are looking
for polished pieces or to the countryside for
traditional farmhouse furniture.

The internet will provide the best source
of information thanks to websites such as

Casual ‘brocantes’ and ‘vide-greniers’
markets are open to all. Haphazard stalls
line the streets from early on, around 7am
until lunchtime, although some run
throughout the day. Both are worth visiting
and although you’ll find some professionals
exhibiting their wares, it’s mostly locals
getting rid of their surplus bits and
‘emptying the attics’ as the name suggests.
It’s a real opportunity to find a treasure
amidst the tat, whether it’s an old painting,
period lamp or the family china. >>

Above An example of a
brocante or second-hand
goods market in a street
in France.
Right Gilt mirrors are
aplenty in this country
where you can pick up
some unusual finds.

Checklist: considerations
● Check the local weather: Bad weather often means

Before you go: useful vocab

Above You may find some stunning second-hand furniture
buys in ‘depot ventes’. These havens are usually rated by the
dealers and the key to finding these bargains in France is to
visit cafes or stand at the bar and speak with the locals.

Brocante: Second-hand goods market.
Vide Grenier: Literally translates to ‘emptying the
attic’ equivalent to a car boot sale.
Encheres: Auction.
Salle des Ventes: Auction house.
Commissaire priseur: Auctioneer.
Votre dernier prix: Your best price.
Les puces: The flea market.
Chiner: Browsing for antiques & bargains.
Un recu: A receipt.
Une facture: An invoice.

French rococo Louis XV are good value and very
romantic. The wooden carvings are intricate and elegant.
Leave it as it is for an elegant touch or add a coat of
white grey paint for that shabby French chic look.
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Where to go in France

When to go

Market price: brocantes
& vide-greniers

that outdoor markets will be cancelled.
www.meteofrance.fr
● Size matters: Cupboards, beds and other large items
are tricky to transport. Make sure you measure your
car or van for length.
● Insurance cover: If you are hiring a vehicle, check the
insurance covers you to drive abroad.
● Pack right: Pack all the right gear to secure your items:
from rope and straps, and blankets to avoid pieces
scratching each other during the long drive home.

Our practical guide will help you find the ultimate
bargains in antique furniture over the waters in France.
Be it from the Renaissance, Louis XV or
Napoleon III eras, French antiques range
across so many different periods, there’s an
incredible choice of styles and looks.
Whether you are looking for something
simple, crystal chandeliers or ornate gilt
mirrors, you should find there is something
to suit every taste.
The beauty of these pieces of furniture is
that they get better with age. Stuart Lewis at
Déjà-vu-Antiques, in Leigh-on-Sea, says:
“French furniture is made in a wide range of
woods such as walnut, cherry, chestnut and
oak. Durable as well as beautiful, they
develop a wonderful patina over the years.”
So where can you find the bargains
abroad? In France, aside from the obvious
antique dealers, there’s plenty to be found
in markets, ‘brocantes’ and other spots for
those ‘in the know’.

www.vide-greniers.org. These will list local
flea markets, ‘brocantes’ and ‘vide-greniers’
in each department and be updated regularly.
Dealer, Matthew Maddock of online store
‘Le Fou Anglais’ advises: “Magazines like
‘Aladin’ (www.aladinmag.com) and
‘Chinambule’ (www.chinambule.fr) have
full monthly listings and are by far the best
source of information.”
Whether you’re in a village, town or big
city, France is a veritable gold mine of
second-hand goods. Given enough time and
energy, bargains are out there; you just need
to know where to look and how to go about it.

Going with a French friend is highly
recommended, to let them ‘do the talking’.
Unfortunately, the British have a reputation
for overspending which explains why
Saint Ouen’s Paris second-hand market is so
expensive. It is probably best to avoid Saint
Ouen unless you go with someone who is
‘au fait’.
Bambi Sloane advises the best time of
day for second-hand markets is early
morning as they unpack. This is dubbed ‘cul
du camion’ (the truck’s bottom) or just before
they shut down at lunchtime around
12:30pm. Get a good deal by taking a first
walk around to scout the goods before
making a final swoop as they are packing
up. She says: “The seller can sell to me for
a good price or has to pack it up and try to
sell it a week later and 90% of the time, I
will succeed!”
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Top tips on buying
bits & bobs in France

Expat interior designer Bambi Sloane shares
her tips on how to locate the best buys abroad:

1. Go to flea markets with an
open mind: Never look for something
in particular... you’ll probably never find it!
Let objects and furniture find you.

2. Stay cool:

Never rush up to an
object you’re excited about, look and
ask about a few other objects at the stall
and only then ask about the object you
really want.

3. Never over ‘haggle’:

If the
selling price is say 100 euro, then propose
70 euro... you’ll probably get it for 80. Cash
is a must to get good prices!

Right An antique French clock face will create a rustic
farmhouse look in your home and the real thing can be picked
up with ease at most antique shops or markets.

Depot ventes
‘Depot ventes’ are another source of
treasures rated by dealers. The second-hand
furniture havens can usually be found
tucked at the periphery of town. Matthew
Maddock reveals: “The real gems are hidden
away far from the beaten track. My favourite
way to find these is to visit the cafés, stand at
the bar with a coffee and speak to the locals!”
Again, these are a ‘pot luck’ shopping
excursion. You’ll find anything from slick
70’s pop furniture to beautiful bronze
chandeliers or Louis XV chairs in need of
re-upholstering. Try the ‘Troc de L’Ile’
(www.troc.com) chain which has hundreds
of stores countrywide and even catalogue
their goods online.

Charity starts at home: Emmaüs
4. Visit Emmaüs:

Find out where
the closest Emmaüs is. A lot of junk... and
a few hidden treasures. Emmaüs is all over
France and there is one at Dover if you are
coming by car.

5. Be well informed:
Pick up
a copy of ALADIN, a
monthly magazine that
has a ‘brocantes’ & ‘videgreniers’ calendar for
every region.

Emmaüs oversized charity shop-style
warehouses are usually located out of town,
and are full of unwanted pieces given away
for a good cause. Slightly surreal, pristine
Art Deco buffets sit near old kitchen
equipment, grand father clocks and grand
wrought iron bed frames. Pinpoint the
closest at www.emmaus-france.org.
Antique dealers regularly visit both these
and ‘depot ventes’ so the aim of the game is
to beat them to it.

Antique shops galore
On the upside, in an antique store, someone
has weeded through for you. Many cities
like Grenoble for example, have entire

St Ouen market and its surroundings is a
well-known spot in which to pick up
some lovely antique finds for your period
property but it can be really expensive so
you are best to go with someone who is
‘au fait’ with haggling.
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neighbourhoods, which are dedicated to the
antiques trade. Find the ‘Quartier des
Antiquaires’ but, before you go browsing, do
your homework as prices are likely to be on
the expensive side.

Pick up a bargain
Each town has its own Maison des ventes.
Check online at www.interencheres.com or
at www.encheres.com for a full listing and a
calendar of forthcoming events.
Auctioneers will sell anything from
cardboard boxes full of bits and bobs to
paintings in lots, so sift through to find that
elusive bargain before the bidding starts.

What to buy
The real finds are mostly classic French
antique pieces of furniture such as wooden
beds, matching bedside tables and
‘accessories’ like rococo mirrors and
porcelain ware (faience). Also look out for
vintage-style kitchen enamel items. PH

Address book
Aladin Magazine, visit www.aladinmag.com
Antiquaires de France,
visit www.antiquites-en-france.com
Auction events, visit www.interencheres.com
or www.encheres.com
Bambi Sloane, Interior Designer, Paris.
Tel: +33 14265 13 55.
Chinambule Magazine, visit www.chinambule.fr
Dèjà-Vu Antiquités, 876 London Road,
Leigh-on-Sea, Essex SS9 3NQ. Tel: 01702 470829
or visit www.deja-vu-antiques.co.uk
Emmaus, Charity shops,
visit www.emmaus-france.org
French Tourist Board, tel: 09068 244 123
or visit www.tourisme.fr
Le Fou Anglais (online antique store),
tel: 020 7193 7440 or visit www.lefouanglais.co.uk
St Ouen, Puces de Paris, visit www.parispuces.com
Syndicat National des Antiquaires,
17 Boulevard Malesherbes, 75008 Paris.
Visit www.franceantiq.fr
Troc de L’Ile, visit www troc.com
Vanves, Puces,
visit www.pucesdevanves.typepad.com
Vide Greniers online,
visit www.vide-greniers.org

