MARIE-LAURE ARNAUD, UNIFYING
PILLLAR OF THE FRENCH
COMMUNITY IN CHARLESTON, SC

President of the Alliance Francaise in Charleston for many years, Marie-Laure
Arnaud settled in this beautiful South Carolinian city in 1976 and has become one of
its most prominent figures. “It is my husband who led us to Charleston. He had met
with a famous immunologist from San Francisco and had decided to take a sabbatical
year in the US to work with him. This doctor happened to move to Charleston and so did
we”’, she recounts.

Mother of three children, whom she cared for full time for years, when she arrived
in the US, she decided to take a job. She worked for a clothing company for 25
years. Continuing in the same sector, she is now employed by Saks Fifth Avenue. At
the same time that she started working, Marie-Laure became involved in the
Charleston chapter of the Alliance Francaise. After serving for some time as a
volunteer, she quickly became the head of the organization.

The Alliance Francaise in Charleston now has very active members. Marie-Laure
remembers revolving the activities of the association around social events for the French
to gather and meet one another. “I tried to make the Alliance Francaise in Charleston a
kind of welcoming committee for the French” she says. She later shifted the chapter’s
emphasis to the teaching of French and the propagation of French culture by way of
organizing cultural events that were typically French, such as Bastille Day. In addition,
French classes were organized, a cinema club, which shows a French film every month,
was created, and a book club and a bridge club were also founded under her presidency.
Marie-Laure even gives cooking lessons! She relentlessly pursues ways to modernize
her chapter of the Alliance Francaise.

There is another mission that she has allotted to herself and enjoys carrying out:
welcoming the military ships that anchor in Charleston. In this part of the United
States where the uniform is highly respected, “the presence of these officers of the Navy
is always a success and constitutes a great showcase for France”, she explains. She was
herself brought up in a family of officers.

Marie-Laure does not stop there. In addition to her job at Saks and the presidency
of the Alliance Francaise in Charleston, she devotes part of her time to other
cultural and charitable organizations. For instance, she is on the board of Lowcountry
AIDS Service (LAS), an organization which aims at helping people who have AIDS or
are HIV positive by way of providing social services including, for example, counseling
and researching attorneys or doctors.

Originally from Paris but having lived in Lyon for numerous years, as the years



went by, Marie-Laure became very attached to the city of Charleston. It is a very
European city and, for her, this is an asset. “When I arrived in Charleston, I instantly
thought of Aix-en-Provence, and I have always dreamt of living in Aix.” She appreciates
the fact that Charleston was not built like the majority of American cities and that it has
an important historical past. She also enjoys the region’s marshland landscapes, which
she finds very relaxing. “In Mount Pleasant, where I live, I like the Lowcountry scenery
with its birds, its foliage which changes colors. I really enjoy having a drink while the sun
sets on the marsh”, she confides to us.

What Marie-Laure does not say, out of modesty, is how much the inhabitants of
Charleston appreciate her. An American couple based in the city for over 30 years
declared openly: '"Marie-Laure is our idol, Long live France!"



