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LESSONS IN IMPERMANENCE


A Barn-Dweller’s Guide to Woodwork and Buddhism in Brittany
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Jane Parry was born in 1969. She studied Fine Art and Design at university in Liverpool and London. She has worked as a cleaner, time share tout, book designer and art college lecturer. Jane has designed dozens of books but Lessons in Impermanence is the first one she has written. She lives in Anglesey with her husband, daughter, son and three chickens.
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The Barn


August 2008


When we drove up to it, it seemed the right place. Late, October sun splashed the old stone walls. The approach was a gentle incline, past a still, dappled pond; a welcome change from hot, unrelenting fields. The Golden Hour. I should have known.


Broad oaks surrounded the long, low barn. Long and low enough that we would not need super-tall scaffolding to do the roof, I thought. Long and low, like a shoebox: manageable.


We had spent the October half-term driving down from north Wales to north Brittany, two kids in the back of the car. Anna, age 6, quietly sicked up her croissant in Rostrenen. We met agents at church squares and viewed massive edifices for sale, each too big for their English owners to manage. As we drove away from another possibility from our 100 euro ‘budget’, I remember thinking how pathetic a small patch of cultivated land looked – recently-planted pansies, along with the new wooden fence. The house an enormous, beastly thing, the garden an attempt to tame and anglicise the impossible hugeness of it all. The house for sale as the marriage probably ended, I thought. The wife had probably left – too much, too remote, too difficult. An old woman, sitting in the doorway, looked up as we scooted off down the dusty track, a goat by her side. Seen it all before.


At the barn, we looked at space and possibilities. The children played innocently with some balls left behind in the building, happy to be freed from the trauma of the Citröen and the endless travelling. The genial farmer walked us slowly around the land in the apple-softened light. He seemed charming, in a French, ruddy-faced, blue-shirted kind of way – in his 70s and still looking so young! We met his family – wife, children and grandchildren – so many grandchildren! Look how they kiss so often! We saw the large oaks and chestnuts that mark the perimeter of the land.


We walked the dusty track around the property, skirting the acre-patch, past a tin shed on the other side, metallic blue in the light.


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


‘The pigshed,’ it was translated.


Oh, how quaint, I thought – a proper working farm for us to experience proper farmyard animals. A truly rural environment, but not too far from the neighbours.


We had tried buying a house and workshop in Wales, but it had never worked out; several sales fell through. This barn was possible – it was affordable, about a third of the price of a comparable property in Wales. We saw the large interior space, empty and wide, with beams running up to the ceiling, in the block-built section. Empty. We saw space.


Six months later, on a raw April morning, the day we were to finally sign, I stood in the oldest part of the building, on the earth floor, and cried.


‘But it will mean starting from scratch!’ I wept.


The wind whistled through the eaves. The lighting wire hung from the low eroded beam; a light bulb at the end gave no illumination. I stood with James in the darkened space, which the rain made dreary outside and in. I had started from scratch once before and I knew that living with bags of concrete is not easy. We had built the interior of the tall mid-terrace we currently lived in, when the children were babies. I used to get up in the morning and cry at the concrete floor. Things had progressed, but I was cautious of bare earth and breakdown potential.


We bought it. The night before, we stayed at a local hotel, one of the two in the small town that didn’t look like a brothel. It was cheap, and reasonably nasty, with the thinnest of everything. The entrance from the street to our room seemed to be through a urinal, and I bleakly remember gagging on the peculiar dinner we were served that evening. Memories of the back of my nana’s cupboard, with its wartime, ‘just in case’ tins of potatoes and peas, but these particular Brittany ones seemed to be cooked in vinegar. I politely ate several peas and covered the rest with my napkin.


We recovered a bit the next day, sitting on the green bank of the wide river. We would do it up over time, we decided. James would go backwards and forwards, me and the children would come out in the holidays. We signed, amidst the formal etiquette of the Notaire’s office. Monsieur and Madame tenant farmer in their best clothes, our estate agent glib and slick, the Notaire efficient, keen that we understood the whole process. He suggested we apply for planning permission that same year, so that our files were still near the top of the pile. Handshakes all round.


We drove back to our barn. There were no keys, as there were no locked doors. We bought some tealight candles and stayed the first night on our land in a dinky tinky caravan Monsieur had given us, with authentic dinky tinky French numberplates. A particularly kind donation, I thought. A small price to pay, I guess, for the 98,000 euros we had just handed over.


We bought steak, salad and spuds, and ate them outside, before the light went. And that’s when we smelt it. That particular, pervasive scent, wafted over by the change in the breeze. From the north, now. Pigshit.


Pig


Shit.


Nothing quite like it.


I couldn’t believe what I was smelling. I don’t think either of us could. It didn’t waft our way and then waft away again. It just kept on wafting, straight at us. Suddenly, I could sense that maybe (just maybe) this was not such a glittering prize. There was a downward spiral starting, in my stomach.


God, but that caravan was cold. I woke every hour that night, with a slightly delirious-making crazy pain in my thighs. I wore everything I had, and we cuddled up some, but damn, it was cold. In the morning we washed under the outdoor tap, took many photographs of the dark interior, the lay of the stones in the facing wall – every aspect, in fact, to help us remember the extent of the place. Then we drove home to Wales. I couldn’t escape the olfactory memory of pigshit.


Over the next few months James began what would become a routine of travel backwards and forwards from Wales to France. He bought a big French van. He was practical and energetic. I didn’t know quite what to do with myself the first time he was away. Though he was only gone for ten days, it was the first time we had ever spent a night apart in our marriage. Me and the kids joined him at the barn in the summer holidays.


The first summer was a heatwave. People all over the country were dying – the old, the young. Every day Monsieur Le Métayer would come and tell us the news stories of the day, shaking his head, raising his hands. Our caravan was laid bare to the sun, which held the barn in its glare throughout the day. We would check the thermometer in Monsieur Le Métayer’s flower bed – the pink and blue hydrangea blooms a neat border across the way. 37 degrees in the shade. We moved very slowly, Anna and I, watering the camelia and small fir we had just planted, backwards and forwards across the hard earth. We gazed in awe and with longing at Msr Le Métayer’s manicured lawn, a mature oak perfect in the centre, with a swing hanging idle in the heat.


The coolest place was within the oldest part of the barn, the old stones in the thick walls saving us from the extraordinary heat. In the evening we would walk up the track and look across at the violet blue of Guénin hill. I took photographs of the landscape, hay bales cream against gold. The children ran across stubbled fields, climbing on the bales and exulting. We washed the dust off them and when they were in bed we would sit out on the hard earth in our camp-chairs, late into the night, gazing up and losing ourselves in the Milky Way, quietly amazed this place was ours.


The barn, Kersparlec, is an ancient Breton dwelling. The links between Welsh and Breton and the linguistic similarities are evident – our Notaire was called Pengam (‘Crooked Head’), for example. ‘Ker’ is the prefix to many place names. The closest meaning I can find for it is ‘Encampment’.


Looking at the barn from the front, the large metal doors to the modern block-built part dominate, with a ramp leading up to them. It is derelict. Agricultural. The whole area is agricultural, with ham-making factories on the motorway roads. The road up to the barn is past a small lake, big enough to row and fish in, with a magnolia tree on the bank. There is a villa with a circular tower opposite the lake, another smaller white villa on the approach. The surroundings, then, are tended.


The barn, our barn, was completely uninhabitable, so we slept in a caravan under the large and dangerous dutch barn, an enormous thing which took up most of the land. It was high, one of the metal girders was kinked, it slanted uneasily and needed pulling down.


The cousins, aunties and uncles visit, piling red out of hot cars in white cut-down trousers. Because we have no amenities at the barn, we decamp to the local campsite, with its aqua pool. There, the pale concrete surround is perfectly in keeping with the water and tanned European families. I lie back on the bleached tiles and breathe in, selfconscious in my one-piece, while the children shriek and blaze down the waterchute. I too attempt to hurtle down, but my 14 euro L’Eclerc cossie catches on the way, leaving me spluttering and snagged. It’s not very sophisticated. I retreat poolside to Sartre’s Nausea and wonder about existential angst.


I’m never quite sure if ‘holiday’ is the right term for this time – for James there is absolutely no question of holiday: all focus needs to be on the barn. Yet we need to spend time together, after so much time apart. So there is a confusion, because it is not wholly one thing or the other, neither full-on holiday nor full-on working mode. There is an element of frustration, a constant underlying tension, indecision over what to do with this barn and its occasional but very strong smell of pigshit. The vile smell only happens very occasionally, perhaps 85% of the time there is no sign, no hint of it.


Sometimes the kids stay over at the campsite with their aunties and uncles. They play boules, eat pizza and swim in the rain. Often we do a swap, and Joe and his cousin Ianto come back with me to the barn where James is demolishing the old asbestos lean-to – sweat and dust and rubble. The boys spend hours chasing lizards and winging bows and arrows. We travel about in an old red Peugeot which belches plumes of smoke and stalls a lot. People often stare in the street as we pass and sometimes I wonder why. It has out-of-town French plates, but it is as though they recognise it. Occasionally I drive on the wrong side of the road.


At the barn we cook up big meals and eat them on the long workshop table. The family walk around the land, enjoying the space and not really knowing what I am going on about when I explain about the terrible stink.


‘Perhaps the pig farm will be decomissioned one day,’ suggests my brother-in-law helpfully.


‘These small industries must find it increasingly tough these days. In a couple of years it may be gone.’


When I was seven we lived on a smallholding – of the very makeshift kind. My mum had a young friend, Julie, who lived up in the hills above the nearby village, in a big, functional, concrete-and-tinsheds farm. Julie was married to a pigfarmer. They had two children, Trudi and Siôn. Julie was only 24 when she was diagnosed with cancer. My mum was a good friend to her through her illness and to her family after Julie died. Trudi and Siôn were often at our house, and I knew when their dad had arrived to collect them, without having seen him.


Poor Trudi and Siôn. I should have been better to them. I should have been nicer, kinder. Quiet, unhappy children. Poor family, poor man. I wonder whether the pigshit smell has found me, whether this is Karma.


Now, two years after we bought the barn, and in this third summer, I’m sitting on the ‘upper lawn’ – the flat area where the filter bed for the septic tank is. It’s newly grassed, and looks out west across the barley field, and back to the rear of the building. The kids are bodging around, Joe reading in the caravan and Anna pottering with sticks, steps and chairs around the plastic paddling pool. The pool has amazed us with the bright green blooms of algae that appear after only a few days. Fluorescent green, it is, the colour of joke shop slime. I expect a large primaeval monster to slither out of it.


The sky is big, here. Big and cloudy. On a good day the clouds are French dusty blue, the sort that makes you wish for a very soft chalk pastel. That’s what they’re like now, just not quite as romantic. The barley field is putty-coloured, a brownish cream, damp. When it is sunny, this is an obvious place to be. How could there be any question? The space and light is at its full potential, the colours at their saturated best; the blue gravel of the track, the jungle green of the high cornstalks. When it is dull, it is just that. I couldn’t even be bothered to describe it as pewter, or leaden. What is the point?


At night, sometimes, when the weather is still and dull, the milky vastness gazes at me through the small hatch window of the caravan. Actually, vastness is the wrong word. The stars in their galaxy offer vastness, pinpricks of space and time – this particular light is like opaque soup. There is a closeness to it, and a terrifying feeling that all the spirits in their nightwatch have woken me. Waiting to see what I will do.


I have slept badly here. I have not slept much at all, and I have had dreams that wake me with their awfulness. I’ve woken with tears on my face. I’ve dreamt of death and more and woken shaken and been fragile all day.


Why is this? Is it because there is no noise, no streetlight, nothing to stop the mind from unravelling in its own unfettered way? I wonder about the history of this land. Have people been happy here, or is the sickle embedded in the chestnut tree a last statement of someone who was beaten by this place? Are all the people who have lived and died here still hanging around, coming out at night?


I don’t think so.


At least, I think I don’t think so.


There are swallows that fly in, out and around the barn. They build nests in the eaves of the workshop. Next to the workshop is the galley kitchen, separate loo and shower that James has built. These are made out of fibreboard – small, cheap and functional facilities so that he can keep clean and fed as he works. The swallows swoop over us as we mill around with cups of tea. They chatter and loop, so swiftly that if I am walking out and a swallow is on the way in, it will veer around, giving me right of way, brilliantly fast, on the threshold.


Swallows, holly, quartz. Signs of gypsy life. There were cart wheels, old vehicles and empty bottles scattered about the land when we bought it. Some of these things – like the abandoned shop van with the Citron Pastilles logo – had a certain charm, but they all got cleared away when we took down the massive dutch barn. The gypsies and James pulled down the sagging metal frame and dragged it away. It left a bare oil-stained patch of flat earth, which we seeded with grass and which makes a piebald lawn.


James cut down the tall, sad conifers which drooped darkly along the perimeter fence. He did this in the July heat, amidst a fury of spiteful insects that bit and stung him, even through the protective clothing. He cut back the thick, invasive ivy that was clogging the life force of the old oaks and chestnuts. They seem to breathe easier now, their trunks broad and clear against the ground and sky. He has built a wooden tree house against a chestnut, a platform in the green leaves and a plank swing.


The barn is an amalgam of three buildings, facing roughly east. The oldest part is the north end, about 500 years old. This is the side nearest the pigshed, just over the track and a traditional Breton dwelling. It has one very small barred window, a door, chimney, and earth floor. Tacked onto this is the middle section, which was lived in until about 30 years ago. It is double the size of the oldest part and has two rotten windows with a broken door inbetween. All these doors and windows are on the front side of the building. There are no windows along the back of the barn – just one door which James made, to come in and out of the workshop, kitchen and loo. This functional area is within the block-built section of the building. The building is stone throughout, apart from this modern block-built end, which forms the third and most recent section. The floor is concrete here, with metal gratings. It used to house pigs and is now full of woodworking machinery.


James works from here for five or six weeks at a time – we spend many weeks apart. He sleeps in the caravan butted up against the workshop wall, working for a new set of clients. He realises their French dream houses in the shape of staircases, windows and doors. He works continuously, designing and making for these English clients. He has a new network of French and English friends, people he’s met at the French Business course. He is learning the language with commitment and enthusiasm.


When we first saw this empty space our impression was that we could have a huge open plan kitchen, with mezzanine seating area. The rafters up to the roof had a wonderful expansive symmetry, the low exterior belied the sense of scale inside. As time has gone on, the amount of compromises we’ve made have condensed into a wholly economical proposed design of a conventional three-bedroom house, with the workshop taking up a good portion of the space.


When we bought the barn, although it was advertised as a longère, in reality it was an agricultural building, and in order to do anything to it, we had to have a planning permission. It was just over the size threshold whereby you need to have planning application signed off and approved by a registered architect. So James drew up our designs and presented them to an architect to stamp and submit.


Our architect’s plans were turned down once by the planning authorities. By that time, I had simply lost heart. Back in Wales, I had bought and read books on Living and Working in France, which all said roughly the same thing – that social security contributions were high, that it was very difficult (though not impossible) to make it work. Though I wasn’t entirely fazed, the influence of this reading, coupled with that bloody smell, gave me real cause for doubt.


I diverted my attention from the barn. I got a promotion at work, and threw myself into that. Money was going out, on the architect’s work and a septic tank (fosse). I began to spend money we didn’t have, sticking it on the existing mortgage, relying on the equity in our Welsh house. I began to spend money with an almost gay abandon, on clothes, flights and gadgetry. And central to all this was the unmade decision about whether we were all going to live in the barn. I was resistant, reluctant. James would not push me, but continued to go backwards and forwards, creating this new life.


After many ballpark figures in my sketchbook, I couldn’t see how we could afford to make it into a house. James swiftly redesigned the whole on paper, in a grim and dark January at our Welsh kitchen table. Eventually we got planning permission. The only condition was that we remove all the beautiful terracotta roof pantiles and replace with slate.


The whole thing seems to be about compromises. Compromises and choices. We had our tall terrace house on the market at the outset, the idea being to sell up and move here. But I bottled it and withdrew from a sale, unable to let go of job, school, familiarity. It’s that decision that has plagued me, for two years. Do the benefits of moving from here to France (space) outweigh the non-benefits of staying in Wales (lack of space)? Tough call. It is a constant dilemma. James has made the move, has committed to this new life – he spends roughly 6 weeks in France without us and 5 weeks in Wales, where he feels displaced. There is tension and distance and difficulty.


Today, 7th August, it is raining hard. James has taken the kids in the van down to St Nicholas. They will cycle along the towpath, I guess. They’ll get wet. I’m not feeling too good, sore throat and aching all over. It is nice to be on my own for a little while. There hasn’t really been much let-up this year. The promotion means lecturing full-time.


I think partly what is wrong with me is that I feel trepidation at the task which lies ahead. It involves taking the kids back to Wales, managing our lives, going back to work and putting the house back on the market. The last one is the hardest. It has to happen, I think, finally. I am going to sell the house. I’ll think about where and how we live after I’ve done that. Selling a house is no mean feat, but I can’t afford to keep this up any more – my bank balance just slides ever further in the wrong direction.


At least if we sell the house, we will be able to buy the barn outright. That will give some psychological advantage, surely. At the moment all I am doing is paying the interest on a huge mortgage. Plus credit card and car loans. If I sell the house, I can clear those debts. I’ll rent somewhere nearer to work. I should aim to get somewhere I can go home for lunch. The upheaval for the kids will be big. I shall deal with one thing at a time.


Selling the house: what needs to happen. Email Agent. Fork out £300 for the Home Information Pack. Tidy up ready for photos. Prepare to prepare the kids. I should do it when the kids are back in school, but when my year hasn’t quite kicked in – early September. James will be in Wales then too. A sign will go up in the front garden. People will come to look. We may get an offer – it may be the asking price, though I doubt it. The most optimistic calculations leave us with a potential outcome of £30,000 – nowhere near what we need in order to build this barn.


I’m worn out thinking about it. Why has it proved so difficult to find a home, with a bit of land? Why, in searching for the dream, have we managed to get further away from it? How long will we manage to live apart like this, separate, each doing it alone? When will I have had enough? Will this place ever be more than a white elephant? A beautiful dream in a charming spot? How much money will building bedrooms, living room and bathroom soak up?




Moving


August 2011


Whilst James was living in the barn, establishing the workshop and making work happen, my daily routine was very different. I’d drop the kids at Breakfast Club, drive an hour over the mountains to work a full day teaching, then drive all the way back again and pick up the parental reins. It was exhausting. I developed an enormous respect for single parents. Of course, though, if you are the lone adult, apart from looking after the children, ultimately you get to make your own choices, without thought for your partner. The situation as it stood meant we had no real clarity either way – trying to sustain a marriage whilst in separate countries is complicated. As it was, our marriage was brought at times to a token five-minute phone conversation, every other day. We grew more and more separate.


He would come back sometimes with raw, cracked hands, from having been working in an unheated workshop all winter. Some phone conversations took up the span of our tension as well as the smaller details – like the morning that he found a mouse in the spindle moulder. These fragments of phonecalls highlighted our different lifestyles as I made my way through my days; organising, directing and enthusing to make ‘creative’ things happen with the students.


I remember watching a World Cup final with the kids, in front of the TV in the small front room, with my husband maybe witnessing the same match, but in another country. There were things that didn’t feel right, but I layered so much laquer on everything that you couldn’t see beneath the surface. As a kid, I remember criticising my mum for papering over the cracks. How many must I have papered over since?


Eventually, I was miserable. James had been so miserable for so long that we were held very tenuously together. The constant backwards and forwards to France to earn a living was tiring and expensive. He wanted me to go with him, but I felt I could not – that I would not be able to cope, that it did not make sense. It was stalemate. I was stuck and getting progressively sadder.


I remember standing by the toaster in the kitchen: Cook, Mother, Master, Provider, Nurturer: all of those relentless, repetitive roles, thinking, Bea is climbing mountains, James is working in France, Ali is doing the MA. Why am I here, stood in the same place?


I felt like an observer, rather than a participant. Much later, I told my friend Raj about that feeling. He said, ‘To be a participant, you have to take chances. You did not want to take chances, you wanted security.’


And he was right. It took me a long time to figure out that security is something you can carry with you, something you can give yourself. To let the one who loves you, love you. To allow belief and faith in. Life is too short to be little.


Eventually, like a bull forced into the corner of the china shop, I put the house in Wales, finally and irrevocably, back on the market. Eventually we sold it, at the bottom of the market, in the midst of the British recession. In the meantime we had moved closer to work, to a rented house. This house was large and square, set into a hill looking out to the mountains. It had a brown Formica kitchen and brown carpet tiles in the cavernous front room. Upstairs was light and warm. It was practical, functional. I was determined I would not put down roots there, but that it would be some sort of staging post, somewhere neutral for two years, while we found a tenant and ultimately a buyer for our terrace house. I propped up paintings and even made some, but I did not hammer a nail or screw into that house. It was a transient home. There was a period where rent and mortgage were both going out. I budgeted hard.


I still hadn’t committed to moving to France, but the impasse had become unbearable, and it was evident we couldn’t carry on any more with the same unsatisfactory arrangements. James’s constant travelling backwards and forwards, with the confusion and indecision causing constant tension – those miserable, staring conversations over a February kitchen table.


In the early summer of 2010, sad and confused, I sat with Raj by the sea and told him very briefly of my dilemma. He said something like, ‘Who would be a carpenter in the 21st century? It is not an easy thing. If you are going to go with your husband, do it wholeheartedly, have Faith.’


And he was right. That day I went back to the brown rented house on the hill and deleted some 4000 emails. And my heart began to lift, like a kite, borne up as I decided to do the right thing, to move, to be with James, for all of us to be together, come what may.


So I tell James, as we walk around the moor by the house on the hill, and we agree a timescale: to pull myself out of work, to take the kids out of school, and to organise the process of moving, wholesale, to France.


We research French schools and write to them. Every time James goes out to the barn now he takes with him furniture and building materials: the old black piano, the brown sofa. We invest in a decent stove, a flue, and sheets of insulation, with which he will construct a ‘pod-home’ within the main shell of the building. I arrange to take an unpaid sabbatical from work. They will keep my job open for me for a year. I do not think I will return after that time, but it feels like a good safety net.


When we cleared out our terrace we got rid of most of the accumulated stuff. In the rented house I continue to declutter like crazy. I give away the piano keyboard, the large plastic paddling pool, certain the children have grown out of them and that we will never need them again. I feel worthy and practical, dropping these things off with friends and neighbours, with Oxfam.


Towards the end of our time in Wales, I burn the more personal stuff – diaries and photographs, in a rusty old wheelbarrow next to the elm tree on the rough land overlooking the Carneddau. I take photographs of the black and white ash, the clear flames in the bright air. The last time I had a pyre like this was about 14 years ago, just before Joe was born. It was much bigger then, it took me all afternoon to get through it – sketchbooks, mainly, that I had carried about with me through my late teens and early twenties. Oil pastel selfportraits, accounts of hitching trips to Ireland, that sort of thing.
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