

[image: ]








PRAISE FOR THE SUNFLOWER TRILOGY




 





‘Gentle, wry, sometimes sad, it has all the pleasures of an authentic love affair’


The Times




 





‘Both romantic and funny…the book lovingly portrays the peoplehistory, food and traditions of this beautiful French region’


Summer Break Magazine




 





‘Exubertantly detailed…the author’s great merit is that she makes us accept it on such enchanting terms’


The Observer




 





‘Fine attention to detail and a full sense of the Frenchness of life. Readers…should enjoy this book with its real taste of Aquitaine’


Oxford Times


















[image: ]










A HOUSE


IN THE


SUNFLOWERS


An English family’s search for their dream house in France


RUTH SILVESTRE


Illustrated by Michael Grater



















Contents











	Title Page


	CHAPTER ONE


	CHAPTER TWO


	CHAPTER THREE


	CHAPTER FOUR


	CHAPTER FIVE


	CHAPTER SIX


	CHAPTER SEVEN


	CHAPTER EIGHT


	CHAPTER NINE


	CHAPTER TEN


	CHAPTER ELEVEN


	CHAPTER TWELVE


	CHAPTER THIRTEEN


	CHAPTER FOURTEEN


	CHAPTER FIFTEEN


	APPENDIX


	About the Author


	Available from Allison & Busby


	Copyright




























CHAPTER ONE
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Summer is over. It is late October and once again we are packing up the house. We are making our preparations to return to London, to spend the winter in ‘the smoke’ and, as always, wondering why. We are reluctant to acknowledge that as the days shorten and the temperature drops, and life must be lived indoors, we will need those other stimuli which only the city can provide. Yet, looking up at the wide blue sweep of sky where a pair of finches trill ecstatically on the wire, we dread the change, wonder how long it will take us to adjust this time and what it would be like simply to stay on.


We have spent the last twelve summers in our second home in this wonderfully unspoiled region of south west France where history seems to stalk the narrow village streets. I feel it when I am shopping in Monflanquin as I walk under the shadowed archway of the Black Prince’s house, or in the sudden view of the great castle of Bonaguil, built high on a rock in a lush, wooded valley by one Berenger de Roquefeuil, last impassioned defender of an already outdated feudal system; or, yet again, when I see the eloquent line of upstretched arms on the memorial in the village of La Capelle Biron from where, one Sunday in May 1944, all the men were deported.


This year it will be even harder to return to England for we have been here now for three months, our longest stay so far. Our neighbouring farmer friends, who over the years have become like family, have complained each year. ‘You always leave too early. Why don’t you stay for la vendange? It’s the best harvest of them all.’


With them we have shared the gathering in of almost everything that grows in this region of la polyculture. We’ve helped with the hay, the straw, tobacco, potatoes, the massive plum crop and the maize. We have watched the sunflowers turn from golden splendour to a desiccated umber before they fall beneath the combine and leave the fields silver with tough dry quills like a porcupine.


There are so many machines now. Many more than there were twelve years ago. Machines to cut and separate and spit out what is valuable into containers, leaving the residue for yet another machine to chop and chew and return to the soil. Raymond, our farmer, is proud of them. Some he owns, others he shares with a small group of neighbouring farms.


‘So – what’s so special about la vendange?’ we ask again. ‘Another new machine?’


‘No, no.’ He and his wife Claudette shrug and laugh, almost embarrassed. They cannot explain. And so we stayed to find the answer.


Last week, my arms covered in copper sulphate, I harvested grapes from early morning until I watched the last load tumble from the trailer into the screw of the giant mincer at the local Cave Coopérative des Sept Monts. The red sun slithered down behind the hill-top town of Monflanquin and darkness crept like a moth’s wing across the fields. Monflanquin, Montagnac, Monsegur, Monreal, Monsempron, Montayral, Monbaillou – the litany of names of les Sept Monts after which the Cave Coopérative is named; each a small ancient town, built on a gentle undulation rather than a steep hill, in this lovely corner of France between the rivers Lot and Garonne.


The vineyard, which had once been part of our property, is in a magnificent situation high on a south-facing slope. On a clear day you can see the Chateau of Biron on the horizon. The air was sweet and clean and, walking down to join the others, secateurs in pocket and basket in hand on a calm October morning, the sun dispersing the last traces of mist, I wondered why I ever wanted to be anywhere else.


For the vendange we were a group of about twenty, most of whom I recognised; Raymond and Claudette, the patron and his wife, and Lucienne his mother-in-law, frail and bent in her Wellingtons and battered straw hat with its jaunty band of flowered cotton. There was small but stalwart Fernande from the next village with her wide, leathery face and wrinkled stockings and, dwarfing her completely, Mme Barrou who farms just outside our village and is famous for her conversation and her carrots. Huge, broad-shouldered and affectionate, she wrapped me in her strong arms and kissed me warmly.


‘Ça va? Et alors vous allez vendanger?’


‘Ça va. Oui. C’est la première fois. It’s the first time I’ve done this. You’ll have to show me how.’


She laughed her great laugh. ‘It’s easy,’ she roared. ‘You’re lucky today. Look at the weather. This is not le midi, mon brave. In the sud ouest it can be cold and wet and then it’s no fun I can tell you.’


Next to her was M. Flor who had been the Mayor of our village when we first bought the house. As he shook my hand I noticed with a sense of shock how he had aged and realised that lately I could only have seen him from a distance giving me a wave as he passed on his tractor. And the tall young man at his side must be his son Guillaume. I remembered him as a twelve-year-old, a year younger than Matthew was when we first came here. I remembered him particularly because, like our younger son, he was asthmatic. He looked bronzed and fit now as he joked with a group of young men, most of whom had the local face, dark-eyed, broad and flat with a short nose and wide, upturned mouth.


My husband Mike and I watched for a few moments before joining the lines of the pickers, one on each side of the row of vines. We saw that each vendangeur worked slightly ahead of the person opposite, the reason becoming quickly apparent when we started. It was necessary to thrust one’s hands through the thick leaves while feeling for the stems, which were often so convoluted and strong that they were difficult to cut even with sharp secateurs. Once severed the bunches were unexpectedly heavy and pleasing to handle.


The dark-haired woman working opposite me smiled through the leaves. ‘I don’t think you know me,’ she said, ‘but my brother is the tiler. He did your kitchen floor about ten years ago. Do you remember him?’


‘Of course. And I remember too that he was so pleased to do the job because, he told me, he had a sister who was a wonderful cook living nearby and he would be able to eat with her at midday.’


She laughed. ‘You know where I live?’


‘Yes. The house in the dip. Just past the little bridge.’


‘That’s the one. Why don’t you call in one day when you come back from the market?’


Our baskets soon filled. The only machine in use was the oldest tractor, bought in 1947, which pulled the container into which the grapes were tipped. Those, like me, who were not strong enough to swing the heavy baskets up and over the edge had to shout ‘Panier plein!’ and wait for a pair of strong brown arms to stretch through the leaves, lift the basket and return it empty. Apart from the chugging of the old tractor and the fact that our baskets were plastic, la vendange it seemed was much as it had been in the old days. Autrefois – the nostalgic expression we hear so often here. Could this be why it was so special?


At an unhurried pace we moved steadily down the rows and the banter was continuous between the smiling mouths glimpsed through the leaves. There was much teasing and telling of bawdy jokes, many of them in Occitan or patois which made them unintelligible to me, but the laughter was infectious. Tall Mme Barrou seemed to be a constant butt and I did partly understand her description of a long ago moment of pleasure on the top of a hay cart. She laughed uproariously. ‘Mon Dieu! We were in such a hurry,’ she said wiping her eyes; and, needing no help, she swung her basket up, jostling the men with her wide shoulders as she emptied it into the red container.


When it was full Raymond, le patron, would drive slowly up the hill to empty the load into the waiting trailer which had been scrubbed, hosed and lined with a tarpaulin kept especially for the grapes. That was our only moment of respite. Once each basket was full there was nothing to do but wait for his return. For these few moments of welcome idleness some, sighing, lowered themselves to the ground others stood and stretched, hand in the small of the back, while the young ones teased each other and chased the dogs. With a shout of ‘Attention!’ Raymond trundled back, those in his path flattening themselves against the vines as he passed. We emptied the basket and began again.


Véronique, Raymond’s daughter, twenty-two and unmarried, had discarded her smart office clothes and the sophisticated boredom that went with them and, in rumpled shorts and T-shirt, giggled happily, eyeing Guillaume between the dense, blue-sprayed leaves. What romantic opportunities la vendange must always have provided. In the very proper act of gathering in this harvest, which of itself promised revelry and intoxication, what possibilities for eyes and hands to meet over baskets heavy with scented fruit. What chances for touching and kissing and what risks of being seen by other watchful eyes in the warm and leafy privacy between the rows. I was beginning to understand the special memories which were a part of la vendange.


As the sun rose higher the vines were festooned with discarded clothes and the dogs lay panting in the shadiest places. By eleven-thirty Mme Barrou began to complain that she was hungry. A great shout went up. They had clearly been expecting this.


‘What’s to be done?’ shouted Raymond, as he inched the tractor forward. ‘You should eat more breakfast.’ When she had finished reciting what she had eaten that morning before joining us, that was clearly not the reason. She added darkly that a certain farmer she had heard of – she did not say precisely who – was in the habit of serving his workers a drink and cakes at eleven. There was more laughter. ‘He must be English,’ teased Raymond, ‘They’re always stopping to drink coffee.’


‘I don’t know anything about the English,’ retorted Mme Barrou. ‘All I know is that I’ve got a hole in my stomach like this.’ She demonstrated with her big, stained fists. ‘And I need a little something to put in it.’


One of the young men brought her a bunch of sweet white grapes from the far side of the vineyard and she seized them with joy, cramming them into her wide mouth. Holding them with the flat of her hand she screwed up her eyes with pleasure as the juice ran off her chin and down her apron.


Claudette, laughing, announced that she was going back to the farm to prepare the meal. She had been cooking all the previous day, the traditional dishes for the vendangeurs. Her mother who is in her seventies, and was looking very tired, went with her to help. Mme Barrou gazed with longing at the disappearing chef, sighed, and set to work again. Whether her hunger caused her to lose her concentration, or whether it was entirely Fernande’s fault, we did not know but, shouting ‘Panier plein!’ and heaving her basket over the vine Fernande lowered it with a thud onto Mme Barrou’s head. Even the ox-like Mme Barrou was momentarily stunned. Everyone left their work to commiserate with her, although they, and eventually she, had to laugh.


‘You should wear your crash helmet, like when you ride your Solex,’ shouted someone.


Not for Mme Barrou a trendy coloured mobylette. She persists with one of the very first forms of motorised bicycle, an old black Solex with a front wheel drive. She looked up in astonishment and indignation. ‘Moi!’ she yelled, ‘Je ne porte jamais de casquette, moi. Mon Solex, c’est un Solex de plein air.’ Poor Fernande apologised for the third time. Mme Barrou chose a position as far away from her as possible and we began work again, but as soon as the church bell for midday sounded across the fields she put down her basket and announced that she at least was going back to eat. We finished the last two rows to the sound of her Solex growing fainter as it carried her back to the farm.


When we drove into the courtyard there were enamel bowls of hot water and bars of crude yellow soap set out on chairs, on which Véronique was carefully arranging large linen towels as though performing some ancient ceremony. As we queued to wash our stained hands and arms wonderful smells drifted out from the long dining-room on the veranda.


The soup tureens were already on the table and beside each place was poured an aperitif of vin de noix.


‘Fabrication maison,’ said Claudette and we toasted each other: ‘À la vôtre,’ with the traditional response ‘À la tienne Etienne.’


It was like a party, but of relaxed revellers with sweaty faces and dirty clothes. The vin de noix was two years old. Claudette had marinated a hundred walnut leaves and three sliced nuts in a litre of eau-de-vie for two months. She had then discarded the leaves and nuts and diluted each wine glass of eau-de-vie with a litre of good red wine, sweetened with 150 grammes of sugar. It was delicious.


Mme Barrou drained hers in one gulp and reached for a slice of bread from the piles on the table. The soup was ladled out and the meal began. The young men were ravenous and the beautifully arranged plates of hors d’oeuvre which followed – hard boiled eggs with dark golden yolks, crimson tomatoes from the field, huge sweet onions and sliced cucumbers – were quickly demolished as the first wine, the local vin de table, was poured.


Great dishes of the traditional pot-au-feu; chicken, whole sweet carrots and a yellow stuffing made with bread, garlic and egg yolks, were similarly treated while the mounds of bread were constantly replenished. Next Claudette brought in dishes of sizzling macaroni in a bechamel sauce topped with cheese and gradually the pace of the eating slackened. Even the young men refused a second helping. Guillaume apologised.


‘Well – we all ate so much yesterday,’ he grinned.


Claudette looked disappointed. ‘It’s true,’ she said sadly.


I realised that this was the third day of la vendange in our commune. The third day of comparable meals, and the roast was yet to come. Claudette shrugged. She had cooked it so she was certainly going to serve it, and at least Mme Barrou had lost none of her appetite. Her great fists clutching her knife and fork she attacked everything as if it might escape from her plate.


With the succulent slices of veal Raymond produced bottles of Vieux Cahors which were savoured and approved. Naturally we had to eat a little salad to cleanse the palate and then a little fruit to finish and it was three o’clock before we started work again, this time in a vineyard closer to the farm.


We were all somewhat sluggish and it was Grandpa, who celebrated his eightieth birthday this summer and had been at market all morning, who put us to shame. He stood high on the tractor and emptied the baskets one after the other.


‘Does this remind you of your youth?’ someone asked. He shrugged and laughed but said nothing.


Mme Barrou also was strangely quiet. ‘She’s no use in the afternoons,’ muttered Raymond. ‘You watch, she’ll be having a snooze before long.’ Sure enough, while we waited for the container to be emptied I saw her stretched out, her back against a cherry tree and her mouth open. She woke when the tractor returned but after a little while she gave up and went home.


The Cave Coopérative, after sampling the local grapes, had decided that the first three days’ harvest would be used to make vin ordinaire, and so we picked both red and white grapes. The white, Sauvignon Blanc and Semillon, were much more difficult to see as they are almost the same colour as the sun bleached leaves. Mme Barrou was replaced by the village mechanic, his wife and six-year-old son. The mechanic said he had been busy mending a tractor all morning but now he was free to lend a hand. The only time his little boy stopped chattering or singing in a thin, high voice was when his mouth was crammed with grapes.


By six o’clock we had finished. The light was beginning to fade and the loaded trailers had yet to be taken to the Cave Coopérative, eight kilometres away. An escort would be needed for the return journey along the dark winding road as the headlamps on the tractors were feeble and there were no rear lights on the trailers. As Claudette was busy preparing yet more food I volunteered to go; just to sit in the comfort of the car was an unexpected pleasure.


Outside the Cave des Sept Monts I watched the farmers come and go, and tired-looking young men manoeuvred their fork-lifts between the long rows of tall, green-painted metal bins, the proprietors’ names chalked on the sides. Black and white grapes filled the dark red interiors and the smell of fruit was overpowering. There was a constant hum of machinery and outside, like a rearing dinosaur, a mounting conveyor belt spewed out stalks and pips into an already overflowing trailer.


I crossed the road and sat on the bank waiting for the tractors. Our three turned the bend with my husband leading, grinning broadly. He always enjoys driving the tractor and, clearly, carrying the grapes to be made into the wine which he so loves to drink was a special pleasure. One after the other our trailers were backed up and emptied. We watched the mass of grapes tipped up and up until they fell into the great red painted maw below to be churned and crushed by the giant screw. Away they went to become just a small part of the vin ordinaire for 1988. The recorded weight came up on the dial and then we waited for the all important alcohol content. It was 12% and Raymond was content.


Outside it was very dark. In the beam of my headlights the tractors swung their empty trailers out one behind the other into the narrow road. Slowly I drove behind them, illuminating the trundling convoy. Their one visible light was a revolving yellow lamp high up on a pole at the rear of the tractor seat and its hypnotic effect and my fatigue made it hard to stay awake as, followed by the occasional motorist impatient to overtake, we wound slowly homeward.


At supper Grandpa was the liveliest I had seen him all summer. ‘It does me good a bit of exercise like that,’ he shouted. ‘A bit of twisting and turning and lifting. Otherwise I’m always bent forward.’ I wondered whether he would be stiff the following day, but the next morning I saw him in the distance, his gun over his shoulder, striding down across the field, the dogs at his heels.


It was another glorious morning. Was October always like this? Probably not. One thing we have learned is that the weather here can be unpredictable but the sun is much stronger than in England and that is, after all, why we came. That morning there was a warm wind blowing from the south – le Vent d’Autan they call it here. After breakfast I took my chair round onto the south-facing terrace. It was Sunday and there was no sound apart from the sighing of the wind blowing across empty fields. Yet without moving my head I could see so many creatures. A cricket bent a blade of grass as it climbed, a lizard basked on a stone at my feet. A miner bee backed out of her perfectly cylindrical hole, tidying it before flying off in search of food. A swarm of newly hatched ants was being shepherded by what looked like six large winged prefects and small red and black insects ran up the stems of the hollyhocks and into the seed pods. A daddy-long-legs tottered across the grass on high heels and suddenly a tree frog called from the honeysuckle behind me.


If only there were more birds like the thrushes and blackbirds that I see in my London garden. Here they shoot them all. The only birds that are safe are the tits, swallows, woodpeckers and buzzards, for they are inedible. Yet I once heard Grandpa discussing magpie soup which he had eaten as a child.


‘What about crow soup?’ someone asked.


‘Not bad,’ he replied, ‘but the skin is tough.’


The children grimaced. ‘We were poor,’ he shouted, ‘we had to eat what there was.’


Now he and Grandma are comfortable. State pensions are more generous here than in England and the old couple only work because they have always done so. Each year when we leave we wonder whether they will survive the winter. Grandma is particularly frail and her eyes are not good. When we first came she was always planting things for me in the garden; shrubs and bulbs and sprigs of broom that she dug up in the woods. Now she often just sits and dreams and her tiny feet shuffle when she walks.


I left my chair and walked through the house to the other side. Standing under the wide porch I could see someone else with a gun emerging from the edge of the wood high up under the hill. There’s nothing left to shoot but they love to dress up and pretend and on a morning like this who could blame them? Tomorrow we would harvest the last of the grapes and then close the house, hand the keys to Raymond and leave for England.



















CHAPTER TWO
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It was late in the long, hot, dry summer of ’76 when we first found our house in the sun. Semi-derelict and quite overgrown, it had been on the market for three summers and no one had lived in it for eleven years. I like to think that it was waiting for us. My husband Mike and I are lizards. Normally workaholics, when the sun is strong and the air warm our only urgency is to bask. I once briefly contemplated marriage with a handsome, fair-skinned young man with whom I imagined myself in love until, on a day trip to the sea, he covered his splendid legs with a towel in case they burned and I knew that he was not for me.


Each summer we would drive our two sons as far south as time and money would allow. We would all idly dream of buying a house in Italy or Spain even though we knew we could not afford it. It was not until we went to the south west of France where we discovered old houses, abandoned and not expensive – the French much preferring to build smart new villas – that we realised for the first time that our dream might just become reality. In Lot-et-Garonne we fell in love with a region of small undulating farms, medieval hill-top towns, their balconies crammed with flowers, incredibly cheap, gastronomic menus and simple, friendly people. Even then it was to take us five years to find what we wanted.


Each holiday we would point the car south west from Calais. The search was on and it filled a need in me for something to absorb me completely. Ever since I had finished playing at the Piccadilly Theatre in ‘Man of La Mancha’ I had felt a great restlessness. Musical roles like Dulcinea in the story of Don Quixote are once in a lifetime and I had been incredibly lucky to get it – and even luckier to repeat it the following summer playing opposite Richard Kiley who had created the role on Broadway. The notices made my agent happy.


It was a special show. The distinguished critic of the New York Times, Brooks Atkinson wrote: ‘In the final scene Dulcinea and Don Quixote are not figures of fun but enlightened human beings who know something private but beautiful that is outside the range of ordinary experience.’ Small wonder that I found the world of cabaret and one-nighters to which I had returned less than satisfying.


Looking for our house in the sun became almost an obsession and in the next five years we must have seen scores of houses. We looked at complete ruins, converted or unconverted barns, neatly restored villas, even shacks made of wattle and daub which looked as though a high wind would blow them away, but we found nothing that was exactly right. And of course each year when we returned our slowly growing savings were outstripped by rising prices. Would we ever find the right house in the right location at a price we could afford?


That summer we had almost been persuaded by an English entrepreneur, living in the south west, to buy a huge barn that he had found and to let him supervise the conversion. Still undecided we went to have another look. The interior was huge. The walls of beautiful, honey-coloured stone were a metre thick and the original wooden stalls still full of hay. However, one wall needed to come down and be completely rebuilt, it was too close to the road and the distant view was marred by a giant pylon. But it was, not surprisingly, very cheap and our holiday was almost over. Could we bear to go home once more disappointed? That night we lay awake.


‘Is that what we’ve really been looking for?’ asked Mike.


‘No.’ I had to admit it. And that was that.


We decided to forget the wretched barn and spend just one more day searching. We had gradually established priorities and the first had to be the one thing which we could not change – the location. Next morning at an agency that we had not tried before we explained, as best we could, what it was that we were looking for. The agent, a plump, dishevelled blonde, seemed sympathetic and armed with her list of three possibilities we set off yet again. The first house turned out to be a sagging wooden cabin in a gloomy valley. We did not even stop. So much for her understanding. It was no good, we might as well start thinking about going back to England. Even the intrepid Matthew was getting fed up with all this fruitless house-hunting.


It was midday. We looked at the second name on the list and consulted our, by now, dog-eared map. The owner, a M. Bertrand, lived in a farm on the edge of a village about six kilometres away. We might as well just go and look. We could, perhaps, eat our picnic in the village square and buy a drink at the café. As we approached the village – hardly even that: a shop, a church, two petrol pumps with an urn of oleanders on either side and a telephone box under a tree – nothing moved. It appeared deserted. We climbed out of the van into the midday heat and looked about us. The stillness was broken by the creak of a gate and turning we saw a very small, very old woman in a dark speckled pinafore and carpet slippers coming silently towards us. Did she by any chance know M. Bertrand, the farmer, we asked her? She smiled, raising her thin eyebrows.


‘Mais, bien sûr Monsieur,’ she whispered, pointing down the road ahead. We did not know then of course, that she had known him for forty years and others in the village for twice as long.


Several tethered dogs barked wildly as we drove into the farmyard. The house was quite imposing and the garden ablaze with asters and zinnias. A boy about the same age as Matthew came out of a side door. He had long brown legs, a smiling intelligent face and he explained that his father was ‘en train de manger’. We apologised for we knew, even then, that there could hardly be a greater crime than interrupting a Frenchman’s meal, especially at midday.


‘We’ll come back later,’ we said, but at that moment M. Bertrand himself appeared, wiping his greasy chin with the back of his hand. He was small but sturdy, dark-eyed, his sunburnt feet in dusty espadrilles. We apologised for disturbing him but he shook his head and smiled. It was nothing. Yes, he did have a house for sale, he would be glad to show it to us. He climbed onto a small motorcycle. We protested. It was always slightly embarrassing to have to explain to any vendor that their house was really very charming but not exactly what was required – and to have to do so after dragging this poor man from his meal!


‘If you’ll just tell us how to get there,’ we pleaded, ‘we’ll go and look and then, if we are interested, we’ll call back.’


He smiled at us, shaking his head.


‘Impossible,’ he said. ‘You’d never find it.’


It was at that moment that we had our first stirrings of excitement.


‘Is it well situated?’ asked Mike.


‘Better than here,’ he yelled over the sudden roar of the bike and away he careered down the drive. We followed.


Two hundred yards along the winding, narrow road he suddenly disappeared from view as he turned to the right up a rough track and we turned, bumping and swaying behind him. The track swung left, climbing and narrowing through dry, head-high maize. At the far end of this tunnel we could just glimpse two ruined walls and a great heap of stones. Our hearts sank. Was that it? The farmer, no doubt realising what we were thinking, turned and, pointing at the ruin, shook his head, the bike lurching wildly. Another turn, this time to the right, past a dried-up pond and a large barn and as he stopped, we saw our house for the first time.


The engines switched off, the sudden stillness was overwhelming as we climbed down into the dry, bleached grass. As our ears adjusted we became aware of the papery rustling of the maize and the shrilling of crickets in the dry, sweet air. It was very hot although the sun was obscured by thin cloud and as we walked toward the house we all spoke quietly as though someone were asleep.


It was a long, low building and, from what seemed to be the front, which I now know is the back, it appeared featureless. The end section on the right seemed to be an afterthought, having been roofed in different tiles from the ancient Roman ones which slithered down the remainder of the roof.


‘That part is not so old,’ said M. Bertrand. ‘Not quite a hundred years I think.’


‘And the rest?’ I enquired.


He shrugged. ‘Two hundred, three hundred, perhaps more. Who knows?’ He led us round the side of the house where a long-neglected vine had interwoven with a japonica bush. It had climbed higher than the roof and then twisted over to form a long, shady, ragged tunnel full of spiders’ webs.


The real front of the house now came into view. The nearest corner was almost hidden by what had probably once been a neat box hedge but was now a tall, straggling screen of trees. Beyond this the roof sloped steeply down to form a wide porch. Behind two low iron gates of uneven width we could see a stone well, an ancient front door and a collection of cobwebbed clutter; lengths of string and wire posts and broomhandles and cracked clay pots. M. Bertrand shooed away the cows which grazed right up to the porch and taking out a huge key on a tattered shred of dark red cloth, he unlocked the door.
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Stepping into that cool, dark interior was the strangest experience for the furniture was still there, layered with dust and cobwebs as if in a fairy tale; yet even after all those years of neglect I still felt the strong sense of its having been loved and cared for. M. Bertrand pushed the shutters open and the fierce light flooded in through the grimy glass showing more clearly the long table, rickety chairs, and a sideboard, dark and massive with an old lady’s straw hat lying on the top. I picked it up and slowly put it on and I knew then that this was the house I wanted. Something about continuity; impossible to explain.


In this main room, to the side of the one small, deep-set window were two tiny wood-burning stoves. Their sooty chimney pipes crossed the greasy wall to join the main chimney breast of the wide, open fireplace, the hearth a simple iron plate on the floor. An opening to the left led to the newer part of the house which consisted of two quite large rooms opening off this main room. M. Bertrand opened one door then another.


‘Attention!’ he shouted as we began to follow him. We soon saw why. Unlike the first room which had a cement floor, these were wooden but, alas, now almost entirely eaten away. As he swung the shutter open I shrieked as an outraged bat flew from its home between the joists, skimming my face as it hurtled out of doors.


Mike, always more practical than I, was looking very doubtful. ‘It’ll all have to be completely re-done,’ he muttered as we went back into the main room and looked up at the ceiling, where there were several large holes giving glimpses of the sky. Green trails of lichen on the corner wall showed where the rain had trickled in over the years. My heart sank. The specification had indeed said ‘INTERIEUR A RESTORER’ but…


Another two doors led off to the right, the first into a corridor about nine feet wide. There were ominous holes in the beaten earth floor which was strewn with broken rabbit hutches, wire cages, dozens of empty bottles, and everywhere cobwebs on the cobwebs, layered with dust like thick muslin. Matthew, always ahead, had already found a mouldering, uneven staircase at the far end lit by a very small window. Above this was another, even older window with no frame or glass, just a hand-carved stone opening, closed by a crude, heavy oak shutter which, when we opened it inwards, showered us with dust but revealed wonderful old nails with which it was studded. There was enough light for us to gingerly ascend into the attic or grenier which ran the whole length of the house. It was not in as bad a state as we had expected and was full of old farm implements, piles of corn husks, old boxes and even what looked like another ancient sideboard in the far corner.


Downstairs once more in the main room we opened the second door on the right and found a small room with an unusually low, tongued and grooved pine ceiling and a glass door which led outside. M. Bertrand explained that this room was the newest addition. It had been built inside the main structure for the old lady who had lived there with her son, because it was south facing and so warmer in the winter.


‘How old was she?’ I asked.


‘Ninety-two when she died,’ he answered, ‘and her son almost seventy.’


The last area M. Bertrand showed us was the huge outhouse or chai which was, he told us, a store for wine, north facing but not like a cave, which is below ground. We went in through a wide oak door at one side of the porch. About eighteen feet high nearest to the house, it sloped steeply down to barely five feet at the far end. ‘Brilliant!’ breathed Matthew as we stepped inside. Not only dust and cobwebs here but also an eleven years’ old collection of dead leaves from the two overhanging ash trees. Along the lowest wall, raised on two heavy beams were a dozen large oak barrels and several smaller ones, there was a pair of ancient scales with weights; a weird, wooden, wheelbarrow-like machine which was, we learned, for winnowing the wheat and another for stripping the corn from the cob; benches, baskets, lanterns, boxes, besoms and yet more bottles.


We wanted to talk about the house. Mike explained to M. Bertrand that we had a picnic with us in our camping van. Might we eat it there by the house? We were sure that he too might like to finish his own meal. We were very interested. (Very interested? I was besotted!) We would stay there until he returned.


His reaction surprised us. His face fell. He pushed his straw hat back off his brown forehead to show the white strip beneath. He shrugged and blushed, shifting his brown feet in the dust. What could be the problem? Eventually he explained that the previous summer he had done precisely that with another group of people. On his return they had already left, taking with them the old brass lamp which had hung above the table. What could we say? We suggested he lock the house but he suddenly smiled, shook our hands and disappeared in a cloud of smoke.


Once more the silence descended as we gazed at the neglected house. Many of the ancient tiles had slipped and staggered down the steep slope of the roof giving it a drunken look. The plaster on the thick walls was stained and crumbling, the shutters falling to pieces and holes in the ceiling – but how I wanted it.


I handed out the bread, cheese and fruit and Mike uncorked the wine. Too excited to sit down, we circled the house again, picnic in hand. Matthew discovered two small outhouses that looked as though they might have been pigsties and another with a curiously high, narrow double door and a copper set into the end wall. There was also a second porch closed in with ugly galvanised doors on the west side which faced the barn. There was no mention of the barn on the specification so we assumed that the farmer used it and it was indeed full of hay. How much land would be ours? It said 2000 square metres but as we were surrounded by fields, it did not seem too important. The pale cows watched us, standing in a line. Mike poured himself another glass. Might this be the moment to try to explain how I felt? Before I had time to say anything Matthew came hurtling back again.


‘It’s great. We can have it Dad, can’t we?’ he said.


His father looked at him, glass in hand. ‘I think we might. There’s an awful lot to do, it’s in a dreadful state and you’ll have to help, you realise. But I feel it’s manageable and it’s less than five thousand pounds.’ We were home and dry.


By the time M. Bertrand returned we were planning which would be the main bedroom, which the kitchen, and Matthew had already chosen for himself the floorless room facing south. I now realise that he was the only one who got it right but we had not lived in our house then. We hadn’t even bought it.


M. Bertrand seemed delighted. We shook hands again and then it was a matter of returning to the Agency to pay a deposit and sign the agreement. It seemed a comparatively simple procedure.


‘There’s another way back to the road,’ said M. Bertrand. ‘It will be quicker for you. Go down that track,’ he shouted, pointing, and then he whizzed away. Ten minutes later we were completely lost in a strange farmyard encircled by dogs, cats, chicken, ducks and guinea fowl and a family of three generations who had come out to show us the track that we should have taken. Our new home was certainly remote.


In order to pay the deposit and, more important it seemed, the Agent’s commission which was, we discovered in our region, six per cent and, alas, à la charge de l’acheteur, we spent the next hour chasing from one bank to another. At that time one could only write a sterling cheque for fifty pounds cash so the process had to be repeated in each available bank. Fortunately the small town appeared to be full of banks. Returning to the Agency we struggled to make sense of the official documents. Mike, who many years before as an eighteen-year-old soldier in wartime France and the only one in his squadron with any French, had had a great deal of practice but nevertheless found it hard going. My own French was abysmally rusty and Matthew, who could just about conjugate avoir and être if he put his mind to it soon got bored and went to have a snooze in the van.


We were almost finished when we were joined by a newly bathed and dressed M. Bertrand and his small, fair, girlish wife. With a wide face and a radiant smile she was clearly enjoying this unexpected trip into town. At last the documents were completed and we could all leave the airless office for a drink at the café across the road.


‘Tomorrow I must get the géomètre to measure your land exactly,’ said M. Bertrand, and we arranged to meet at the house the following day. We toasted our new friendship in Pernod and Dubonnet. Clinking our glasses we beamed at each other. Time would tell us the quality of these friends that we had had the good fortune to find.


Le Géomètre was young, handsome and very serious. He walked round our house to the front porch and regarded it in silence for several minutes. Then he said solemnly, ‘Oui. C’est très recherché.’ We were suitably pleased. We thought so too.


He paced and measured, M. Bertrand following him banging in small wooden stakes at each corner. The narrow strip of land between the barn and the house was evenly divided and then he marched off along the track with his giant tape measure. The further he went the further fell M. Bertrand’s face. We were to learn over the years that our friend is totally without guile, his face mirrors each succeeding thought. Then we only saw that he had not realised quite how much of his meadow would soon be ours. We watched the graceful young man pace onward. ‘Right!’ shouted Mike. ‘That’s plenty.’


M. Bertrand looked surprised but extremely relieved. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.


‘Sure,’ we nodded. We knew that it would be a long time before we would worry about the size of a garden, there was so much to be done on the house. So the stakes were hammered in and Le Géomètre disappeared slowly down the track in his elegant car. A man of taste. He knew something recherché when he saw it.


So with our holiday at an end we took our last look at our house. We were a little disconcerted to learn that it was called Bel-Air. A name with such a smart, trans-Atlantic connotation seemed singularly inappropriate for our neglected and unpretentious dwelling. M. Bertrand explained that within a few kilometres there were four ancient houses all called Grèze Longue and that grèze was a kind of chalky soil. There were Grèze Longue Haut and Bas for obvious reasons, Au Bosc de Grèze Longue because it was in a wood and our house was actually called Bel-Air de Grèze Longue because we had the best view and caught all the fresh air. That made it much more acceptable.


Excited as we were there was nothing more to do but return to England and dream about it. Until the transaction was completed we could not begin any alterations. We took a few inadequate photographs to show Adam, our eldest son, who was somewhere in Europe touring with a pop group. In London we had to apply to the Bank of England for permission to buy abroad and we also had to pay the iniquitous dollar premium which was, in 1976, 45%, for the privilege of spending our own money on which we had already paid tax!


In October we received a letter from the lawyer, or notaire, saying that our agreement would be even more delayed. When le géomètre had consulted the ancient map he had discovered that at some time in the past M. Bertrand, in order that his cows should have easier access to the pond, had simply altered the position of the track or chemin rural which passed our house. This explained why it now ran past the back, rather than the front door as it had originally done. Such an alteration was, it appeared, strictly forbidden and French bureaucracy now required the passing of a special acte by the commune. We could only imagine M. Bertrand’s face when he heard this piece of news!
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