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The charming town of Rochefort, nestled along the Charente River in France, left a deep mark on me—not just for its beauty, but for the life-changing experiences it offered during our Airbus training. It was there that the idea for this book took shape.

This journey wouldn’t have happened without Goncalo, our mentor, whose guidance and support inspired the very title—“A Man Taller Than the Eiffel Tower.” His impact went far beyond instruction, becoming the emotional backbone of this story.

I was also fortunate to share this time with Akshay and Pranav, whose companionship and spontaneous travels across Europe added humor and unforgettable moments to the narrative.

Though I had written articles and blogs before, the idea of a book took root thanks to my cousin sister Devi, who had published her own, and Neeraj, whose encouragement led me to self-publish.

This would not have been possible without my family. My wife Keerthana created the calm space I needed to write, while my children, Thanisq and Viba, filled the days with joy and color. I am grateful to my father, Surulivel, and to the family of my brother Mathan, who are an essential part of this journey.

Most of all, I dedicate this book to my late mother, Jeyakodi, whose insistence on the value of education laid the very foundation of this book.

This is more than a memoir—it is a celebration of mentorship, family, and the moments that shape who we are.

“All I did was offer my hands—God wrote this book.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Bangalore - Paris - Nantes - Rochefort


[image: ]




It was 10 p.m. on May 12th, 2024. 

Bangalore airport was a hive of activity, bustling with travelers bound for far corners of the globe. Under a canopy of golden lights, the entire terminal shimmered like a modern-day palace. Cars zipped up to the curbside at Terminal 2, dropping off passengers in a flurry of hugs, handshakes, and hurried goodbyes. Clusters of friends and family gathered here and there—some holding back tears, others offering words of encouragement before parting ways.

Not everyone had the luxury of a proper sendoff. Caught in Bangalore’s infamous traffic, some passengers barely made it inside, rushing past check-in counters with panic in their eyes—while a few, tragically, missed their flights altogether.

I, however, had arrived well in advance, pulling my luggage from the taxi with calm purpose. This was not an ordinary trip - it was a long, international journey. Originally, I was to fly directly from Chennai to Paris. But with Air France having suspended direct flights from Chennai, I had rerouted through Bangalore.

The day before, I had taken the Mysuru Express to the city and stayed overnight at my brother Mathan’s house in Hoskote—a quiet suburb on the eastern fringes of Bangalore. Mathan lived there with his wife and three energetic children, having chosen the location for its proximity to his workplace.

Hoskote, while modest in appearance, holds a few delightful secrets. It’s famous across Bangalore for two things: its sprawling vegetable market—where fresh produce from nearby villages floods in every morning—and its legendary Dum Biryani.

Even at the break of dawn, I’ve seen eager patrons queuing outside Anand Dum Biryani, a humble eatery with an almost cult-like following. The scent of their mutton biryani wafts down the street, calling out to the hungry like a siren song. Like the more well-known Hyderabadi and Dindigul Thalapakatti styles, Hoskote’s version carries a flavor all its own—deep, earthy, and uncompromising. The secret lies in the slow-cooked fusion of spices, meat, and rice over a steady flame. Every grain and morsel sing with flavor, as if time itself had seeped into the dish.

As I stood in line that morning to savor one last plate before my flight, I was reminded of something my teacher once said: "Slow learning, done with consistency, will elevate you to the next level in life."

It echoed the very principle behind the Hoskote biryani—patiently crafted, unapologetically rich, and ultimately unforgettable.

Pulling my luggage behind me, I settled into a cold steel chair in front of Gate 1 at Bangalore International Airport, waiting for my two colleagues to arrive. Together, we were bound for Paris—but that was merely the gateway. Our true destination lay further west: a quiet town nestled along the Atlantic belt of France—Rochefort.

At that moment, I had no inkling that this tranquil town, seemingly plucked from the pages of a forgotten novel, would gift me not only vivid adventures and valuable life lessons, but also something far rarer: a role model, a man whose presence would redefine my understanding of leadership, humility, and human potential.

His name was Goncalo Pereira—A man taller than the Eiffel Tower, not in stature, but in spirit.

They say space—or ether—is constantly expanding, eternally accommodating all that exists within it. In the same way, the human mind, which is nothing but a microcosm of this ether, should strive for continuous expansion—to make room for others, to embrace compassion, to inch closer to the divine.

Goncalo, I realized, was a man whose mind was always expanding.

As I waited at the same Gate 1, I was struck by a moment of déjà vu. Just six months earlier, I had stood in this exact spot, bidding farewell to my brother-in-law and his two children. They were flying to Sweden to reunite with his wife, who had gone ahead two months prior to take up a program manager role with Tata Consultancy Services.

I could still picture the chaos of that day—my brother-in-law darting between the airline counter and the main entrance, wrestling with the weight of his luggage. In the end, some items had to be left behind, reluctantly handed back to us.

Now, it was my turn. My bags were 1.5 kilograms overweight. I knew that if I encountered a by-the-book airline agent, I’d have to start shedding. But what could I part with? My suitcase was filled with only two essentials: clothes and groceries—carefully packed to sustain three months in Rochefort, a remote French town far removed from the familiar comforts of Paris, and even farther from India.

Just then, I heard a cheerful chorus: “Arun Sir!”

Snapping out of my reverie, I looked up to see Akshay and Pranav approaching, each hauling oversized suitcases and grinning ear to ear. We were colleagues at Expleo, a French-based global engineering and software firm. Since I had over two decades of experience, they affectionately referred to me as "Sir"—a customary mark of respect in India. For the sake of simplicity—and to make things easier for the reader—I’ll refer to myself simply as Arun from here on.

The three of us were heading to Rochefort for a specialized three-month training with Airbus, one of our key clients. The program was part of a strategic shift—after the training, Airbus’s manufacturing engineering tasks would be gradually externalized to India, to be executed by teams across Bangalore, Pune, and Chennai.

In time, after returning to India, I was entrusted with the leadership of the Atlantic perimeter—a collection of critical Airbus locations, including Nantes, Saint-Nazaire, Montoir-de-Bretagne, Méaulte, and of course, Rochefort.

But in that moment, sitting at Gate 1, luggage teetering on the weight limit, and mind flickering between memories and expectations, I had no idea what lay ahead. I only knew we were going—not just to France, but into a chapter of life that would leave an indelible mark.

Akshay and Pranav, both embarking on their first international journey, were brimming with excitement. The allure of stepping into an international airport, undergoing their very first immigration and security clearance, receiving that inaugural passport stamp, and embarking on a ten-hour flight — all of it was electric.

“I wonder what kind of questions they'll ask at the customs checkpoint,” Akshay asked, a trace of nervous energy in his voice. “Will there be any tricky ones?”
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“They’ll ask where you're going, the purpose of your travel, how long you’re staying, and whether you’ve got proper accommodation,” I replied reassuringly. “If your documents are in order, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Just a year ago, I had been in Toulouse, France, for a similar three-month stint with Airbus, where aircraft like the A320, A330, A350, and the iconic Beluga are manufactured. I found myself recounting those memories, sharing bits of my travel experience with them—each detail sparking a mix of curiosity and wonder.

After taking a few photos in front of the dazzling, night-lit airport—a canvas of glass, chrome, and shimmering lights—we stepped inside. This wasn’t just a trip. It was a journey to build new memories, to witness the serenity of a coastal French town, to dive deep into the world of aircraft manufacturing—and to meet Goncalo, the man who stood taller than the Eiffel Tower.

In the distance, a screen glowed with our flight details: Air France. “There we go,” I said, pointing it out.

Dragging our luggage-laden trolleys behind us, we reached the Air France check-in counter. After a short wait in the queue, a courteous lady at the desk welcomed me with a smile. She placed my suitcase onto the conveyor with a built-in weighing scale.

My heartbeat quickened.

Please be underweight, I whispered silently. But the screen blinked back a harsh reality: 24.5 kg—1.5 kg over the 23 kg limit.

Now I had two choices: either pay the excess baggage fee or remove items from my bag.

But what could I remove? Every item inside was essential—rice, wheat flour, spices, groceries. Things we’d need to cook for ourselves in Rochefort, not only to maintain dietary comfort but also to avoid the steep cost of local cuisine. No luxury items. Nothing frivolous. No one was waiting outside to collect any leftovers either—whatever I took out would end up in a bin.

I quickly shuffled a few items between my check-in and cabin baggage and managed to trim the excess down to 1 kg. Still not enough.

Just then, I saw Akshay and Pranav at the adjacent counter. They’d cleared their luggage check. “What was your bag’s weight?” I asked.

“22 kilograms,” Akshay replied.

A thought flashed: If we’re traveling together, does the airline consider the combined luggage weight? Our total allowance was 69 kg—23 kg each—and together, our bags weighed just 68 kg.

I turned to the lady at the counter. “Can we check in the bags together? We’re on the same itinerary, heading to the same destination.”

She looked up. “May I see your tickets?”

I handed all three over.

She reviewed them carefully, then smiled. Without a word, she pressed a button. With a mechanical jerk, my red suitcase slid onto the conveyor belt and vanished behind the partition, heading for the aircraft’s cargo hold.

Relief washed over me.

That red suitcase meant more to me than just luggage. I had bought it with my first salary after joining Mahindra & Mahindra in 2005 as a Graduate Engineer Trainee in Nashik. I still remember spotting it on a display shelf at Big Bazaar—a bright, rugged, and elegant piece that caught my eye instantly. Without hesitation, I bought it. It was the first thing I’d ever purchased for myself.

Now, that very suitcase was en route to the belly of an Airbus A330-200, flying across continents—carrying not just clothes and groceries, but memories, a slice of my past, and the spirit of my journey.

With a sense of relief washing over us, the three of us—Akshay, Pranav, and I—began walking briskly toward our next challenge: clearing customs. Each of us lugged our hand baggage, mentally preparing for the usual rigmarole. As we inched forward in the serpentine queue, I resumed narrating my Toulouse tale to the ever-curious duo.

“It was June 2023,” I began, “when Lohesh, Amarnath, Rajkumar, and I were bound for the famed ‘Pink City’—Toulouse.”

Soon, I reached the customs counter. A quick stamp on my passport marked my official exit from India—my very first. As the glass doors slid open, revealing the gateway to international skies, a thrill coursed through me. But just as I turned back, I noticed something that quickly doused the excitement—Amarnath was being escorted aside by customs officers for additional visa scrutiny.

The rest of us—Lohesh, Rajkumar, and I—waited with bated breath. Anxiety crept in, tightening its grip with each passing minute. What if he’s denied travel? The thought loomed like a thundercloud. We were on an official assignment—how would we even begin to explain his absence to our company?

Meanwhile, Amarnath was under intense interrogation. From afar, it looked like a relentless volley of questions was being hurled his way. Eventually, the glass door parted once more, and there he was—Amarnath—calm, composed, and slightly amused. India’s metaphorical gate had reopened.

Lohesh, always brimming with sarcasm, couldn’t resist.

“So, how many questions did they throw at you?” he teased, smirking.

Amarnath grinned wryly and fired back, “You’re asking more questions than the customs officer himself.”

He then dove into a recount of his little ordeal. “I handed over my passport and documents to the customs officer,” he said. “‘Where are you headed?’ he asked. I told him, ‘Toulouse, for a business trip. I’ll be in training with Airbus.’ His brows furrowed.”

“‘Airbus?’ he asked. ‘Do they make buses?’”

“I couldn’t help myself. I said, ‘No sir, they manufacture aircrafts—the very ones parked outside on the tarmac. You’ve been here for years and you don’t know Airbus builds airplanes?’”

“That’s when his face turned crimson,” Amarnath added with a chuckle. “He leaned over and whispered something to his superior, and before I knew it, I was escorted away for ‘further questioning’. It was like a full-blown inquiry! Anyway, here I am—cleared for takeoff.”

The tension finally broke, replaced by laughter and playful banter. We walked on, still chuckling, until we reached the departure gate—four colleagues, one ordeal, and a story that would stick with us forever.

Akshay and Pranav listened intently to my tale, gradually gaining confidence about how to navigate the customs process. Without much difficulty, we cleared customs, our passports freshly stamped, and proceeded toward the security checkpoint.

We placed our laptops and handbags carefully onto the sleek steel rollers, watching as they were gently conveyed into the scanning machine. Meanwhile, a stern but composed government security officer conducted a meticulous body scan, finally nodding us through. We gathered on the other side, eyes fixed on the conveyor, waiting for our belongings to reappear.

Then, something unexpected happened.

I noticed Akshay’s bag rolling steadily toward us, followed shortly by mine. But suddenly, my handbag veered off course, diverted toward a vigilant security officer. I’ve flown numerous times before, always packing meticulously to avoid forbidden items and last-minute hassles. So, a flicker of unease ignited within me—what could possibly be wrong this time?

The security officer pointed at the bag and asked, “Whose bag is this?”

“It’s mine,” I replied calmly, though my heart quickened.

He peered into the bag and then asked, “Any food items inside?”

Instantly, I recalled the small packets of spice powders I had transferred to my handbag during the luggage weight shuffle. Examining the sachets, the officer stated firmly, “These are not allowed in the cabin. You must either move them to your check-in luggage or leave them behind.”

But by then, the check-in luggage had already been processed and was en route to the aircraft. With no alternatives, I had no choice but to surrender the spices—my precious culinary provisions—right there.

Akshay watched the scene unfold with a subtle, amused look, as if silently chiding me, “You’ve traveled so much, and yet you missed this.” I felt a pang of humility. It was a stark reminder that no matter how seasoned one becomes, unexpected situations can still trip you up.

At least there was some consolation: only half the spices had made it into my handbag—the rest remained safe in my checked luggage, waiting for me on the other side of the world.

We three stood beneath the overhead departure displays, eyes scanning intently for our flight information. Pranav quickly pinpointed our flight—AF191—listed third from the bottom. Gathering our belongings, we set off toward Gate 32. The pathway twisted left and right, flanked on either side by gleaming shops showcasing polished leather shoes, alluring bottles of fine liquor, captivating dresses, and thoughtfully curated books.

At 12:30 a.m., we settled onto the cold steel chairs positioned before Boarding Gate 32. As we waited, I immersed myself in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a book that explores life through the dual lenses of classical reason and romantic intuition—an introspective philosophical journey. Akshay listened to Hindi songs through his headphones, while Pranav animatedly shared recent stories with his wife.

My contemplative reading was interrupted by a gentle voice over the overhead speaker: “Flight AF191 is ready to board on time. Passengers in rows 11 through 21, please prepare to board first.” We checked our boarding passes—our seats were in rows 12 and 13. “It’s typical to call the last ten rows first to prevent congestion in the aisles,” I explained to Pranav.

Soon, the same mellifluous voice announced the official boarding call. We collected our bags and joined the queue, waiting our turn to have our boarding passes scanned. With a friendly thumbs-up from the Air France agent, we stepped onto the jet bridge, which ushered us directly onto the plane. Passing by the sleek business and premium economy sections, we reached row 13. Carefully stowing my bags in the overhead bin, I found my seat. A gracious French lady seated by the aisle smiled warmly as she made room for me to settle in.

The captain’s voice soon crackled over the intercom, welcoming us aboard. He shared flight details—distance, duration—and ended with a comforting “sit back and relax.” Moments later, flight attendants took over with thorough safety instructions.

Akshay and Pranav, seated a row ahead, struck up a conversation with their seat neighbor. Meanwhile, the engines roared to life, the captain taxied the aircraft to the runway, and with a powerful surge, the plane accelerated down the tarmac before gracefully lifting into the night sky.

Shortly after takeoff, the flight attendants served hot idlis—deliciously warm and comforting—followed by a pour of rich red wine. The combination of a French film, sumptuous snacks, and a few hours of sleep made the 10-hour journey surprisingly swift and entirely free of boredom. Occasionally, I glanced at the overhead screen, tracking our flight path as we flew almost directly from Bangalore to Paris.

As we neared our destination, the captain announced our imminent descent. The seatbelt sign illuminated, attendants verified the cabins, and we all braced ourselves. With a gentle jolt, the aircraft touched down smoothly on the runway of Charles de Gaulle Airport.

Looking out the window, I observed the airport’s frenetic ballet—planes landing and taking off with rhythmic precision, like juggling balls in midair. Quickly, we made our connection to Nantes.

During the transfer, we strolled past enticing duty-free shops brimming with liquor bottles. Akshay’s eyes sparkled as he said, “I’m definitely buying duty-free bottles on the way back to India.” Curious, he asked, “Arun, how many you are planning to carry?”

“I’m not planning to take anything,” I replied.

His face lit up with mischievous delight. “Can you bring some bottles for me? I’ll pick them up in India.”

I nodded, agreeing to his request. Little did I know then that while my groceries and rice would indeed be consumed during our stay, my luggage would soon bear the unexpected weight of those boules—more than I had anticipated.

Touchdown in Nantes — Lessons on the Road

Our connecting flight touched down gently in Nantes—a vibrant, festival-rich city nestled in the Atlantic region of France—promptly at 1:00 p.m. local time. Known for its whimsical “Les Machines de l’île”, a fantastical mechanical theme park featuring gigantic moving beasts, Nantes welcomed us with a crisp European breeze.

Since our customs and immigration formalities had already been completed in Paris, we moved swiftly through the airport’s exit gates. Our next destination: Rochefort—a quiet town that would soon become the backdrop for our training and transformation.

The travel plan from Nantes to Rochefort had already been arranged back in India. Mathan, our friend and colleague from Expleo, was stationed in Nantes and had been entrusted with additional responsibilities involving the Airbus projects in Rochefort. It was he who would ferry us to our final destination in a hired car.

We connected to the airport’s Wi-Fi and called Mathan, who was already waiting in the parking area. With a few landmarks and verbal cues, we quickly located him. In a foreign land, seeing a familiar Indian face felt nothing short of a blessing. His presence immediately anchored us and offered a sense of comfort.

Mathan was in full form—navigating the Left-Hand Drive (LHD) vehicle with the ease of a local, weaving through the lanes of Nantes as though the car were an extension of his thoughts. With some creative maneuvering, we loaded our heavy luggage—most of it in the trunk, some wedged between seats beside Akshay and Pranav.

Impressed by his driving finesse, I quipped, “Mathan, you’re handling this LHD like it’s second nature. It’s like you’ve been driving it all your life.”

He laughed. “Arun, if you know how to drive, left or right doesn’t matter. A few hours of practice, and you’ll be cruising too.”

His casual confidence planted a seed in us—maybe, just maybe, we too could rent and drive around Rochefort during our stay.

Once we settled in, Mathan asked about the work we’d be doing in Rochefort. As expected, Pranav, ever enthusiastic and endlessly curious, leapt into answering—often before the question had been completed. At times his answers were off the mark, even amusingly so.

Mathan, patient and observant, finally offered a piece of advice that resonated deeply:

“French professionals are extremely detailed when they explain things. But the moment you say ‘I know,’ they stop. So as far as possible, just listen—stay receptive.”

It struck a chord.

In that moment, I recalled a lesson from my shuttle badminton coach, Han, who would always remind us never to react before the opponent’s shuttle had left the racquet. Watch the direction, judge the speed—then make your move. Both lessons echoed the same truth: real learning begins with patient observation.

I had known Mathan from our time working together at Stellantis in India. Both of us hailed from Tamil Nadu, and we effortlessly slipped into Tamil, reminiscing about the memorable and sometimes challenging moments we had shared in our earlier days. But soon, out of respect for Akshay and Pranav—who hailed from Karnataka and Maharashtra, and spoke Kannada and Marathi respectively—we switched back to English.

That moment reflected the beauty of India’s linguistic mosaic. A land of 22 official languages, and countless more dialects, yet we thrive as one nation, bound not just by borders, but by shared understanding, adaptability, and mutual respect.

As Mathan skillfully navigated the car through the winding French roads, he began briefing us on a few essentials to sort out upon arrival in Rochefort. One of his first and most emphatic instructions was: get a local SIM card and activate mobile data immediately. "In France," he said, "Google Maps is more than a tool—it’s a survival kit. Even locals rely on it to find their way home."

[image: A group of people posing for a photo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

His words rang true. I would soon witness just how dependent the French are on digital navigation. But as he spoke, a quiet pause in the car triggered a flashback—an unsettling memory from the year before, when I faced a frustrating travel hiccup in Toulouse.

A Year Earlier: Toulouse Trials

It was Thursday evening, June 1st, 2023, when I landed at Blagnac Airport, Toulouse, along with my colleagues Lohesh, Amarnath, and Rajkumar. We were later joined by four others—Girish, Prachi, John, and Vivek—who had arrived via a different route through Frankfurt. Toulouse, home to Airbus’s largest final assembly plant, buzzed with aviation energy. As we exited the airport, we caught a glimpse of the magnificent Beluga aircraft landing—its unique, elephant-like frame delivering aircraft parts from across Europe.

[image: ]

Our warm welcome at the airport came from the early team—Roshan, Ganesh, Bala, Vaibhav, and Sudhakar—who had arrived a month earlier. Roshan, ever resourceful, began explaining our transport options: tram, bus, or taxi. As he spoke, we watched the last tram of the evening glide away from the platform. Only then did we learn the transit system was on strike, due to stalled negotiations between transport unions and the government. That would be our first of many commutes affected in the coming days.

Despite the disruption, spirits remained high. Bala had already planned a weekend hiking trip to Foix, a picturesque town 80 kilometers south of Toulouse. Known for its medieval charm and lush landscapes, it was the perfect escape. Bala cleverly secured €1 tickets, part of a monthly initiative to encourage tourism and public transport use.

Rajkumar and I decided to move into the same apartment as Bala and the rest of the early-arrival team. We looked forward to bonding over nature trails and new experiences.

The Foix Fiasco

But not all plans go smoothly. The next morning, our dreams of Foix crumbled.

A call from Roshan jolted us awake: “Arun, take the metro from Saint-Cyprien and reach Marengo-SNCF. The train to Foix departs at 8:25 a.m.”—and with that, he hung up.

It was 8:00 a.m. already.
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Unfamiliar with the Toulouse metro system, we scrambled to find Saint-Cyprien on Google Maps. “It’s close by!” Rajkumar shouted, and we dashed out. But within minutes, our map disappeared—we had unknowingly stepped out of the apartment’s Wi-Fi range. No mobile data. No directions.

We ran back toward the building, just close enough to reconnect and take a screenshot of the route. With that digital lifeline, we reached the metro station and, thanks to the metro cards we’d obtained the day before, managed to reach the platform just in time.

But the next challenge loomed.

In the chaos, we had forgotten the name Marengo-SNCF, the key interchange. At the station, there were no officials in sight, no one to ask, and worse—we didn’t speak French. We stood paralyzed at the platform, uncertain whether to head toward Basso-Cambo or Balma-Gramont. Meanwhile, the others—Lohesh, Amarnath, John, and Vivek—who had stayed in a different apartment, had already joined Roshan’s group.

That morning taught me a vital truth: relying too much on others breeds complacency. We had counted on Roshan and the early team to guide us, and in doing so, failed to prepare ourselves. It was a lesson in self-reliance I would never forget—one I now carry forward in life and work.

The Pink City Beckons

Dejected but not defeated, we returned home. Later that day, we purchased local SIM cards and activated mobile data. It was too late for Foix—but perhaps not too late for adventure.

Instead of sulking, we decided to explore the soul of Toulouse—the so-called "Pink City", named after the blush-colored terracotta bricks that paint its skyline. We walked over 20 kilometers that day, immersing ourselves in the city’s charm.

We indulged in decadent French pastries, visited a quaint music shop in search of a traditional French flute, browsed through a local bookstore for an introductory French grammar guide, crossed a historic bridge spanning the Garonne River, and watched a spirited rugby match played by local athletes. We even stumbled upon a street sculptor chiseling human figures out of limestone—his artistry as mesmerizing as the city's rhythm.

By sunset, we understood something profound:

“If one gate closes, another opens. We weren’t meant for the forests of Foix that day—Toulouse itself was our true destination.”

And so, we embraced the city’s call. Not all journeys go as planned, but sometimes, the detour offers the richest experience.

I was gently pulled out of my Toulouse reverie as Mathan steered the car off the highway and onto a narrow country road. A modest signboard read: “Rochefort – 30 km.” The road ahead twisted and turned like a ribbon draped through a painting—lined with serene, whispering trees whose dappled shadows danced across our windshield. The late afternoon light filtered through the branches, casting golden hues that made the journey feel nothing short of poetic.

Mathan, taking in the view, remarked with genuine admiration, “I’ve been living here for two years now, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen road look quite so beautiful like this.”

A momentary silence followed—an unspoken invitation to soak in the rustic charm of the French countryside. The car hummed steadily as we admired the idyllic landscape unfolding on either side.

As Mathan handled a few incoming calls with ease, I overheard fragmented directions being relayed—someone was guiding him toward our accommodation. It seemed a mundane exchange, just a matter of logistics. But in that very moment, I had no inkling that we were about to meet a man of uncommon depth and quiet grandeur. A man whose character would leave a mark far deeper than the miles we had just travelled.

**A man taller than the Eiffel Tower—**not in stature, but in spirit.
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At Mobil-Homes
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We spotted a man waving energetically from a distance, his broad grin lighting up his radiant face like a beacon. As we maneuvered to park on the right side of the road, he gestured sharply to take a left, standing confidently before a weathered barricade.

A charming wooden sign read “Le Rayonnement Camping”, welcoming us warmly. This quaint enclave of mobile homes was thoughtfully arranged by the Rochefort municipality, designed as a cozy refuge for explorers from across France seeking a few weeks of respite to unwind and discover the marine town's hidden gems.

The gate slid open smoothly once a scanner verified the keycard the man proudly presented. We eased our car into a pebble-strewn parking space nestled before a quaint wooden cottage. The man approached with a purposeful stride, his smile widening.

“Bonjour! I’m Goncalo Pereira—welcome to France!” he greeted us warmly. We introduced ourselves, while Mathan shared a knowing smile with Goncalo, clearly old acquaintances.

“That’s your home for the stay,” he said, nodding toward the charming wooden house. We glanced over it—a modest structure, yet exquisitely crafted, nestled amid a tranquil, almost enchanting atmosphere. I felt a quiet thrill—a beautiful, soul-soothing experience awaited.

Without missing a beat, Goncalo sprang into action, helping us unload our luggage. As we moved about, we noticed a sleek bicycle resting in front of the cottage. Goncalo’s eyes twinkled as he explained, “You’ll be here in Rochefort for the next three months. This bicycle will be your trusty steed—perfect for daily errands to the nearby markets, exploring the picturesque town, and, of course, commuting to the Airbus plant.”

He continued enthusiastically, “I’ll bring two more vélos(bicycle) in the coming days so everyone can share.” 

Words failed us—this simple gesture, a bicycle to call our own in a foreign land for months, meant more than he could know. Later, we learned Goncalo was an avid cyclist, passionate about outdoor adventures, and his home in La Rochelle housed a small fleet of bikes.
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As we stepped onto the front sit-out, our eyes were immediately drawn to the dining table set outside, meticulously arranged with an assortment of essentials—a sturdy pack of rice, plump ripe tomatoes, pungent onions, a can of cooking oil, and a loaf of bread nestled inside a translucent plastic bag. Familiar companions—salt and pepper—stood ready to season our meals. A modest roll of toilet paper rested beside them, a humble yet reassuring collection of provisions meant to sustain us until we fully settled in. 

Also waiting patiently on the table were a pair of safety shoes—mandatory for accessing Airbus’s manufacturing zone—a cozy winter jacket to fend off Rochefort’s brisk chill, and a sturdy coffee cup, ready to fuel our office mornings.

Mathan glanced at the thoughtful display and smiled appreciatively. “Goncalo, you really are remarkable,” he said.

Goncalo’s face brightened with a quiet pride. “I understand the challenges of settling into a new place,” he reflected thoughtfully. “Having spent over a decade at Stellantis, traveling across the globe, I’ve faced these hurdles myself.” He continued, “This little kit is to help you manage the first few days. By then, you’ll have found your rhythm and discovered the local shops to meet your everyday needs.”

There was a genuine warmth and purpose behind his radiant smile—I sensed it deeply. His empathy, the ability to truly step into someone else’s shoes, only deepened the respect we felt for him.

Mathan introduced Goncalo as the Rochefort Account Manager for Expleo, working with Airbus. Before this, he had devoted much of his career to Stellantis.

With that, we set about moving the provisions inside. The house featured two rooms: a relatively spacious bathroom with an attached toilet, and a combined kitchen and living area. Compact, yes, but undeniably cozy and inviting.

Once we had unpacked, Goncalo suggested, “Why don’t we take a quick tour of Rochefort? It’ll help you get acquainted with a few key places.”

“Great idea! Thanks for the offer,” I responded eagerly.

We piled into his car, and our first stop was the front gate of Airbus. “This is where you’ll enter tomorrow to complete your onboarding,” Goncalo explained, pointing to a new construction site nearby. “A dedicated building is going up here to manufacture aircraft seats.”

We absorbed every detail he shared, curiosity piqued.

Next, we visited the back gate of Airbus—the one we would use as the main entrance later—followed by a brief stop at the Expleo agency and then Marina. Since it was a quiet Sunday, the streets were almost deserted, wrapped in a serene hush.

Goncalo then drove us past a sprawling facility where lengthy marine ropes were produced. The immense size of the building was impressive, stretching far into the distance.

Before dusk settled in, he dropped us back at our campsite. After exchanging warm farewells, Goncalo headed back to La Rochelle, promising to meet us at the Expleo agency the next day.
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Mathan, too, departed for his hotel, reminding us to be ready by 8 a.m. at the mobile home gate, where he would pick us up for the day ahead.

The next day, we arrived at the Expleo agency punctually as planned. Goncalo greeted us warmly and led us upstairs. There, engrossed in his laptop, was a man with curly hair and a boxer-like, athletic build. Our arrival seemed to momentarily disrupt his focus. He turned toward us with a gentle smile, exchanging a quick glance with Goncalo as he scanned us in passing.

Goncalo introduced him, “This is Mr. Hamza, our HR specialist, currently working on creating a skills matrix for all Expleo employees stationed at Airbus Rochefort.” Then, pointing at us, he added, “Here we have Mr. Arun, Mr. Akshay, Mr. Pranav, and Mr. Mathan.”

Hamza nodded, exchanging customary polite smiles with each of us. Little did I know then that I would come to rely on his unwavering support and guidance over the next three months. Hamza, a proud Moroccan, often remarked that Moroccans are naturally warm-hearted people who love helping others — a sentiment I would personally experience not only through him but also through Rabab, whom I would meet a month later.

As Goncalo and Mathan began a brief overview of the organizational structure within the Rochefort perimeter, another figure entered the room. Well-groomed and sharply dressed in a black blazer, physically fit with neatly combed hair and commanding eyes, he could easily be described as the embodiment of professionalism.

“I am Kevin,” he introduced himself, “Unit Delivery Head for both the Rochefort and Nantes perimeters.”

After brief introductions, Kevin shared the names of the team leads who would be working alongside us during our tenure at Airbus. When it came to my name, no team lead was listed. Noticing my puzzled expression, Kevin explained, “Arun, your team lead was supposed to be Mr. Quentin. However, he recently stepped down from his role for personal reasons. I am currently searching for a replacement. In the meantime, Hamza will assist you by translating French to English during your technical discussions with the Expleo engineers.”

I was taken aback—someone voluntarily stepping down from a leadership role, potentially hampering organizational growth, was quite unheard of in India. It struck me as a striking cultural difference.

A sudden resolve washed over me. Surrounded by native French speakers who knew little English, I realized this was a unique opportunity to immerse myself fully and learn French quickly. As my father used to say, “The best way to learn to swim is to jump into the water.” I decided then and there to dive headfirst into mastering French over the next three months.

Soon after we wrapped up our formal introductions, Kevin suggested lunch at a French restaurant. He made a few quick calls, then turned to us with a smile. “I’ve invited Christophe and Antoine to join us for lunch.” He added, “The place is called Le Cap Nell.”
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We enjoyed an exquisite French meal alongside Christophe and Antoine. Christophe was the Senior Team Lead in Rochefort, while Antoine was slated to be Akshay’s team lead. Kevin mentioned, “Gregory, Pranav’s team lead, couldn’t join us today—he’s on sick leave.”

The meal was a delightful blend of rich flavors, laughter, and light-hearted chatter. We savored a crisp white wine and a robust brown beer, soaking in the convivial atmosphere. As the meal wound down, Kevin swiftly headed to the bill counter and paid for his share. Christophe, Antoine, and Goncalo tapped their bank cards at the scanner to settle their bills.

Mathan grinned, “Here, it’s customary for everyone to pay their own way—it’s just their culture.” Shortly after, Akshay paid for Pranav and me, logging the expense into the Splitwise app as our first entry.

That very evening, we gathered on the corridor, sipping red wine and reminiscing about the day’s adventures. I shared some amusing stories from the previous year, bringing smiles and laughter to the group.

After missing my first trip to Foix, we planned a visit to Carcassonne the next day—a picturesque town famed for its ancient cathedral, meandering river, scenic boat rides, and narrow, colorful streets. It was a place where one needed extra eyes to take in all the beauty.

Just as we were winding down from the day and settling in at home, an email from our mentor Remy popped up: “Breakfast meeting tomorrow—be ready.”

The following morning, all thirteen team members gathered at the office, buzzing with excitement about witnessing the flight manufacturing process firsthand at Airbus. Our thoughts were interrupted by Remy’s entrance. Clearing his throat, he greeted, “Hi all, welcome to Expleo France. Before we start, does anyone want coffee?”

We exchanged glances, silently weighing whether to accept. I was the first to decline, quietly thinking that I was ravenous—skipping breakfast in anticipation of the promised meal. Taking coffee, I reasoned, might dampen my appetite. One by one, others followed suit.

Minutes ticked by as the meeting commenced. Introductions were made, seats assigned—but no breakfast appeared. We looked at one another, unsure what to do next. As lunchtime neared, it dawned on us: the “breakfast meeting” was named simply because it took place during breakfast hours!

With laughter and good humor, we shared our midday meal. Roshan chimed in, recounting his experiences navigating France’s culture of paying for one’s own meal.

Akshay had prepared a delicious dal tadka, and paired with the rich notes of red wine, the meal became even more delightful. We wrapped up the day with beautiful memories nestled inside, while the crisp, chill evening air embraced us outside. Clinging tightly to our blankets, we slowly dissolved into the quiet embrace of the night.

As days rolled on, life in the mobil home settled into a comforting rhythm. While I was engaged in my morning jump rope exercises, Akshay would take a leisurely stroll through the lush garden, winding among trees and fragrant bushes. Along his route, he savored the scenic beauty of parked camp vans and the gentle awakening of fellow campers. People emerged from cloth tents, greeting the dawn chorus of birds and the hum of morning insects, often exchanging warm words over steaming cups of raw coffee with their partners.
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By the time Akshay returned, I would have completed my jump routine, while Pranav remained nestled in deep slumber, wrapped snugly in a warm, hand-knit wooden blanket.

Our mornings soon adopted a simple yet satisfying ritual: slicing baguette—the iconic long French bread—and sandwiching it with fluffy egg omelets. Sometimes, this was accompanied by a comforting cup of steaming hot milk. Pranav and I relished crisp, chilled apples alongside our breakfast, while Akshay preferred to munch on his apple during his walk from the mobil home to the Airbus plant.

The mobil home became our peaceful sanctuary, a serene space where we cherished every fleeting moment. Evenings saw Akshay and me exploring every nook and cranny of the campsite, while Pranav stayed busy chatting with his family back in India, eagerly sharing tales of life in Rochefort.

Among the many amenities, the foosball table quickly captured our attention. We whiled away our leisure hours competing fiercely—my advantage lay in scoring goals, while Akshay was a master of the arrow and bow game, a pastime we eagerly indulged in after weekend lunches.

Having just a single lavatory combining the toilet, washbasin, and bathroom meant we had to orchestrate our morning routines with precision. Pranav, who usually woke up a little later, unintentionally helped us manage the tight schedule with a bit more ease. Occasionally, Pranav opted to use the common facilities nearby for his morning rituals, which further eased the congestion. Our teamwork each morning, coordinating who goes when, became an unspoken ritual to get ready efficiently for the day ahead.

One amusing detail about the lavatory was that since the mobil home was originally designed for elderly residents, the sliding door had no lock. To avoid any embarrassing surprises, we devised a simple but effective plan: before entering, always switch on the light—even during the day—to signal occupancy. Additionally, we’d knock on the door and wait for a response before stepping inside. This system worked like a charm and became a source of lighthearted jokes among us.

Our daily walk from the mobil home to Airbus took us past a quaint music school, a route we grew to love. The road was blissfully quiet, with only the occasional car or bike passing by. On either side, lush gardens and charming French houses framed our path, making every morning stroll feel serene and almost enchanting.

At the end of the road, Airbus greeted us with a welcoming presence. A rotational gate automatically opened as soon as it scanned our identity cards, ushering us inside. One of the older buildings on the site, previously run by Stelia and now acquired by Airbus, housed the assembly of the fuselage’s lower shell—a marvel of engineering quietly unfolding every day behind its walls.

Though Akshay, Pranav, and I worked in different sections of the plant, we made it a point to regroup for lunch at the open-air cafeteria. Our meals typically consisted of rice paired with dal powder, sambar, or rasam, and sometimes complemented by French bread with jam. On occasion, we’d treat ourselves to Pranav’s favorite chicken roll from outside vendors, while Akshay, being vegetarian, preferred a roll stuffed with egg. Ironically, in France, being vegetarian is often more expensive than being non-vegetarian—a fact that amused us all.

The return journey from Airbus to the mobil home was always filled with laughter and lively conversation. We’d reminisce about the day’s events, swap newly learned French words, and plan dinner menus. We also discussed our upcoming trips to Leclerc—a large supermarket near the Martrou Bridge, which connects Rochefort and Échillais over the Charente River. The bridge itself was fascinating, as it’s one of the last transporter bridges still in operation in France.
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Leclerc quickly became our favorite evening destination, the go-to spot for fresh vegetables, groceries, meat, or at least a bottle of wine to cap off the day.

One evening, as we were returning from work, we noticed a lively group gathered on an open rectangular field covered in black gravel. Curiosity piqued, we observed for a while and soon discovered they were playing pétanque—an ancient French national game involving skillful tossing of metal balls, or boules. Intrigued, we expressed our interest, and the mobil home’s office bearers kindly encouraged us to learn by lending us pairs of boules.

What started as a casual curiosity quickly became a beloved pastime. Over time, we practiced regularly, and before long, we found ourselves playing alongside groups of seasoned French players—matching them, much to our surprise, in skill and spirit.

Meanwhile, our days with Goncalo were filled with rich conversations and guidance. He helped us plan excursions to explore Rochefort’s charming surroundings, accompanied us during our safety training at Airbus, and patiently taught us essential French phrases—enough to confidently ask for directions, locate places, and order food at local eateries.

That first Friday was packed with lessons and learning at Airbus. Watching Goncalo’s patience and dedication as he taught us French, I couldn’t help but think he’d make an excellent language instructor. When I shared this thought with him, he just flashed his trademark wide smile and replied, “Maybe one day I’ll take it up after retirement.” We felt truly fortunate to have such a supportive guide throughout our three months in Rochefort.
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