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To Arthur and Dorothy,


Once upon a time we escaped to a château. You were just babies then and we said to you both ‘I wish this moment could last forever’ but somehow every moment since has been just as magical.


Thank you for being you. We are so proud of your passion, love and fearless imagination.


We love you ‘infinity plus one’.


Your gushy Mummy and Daddy.


XXX
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Preface


From the bottom of our hearts, thank you for coming along on our family journey and, of course, for buying the book! Many of you have supported us from the early days and, whilst we have travelled far, it’s fair to say it has also been a sprint. It’s easy to forget that it was only eight years ago, in 2015, that we moved to the Pays de la Loire in France with our two children, Arthur and Dorothy, and ‘dared to do it’. 


Our dream was to create a multi-generational family home that in time could sustain itself and allow us all to be together. That same year, my mum and dad, Jenny and Steve, joined us and together we began our adventure in our beautiful, run-down 150-year-old château. Back then, we dreamt of turning the château into our forever family home, whilst also creating a business that could support us and allow us to continue renovations. But never in our wildest dreams could we have envisioned where this journey of a lifetime would take us.


Angela and I are meant for each other, and it’s only because in 2010 we found each other, and we are a strong team, that we could change our lives and move to France. As a couple, we had already built our lives and businesses in England, but when we decided our future, we went all in, with every penny we had, to create our new life. In parallel with continuous renovations, we have built a business and done our utmost to provide our children – now nine and ten years of age – with a loving environment to allow them to thrive and have a balanced start in life. My mum has a saying that ‘the harder you work, the luckier you get’. We know we are very lucky people. Maybe it’s because over the years, living at the château has been a lot of hard work, and at times it’s been bloody exhausting.


Like many, our journey over the past few years has been unexpected and challenging, but amidst the adversity, we have always been positive. In this book, we look forward to sharing how some very personal dreams of ours were achieved.


We are always looking to our family’s future, especially Arthur and Dorothy’s. Every decision is made with them in mind and, even during the most frenetic times, we see every adventure we have, every little discovery, every task we complete as an investment in our forever home or a memory to be captured. 


We feel incredibly excited for the future and with so many foundations laid, we know it’s just the beginning of endless new adventures, which we look forward to sharing with you. Just in case you haven’t worked this out, when you see writing in bold, that’s me, Angel, telling a story.


And when it looks like this, that’s me, Dick.






INTRODUCTION:





New Rhythms
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Arthur was first to wake up. He came running into our room sleepy eyed and cheeky faced. ‘Pinch and a punch for the first day of the month!’ Before we could say ‘white rabbit’ he ran off. 


Sunday 1st January 2023 was our eighth New Year’s Day here in our forever home. The feeling of happiness, contentment and knowledge of the foundations we have laid for our children and future generations we felt that morning meant we had done what we set out to achieve. As I offered Dick a coffee he said, ‘Yes please, beautiful. Who has told you they love you today?’ I smiled and knew that he felt that too.


We sat on our bed and chatted. I asked Dick if this New Year’s Day felt different and he said it did. We had no real deadlines this year or urgency to renovate. Whilst we most certainly still had projects to finish, and to start, after eight years of non-stop renovations, the château was looking rather lovely. With many of the rooms now fully restored and decorated, our roof and render refurbishment completed, plus our windows underway and even a few coppers left over, we felt light as a feather. We joked about retirement and then giggled even harder because this year was looking rather full with weddings and guests booked. With that, Arthur and Dorothy came running in to see what the laughter was about and then the four of us sat together and planned our day.


Angela, Arthur, Dorothy and I saw in 2023 together. New Year’s Eve had been spent observing our Strawbridge tradition of looking through all the photos on our various devices and reliving the highlights of what had been a very full year. The château had reopened for business; we’d completed major works and we had concluded the ninth and final series of our family journey Escape to the Château. The finale party was just so full of joy and fun, and having said all our goodbyes to loved ones, we tidied up and snuggled down for a peaceful Christmas.


Tomorrow was a bank holiday, we had one more day of the holidays before Arthur and Dorothy had to go back to school, and as the first day of the year was a Sunday, we were having a doubly relaxing start. We decided to have our favourite slow family brunch before we completed the ceremony of packing school bags and pencil cases for a new term.


We all ventured downstairs to collect Petale who was waiting for us, tail wagging and eyes exuding excitement. Now the family were all together, we could continue our favourite morning routine that we only get to do all together on days like this when there is more time. In the cloakroom, everyone was slowly putting on their jackets and scarves, still a little dozy and very much in a ‘non-school day pace’. It was sunny but nippy, the type of weather that catches your first breath. As we walked across the gravel, we could see the white of our breath and the children’s cheeks were starting to get rosy.


First on our list were the geese. We had five originally but now there were just four – during the Covid lockdown one of our neighbours did us a favour and then in passing mentioned he was struggling to find a goose, so Dick swapped kindness for a goose. On this crisp January morning, the children set about their tasks. Today was a divide and conquer kind of day.


Dorothy opened the wooden ‘Frankenstein’ gate that we had all grown to love. Considering our little girl was only four when we got the geese, and was literally terrified by their squawks, I felt proud to see that she was growing into a real country girl. At the same time, Arthur was collecting the feed from the woodshed. The bin for the geese food is very tall, but so is our boy now. In fact, he’s become so tall that he was able to kiss my forehead one morning over the holidays and I thought, ‘Oh it’s happening, he is overtaking me!’ As the geese said their loud goodbyes, we walked around the side of our outbuildings, past the old piggery.


As we passed, we talked about how this was going to be Dick’s first project of the year – to turn the piggery into his art studio. I remember this made me glow. Firstly, how wonderful to do a project with no real time pressures. And secondly, about time my husband did something for himself (a concept he truly struggles with)! Dick has worked tirelessly for years, always putting the family and business first, and whilst I know retirement is not in his nature, the thought of him pottering over here, painting, writing or even fixing up an old car, was a vision of the future I loved to have. 


Last on our list of morning duties was the chickens. As we walked up to their rainbow-painted shed they made lots of noise and they were literally pushing their way out as Arthur opened the hatch. He collected a couple of eggs, which I took control of, and then we all pottered back to the château, picking some fresh mint along the way.


It was nearly 09.00hrs by the time we got back into the château, and it had been fresh enough to blow away any cobwebs. We’d decided to pop into the village and bought some fresh baguettes and some sourdough to toast – this is Angela’s favourite as it reminds her of crumpets (though it doesn’t look like a crumpet, or, to be honest, taste like a crumpet, but it makes my girl happy, so . . .). On the way home, we shared a buttery croissant – our boulanger makes the best – and we all giggled as Angela/Mummy said she would allow crumbs in the car as it was the first day of the year, but I could see her twitch! 


We decided to have breakfast in the new winter garden. However, the winter sun was slow to rise and barely added any heat as the weak rays were filtered by the leafless trees, so I popped on the heater and light, whilst Arthur made some of his world-famous guacamole, which is a brunch favourite with us.


We have certain rituals that all come from us living in France and observing the French choice to work less and spend more quality time with family. This, combined with our desire to suck the marrow out of the bones of our new life, means we always do a sanity check on our plans to see that we have taken time to breathe. For us brunch is one such ritual, and we were really excited about doing it more often as we lived more and worked less.


A couple of important points. Firstly, brunch is not just a big breakfast, or indeed a second breakfast, as made fashionable by hobbits. Having ‘brunch’ allows you to wander far from the breakfast menu; in France that is very important, as breakfast is light. Breaking your fast with a croissant does mean that you are ready for a midday meal by midday, but it is very continental. The second important point is that it has to be eaten early enough so as not to be confused with lunch; this is always made clearer if you have something ‘breakfasty’ on the table.




Arthur’s guacamole


Ingredients


2 ripe avocados (good luck with that! We tend to buy those ready to eat and wait for them to be perfect before we use them rather than buying them and expecting them to be right)


Juice of half a lemon(ish)


Fleur de sel (this is the best of the best when it comes to salt – it is a salt that forms as a thin, delicate crust on the surface of seawater as it evaporates. It has been collected since ancient times and the name comes from the flower-like patterns of crystals in the salt crust. It tastes very special!)


Method


The success of this dish comes from how you make it. The flesh of the avocado is put into a bowl and roughly mashed with a fork. Some lemon is added, as is a sprinkle of salt. You mix it and taste.


If the balance is not perfect, you add some lemon and/or salt. You mix it and taste.


If the balance is not perfect, you add some lemon and/or salt. You mix it and taste . . .


You get the point?


Take care to leave some texture in your guacamole as you don’t want baby food-type goo. It’s great on hot, buttered toast, especially crumpetty sourdough, with some fresh ground pepper.





At this stage, I have to admit that Angela and I are not always harmonious in the kitchen. We have both done lots of catering and we both have firm ideas. At breakfast time, all the activity takes place in the ‘service kitchen’ just off the dining room. Arthur and Dorothy have cooked us breakfast and consider themselves experienced, so we basically have all four of us, who are individually capable of making brunch, working together. The kitchen is actually quite small but we’re well organised in there, with a comprehensive ‘batterie de cuisine’, but it does involve a lot of moving past each other. We were in no rush but hunger adds an impetus.


Our menu:




Coddled eggs – plain, with smoked salmon and a splash of truffle salt


Boudin noir – a French blood sausage cooked crispy but soft in the middle


Hot buttered toast


Arthur’s guacamole


Salad – roquette and mache (mache is lamb’s lettuce which is hardy and available everywhere in France and throughout the year)





When Dick and Arthur are in the service kitchen, Dorothy and I try to give them space. We become the hosts and set the table, get the drinks and take things in when ‘service’ is called. We normally have orange juice with brunch but on extra special days like this I’ll make a smoothie. Dorothy can pretty much do these by herself now, but I am still close enough, keeping a sneaky eye. We have tried hundreds of combinations but our favourite is orange juice, frozen strawberries (which we picked from our garden last summer), mango and frozen pineapple (not from the garden sadly) and a couple of bananas. It’s the winning combo and adds a real fruitiness to the first breakfast of the year.


Within a few minutes of the table being laid, I called out ‘service’ and we all carried something through to our new winter garden. The heat had been on long enough to take the edge off the chill, which meant we were all wearing jumpers, except Angela who, since the day we moved to the château, has believed dressing up warm is to put socks on.


At the start of every meal we make a toast. It’s our moment in time, before we all tuck in, to remind us that we are together and that every time we get to share something it should be cherished. We do and we did. ‘To family.’ ‘To the first day of the year.’ ‘To health and happiness.’ ‘To Petale having babies!’ We all toasted at the same time, chuckled at Dorothy’s toast and got stuck in.


Relaxing, eating together, snuggling on the sofas in the salon watching a film, tending the chickens and geese, walking around the walled garden . . . it doesn’t matter what we do as a family, we try to always remember it’s special. It was only yesterday that it took all our attention to keep Arthur and Dorothy safe and amused; now they love doing things for us and with us. Like lots of parents, I’m sure, Angela and I used to regularly say that we’d like time to freeze as the children were at a perfect age and our family was so happy. Interestingly, experience has told us that every stage is a perfect stage and we have to keep loving every moment . . .


The rest of the afternoon was chilled. I’m a sucker for sorting out the children’s stationery. Arthur is relaxed and not very interested; he would rather help Dick put air into all the tyres and play Lego. Dorothy, however, is competing with me for the stationery geek championship title, and I’m fine with that. We put Home Alone on, the first one, as it’s the best, and then sharpened two cases worth of pencils. For many, this is a chore but for Dorothy and me, it’s rather satisfying. Every now and again she would check with Arthur to make sure he was happy with his pencils and every time he would say, ‘Oh yes’ or ‘Great job’. Our children’s hearts are so big and so gentle, and in this moment I could not help thinking, ‘You could be anything you set your sights on.’ And for Dick and me, as long as it came with a big dollop of happiness, we would not care.


The sun sets around 5pm in January and as we looked outside, the day had just slipped by beautifully. It was dark and we started to prepare supper. First I poured us both a glass of Saint-Émilion, which we had opened the night before. Dick gave me a look and asked how it felt being the lady of the manor! I laughed and said, ‘Fabulous, darling, but quite full on.’ I think we were both feeling nostalgic. This really felt like the start of a new era, and a new beginning. 


This was the first day of the rest of our lives and it was too good to be true. We had worked silly hours to get here but we had survived lockdown and rebuilt our business and our home. We could see the future . . . and forever looked good.







PART ONE
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chapter one






Finding Balance
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It was early June 2018 and Dick and I were sitting on the steps of the château having an aperitif. I’d made Dick a pastis. He is very particular about how he likes it served. I usually fill the glass around a quarter full and then add very cold water. We chatted about how this year really had started with an almighty bang. Despite the never-ending soggy weather conditions earlier in the year, we had managed to finish and launch our new glamping domes, ‘Château Under the Stars’, and had our first glampers, Byron and Scarlette. Their visit had ended with a proposal down by the orangery and an acceptance (always good!). Now we were in the midst of our third wedding season (if you count Richard and Charlotte’s wedding back in 2016 as ‘wedding season number one’).


Late spring at our forever home is glorious. The wisteria is divine, the meadow starts to flower, the temperature is just right and it’s truly such a joy to be in the great outdoors. Even the pollarded trees have started to look like trees again, rather than stumps. At the château, we are always guided by nature’s seasons. Dick is a true ‘season’ guru, he understands every nuance of the word and its meaning. He understands what needs to happen when and why, and how nature always leads every step of the way. From pollarding (an official swear word in this household) to planting, sap rising to the sun rising and falling. Being a city girl, I had always been slightly removed from nature’s cycle; for me, seasons changing meant swapping over my wardrobe twice a year. But Dick’s connection to the great outdoors is not only endearing, it’s fascinating, and his passion to share his knowledge with Arthur and Dorothy makes my heart melt. He is an encyclopaedia of information and every day, as a family, we grow and learn.


However, the word ‘season’ has started to take on a new meaning for us here at the château. For five months of the year, our general life balance shifts gear in order to focus on the hospitality side of our business. Naturally, this means lots of weekends are spent hosting. We share our home, our knowledge, our skills and our family, with others. And in return, this allows us to continue renovating the château and taming the land. Our hosting season runs from 1 May to 30 September, to be precise, and once it starts it is like rolling a ball down the hill – our pace constantly quickening to ensure we keep up as, even on those days when we feel tired or our feet are hurting, once we’re in the season that ball keeps rolling. With nine three-day weddings, three ‘Food Lovers’ Weekends’, four ‘Fun and Festive Days’, five ‘Garden Days’, multiple Château Under the Stars bookings and countless wedding tastings still to host, the remaining part of the ‘season’ was going to be very busy.


Our plans for the year may have been manic but the château has seen years come and go, and there was a feeling that everything should be taken in context. From 1868 to 1874, during the six years the château was being built, the whole area would have been a hive of activity with artisans working side by side, and indeed above, and below, each other. At one time, the only manifestation of the vision would have been the architect’s original drawings that now hang in our salon. That always puts our endeavours into perspective.


We know that the stone and oak beams from the old fortress that had stood on this spot since the twelfth century were reused, so they must have been put to the side and new foundations dug to follow the shape of the new château. The task was immense and all done by hand. When we put in our sewerage system, we saw a foundation stone that was the size of a small family car. So when the plans had all been agreed by the count and countess, and it was time for someone to take apart the remnants of the fort, the team must have taken the equivalent of a collective deep breath and said ‘let’s do this’. With that in mind, it was with a similar determination that we launched into our busiest year ever . . .


To be fair, we weren’t just heading into our busiest year ever, we were launching into a new phase of our life here in France. We had the physical infrastructure in place and the team to run our business. What we needed to do was keep pushing forward on the restorations that the château needed, and just keep making everything better so it met our requirements and long-term, forever, needs.


The château, the walled garden, the outbuildings and the land were all going to be part of our future and we needed to make sure our master plan came to fruition. We were going to ensure that our family had the best multi-generational home possible. Starting with the oldest . . .


We’d sorted out the granny flat within the coach house and Jenny and Steve were comfortable, but it was always our intention that the building, which is massive, would be spacious for the family ‘elders’. That meant a sociable kitchen, space to dine inside and out, bedroom suites and all mod cons. It may be Angela’s parents’, Jenny and Steve’s, now but we see it as the probable home for Angela and me, when the then elderly elders move back to the more manageable granny flat and Arthur and/or Dorothy take over the château with their families. We have the flexibility to look even further ahead and if we are all still about when Arthur or Dorothy’s children take over the responsibility for the château, fear not, we have a plan! Even longer term, we have planning permission for the outbuildings to be converted into houses should we, or any other members of our family – my sisters, or Angela’s brother, or basically any relative who needs a home in the future – desire it. Château de la Motte Husson definitely has the potential to be our – and I mean all of our – forever home, so Angela and I always have the long game in mind. We did when we bought the château, though it was a bit hazy. However, once we established our business, every bit of reinvestment was aimed at making it easy for the next generations to be here.


Despite all the activities that we had going on in parallel, we always had areas of calm, such as the walled garden. Bit by bit it was evolving and we somehow managed to make it productive in terms of flowers and produce. There are some things that just taste so much better when they are home grown, and top of the list are strawberries and tomatoes (and potatoes, and peas, and figs, and in fact all soft fruits and . . .) 


We had bought some strawberry plants and, as they do, they had multiplied. Each little offshoot was planted up and we had a very reasonable quantity of plants. Early April saw them flowering and by mid-May it was a race to get up the steps onto the walled garden to see who would have the pick of the day’s lovely, sweet, positively fragrant strawberries.


The walled garden was becoming more and more part of our sanctuary. For Dick, having a moment to potter in his walled garden is his relaxation. I watch Dick watching the children, and they share his excitement and happiness for every blossom, flower and edible in the garden. The smell from the strawberry beds this year was aromatic and tangy. The aromas started before you even reached the beds, and on this particular day, the sun was shining and that intensified everything, including the smells and vibrancy of the greens and reds.


There’s a saying, ‘I’d rather be lucky than smart’, and somehow we had the plants spread out sufficiently to allow everyone to be a winner, though Angela and I got so much pleasure from watching the children excitedly dashing around that we seldom had more than a token taste. These forays into the garden also allowed us to harvest some of the leaves from our salad bowl lettuce, and anything else that we could take back to the kitchen. There was usually something but never enough, so it was like a tease as to what the future would be like when the garden was truly productive.


By the time June arrives, nature has achieved amazing productivity and the landscape around the château is at its most vibrant. Spring sees the trees and bushes transforming from twigs, through the buds to their leaves in all different shades of green. With the longest days of the year, leaves are in their full glory and everywhere you look it feels like something is in bloom or growing as much as it possibly can.



[image: Image]



June was filled with Fun Days, Arthur and Dorothy’s school spectacular and Mum’s birthday, which we considered sacrosanct. Mum is such a hero to us, always supporting us and making us home-cooked meals, and just being there for us in every way we need, so we like to use any occasion we can as a way to say thank you and to spoil her. 


With the grounds bursting with colour and happiness, we thought doing something outside would be perfect for her birthday. A few things then happened in succession that secured the way forward. First, Dad had finally got around to sorting out his collection of Cine8 footage from my childhood and had taken the step to have it transferred onto DVD. Then, on a trip to the local vide grenier, we had found an ancient cast-iron pot which Dick said would be perfect for cooking popcorn. Et voila! They were all the signs I needed: we decided to have an outdoor movie night for Mum’s birthday.


First things first, we had to arrange for my older brother Paul to join us because we couldn’t debut our childhood memories on the big screen without him. I got into hospitality because it was my passion, but I had wondered if hosting so many events would turn a family party into ‘work’. But the answer is a definitive ‘NO’. If hosting is in your blood, every event is a joy because you love doing it. It’s like how chefs say they never tire of making people smile with food.


To make my plan work, we needed outside cinema seats, and with pennies being tight we were looking for robust materials that would stand the test of time. This gave me the perfect excuse to make some car-tyre chairs. I was excited. I had been looking at various designs and uses for this unbreakable material for yonks and this was my chance to play.




Exterior car-tyre seats


You will need


Car tyres (one per seat)


String or spray paint


Glue/glue gun (if using string)


Plywood


Foam


Dacron


Fabric for seat pads


Stapler and staples


Saw/jigsaw


Pencil


Method


Step 1: Making the seat top


First, cut a circle of plywood to fit on the top of the tyre. Use a layer of foam, followed by Dacron and finishing fabric to cover the circle and make a seat pad.


To do this, staple the foam on first. Then cover the foam with a piece of Dacron just a bit bigger than the foam, bringing it round the edges to the underside of the board. Staple the foam and Dacron in place and trim off any excess close to the staple line. 


Finally, cover the seat pad with the fabric. Lay the fabric over the seat. Keep it nice and taut and put a staple in the centre front, back and each side – i.e. at the 12, 6, 3 and 9 o’clock positions to make sure the Dacron is covered. Once you’re happy, fill in the gaps with extra staples and trim off any excess fabric.
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Tips




	Use the flat of your hand to smooth the fabric (not your fingers to pull). Smooth it in all directions to get it completely flat. If the fabric is stretchy, stretch with the flat of your hand to keep it taut before stapling


	Keep the staple gun pressed firmly on the wood when ‘firing’


	Make sure the staples don’t go all the way through the wood


	Put in lots of staples to prevent ‘cat’s teeth’ – this is when the fabric pulls up away from the staples and goes bumpyStaple
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Hammer in any staples that stand proud


	Make sure the scissors are sharp and cut cleanly


	Cut as close to the staples as you dare!





Step 2: Decorating the tyre


To decorate the seat, you can either spray the tyre or cover it with string.


If you decide to spray the tyre, take your time. It’s best to do lots of thin layers rather than one thick layer of paint – this will allow you to get the best finish with no drips or runs.


To cover with string, start at the underside of the tyre and glue the end of the string in place to hold it firm. Use the glue gun to make a line of glue before pressing the rope onto it. Work in a circle around the tyre, gluing and pressing the string as you go, making rows. When the tyre is fully covered, cut the string and glue the end in place. It takes some time, so be patient, and keep the rope as taut as you can and as close to the row before to minimise gaps.
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If you are going to have an evening al fresco you have to embrace all the opportunities. When Angela decided that we should have a ‘home movie’ night by the orangery to watch some of Steve’s old Cine8 footage it seemed obligatory to have popcorn. 


We had recently visited a vide grenier (a car boot sale – literally ‘empty attic’ in French) and I had picked up a cast-iron cauldron for pennies. I must have known we’d need it in the future. It could not have been simpler. Once I had spent two hours cleaning it and oiling it with vegetable oil, all we needed was a circle of stones, some logs from the log store and off we went. The fire would be a lovely focal point when the sun went down but, in addition, it was functional. So I popped the cauldron directly onto the coals and within a few moments the oil was smoking. In went a good glug of sunflower oil and a whole bag of corn. We gave it a quick stir and on went a make-do lid. Then it was a matter of waiting for a very few moments . . . The staccato firing of the corn reached a crescendo quite quickly and, as it started to die down, I took the cauldron off the heat.


It was early evening and everything was in place. I did my final check and went to get Mum, Dad, my brother Paul and Arthur and Dorothy. It was a balmy evening and peaceful too, except for the sound of nature. As I walked to collect everyone, I remember thinking that we were on the cusp of golden hour. When I arrived at Mum’s, the excitement was tangible. My brother, who really is a big kid at heart, was ensuring that the energy levels were high (through the roof, in fact). So as soon as I said the words ‘we are ready’, Paul, Arthur and Dorothy ran out the door and we ended up chasing them over to the orangery.


There were two things that have stuck in my mind’s eye from that moment. Firstly, Dorothy’s Frozen dress. Dorothy had slightly outgrown Elsa but she still loved her light-blue outfit with layer upon layer of chiffon that twinkled when caught in the sun. The fact that Dorothy was wearing this dress meant today was officially a big deal. And secondly, Mum and Dad, all dolled up, walking arm in arm down the path to the orangery. After over fifty years together, they looked enchanting. Mum was smiling in a really gentle ‘I’m so happy and content with my life’ way and as they walked, savouring the moment, they would look at each every now and then and smile. That moment, that exchange of glances, stuck with me and I knew then this was going to be emotional.


There was no subtlety: I shovelled out half the popcorn and sprinkled lots of sugar over it and the remaining popcorn was sprinkled with salt and ladled out. Everyone was scrambling over the chairs to get settled. Then they tucked into the popcorn and loved it. It was probably the first time we had more popcorn than we could eat.


With everyone comfy and wolfing down popcorn like it was a race, Dick turned on the projector. Growing up, we had always joked that my dad had one arm and a Cine8 for the other. But clearly, he had a vision. He wanted to capture every moment, every smile, every memory, every nuance of us growing up. And it worked. The silence and flicker of the screen that only a Cine8 can give you was mesmerising.


The first scene was my grandma and grandad with my mum and dad and my brother Paul, all in a garden that was not familiar to me. Birthdays always make me feel nostalgic, but for me they are also a reminder that there is only a certain number of them in one’s lifetime, so they must be enjoyed to the max. I saw the tears of happiness in Mum’s eyes as she thought about Grandma and Grandad. To remember is to celebrate a loved one’s life.


Then the silence was broken. ‘Where are you?’ said Arthur. ‘Is that Mummy or Uncle Paul?’ Dorothy asked. They had not even considered that forty or so years ago I was just a twinkle of the eye, a star in the sky! Everyone was engrossed in the home movie that Dad had spent decades curating. Great Nan, aunties, uncles, friends, neighbours, my brother, Jimmi – Arthur’s godfather – and then, finally, me! I was born seven years after Paul and that was a lot of Cine8 footage, but there I was. Always smiling, always with a look of determination on my face. Our first bike rides, Christmases together, days at the seaside, flying kites. It was all there.


Those memories are precious and if I’m brutally honest I have very few fresh memories of life before the age of ten. Maybe subconsciously this was part of the reason we continued to film Escape to the Château, to capture beautiful memories to share with Arthur and Dorothy and with our grandchildren, and for them to share with their grandchildren, and so on . . . 


Mum’s movie night was a huge success and I could see the pride in Dad’s eyes. And rightfully so. Watching Mum laugh and cry as we took a trip down memory lane was a precious memory in itself.


*   *   *
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The summer was heating up and the meadow had started to turn golden. With that, the weddings got closer together. It was officially the school holidays and we now realised that’s when most people want to get married! Eloise and Matt were due to be wed here in mid-July. They were a young, energetic and beautiful couple, on the inside and out, and their families were complete Francophiles. Eloise’s style was boho and elegant, and her attention to detail was outstanding. It was going to be a huge wedding, way more than the eighty people we ordinarily host in the orangery, and so we adapted our plans to an alfresco wedding breakfast and prayed it wouldn’t rain!


A hot topic for Dick and me was how we would handle the accommodation for the guests. And with Ann and Ian getting married the week after, and Lynne and Simon the week after that, and then another four between then and the end of the season, we decided to bite the bullet and go for it.


The last suite we intended to finish in the château was on the second floor. I’d named it the potagerie suite because of the most wonderful views to the south and east that overlooked the walled garden, le potager. As with all the suites, the bathroom needed the most infrastructure. Before we started our plumbing, before we’d even moved into the château, we had made a plan. This involved making decisions on where we were to put bathrooms and toilets in the future and a rough idea of the function of the rooms. I then had to come up with a design for our water, waste and electricity. ‘No plan ever survives contact with the enemy’ so we knew there would be some changes along the way, but we did have an idea of what went where and our priorities.


It feels like many moons ago that Dick and I sat down in our Southend flat to brainstorm how the château could pay for itself. Dick being the organised, incredible man that he is, had prepared nibbles of cheese, olives and wine, along with an A-board for our notes and ideas. It was October 2014 and Dorothy was zero. She was all snuggled into me and I remember thinking this is the start of us shaping our lives, a blank canvas. That feeling was incredible and so exciting!


With Dorothy hugging Angela, it really put into perspective that we needed the château to pay for itself so I did not have to travel and spend time away for work. We were realistic and knew in the early days this would be impossible, but it was our objective, and with that in mind we started to brainstorm. Weddings and special events, foody weekends, high-end bed and breakfast, hen parties . . . there were many on the list and we put a smiley face by the side of the ones we thought we’d enjoy as well as them being lucrative. Planning was key here, because on our next visit to the château our vision would determine just how many toilets we would need.


When we officially became the custodians of the house in January 2015 we walked around on a complete high. I wanted to discuss decoration, and we did to an extent, but Dick was insistent that the priority was working out how many toilets were needed to meet our goals. That planning from Mr Strawbridge was just about to be proven invaluable.


When we came to the bathroom that is now known as the potagerie suite bathroom, we had already decided that the honeymoon suite would have two toilets, our Strawbridge suite one, and the botanical suite and boudoir both one each. And so now it was finally time for the potagerie suite, the fifth and final suite, to be completed. The room had been used for storage and it had incredible oak-panelled cupboards which ran floor to ceiling. The light was golden in this room and I had felt sad we would have to take the cupboards out some day. But Dick always knows the right things to say to stop me worrying. ‘If we ever get around to doing this suite, we will have made our business work,’ he said, and in a heartbeat my anxiety melted.


The potagerie suite is a love story that grew from the seed of Dick’s happiness in his walled garden. In late 2015, weeks after our wedding, Dick named it and since then the name has really resonated with me over the years. Every time I visited this room, I walked around it, looked at the light, looked out through the windows at Dick’s walled garden, and thought about how I would decorate it to celebrate my husband’s love of his garden.


As our business diversified, we were often showing people around the château and every time I entered this suite I would show guests the view and talk about the reasons it was so special. I wanted it to have heart and meaning, similar to how we all feel about the wallpaper museum. I knew that I wanted to find a way to showcase the walled garden, and have leeks, artichokes and sweet peas all featured. It needed to encompass what Dick feels when he is pottering in his garden. Then suddenly, one day, during a tour, it was all clear to me: I would design a wallpaper with all of these elements within it, which would gracefully become part of the fabric of the room.


To work on the design, I based myself in the honeymoon suite salon. It has a lovely wooden circular table, nice natural light and beautiful calmness. It was the perfect place to bring all my thoughts and doodles together. Sitting beside me was a piece of the original toile wallpaper that I had managed to get off in one piece when we were stripping the room. They say small things can be very satisfying, and years later I still smile about this. I’ve turned this strip into many gifts, cutting pieces up and framing them to share the history and happiness it brings. 


Anyway, I digress. The design was really coming together but there were a couple of small touches missing. There needed to be a nod to the original wallpaper – because that was an explosion of reddish coloured flowers that was easy. But I was also set on weaving in some carrots. Where and how does one incorporate carrots into a wallpaper design? I looked around the honeymoon suite with its art deco flourishes waving at me and all of a sudden it seemed like the most natural thing in the world: art deco carrots. Anything triangle shaped can be placed into an art deco trio. When I sketched it out, it was perfect and fitted in beautifully with my V-shaped leeks. Boom! 


I’ll be the first to say I am no artist but I do know how to put a design together, and this one was quickly becoming the perfect homage to Dick.


As the summer progressed, August felt hot and we agreed that our château was located in the perfect part of France for us. Any more south and it would just be unmanageable in the summer. The weddings were getting more and more enjoyable and this was partly because we were getting systems in place for everything they required and partly because our team was really bonding. At the heart of this was a new employee called Quentin. On 12 December 2017 we’d received an email with the subject ‘French boy looking for work’:




Bonjour Dick and Angel, 


My name is Quentin, I am a French guy who has been following your journey on TV from the beginning. I have been a big admirer of what you have done with the château and the events you are hosting. I have been living in Australia for the past year and I am now back in Laval for good. 


I am writing this email to you today because I am looking for a job. Seeing all the work you have to put through when you are hosting weddings and other events, I was wondering if you needed extra help at the Château. I have been in hospitality for five years now and I really enjoy waiting on people. I speak English fluently and I have work in hospitality in Australia and Ireland. So if you need a waiter or simply an assistant don’t hesitate to contact me. It would be a great pleasure to help you and I am sure that I can learn a lot working with you. 


Please find attached my resumé. 


Bonne journée,


Quentin





You never know how significant certain meetings are, but every now and then people come into contact because you need each other. We have been very lucky with this at the château. We have to be fussy because our work space is also our home and we are very protective of this. But Tina, Steve, Sacha and now Quentin seem to fit our family like a glove. Quentin was kind, efficient and hard-working. He had a brilliant energy and everyone, including our children, loved him from day one. If I’m being honest, we didn’t realise we needed Quentin when we first received his email, but it was only a matter of weeks before we were all uttering: ‘What was life like before Quentin?’ It felt great to have such a strong team in place and during the summer holidays especially, we needed all the support we could get.


If we wanted to make our future secure, we knew we had to work hard for the summer. This meant, apart from a five-day break in late August, we never had more than a couple of days in between commitments. It was a busy season and everyone worked non-stop, so alongside the hard work we made sure to enjoy our surroundings, and every inch of our grounds, as often as we could.


There is something very special about owning trees. It’s probably because you don’t actually own them; it’s your job to tend to them, unless of course you make the decision to cut them down. I’m not sure how many trees we have here but there are enough to allow us to say we have a couple of areas of woodland and trees bordering the moat. Some are more prominent or important than others and we have lost some over the time we have been here. They must make a deep impression as I can clearly remember going to the walled garden and looking around and thinking, ‘This isn’t quite right.’ I just couldn’t understand what was different but I realised it was ‘lighter’ than normal. I walked around for about ten minutes then headed off to walk around the outside of the walled garden. There I found a large birch and a large sycamore that formed part of the barrier around the walled garden, lying side by side rather than protecting our potager. (I love the fact that most walled gardens are designed to have trees around them, set back so they don’t stop winter sun from getting into the plants, but close enough to force the majority of strong wind up and over the garden. We have trees set back from our walls on the sides not protected by buildings.)


[image: Image]


We have a few trees that we are especially fond of: the lone cedar in the meadow in front of the orangery, the huge horse chestnuts on the edge of the moat behind the château, and the family’s favourite, and our biggest tree, the massive oak to the right of the driveway as you approach the château. This oak tree looks amazing but it is only when you approach it that you see exactly how big it is. There is the old adage that an oak grows for 200 years, lives for 200 years and then dies for 200 years. We wanted to try to work out what age our tree was and to determine what it must have seen in its life by our château. So off went the family with tape measure in hand.


Obviously, any guesstimation we made would have inherent inaccuracies but that didn’t put us off. Research told us that an oak tree will increase in girth by approximately 2.5cm every year, and there we had found tables that allowed us to determine the diameter of the trunk and come up with an approximate age. Measuring approximately one metre-ish from ground level-ish, horizontally-ish, gave us a nine-metre-ish circumference. A quick calculation and we concluded our tree was 360 years old –and its birthday was on Wednesday!


We started talking to Arthur and Dorothy and explained that Louis XIV, that’s Louis the Great, or the Sun King, was on the throne then. Both Angela and I were surprised that they had heard about him at school – full marks to the French education system! It was amazing to think that our tree was little when he built the Palace of Versailles. Such facts are great to know but, to be fair, most of our conversations revolved around the fact that Arthur thought it was wonderful that our old oak was ‘tree hundred and tree’ years old – obviously delivered in a wonderful Irish accent that did sound a tad American.







chapter two






The Great Outdoors


[image: Image]


Whilst our summer continued to keep us busy, it felt exciting, and I don’t ever remember thinking we had bitten off too much. In fact, I think the family and the team were positively thriving. We had what I would describe as a happy balance – shock horror! In August, we had weddings for Emma and Simon, and Ben and Nicole, who was an incredible ballroom dancer. This was alongside other events, including welcoming guests to stay in our domes for Château Under the Stars, and the ongoing renovation to the potagerie suite as well as preparing for the new carpet on the double revolution staircase. So when we got a down moment we cherished it. In fact, we tried to make the most out of the simplest things. One evening, Dick suggested he might take Arthur camping. I smiled but also panicked. It would be interesting to see if Arthur was more in my ‘camp’ or Dick’s when it came to staying in the great outdoors!


Being outdoors is like being in a huge adventure playground. Arthur and Dorothy are always happy pottering around when we have the opportunity. That said, we have a moat and sufficient space for them to get lost, so at five and four years of age they went nowhere without Mummy and/or Daddy being within easy reach. However, that did not curtail the ability to have proper adventures. As far as I was concerned, Arthur was old enough to endure a night in the wild. True, there were wild boar and owls hooting all manner of eerie sounds but we were men and decided to brave them all (to be very fair, at this point, it was nothing to do with us being ‘men’; it was just that out of the four of us, it was only Arthur and I who loved the idea of camping! Angela had never been camping and had no desire to start, and Dorothy couldn’t understand why we would want to be in a tent rather than our comfy beds . . .). Unperturbed by such negativity, we organised our provisions and some limited home comforts, then headed into the wild. It wasn’t long before we found the perfect spot, even walking slowly we came to a lovely grassy clearing across the moat in a bit less than a minute, and just under 100 metres away from the château. You may think that wasn’t far, but Mummy was freaking out as we placed the tent out of direct line of sight from the bedroom window, so we were truly cut off from civilisation. Setting up camp was fun, if a little chaotic. I was keen to get the tent up and the sleeping arrangements sorted so we could zip up the net door before lots of little insects invaded our inner sanctum. Arthur, on the other hand, wanted to set and light the fire so we could sort out the catering. We had cooked over an open fire before and loved the ritual of toasting marshmallows so he knew the treats we had in store. The compromise was Arthur collecting stones to demark the fire pit, whilst I sorted out beds and duvets (yes, duvets! Mummy had insisted!).


*   *   *


Dorothy and I had been banned. We were fine about this. In fact, we were going to have a girls’ night and we decided to play dress-up and watch a movie. I was glad to see that Dick and Arthur made up camp far enough away, but also not too far . . . 


We had so much fun. Angela and Dorothy could hear us from the bedroom window but had been banned from coming out and making the tortuous journey to our encampment. Out in the wild, we had our meal, including campfire beans of course, and toasted marshmallows cooked on long twigs that I allowed Arthur to trim with my penknife. Then we got ready to settle down. We did call up to Mummy and Dorothy in the château to say ‘goodnight’, then we retired, zipped up our insect protection and cuddled up . . .


I do not know what I was thinking with the beans, or how Arthur managed to process them so quickly, but as dusk started to settle, Arthur ‘parped’, and when I say ‘parped’, it was epic! I think the tent sides fluttered. We were in fits of laughter and thank goodness we only had the net door closed. After lots of duvet flapping, we settled down and talked about how comfy we were and all the adventures we were going to have.


Arthur was all but asleep when he said, ‘I need a pee-pee.’ To which I replied, ‘Off you go.’ Even in the near-dark I could see his surprise. I made the point that we were out in the wild, so all he had to do was to walk away from the tent a bit, have a pee and come back. I gave him a torch, let him put on my boots, as they were easy to slip on, and off he went. Arthur in his jimjams wearing my boots was a wonderful sight and he did pass comment it was one of the best pees he had ever had! When my big boy was finally fast asleep, I texted Angela that we were safe and happy, had a reasonable glass of Bushmills sitting by the fire embers and turned in for an early night. We both slept the sleep of the innocent and had a wonderful night. On awakening, it was a matter of pulling on some footwear and then we headed in to see the girls and to be fed a proper breakfast worthy of a couple of adventurers.


*   *   *


I never actually bought Angela flowers when we first started seeing each other. It was not a lack of romance, it was just that her business required her to have flowers available to decorate the spaces she used for functions, so she always had lots of spare blooms in her flat. It would have been ‘coals to Newcastle’, so instead I bought her vintage presents that I thought she would like. I love Angela for the fact she has kept everything I have ever bought her, even though some have never been worn or displayed, as I’m a bloke, so I regularly miss the mark! 


Having failed to buy flowers for all those years, I had the opportunity to make up for it when we moved to the château. I felt planting anything from wild flowers to sweet-smelling roses or peonies, or masses of gladioli and sweet williams, allowed us to enjoy the colours and scent as they grew, and when they were transferred to the château their perfume filled the rooms.


We always joked about Dick not buying me flowers, especially as he is such a gentleman. It’s an easy wind-up and he still twitches, but of course I understood why! Receiving a cutting garden was the epitome of romance; something you would read in a novel and dream about afterwards. Ten years ago you could never have convinced me that it could happen in real life, let alone to me. My cutting garden was a remarkable token and one that will continue to provide gifts well into the future (as long as you plant perennials!).


Dick dedicated a quarter of his walled garden to the cutting area. He meant business. To start, there were four 14m × 1m beds and all were in use. Dick always said, ‘I’m not into flowers, I’m into food,’ but actually he is good at everything in the garden, including flowers, and initially he made all the choices to get it started, from a huge row of lavender to scabious, lupins, gladioli and a row of mixed wildflowers.


Earlier in the year, Dick took his love token a step further when he took Arthur and Dorothy to the meadow in front of the orangery and sowed literally millions of wildflower seeds. He had ordered a hessian bag full of wildflower surprises. I remember it not being cheap, but Dick reassured me, saying that once we populate this meadow it will self-pollinate for years to come. When everyone arrived back at the château they were exhausted (our meadow is quite substantial). I got them all a sweet lemon drink, which magically disappeared in seconds.


Arthur and Dorothy were very invested in the meadow and whenever we had a moment of calm (in between our moments of non-calm) we would all go and look to see if anything had popped up. We all got a kick out of the chance to be part of nature’s magic in action. And over time, the meadow started to flourish, with blue cornflowers and yellow buttercups, bright-red poppies and delicate pink cosmos, ox-eye daisies and a prolific amount of wild carrot flowers, also known as Queen Anne’s lace because the flower head resembles the delicate fabric.


On one of these walks, on a balmy morning, Arthur stopped and disappeared in the grass. A few minutes later, he emerged with his hands behind his back and a huge smile on his face. His eyes were twinkling. And then he revealed what was making them bright: a hand-picked mini bouquet of wildflowers. The placement of the flowers was remarkable. Unbeknownst to Arthur, he had nailed the arrangement; he was a natural. The placement and balance was extraordinary and, when he saw the delight on my face, he gave me the biggest hug. ‘I must press these,’ I said, ‘so I can keep them forever.’ And then we started to pick more flowers from the meadow for pressing. But it did not stop there because the wisteria looked enchanting, dangling like lilac drops of nectar from a gnarly tree, and I wondered if this would press too. It was the second round of the wisteria and I still couldn’t get my head around the fact that it flowers twice! I had not tried to press such a large bloom before, but the petals were delicate, so I could not see any reason why it would not work.
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