

  

    

      

    

  




  
FRENCH DIRT


  


  THE STORY OF A GARDEN IN THE SOUTH OF FRANCE





  [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]




  RICHARD GOODMAN




  [image: Algonquin logo]


  Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill




  [image: image] TO IGGY




  Acknowledgements




  Certain people have helped me tremendously in writing this book. They are: Shannon Ravenel, Abby Thomas, Ron Arnold, Dodds Musser, Bettye Dew and Donna Van Buren. I thank them very much. Most of all, I want to thank Deborah Attoinese, filmmaker extraordinaire, unerring critic and best friend, for giving so much, so often.




  A Note about Names . . .




  When I came to the place I call St. Sébastien de Caisson, I had no idea that I would ever have a garden, much less write about one. Now that I have done just that, I think it only right that I change the name of the village and the villagers themselves. The villagers spoke to me unguardedly, without any idea that their words might someday appear in print. I feel I must respect their openness of heart, and their privacy, by keeping their identities hidden.




  . . . And about Gardens and Gardeners




  In St. Sébastien de Caisson, my village, the gardeners, with only a few exceptions, were men. Mostly older men, too, those who were semiretired from working in the vineyards and who had enough time to dedicate to the task of raising zucchini, tomatoes, eggplant and all the other vegetables that were planted. (I should say that whenever I speak of gardens, I mean vegetable gardens.) They tended their gardens with care, and the results were always wonderful to see. Each garden in its own way was different, but they were all successful. In the course of my time in St. Sébastien, I talked to most of the men and to the few women who had gardens. They were consistently generous with their advice, and also highly opinionated. For them, gardening was serious. It was not an amusement. It provided food. I tried not to forget that. 




  Intimacy with another country is ripened by pleasures but also by loneliness and error.




  —Shirley Hazzard, “Italian Hours” 
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  THIS IS A LOVE STORY. Like most love stories, it has its share of joy and passion, of loss and pain. Like most love stories, it also has its moments of melodrama, of emotions run amok, of suspicions, worries, anxieties, of pride and panic—of jealousy, even. And, like many familiar love stories, it has times of great pleasure and bliss, only to end, because fate or the gods willed it, cataclysmically.




  In this case, the object of my love was not a woman. It was a small, rectangular piece of land in the south of France.




  This is the story of my garden.
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  I HAD A GARDEN in the south of France. It wasn’t a big garden. Or a sumptuous one. Or a successful one, even, in the end. But that didn’t matter. It was my garden, and I worked it hard and lovingly for the few months I had it—or it had me. This little piece of tan, clayey, French earth, nine meters by thirteen meters, (thirty feet by forty-three feet), was in fact the first garden I ever had. It taught me a great deal about myself. “Your garden will reveal yourself,” writes the wise gardener Henry Mitchell. It did. It taught me that I am generous, impatient, hardworking, sentimental, boyish, stubborn and lazy.




  Having a garden also connected me to France in a way more profound and more lasting than any other way I can possibly think of. Part of me is still there. And always will be. Even though my friend Jules Favier has recently written to me from the village that “only one of the four boundaries of your garden remains standing,” I’m not upset. What does that matter? The garden is in my heart. Having a garden gave me a place to go in my village every day, a task to perform and a responsibility. You cannot ask more of a land in which you are a stranger. To feel the French earth, clear it, plant seeds in it, despair over it and, ultimately, to take from it, that was a precious gift.




  Gardeners are born and made, I believe. “There are no green thumbs or black thumbs,” to quote Henry Mitchell again. “There are only gardeners and non-gardeners.” What makes a gardener is two things: the desire to garden and a piece of land with which to satisfy that desire. The first can certainly exist, and often does, without the second. As I said, I never had a garden of my own until I was forty-three years old and living in a little wine-making village in the south of France, near Avignon. All my life I had wanted to have a garden. But I’d always managed to find myself living in large American cities in which that desire was thwarted, where every morsel of free earth was either a park or was snatched up by some developer to build a new skyscraper. The desire was always there, though, smoldering, ready to explode into being.




  I live in New York City now. A good friend of mine has a house in rural Pennsylvania. I am her official gardener. Because we both know and love France, we have given me the nickname “Le Notre,” the name of Louis XIV’s famous gardener. There in Pennsylvania, I dig her wild dark ground, dislodge the hundreds of stones, then plant and weed the kind of flowers that will grow in her shadowy back yard—impatiens, marigold, so on. When I’m in New York, I yearn to be back there. I can spend an entire day working in her yard, easily. Even though the land is hers, I’m content. Ownership does not always provide freedom. In her back yard, I am lost. I am lost in my work.




  I love to garden for the obvious—but, because of that, no less meaningful—reason: to feel connected to the earth and its moods, to its weather and its seasons, to its eccentricities and surprises. I love to bend and dig and pull and haul. (Just look at those words! Short, simple words. Not a prissy, ten-dollar word like decorate among them.) I am always searching for ways to make myself simpler. Gardening does that better than anything I know. It reduces me to who I am. It casts off the superficial and the artificial. It leaves me with the essential, the economical, the no-frills me.




  . . .




  I grew up in southeastern Virginia, on the ocean. I had a boyhood full of intoxicating smells, of the soft spray from the ocean, the forceful perfume of gardenias, the scent of ripe figs wafting into the open window. In the summer, it was very hot, but often there was a wind from the ocean to make the heat bearable. Everything was more intense in the sundrenched summer: roses, the crisp grass dehydrated by the heat, fat bees languidly treading air, even the mockingbirds. Before I was old enough to go to school, I walked around barefoot from May to October. I knew every plant and bush and flower, everything that grew near our house, from all sides. There were no barriers between me and the earth. I was the summer.




  The first gardener I ever met was a black man. His name was Ford, and he worked for my grandmother. When she came from her house in Norfolk to stay with us during the summer, Ford came, too. I was never happier than to see him arrive every May. He was a quiet, hard-working man with lovely, peat-colored skin who spent long hours in the fierce summer sun working on the plants and shrubs and flowers in our yard. He was both a father and a mother figure to me, tolerant and accepting. I used to follow him around for hours in the hot Virginia day. Remembering how hard he worked and how thoroughly—I can still see the sweat dripping down his neck and cheeks, the small veins bulging on his forehead, a bandanna curled around his neck—I’m sure I was a distraction, if not a downright nuisance. But he never excluded me. He made me feel a part of his task.




  What fascinated me about Ford even as a little boy was the boldness with which he worked. He snipped and cut our peach tree so deftly and rapidly it frightened me. “Won’t that kill the tree if you do that, Ford?” I asked him as he pruned the tree. “No, boy. This is going to help this peach tree.” Branches and twigs flew off the tree with a blinding rapidity as his scissors darted here and there and everywhere. There might have been a logic somewhere, but I couldn’t find it. “But, Ford, how do you know what to cut?” I pleaded. He bent down and cut off a huge branch. He’d cut too much! I squealed and looked down in horror at the large crooked arm, leaves still on it. Ford stood back up. “I just know, boy.”




  And, indeed, later that summer we had big fat pink peaches, globes hanging everywhere from that tree. And they exploded with deliciousness.




  Ford taught me that life can be enhanced by death, that injury is not necessarily injury in the world of plants. But I learned something more important from him, even if I didn’t quite understand it completely at the time: that there is a difference in nature between what grows purely wild and what has been tamed. And that gardening is a collaboration. Somewhere, even after I left Virginia and moved into a succession of big, earthless metropolitan centers, I kept those lessons deep inside me, along with the primal memories of sun and heat and dirt and the scent-soaked summer air.
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  I DID NOT BEGIN my garden until I had been in France for six months. It wasn’t until I had made a few good friends—and one special one—and had worked on land belonging to others, and had been more or less accepted in St. Sébastien. But by April I had acquired my own little plot of land. It was about a mile away from the village, near a stream, and it was waist-high with weeds. I thought it was beautiful, but it needed to be cleared.




  The day that my benefactor Jules Favier came with the tractor to clear the land was a momentous one for me. Jules had been busy in the vineyards, so it was difficult for him to liberate the tractor to help me. I wanted him there right away, of course. There was the land, waiting! I would drive by from time to time and gaze at it, just to renew my sense of belonging. Then one day about two weeks after he had first showed me the land, Jules came by my house at noon when the whole village of St. Sébastien was sitting down to eat lunch and announced he would bring the tractor to the land at four o’clock that afternoon.




  As usual, he was doing this as a favor to me. And as usual, he refused to accept my gratitude. This was, as he might say, a question of bien sur. Of course. Of course, I will clear your land. That is given.




  I was there early. I parked my little Peugeot 104 at the edge of a vineyard, near the stream. It was a chilly, sunny day in late April. In the south of France, “sunny” means you have a light that is nearly three-dimensional, an eye-blinking, chrome-yellow presence that, like a remarkable personality at a party, dominates without trying. They have a name for the north wind here; they should also have a name for the sun. Le mistral is the name of the dreaded wind that sweeps down the Rhone valley, “this visitor,” Colette writes, “for whom no sanctum is private.” They might call the sun the Lion, le Lion. Because here it is golden and mighty. And, in the summer, predatory and merciless. Even when I had to wear my heavy leather jacket, I never felt truly cold, as long as the strong sun was there.




  I slogged through the little stream—we would have to build a small bridge over that eventually—and climbed up the rise to the land. I saw the scruffy field, full of weeds and lonely-looking. For the briefest moment, I had second thoughts. But then a picture came to me. I looked, and instead of a sanctuary for weeds, I saw a garden. I saw a garden of unparalleled majesty and voluptuousness, one groaning with bounty, green and robust. One where I’d have to brush aside the thick, healthy leaves and stems to make my rounds, picking off a hock-sized zucchini here, a fistful of crisp, dirty carrots there. A garden so dense with plant life it would give off a caressing moist heat. A garden where things grew madly and happily, where I could sweat and prune and dig and water and work. A luscious garden of Eden. My garden!




  Then I heard the sound of the tractor motor. I realized Jules would be there in a matter of moments. I looked over in the direction from where I thought the sound of the motor was coming, and when I looked back, my fabulous garden was gone. But that was all right. It would return.




  The sound of the tractor grew louder. Because the way I had arrived was inaccessible to the tractor, Jules was forced to enter through his vineyard. Suddenly, from over the horizon, the tractor exploded into view. Jules arrived dramatically, driving very fast. It was a formidable machine, fierce-looking and strong, like a mantis, with its engine exposed, its huge, oversized back wheels and tiny, swerving front ones. I took a step back unconsciously in respect.




  When I saw Jules there, in his blue cotton working suit, seated so authoritatively on this universal machine of work—a Massey-Ferguson—headed toward me, I felt so excited, so thrilled. There must be a unique anticipation in seeing a powerful, extraordinary machine—whether it’s a tractor, bulldozer, trench digger—that is about to alter your land.




  I gave Jules an oversized wave and shouted a loud greeting, as if I were welcoming home the cruise ship Normandy. Jules nodded, but he didn’t stop. He was all business. Besides, as I knew very well, he wasn’t a waver. He had a plow connected to the back of the tractor, a slick, steel blade with a pronounced curve that hovered about four inches above the ground. When he reached the edge of my future garden, he adjusted some knobs and the blade dipped into the earth. The tractor growled and Jules was off, the blade tearing into the earth. He worked his machine with great concentration, dividing his gaze between the land ahead of him and what was just behind him as the steel made a long, deep, effortless incision.




  I watched transfixed as the tractor blade brought up the earth in smooth turns, like wide peels of an apple. But this was devastation! Corpulent worms were divided in half by the blade; a mouse fled across the field only inches from my feet, its home suddenly disclosed by this force; plants were completely uprooted; debris from a decade back was exposed. The blade devoured everything. The world was literally turned upside down.




  Jules worked quickly, and it seemed only a matter of minutes before he was nearly through. What had been only a level field of weeds was now a choppy brown sea. I walked a bit into the disrupted land. The serrations made me slip and totter. As Jules made a final far turn, I bent down and took a fresh, damp clump of earth in my hand. It was slick and cool, nearly odorless. It’s mine, I thought.




  The sun began to dip below the hills in the distance. An authentic chill would soon be over the land. I wasn’t thinking of how much work there was ahead of me. I wasn’t thinking of anything. I looked over at Jules and held up the beautiful glob, some severed roots dangling through my fingers. I shook it at him triumphantly as bits of earth fell down my arm. Jules looked at me and shook his head. He shook his head even as he stopped and shifted into reverse to attack a small patch of weeds the tractor had missed.




  Jules had done his part. Now it was up to me. And the land.
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  THAT MY FIRST garden should be in the south of France in an obscure village west of Avignon may seem a bit odd, but life can be like that. How I got there and why I got there is a story in itself, bound up with a transatlantic love affair and with my growing disaffection with New York, among other things. The love affair did not have a happy ending—and is not the subject of this book—but I would take the journey again, anytime.




  Suffice it to say that I lived in a small wine-making village called St. Sébastien de Caisson (population 211), which is about 450 miles south of Paris, 100 miles northwest of Marseille, 35 miles west of Avignon—and 30 years behind all of them. I lived in St. Sébastien with my Dutch girlfriend, Igminia, for one year in a two-hundred-year-old stone house that used to be a silkworm nursery. In the course of that year, I planted melons, I harvested asparagus, I helped clear and prune the vineyards, I picked potatoes. And I had a garden.




  The land on which St. Sébastien is located, just about in the middle of the province called the Gard, consists of subtly undulating hills, and most of it is given over to the raising of grapes. The earth itself is the color of untreated leather. It is clayey and mixed with stones, some quite huge. There are only a few trees. Most of these—small white oak, green oak and a few evergreens—are clustered on hillsides. The famous cypresses of southern France here are found mostly in the little walled cemeteries, planted by the townspeople themselves. In this small corner of France, there are no dramatic changes in the land. What you do see in a leisurely drive from village to village down one of the narrow country roads are rows and rows of small, tough vineplants, each one like the other, stretching far into the distance. They are marked off, in their tight sameness, formally and evenly with the exactitude of a military cemetery. In the spring, before they’ve been pruned, their fibrous branches, adorned with dull-green leaves, sprawl out insanely, like Medusa’s head of snakes. These plants that live, as one farmer told me, “about as long as a man’s life,” dominate both the countryside and the economy of the region.




  Every so often the monotony of the vineyards is broken by the appearance of a small, dull, gray stone village. A village like St. Sébastien de Caisson, where we lived. This village in France was chosen by us from all others because of the seductive power of the English language. In New York, I subscribed to a little newspaper called Journal Français d’ Amérique, or the French Newspaper of America. In the classified section in back, Igminia—or Iggy, as everybody called her—saw this ad one day:




  SOUTHERN FRANCE: Stone house in Village near Nimes/Avignon/Uzes. 4BR, 2 baths, fireplace, books, desks, bikes. Perfect for writing, painting, exploring & experiencing la France profonde. $450 mo. plus utilities.




  Iggy circled it and showed it to me. I read it, swept away by the image. France! I looked up, and I saw the look in Iggy’s eyes. I had seen this look before, many times. It said, / am going to do this. And then I knew I had two things I must do: Make sure we had enough money to stay for a year. And pack. Less than nine months later, at ten-thirty on a moonlit September evening, we were standing before the stone house in this small world within France, the town submerged in a disquieting silence, trying to find exactly what key fit into what door.




  It is difficult to describe the ways of a village like St. Sébastien, mainly because they are so unlike what you are probably predisposed to think of when “France” is mentioned. Nevertheless, I should try to convey those ways, because they are very important to the story of my garden. Perhaps conjuring up a farm town in northern Michigan might help. I pick that not for the cold, but because, in my experience at least, such a Michigan town would be isolated, conservative and aloof. St. Sébastien is like that. It is remarkably self-contained. It is a village in which some families have been living for over four hundred years—perhaps longer, but the village’s written records don’t go back any farther—and where people have been doing the same thing for generations: making wine.




  It is a village so small it doesn’t even have a café. Or a bakery. Or a butcher shop. The number of Catholics is too small for the village to support its own priest; every six weeks a traveling priest who journeys from village to village comes to say mass at the tiny church here. It has no post office. No doctor. No gas station. No shop of any kind; only itinerant shops come to the village. In the mornings, small trucks, camions, pull into the square, blasting their shrill horns to let the villagers know they’ve arrived. There is a butcher truck, fish truck, bread truck, fruit truck, even a truck that sells shoes. I think it’s quite appropriate that the shopkeepers must come to St. Sébastien. It is a place in which there is little concern for the outside world—that is, for any place other than St. Sébastien de Caisson. Politics escape it, except for its own. It finds its own affairs endlessly fascinating. Balzac said it simply, and he was right: “A peasant sees nothing beyond his own village.” Everything about St. Sébastien suggests the uneventful, and the eternal.




  When you talk about St. Sébastien, you must eventually get a word or two in about wine. The wine made here, mostly red and rosé, is not exceptional—God help me if they ever read this in St. Sébastien!—though certainly acceptable. Even the man who runs the cave cooperative—that large old building whose dark, quiet, vaulted interior resembles an Ivy League boathouse, and where all the grapes are brought to be made into wine—acknowledges “it will never be Cótes-du-Rhóne.” The wine is sold in bulk to a large supermarket chain, which in turn sells it under its own label in five-liter plastic containers. You could often see the supermarket’s long, sleek stainless-steel tankers parked next to the cave, gorging themselves on St. Sébastien’s wine. The villagers make a decent living selling their wine. Indeed, no one in St. Sébastien is truly poor, and a few are very well off.




  Right now, as I write, it is Sunday morning. I know, with the time difference, that it is Sunday afternoon in St. Sébastien. I know exactly what is happening there now. I know it with all the certainty as I know anything. And I can see it all in my mind’s eye. The villagers have had their large Sunday meal, begun precisely at noon, and are now resting. I know that the square is empty, leaving a beautiful stark-ness, and that the village is dead still. The responsibility of work, which normally hovers overhead like a jealous husband, is gone. The afternoon air is sweet and calm. Even such a resolute place as St. Sébastien feels sensual at this indolent afternoon hour.




  I know that in a matter of minutes Madame Lécot will hurriedly emerge from her house on the square with a pail full of scrub water, her sleeves rolled up, ready to work even on Sunday. I know that Diego, the town plumber, who is the small, rapid-speaking son of Monsieur and Madame Vasquez, will soon arrive in his van. He will get out, stretch widely, light a cigarette; then he will lean against his van and wait. I know that Madame Noyer will be on her terrace now, busy with her many potted flowers. She will note his arrival with a brief pause in her work. I know that, as if by some prearranged signal, three or four more cars will now pull up and park near Diego’s van. Men will get out languidly and, almost as soon as the car doors are shut, animated words will begin. The conversation is among men who have seen each other every day of their lives since they were babies. The talk—fierce, theatrical French—will rebound off the thick walls that surround the square, return to this little group, and add to the hubbub. It will be about hunting, or the soccer game to be played later at a nearby village by these same young men, or about fishing, all according to what time of year it is. It will end just as abruptly as it began, with a few waves of the hand, doors opened and shut, cars disappearing in a dusty swirl. The square, for at least a moment, will again be dead still.
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