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To Arthur and Dorothy,


Every day you both inspire us to ‘suck the marrow out of the bones of life’.


We are incredibly proud of you both and your passion for everything you do.


Love Mummy and Daddy.


XXXX
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Preface
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Before we get started, you need to know one thing: when you see words in bold, that’s me, Angel, telling the story.


And when you see them like this, that’s me, Dick. Right, let’s get going.


*


On 31 December 2014 we settled one-year-old Arthur and baby Dorothy down to sleep. We poured ourselves a drink, and sat on our balcony wrapped up in a blanket, looking out at Southend Pier. It was windy and wonderful. We chatted about what a year we’d had and how, after four years of looking in France for our forever home, Château-de-la-Motte Husson had found us. We reassured each other that the children were now at the perfect age to move and that we would tackle every twist and turn that was thrown at us with the same energy that we always had. We got excited about visiting French supermarkets, drinking the wine and eating the baguettes and how we would learn a new French word every day. There was still a lot to do before our move on 30 January 2015 but we could not wait.


As you get older, you really feel that time flies by. A year later, after we’d settled Arthur and Dorothy into their beds and were awaiting New Year’s Eve 2015, it seemed we had proved it beyond doubt. The year had truly shot by and it was not until Angela and I sat in our salon with a drink in hand that it really hit us what a year 2015 had been. We struggled to remember all we had done; we had changed the whole direction of our lives. We had become custodians of a forty-five-room French château, a magnificent building that had no electricity, heating or sewerage. Over the past year, we may have only scratched the surface of what needed to be done but we had accomplished all the basics and now had utilities from the twenty-first century; we were comfortable. That very special evening, as we sat on the sofa, we held hands, ate cheese and drank port and reminisced about our first year at the château, and then explored our dreams for our lives ahead.






Introduction
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The clocks turned midnight. It was our first New Year’s Day together in our forever home. Anything and everything felt possible. Our celebrations were more of a snuggle than a party but we had achieved a big milestone. It was a new year and we both felt the anticipation and excitement of the unknown.


The first morning of the year started frosty but calm. We could hear the birds singing and all four of us sat together in bed chatting. We talked to Arthur and Dorothy about the science of ‘a year’ – what it meant for a new year to start. At one and two years old (nearly three!), 1 January was most certainly just another day to them but Arthur grasped the concept of a year, and he definitely knew his birthday was soon!


As we sat together in bed, we were filled with happiness knowing the move to France had been the right decision. It did not matter that the electricity to our suite came via the extension lead from the downstairs hallway, nor that the wallpaper was falling off and the paint was hanging down from the ceiling! We were broke but happy, and in our home that was filled with love and laughter.


Our future was in our own hands. We had stopped filming after our wedding and had no idea of when the TV show would air, or even if anyone would watch it, or like it! We were getting used to having time to ourselves again. It felt odd. We are not used to not having deadlines but we needed to progress with our vision to turn the château into a magical place, both for our family and for the others we wanted to share it with. So, as the dawn rose on a new year, we set about making that happen.


This was our first winter in a habitable château. I’d tried to convince Angela that a warm jumper was better than lots of central heating but I’m not sure I was successful! Our suite was tatty but snug and we had to come to terms with the fact that the château was made up of ‘zones’ of different temperatures. If we spent time in an area we kept it warmer but we were very aware that the heating was expensive to run, though we didn’t know exactly how much it would cost. Thankfully, the old coach house had a set of stables that had been filled with firewood that I reckoned would last for a couple of winters at the very least – even though some of it was soft wood that was very rotten. When I picked up logs that were light I knew that they wouldn’t burn for long and we got through a lot of it very quickly. However, at this stage there was still a reasonable supply of oak logs to keep the home fires burning.


I grew up in a time when it was not unusual to find ice on the inside of your bedroom window on a cold night – that’s what curtains were for, to keep the cold out of your room. There was no such thing as double glazing and radiators upstairs were a rarity. I remember the initiative to go smokeless (in the early 1970s) and our family home getting a coal stove, complete with a back boiler, that used anthracite, which would stay lit all night if stacked before my parents went to bed. (Those memories raise a couple of questions – how many people are aware that anthracite is not just a colour on a modern paint palette? Who remembers putting a shovel of ‘slack’ on the fire to keep the embers burning through the night?) Similarly, loading our modern wood burners at the château with logs and turning them down keeps them lit through the night and they burst easily into life in the morning, so the cycle of the winter months involves bringing in a fair amount of logs and tending the fires. Particularly during the first year when fuel bills were unknown and a lurking fear …


When you walk in through the front door of the château, the airiness of the entrance hall and the majestic staircase leading up and giving you the option of going left or right sets the scene and never fails to impress. You could fit a small house easily in that volume, but as it is so open, it is a challenge to keep it warm.


As they were ugly, we did not have thermostatic valves on any of the radiators and so I developed the ritual of walking around turning radiators off as we retired and on again as we surfaced, in advance of the family moving into parts of the château. I particularly enjoyed walking around in the morning and last thing at night. In the morning, as I left the suite, the drop in temperature would be very noticeable on the landing outside. Downstairs, I’d turn on the radiator and stoke or light the fires. It was lovely and peaceful, and it allowed me to absorb the quiet. We started ‘breakfasting’ in the suite and my efforts meant the château was up to temperature by the time everyone came downstairs for a second breakfast or to start working.


In the evenings, I have always done a quick check outside and then made sure that all the windows and doors were secure. Having a château just made the task a little bigger. But I really enjoyed the couple of minutes’ walk around that confirmed all was well. By the time I was upstairs to join in the children’s bath time regime, I was relaxed, and even though we often went downstairs again to continue working we could theoretically nod off with the children … something that happened all too regularly.


During the winter months, it was normal for us to keep some heat on in our suite, which is always the warmest place in the château. However, when the temperatures hit the serious minus figures, we would have some heating on elsewhere in the château through the night – usually the radiators in the hallway and the salon, with one on in the honeymoon suite with the doors open to allow some heat to head upstairs, which, along with the tanks and pipes in the attic, were sufficient to keep us frost free. We had done the necessary work to live in a twenty-first-century way, we just weren’t convinced that we were able to pay the bills if we were not frugal and, equally importantly, we didn’t want to be wasteful.


But before anyone thinks winter in a big draughty château is all hardship, it is really important to explain the beauty we are surrounded by. Not many people know, but stormy weather makes an old building talk to you. We had plugged as many draughts as we could but there was still lots of creaking and the odd bang to remind us that the château was there protecting us from the elements. We have often been asked whether the château feels spooky but that thought never crossed our mind. From the first day we walked in through the front door it has felt welcoming and, although I know I’m not attuned to spectral or otherworldly forces, no one who has visited us has been anything but positive about the feelings and energy here – it’s a lovely place to live.


Hard frosts take the château to another level of amazing. Arthur and Dorothy have never ceased to enjoy standing on the ice formed on a puddle to wait in anticipation of it giving way, or sliding on it if it’s too strong, and, after walking around on crispy grass, returning to a blazing fire in a warm salon with rosy cheeks is an experience to savour. When the moat freezes over, it changes our view of life completely. It is like being held in our castle by the ice queen and all you want to do is shut the gates and have a family duvet day and play!






CHAPTER 1


The Building Years
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The château is large and grey and in the depths of January it complements the skies beautifully. It is big and dark and cold looking but that only tells part of the story. Inside, it was now warm and light and full of laughter, even if only in the 20 per cent we were properly occupying. In the depths of winter, the woodburners in the salon and salle à manger always acted as a focus. Their roaring flames changed the high-status, high-ceilinged rooms into our home, which was snug. But you only had to move outside the main reception rooms to the entrance hall to be reminded that the château was still a ‘work in progress’. The wind howled through the house, mainly via the large double entrance hall doors. There was a small piece of glass missing that was taped over and when the wind was fierce the doors played melodies, reminding us of how much work was still ahead of us. Our bedroom was definitely more shabby than ‘shabby chic’, and, despite my fanatic cleaning, there was always dust lurking to cover every surface.


But it was our dust, our forever door to fix, and if ever there was a moment when the list felt too long, we stopped and Dick reminded me that you eat an elephant a bite at a time. We couldn’t have been happier and we knew we couldn’t have worked harder. We knew what we had achieved so far was nearly impossible – but that didn’t make our to-do list any shorter.


We were living our dream. We had done it. We had bought the most beautiful building in a stunning setting and it was our home. Even after the first, very challenging year, we knew this was where we were going to live the rest of our lives – all our investment was for Arthur and Dorothy, and their families, too. We could picture their grandchildren playing and talking to them about the old days … in French?!


We are, however, realists – optimistic definitely, but we are grounded. There was so much more to do and we understood that we had only actually set the foundations for our dream life. When we paused, caught our breath, stopped to smell the roses, we felt the warmth of being in our dream place, so we tried as often as possible to take those moments. They were not rare but not frequent enough. We were still in the ‘building the dream’ phase, not the chilling out and enjoying it phase!


After our ridiculously busy first year at the château, it took a while to get used to stillness. The Christmas decorations were packed away and put in the attic. (We had our own attic to store things! I mean, that took a bit of getting used to and we often had to pinch ourselves that it was all real.) Mum and Dad went on a well-deserved holiday and, now that we were turning the corner to another new year, we knew it was time to start getting busy again. Finding our new rhythm and achieving our balance of family, business and no-guilt downtime was not easy, though. There was a heaviness on our shoulders that we needed to be busy to ensure our dream succeeded.


But we had a plan. In fact, we always have a plan. We are not naive and know that plans are only the starting point and that they will change, but to come up with a plan we had to agree what we wanted to do and that involved talking and a fair amount of thinking. We knew I was going to have to take jobs that took me away from the château until our businesses here could sustain us. With not much spare cash and lots to do, it made sense to do things that didn’t cost a lot! Working in the château tended to be expensive so it was completely logical for me to get out and spend some time exploring the walled garden.


For any gardener, a walled garden is a dream. But the area was a mess. The main entrance is over the moat and to the left. The garden is the best part of an acre and the walls are orientated so the main path runs from north-west to south-east. Two sides are ten-foot stone walls that are eighteen inches thick and the other two are mainly tall two-storey outbuildings, which give the whole area a feeling of being solid and permanent, although all the roofs needed to be replaced. Set back from the outside of the walls, some forty or fifty metres, are rows of tall oak and lime trees, to act as a windbreak. I knew all about wind turbulence from my experiences siting wind turbines and it dawned on me that the combination of these trees and the buildings was the reason the garden was still most of the time … Strong winds get deflected up and over these barriers and cannot dip down to blow around the garden. Bird song is positively loud in the walled garden, it seems to be focused, and the expanse of the walls of the buildings means you can hear someone at the château shouting for you even if you cannot see them – very useful when meals are served!


There were a very few old fruit trees that had survived the garden being neglected. We had three pear trees that had obviously been trained against the walls, another two that were apparently randomly placed, not at the edge or in the middle, and a single cherry tree that was at least forty feet high; it was a monster. In addition to all the brambles and nettles that formed a low entanglement that it was impossible to walk through, we had a bunch of rogue sycamore trees. I know of no one who would plant sycamores on purpose but some had trunks eighteen inches in diameter, which means they had been there for years. I thought of them as our biggest weeds and couldn’t wait to get rid of them.


I started gardening with my father when I was about five years old. To start with, it was much more about spending time with him than actually gardening. I think I was there to potter and collect stones rather than for the horticulture but somehow over the years I absorbed a fair bit. I love time in the garden and somehow you feel like you are relaxing even if you are doing something seriously strenuous.


There are other benefits and the summer before I headed off to the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, I was all for getting a gym membership to bring myself to the level of fitness I knew I would need, but my dad put it very simply: ‘Don’t be an idiot, Richard, just get out and dig the garden, it’ll sort you out.’ I dug for Northern Ireland and also went running, and ended up in good shape!


You learn when you spend time with knowledgeable people. As well as growing vegetables with my father, I also visited my grandparents every weekend – it was the sort of thing you did back then – and they both invested lots of time in their garden. Indeed, when they lived in Newtownards, my granny used to grow and sell flowers to the flower shops up in Belfast and it was from her I got my appreciation of roses and scabias, both of which are stunning cut flowers. So through osmosis, and then years of converting barren military quarters’ gardens into veggie patches, I achieved a good working knowledge of gardening, but my knowledge of walled gardens was limited. I knew the principles and had visited some but I had little practical experience.


The concept of a kitchen garden, the ‘potager’, originated in medieval France, but I’d always thought of potager as a thick, substantial vegetable stew eaten by peasants in the past, and my lack of French meant I’d never put the two words together. But despite this ignorance, we were the owners of a walled potager and I couldn’t wait to do it justice.


The big breakthrough came when we had a visit from our neighbour Jacques De Baglion, whose family had been the previous custodians of Château-de-la-Motte Husson. He walked around the moat with Inox, his Labrador, and we ended up in the walled garden surveying the wreckage of a once beautiful place. In our now comfortable Franglais, we discussed my theory that there had to be a set of paths that ‘crossed’ the garden and more that went around near the outside to define the beds by the walls. Jacques got very excited and took me through the layout, explaining how the old fruit trees had actually lined the paths and how the paths met the three gates in the walls. He admitted his memory of it was a bit hazy as it was the best part of forty years since the garden had last been in its glory. His visit left me inspired and when he’d gone, I went off to get a ‘grape’ to go in search of our lost paths. (Okay, who doesn’t know what a ‘grape’ is? My Irish grandfather and my father always called a garden fork a ‘grape’ and I have called it that all my life, though I find I now have to be trilingual and translate into English and French!)


Where to start? Obviously the paths had to lead to the gates but in the middle of the far wall was an overgrown tower that must have been a focal point. There were also a couple of old fruit tree stumps slightly off to one side that must have lined a path in the past, so I confidently marched into the middle of the garden and stuck my grape into the ground and jumped on it to sink it in … nothing. I moved to a spot in line with the side gate into the garden and what would have been a greenhouse … but again, nothing. I started spiralling out and finally I felt the tell-tale crunch of gravel down about six inches over towards the moat in line with our tower. I grabbed a spade and dug a trench across what I felt was a path. I discovered one made from the same slightly orangey-coloured grit we had in front of the château and, interestingly, it was curved so it was high in the middle and lower at the outside edges. The weeds and decades of leaf matter that had become soil had truly covered the paths; the edges were down a good nine to twelve inches, so my path-finding probing only worked if I hit the centre of a path. But I had a working technique and a garden to plot out. Very quickly I knew I had a cross and a rectangular outside path about six feet in from the walls but, in truth, at that moment I still only had an overgrown garden with paths that had yet to be reclaimed.


There followed a lot of sweating despite the cold, crisp weather and, over the course of a very special week, I cleared the first part of our pathway. It went from the main entrance to the garden to the outside path, then dog-legged to the left to join the main trans-garden part of the cross path. I had a lot of help from Arthur and Dorothy and I think even Angela enjoyed these hours out in the fresh air, though she did like making the point that she wasn’t a ‘land girl’ (yet!).


Seeing Dick in his garden melted our hearts. He had been incredibly patient during our first year but I often heard him talk about how he could not wait to get in there and start to reclaim the garden. Even to this day, he says he would have bought the château just for the potagerie and I fully believe that. Neither of us is good at doing nothing and in this time of uncertainty (our wedding and events business was yet to prove successful and we did not even know when our television series would be aired, or if anyone would watch it!), Dick was using the garden to keep himself busy and, well, because he loved it! It was a reminder of why we moved here. The truth be known, I was there for the family fun and to see Dick in his element, and Arthur and Dorothy were there to play with mud. We were no help. But huge support. Probably.


Our first potager tree planting came about by chance. We were at the local supermarket and there was a huge area taken up at the entrance by lots of fruit trees. It was obviously ‘fruit tree planting time’ and so we grabbed a bargain, or eight.


I had never seen fruit trees being sold in a supermarket before! And that is one of the reasons we love French supermarkets. If it’s in season, you know about it as you have to walk a full ten metres to pass the seasonal displays. I honestly believe that even if you don’t have a garden, you get a sense of what is being planted at that time of year just by visiting supermarkets!


The trees were lovely to look at, each was sold in a hessian bag, and we picked up four initially because that’s all we could fit in the trolley. Dorothy was in the front seat and Arthur was in the main body. But at €6 each (that was about £4), they were such a bargain we couldn’t miss the opportunity. So Arthur and Dorothy walked for the rest of the shopping trip and we got more trees.


As a family, we went out into the garden and, using the roughly scraped pathway as our guide, we planted what was to be the part of our avenue of fruit trees. We all dug the holes and, with great ceremony, put in a mixture of French apple and pear varieties – we’d decided that the cherries and plums had to wait as they were over twice the price, so we left gaps for them.


I love having everyone in the garden working. Somehow Angela always dresses the children to be functional but makes them look too cute to work. Dorothy had the most gorgeous red double-breasted tartan coat on with a faux-fur collar, which I would have said was for wearing to Sunday school, with matching wellies and hat. But this was not a spectator sport and Dorothy took a spade that was obviously too big for her and started scooping out a hole. It all looked a bit dangerous to Mummy but as the spade was unwieldy, Dorothy started to use her hands. To further the team effort, I loosened the soil and gave her and Arthur trowels. Surprising to say, they were both actually helpful! They obviously needed a hand making the hole a bit deeper but their playing progressed the planting of our fruit trees and they proved themselves.


Everyone had been hard at work digging holes, even Dorothy. And, as I was digging, I was watching everyone simply being happy and content. All with rosy cheeks … It really was one of those days that we had dreamt of when we’d decided to move to France. Late morning, Dick had put on a casserole with seasonal vegetables and every time I went back to the château it was full of mouth-watering aromas that made you hungry even if you had just eaten!


Yes, the garden had a long way to go, but we had started. Together. When the trees were in, it was a very special moment and I felt quite tearful. We were making our history, inspired by the original paths, and it was our garden.


That evening, we embraced the French love of seasonality. Winter is very definitely the time for warming casseroles. Root vegetables were in abundance and some of the most enticing cuts of meat are a must for the slow cooker. We love them all. In addition to the jarret de boeuf – shin – we like using la pointe de poitrine – brisket. It is a very reasonably priced cut and is often sold for pot au feu, which is a very common dish here. It was just what the doctor ordered after a long day in the garden!


POT AU FEU


The clue is in the name – pot au feu literally means ‘pot on the fire’, which is actually cooking in a saucepan. The principles are simple: the elements needing more cooking go in first …


Ingredients


1kg brisket or plat-de-côtes (short rib)


1 onion, quartered


2 leeks, roughly chopped


4 carrots, roughly chopped


1 turnip, cut into eight


3 cloves of garlic


1 bay leaf


a sprig of thyme


a few sprigs of parsley


2 cloves


6 peppercorns


1 tbs salt


Method


Place the beef in a large pot. Cover with water to a level about 2.5cm (1in) above the meat. Bring to the boil, turn down the heat and simmer for one hour, skimming off the foam from time to time.


Transfer to a slow cooker and add the remaining ingredients. Slow cook for a further six to eight hours.


If you wish, you can serve the broth separately but just before service we fish out the aromatics, cut the beef up and then put it back into the pot, which we put on the table. I love it with buttery mash potatoes that ‘dissolve’ into the broth. Or, dipping in a buttery baguette also hits the mark – though, from what we’ve seen, it appears the French aren’t great dippers?


Interestingly, I was brought up with a degree of confusion about what was a swede and what was a turnip. In Northern Ireland what we call a turnip is called a swede in England, and English turnips are not really talked about at all … Thankfully, as we have learned more French, the confusion has gone: a turnip is a navet and a swede is a bloke from Sweden!


January had flown by and, before we knew it, Arthur’s birthday was here. His first official birthday in France! After Arthur’s second birthday party in the UK (the day before we left for France), which was packed with family and friends, and our recent wedding celebrations that seemed to last for weeks, I think we were all after something gentle for our little man’s third birthday.


Arthur is a water baby, as is Dorothy, so we managed to book ourselves into a Center Parcs, two hours west from here, called Les Bois Francs. Because it was January, it was empty and cheap and the pool was hot! However, the negatives were that most of the facilities were closed … That did not stop us having fun and I managed to get away with going on the kiddies’ slide for hours on end without being told off by the lifeguards.


It also felt nice having a change of scenery. We had been very château-centric in our first year and, as magical as it is, there was a constant anxiety always to get things done.


Arthur received his first Nerf gun, a selection of superhero goodies and his most treasured item to this day: a plastic trophy he won for going on the red water slide the most times in an hour. We wrote on it with a Sharpie: ‘Winner 2016 – Arthur Donald Strawbridge’, and Arthur was the proudest little three-year-old you could imagine.


I’d never been to a Center Parcs and I wasn’t quite sure what to expect as I had a vision of Butlin’s in a wood – though, to be fair, I’d never been to Butlin’s either! We arrived in exactly the right mind set and had a ball. Indeed, we spent so long in the pools, under the fountains and going up and down every conceivable shape of slide that we invariably finished our pool sessions white and wrinkly. But it was great fun and the children laughed and smiled and were thoroughly pooped each evening.


One aspect of the park was a bit of a surprise; I suppose it was part of the ‘eco’ ethos but there was very limited lighting on the many roads and tracks that connected all the cabins, which looked the same. The children weren’t old enough for bicycles yet and so our trip back to the cabin by foot in the dark early evening usually involved us taking a ‘direct’ route rather than following the roads. I laughed until I nearly peed myself on many occasions but I particularly remember pushing Angela up the bank of one ditch as she was pushing Dorothy’s pushchair ahead of her and getting a tad grumpy with me, while Arthur stood on the top (already having been helped up there) making a sage comment along the lines of, ‘I’m not sure this is the best way, Daddy …’


*


With our mini-break over and the garden underway, we knew we needed to knuckle down and think ‘business’ … It had taken a while to get into the right frame of mind as this was a task where you needed to be fully functioning and focused!


Angela is an entrepreneur and has no shortage of the characteristics needed to be successful in business. She has vision, motivation, passion and confidence but, very importantly, she is also a good decision maker. We have had many discussions about what we should do and when faced with numerous options, we look at the objective, then decide the best way forward for us as a family, according to our resources. With the myriad of tasks the château presents on a daily basis, we truly understand that ‘you eat an elephant a bite at a time’.


My first business mentor told me, ‘Plan, plan, plan. If you don’t, you plan to fail.’ I have found writing up your thoughts in one place really allows you to set out your objective and map the journey to get there. Planning in pre-Dick days honestly kept me focused and on track. Then I met Dick … the most organised and thought-out human you will ever meet. He not only plans but annoyingly he recognises all the pitfalls in a plan. I can’t lie, I like to plan with pure optimism, while Dick is an optimistic realist. But together, we plan quite well.


Before we even bought the château, we had a plan. You can’t just buy a château and expect the money you have left (£20,000 in our case) to go far. Dick had a National Geographic show commissioned, which meant that we knew funds were going to come in in the first year. That was all part of the planning. We also planned for Dick to continue being a TV presenter until we established the business here at the château, which we never for one moment thought would happen overnight. But our end goal, our objective, was to create a live/work life where we could be here for Arthur and Dorothy. So, how does one achieve that?!


Firstly, we needed to work out exactly what we wanted to offer our guests. This meant that every detail needed to be pored over. When it comes to weddings, there’s an infinite number of ways of coming up with a pricing structure. We were of course limited to the rooms we had available, well finished, which was a grand total of one: the very lovely honeymoon suite. But that was all we needed to get started!


After many evenings of discussions, we decided on three initial offerings: weddings and special celebrations; luxury weekend getaways and corporate strategy days (Dick’s forte).


Apart from attending weddings, I was unsighted as to how much work they would involve but I knew Angela would have the details all covered well in advance of our first one, so I was not worried. When it came to our luxury weekend getaways, the principles were easy: we wanted to provide the sort of weekend we’d love to go on. It was all about luxury, decadence, more luxury and then, to finish it off, more decadence. However, that was quite an open-ended idea, so we thought we’d start off by holding ‘food lovers’ weekends’ – or FLW – to confirm how the weekends would go.


When it comes to the service, Angela is all over it. I had been a finalist in Celebrity Masterchef, I’ve worked in restaurants, run restaurants, presented over seventy cookery shows and written half a dozen cookery books, so it’s fair to say I know my way around the kitchen. And to cap it all – I love my grub! We were both confident that anyone who attended our FLW would be wined and dined, but we sat down and discussed in some detail our USPs –‘unique selling points’. We set down the agenda for a weekend getaway that celebrated France and our region. We made the decision even before we moved to France that we were to be about quality rather than quantity. Fewer, more memorable weekends were our aim and we enthusiastically discussed at length what we would offer.


Our weekends were initially to be for one couple and would commence on a Friday evening. They were to be received in the salon with nibbles and a lovely, very easy to drink red sparkling wine. They would then be shown to their room where they were to relax and prepare for dinner. The honeymoon suite was to set the standard for each suite. There would be a bar and a fridge stocked with soft drinks and local sparkling Loire wines in their private salon. Their tower room was a quiet place to sit and chat and the bathroom had a large shower and a bath big enough for two to relax in, as well as an armchair if only one person wished to bathe. (How many conversations have taken place with one of you perched on the closed loo seat chatting to the other wallowing in the bath? For us it had been lots, hence the obligatory armchairs.) Obviously, a huge, very comfortable bed was the centrepiece of the bedroom.


Dinner was to take hours and the many courses would showcase regional and local foods. Digestifs and petit fours would round off the evening. Saturday was a leisurely start followed by a trip to the market to buy whatever ingredients looked good and then home for a much-needed lunch, some relaxation around the château grounds, then a casual evening of cooking and dining down in the family kitchen in the sous sol. The menu would be determined by what we had bought and what our guests wanted to try.


A late and leisurely breakfast would take place on Sunday morning followed by onward travel. We felt it was a good mixture of being pampered and having a chance to experience château life. And we were excited to welcome guests into our home to do it.


When we first moved to the château, we were all in – we sold everything we had, including my old and much-loved Fairway taxi called Ethel Red and our shared VW family car. We knew we needed every bit of extra cash. It did mean, however, that we were car-less, apart from the time when we were making the television series, when we were loaned a car by Citroën. Since filming had finished in November 2015, we had been sharing my parents’ car but it was obvious that we needed wheels of our own.


Cars are very expensive in France, though interestingly we found the insurance costs seemed to be less. Over the years, I’ve driven most things from tanks to articulated lorries, cranes to forklifts and motorbikes to buses, so my needs were not that important when it came to choosing our vehicle, but there were some important factors, after the obvious one: that it had to be safe for the family. Firstly, the cost; secondly, the fact that it had to be big enough and, finally, Angel was adamant it had to be an automatic. With that in mind, we scoured the classified ads.


Being broke at the start of 2016 is part of our journey. Most people would be after moving to a new home and having their wedding. We had the additional costs of starting the restorations of a forty-five-room, nineteenth-century château … enough said. With everything going on, we had not really paid much attention to the fact that our neighbour Bertrand had not yet submitted his bill for the work he did on our sewerage system, so when the €12,000 bill came in, we had to borrow some money from our family. The fact that we were car-less and waiting for work was all part of the early stress. So our families added a few thousand extra to allow us to buy a little run-around car …


It’s nearly impossible to get anything in France roadworthy for €3,000, especially from a dealership, so we looked on a reputable second-hand site. That I had become used to driving the lovely automatic Citroën for the past year, combined with obviously driving on the opposite side of the road and the very fact that many French drivers just do not use roundabouts like we do (I’m sure you’re meant to stop at roundabouts …?) meant I’d lost a little bit of confidence. Arthur and Dorothy’s safety was my number one priority and, in light of the above, I thought it might be in everyone’s interest if we looked for an automatic. Dick and I did not see eye to eye on what was acceptable. Though this only caused an issue whilst we both had to agree … As I was clearly the tricky customer (or, in my defence, the less confident customer), Dick left it to me to find something I could drive, for under €3,000. In France.


In my defence, I only passed the responsibility onto Angela after she said the fully serviced, very reasonable, low-mileage Audi A2 I had found was ugly and the wrong colour …


And I went on to find the ugliest little grey car you could imagine, but I loved it because it felt comfortable and safe. The seats were high and there was next to no bonnet sticking out, meaning parking was easy. I could fit a potty in the footwell and the boot was the perfect height for changing nappies. It was Dick’s worst nightmare. It went 0–60 in about five minutes and Dick chuntered from the moment we got it until the moment we had enough cash to buy another car.


*


When I look back, I realise that I have always been ambitious and motivated. But falling pregnant was a game changer for me. I instantly felt I wanted to spend more time being a mum. I wanted to spend those first precious moments with my babies guilt free (or as guilt free as possible).


When Arthur was seven months old and I was two months pregnant with Dorothy, I was hosting a tea party for a regular client of mine. She said to me, ‘I don’t have many regrets but if I had one, it would be that I worked too much when the kids were young. You just cannot get those years back.’ I knew she was telling me to slow down. It was all the sign I needed and exactly what my gut had been telling me. Dick most certainly had his thoughts on the matter but, having spent a decade building up my business, the Vintage Patisserie, I needed to be ready. It was the end of an era.


But the new era had dawned upon us! I knew it was right to restart the next chapter with a new business. We would take a bit of the Vintage Patisserie and a bit of Dick’s rustic and delicious cuisine and make something new, something that was both of ours.


I knew that, first things first, we needed a website. I am of an age that I remember the Yellow Pages. I did not know of the ‘internet’ until my late teenage years and it changed the way we did everything. I have no idea how a French château would have showcased its business overseas, or in fact to anyone, back then. Our platform needed to be wonderful; it needed to represent the magic of the château. Now, that’s easier said than done!


I had a little bit of experience here, having done two sites from scratch. One was a highly illustrated interactive site where you could design chocolates and cakes, the other, which followed this, was my Vintage Patisserie website. I find a gentle mix of illustration and stunning photography to be the best combination and I think it is important for your homepage to wow visually but also be informative. There are obviously people out there who do this for a living, but with barely any funds in the bank this was a DIY job and we called in a favour from our artist friend Sam, who luckily happens to be quite a fantastic web developer too. There were a lot more details to think about but we had started and it felt good.


The Vintage Patisserie website remained live and during the transition period, whilst the new site was being built, I would send replies to anyone who enquired telling them about our new wedding business and food lovers’ weekends. As most tea party enquiries were for hen parties, weddings were not necessarily what they wanted and with the FLWs at £1,000 per couple all-inclusive for the weekend, they were far more expensive than my previous tea parties, but we believed they delivered in value.


And then I got an email from Jane Lockhart. Jane had emailed about a hen party but after I had replied explaining the situation and our new ventures, she booked her and her partner Alun in for our first food lovers’ weekend.


Selling the first of anything is always a complete buzz. I’ve sold all sorts of things, including vintage clothing, clothes I have made, T-shirts I have printed, cupcakes, chocolates, china, cake stands. But whether it’s a £2.50 cupcake or a £1,000 weekend at the château, there is nothing quite like the thrill of that very first sale.


I ran down the stairs in excitement to share the news with Dick. We had done it. We had secured our first paid weekend and we celebrated with a cup of tea and a trip to the bakers to buy some éclairs for Arthur and Dorothy.


Whilst Angela had been working hard on getting our business ready to launch, I had been working on a TV series in Northern Ireland to build a replica of the first plane to fly in Ireland, which had been built and flown by Harry Ferguson, the Ulsterman of tractor design fame. As I was heading back to Northern Ireland to complete the project, and for our creation to hopefully fly, we decided to make it into a family trip and spend a couple of days with my mother and sisters.


There are lots of ways to get to Ireland from France; we opted to take a ferry overnight to Dublin, followed by a couple of hours driving north. It’s a long crossing but we thought amusing the children on the ferry should be easy as there were play areas. And we hoped they would sleep for the majority of the crossing anyway – how naive were we … The Irish ferry boat was very friendly and we all enjoyed a meal before heading off to get our beauty sleep in the four-berth cabin. Our plan was for Angela and Dorothy to share one bottom bunk, Arthur to have the other and for me to be on a top bunk. It couldn’t have been simpler but for the fact that Arthur kept rolling out of bed! It was purely by chance that Angela and I were chatting after the children had fallen asleep and I managed to reach across and catch Arthur as he simply rolled off the bed … I checked all the stuff we had in the cabin to find a safe way of barricading him into the bunk. There was no wall-making capability but I did manage to build the equivalent of a high-trapeze safety net between the bunks using luggage, sheets and our spare clothing. However, there was no way I was simply going to sleep above Arthur and wait to see if the ‘net’ caught him. Instead, I had the pleasure of sleeping with our boy, who was impressively capable of pushing unwanteds out of the bed and also appeared to like doing starfish impressions. It didn’t take long to establish that the best way for me to protect Arthur and get a night’s sleep was for me to occupy a couple of inches of the bunk and to have most of my body ‘floating’ between the beds on the net construction.


But despite the deprivations of the night, we awoke smiling and laughing the way families do, had a big breakfast and headed off to a wonderful couple of days with the family and some filming as well!


The excitement of turning up at Granny’s house was fantastic. Dorothy was a baby when we had last visited, so for her it was like her first visit! From the moment we entered the house, Granny and the aunties did not stop pampering us. I remember Jenny saying, ‘I want you to be rested and to have a break.’ I had a complete twitch being looked after but I knew they meant what they said, and as they never got much of a chance to spoil the children, I tried my best to sit still.


During Dick’s time at work we explored County Antrim together. We drove for hours along the coast and ate picnics in the car whilst listening to the constant pitter-patter of rain.


Once Dick had finished his job, we got some quality time all together. One of the highlights was when we ate potatoes grown by Dick’s sister, which went straight from a growing bag for a quick wash and then into the pan. This was a first for me and it was really true what Dick had said, they are so sweet! We had planned a day out at the Belfast Zoo. The zoo was opened in 1934 and sits on a secluded location on the north-eastern slope of Cavehill. It’s a very special place and, as Granny said, there are lots of hills, so you will need your pancakes!


This was the day when Arthur and Dorothy learnt what it is to have Granny’s pancakes with Granny in Northern Ireland! It involves sitting on a stool at the breakfast bar in the kitchen and taking warm buttermilk pancakes fresh from the griddle with too much butter and whatever topping your heart desires – though maple syrup and possibly some crispy bacon is hard to beat. My mum revelled in her role as pancake maker, as she has done for every one of her grandchildren, and Arthur and Dorothy knew they were in for a treat as they could see how excited I was. As the pancakes come off the griddle you can’t eat them straight away – they are too hot and need to rest a couple of minutes to be perfect, and for that they are put into a folded tea towel. We nearly had a mutiny from Arthur when he thought he wasn’t allowed one, but watching Granny pouring out the next four onto the griddle amused him for long enough to cool the first batch, then it was onto the plate, butter and a drizzle of maple syrup, brought back from Canada by my brother Bobby, who lives there (not ‘maple-flavoured’ syrup!).


As I cut the first pancake into strips to share, it started to disappear. Arthur and Dorothy didn’t say a thing. I think my mum was a bit worried that they wouldn’t like them, but though the second piece being put into their mouths before they had finished chewing the first may have been bad manners, it was also a wordless compliment! Granny was turning the pancakes out four at a time with practised skill on her trusty griddle that has been about as long as I can remember, so it wasn’t long before she had so many that our little ones were properly stuffed and she had a pile for everyone else to tackle without getting a look from Arthur and Dorothy, who were very sticky with a light covering of buttery maple syrup! I had to stop them eating as we were all getting a bit worried that people that small were eating that much – the results could be unpleasant and my sister Deanna, who was going to be playing with them, is a bit squeamish. Arthur and Dorothy made their appreciation of Granny’s pancakes clear by asking for them every time they felt a bit peckish!


GRANNY’S PANCAKES


Best served hot with butter or with maple syrup and bacon and a full fry-up. If you ever have any left over, they fry up really well as part of an Ulster Fry, which is a breakfast guaranteed to keep you going all day.


Ingredients


Butter, to cook


225g soda flour (make your own with 450g flour to 1 tbsp bicarbonate of soda and ½ tsp salt)


2 eggs


300ml buttermilk (or sour 300ml of milk with ½ tsp lemon juice)


1 tbsp sugar


Method


Heat the griddle and season with butter on a piece of kitchen towel. Beat the ingredients in a jug and when the griddle is hot pour out four pancakes. When you can see the bubbles coming through they are ready to turn over.


Once cooked, stack in a folded tea towel to keep warm. The big challenge is to make them faster than they can be eaten.


It must have been the rest Jenny and the girls had given us, or possibly the change of scenery, because when we arrived back home, we were bouncing. I threw myself into cleaning and cleared out the original drinks cabinet that is behind a door in the salle à manger. I organised our drinks cabinet, our drawers, and I was looking at the château through our guests’ eyes. Although our suite was shabby, rationalising clothes and toiletries felt like we were being busy and it just made me feel better!


The website had a final push and, after months of poring over every detail, our platform to communicate the magic of the château to the world was finished. Our château site was cream, dark green and gold. It felt elegant, not too fussy, clear to use and packed a punch with stunning photography from Dick’s daughter Charlotte. It captured the imagination. The fonts were hand drawn and dark green, which gave it a really personal feel. We wrote all the copy ourselves in the first person so it was chatty yet informative, and when we looked at it, we smiled. This was a new beginning! We paid Sam later that year and to this day it’s a favour that we will never forget … On 4 March, our website went live and we shared our offerings with the world. Within ten minutes, we had received our first wedding enquiry! It was from an old client of mine, also called Charlotte. To be clear, Charlotte was not old, but she used to work for a very well-known beauty brand and the Vintage Patisserie used to make personalised gifts for many of the glossies and newspapers as a press relations exercise for their brand. Charlotte would basically use me whenever she could and I loved her for that. She gave me my first ever grown-up, personalised chocolate order: 1,000 boxes! I had a tiny tempering machine in my kitchen and I pretty much stayed up for five days straight to get the order complete. Those were the days, pre-Dick, when I was a one-man – well, lady – band!


Charlotte talked about how she and Richard, her fiancé, had been waiting for the right wedding opportunity to come along but she now realised she had been waiting for us to start our business! It felt very reassuring. We continued to chat about the timeline and how next year would be good because they were planning on having a baby! I immediately put my tuppence in …


‘Please, please listen to me, Charlotte. Have your wedding before your baby. It’s the one day in your life that is completely about you. As wonderful as it would be to have a little one in tow, it will not be the same … You have the choice!’


And that was that. Charlotte booked her wedding with us for that August! Our first wedding. In just five months. After the complete excitement and buzz, the terror kicked in. There was a lot to get sorted. Apart from finishing the honeymoon suite to guest standard, which would need to be complete in time for our first food lovers’ weekend, we needed toilets for eighty, a team front and back of house, suppliers, extra cutlery, more organisation, a sound system, comfy chairs – and that was just the few things that sprang to mind!


Getting the website up to start attracting customers had been our highest priority. We were confident we could make the château work for us but the relief that we felt when we had our first wedding booked in was a ‘sinking to your knees and closing your eyes’ level of relief. However, typical of our lives in France, we were on a rollercoaster. Having a wedding here meant being ready for a wedding here.


It’s very different having friends and family come to your own wedding compared to a paying customer and their guests. We needed more facilities and we needed to be completely professional. Which meant we needed a team that knew what to do.


Angela had warned me there was some snagging to do in the honeymoon suite but I wasn’t too worried about that (duh!). We also needed guest toilets, including at the orangery (the two sheds and bath to pee in with the old long drops we had for our wedding wouldn’t do at all), and the rest of the orangery needed to be perfect and needed to have power. Any area guests would go needed to be perfect, the service needed to be perfect, the bar needed to be perfect, the food needed to be perfect … The list went on but every task had one thing in common: they needed to be perfect, and fast.






CHAPTER 2


Our First Easter Together


[image: image]


Although we were only a few months into 2016, it had most certainly been an eventful time. Having a reason and drive to push our home onto the next stage really put a spring in our step. Our bookings felt like a huge achievement and milestone, and the atmosphere at the château mirrored our emotions. Easter fell on 27 March in 2016. Dick’s mum Jenny had sent us back home with a big box of Easter treasures. There were some Cadbury’s eggs but, more importantly, family heirlooms – hanging eggs that had been painted and découpaged by the family decades ago and the cutest wooden bunnies with ‘This way’ signs. There were also plastic decorate-yourself eggs of all colours and sizes, and stickers galore that to this day we have not used as they look so great. There were also packets of specialist food-dye powders …


Easter is a very important celebration in France. It says a lot that our local convenience shop in the village opens every day except Easter Sunday. For me, growing up in Northern Ireland, Easter was a simple celebration that involved eating too much chocolate and having a breakfast of magical boiled eggs. Thinking back, most of the eggs we had were white, whereas nowadays they tend to be brown … Decorating eggs was something done every year and my mother was a dab hand at producing wonderfully dyed eggs for all nine of us (Mum and Dad plus seven kids!) for Easter morning breakfast. At school, every youngster would bring blown eggs in to be elaborately converted with glitter and odds and ends to rival any Fabergé egg. We used to all blow our eggs, though I wonder how many youngsters know the knack today? I’ll test Arthur and Dorothy next year!


The previous Easter, Dick had been in America working to bring funds in so we were excited this year to finally be spending our first Easter together at the château as a family. That week, Dick and I had gone on a date to the supermarket and stocked up on French packets of foiled Easter eggs, small enough to be hidden on our Easter hunt and also small enough to go into the plastic eggs Jenny had sent us back with.


Supermarkets have their own tradition – they celebrate what is happening in their entrance way with displays that woo you. The last time we were wooed and shared this excitement was in January when it was tree planting season, but now, in March, the Easter displays were majestic. Stacked higher than either of us could reach were bags upon bags of foiled eggs in every colour you could imagine. There were chocolate chickens and bunnies and lambs and ducklings all looking rather artisan, wrapped in cellophane with curled, hand-tied bows and handwritten script in icing, wishing us ‘Joyeuses Pâques’. I simply could not get over how reasonably everything was priced. In addition, there were towers of Ferrero Rocher, Lindt and, my personal favourite, Mon Chéri. I ignored Dick adding them to the basket so I could act surprised and delighted when I received them.


I was so very much looking forward to sharing my joy of winter lifting together. This year we would walk together as a family and look at the trees blossoming and nature starting to bud. The transformation of our home in spring is incredible and like no other. One day there is frost on the ground and the next day there are dozens of primroses and daffodils on the banks! Seeing our first primrose together was a moment of intense joy. I had not realised how much I missed Dick last year when he was working in America. I had completely played it down as I was being brave, but sharing this moment together brought it all home.
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