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To Arthur and Dorothy, you are the reason we do what we do!




Foreword


Firstly, thank you for buying this book and giving us the opportunity to relive our first year together at the château. This year, 2020, has been a year like no other and at times incredibly hard for many of us. We embarked on our first-ever speaking tour in February and arrived back mid-March. We travelled overnight to get home and hug the children. The next day, 12 March, the French president announced that schools and universities were going to close. By 17 March there was mandatory home confinement across the country … For us, this pause gave us the chance to reflect on the remarkable journey we have been on, as well as the opportunity to put pen to paper and capture our story of the first year in our new home, Château-de-la-Motte Husson. We have loved writing this book and it has brought back so many happy memories for both of us: we have laughed, cried and honestly felt every emotion again. It’s been beyond a pleasure.


We will not lie to you, this is a love story – not just between us, but also with the château. This book celebrates what we have done to get our château habitable and turn it into a true family home. Our aim is to share both what we have learnt and what we have loved, as well as some of the details of our journey, from the food to the flies! There has never been a dull moment, and that first year was the most ridiculous of them all. It has truly been a rollercoaster, so buckle up.


It’s impossible to tell the story of our first year – the adventures, the challenges, the highs and the lows, the whirlwind romance, the tears and the laughter – without first telling you a bit about how and why we ended up buying our château.


This is our family story, our shared adventures, but at times we have slightly different memories of exactly what occurred, or exactly how it unfolded – you’ll find all that in here as well.


Before we go any further, we should explain 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.


So, let’s get started, back to when we first set eyes on our dream home: October 2014. We hope you enjoy sharing our journey with us!




Introduction
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I will never forget the moment we first saw Château-de-la-Motte Husson. We had been in France searching for our forever home when the details were emailed over to us. I had butterflies in my belly – the good ones that make you feel a little sick with nerves. I knew this was the one and I spent the next four-and-a-half-hour drive fretting that someone would put an offer in before we got to see it. The drive was painfully slow and with all the excitement we nearly missed the turning. As we rounded the corner for the very first time, we gasped. It was majestic, so much more than we could ever have imagined and most certainly the one. In fact, I would liken it to the very first time I met Dick.


The château itself was beautifully balanced with the twin towers I’d been dreaming about; even the trees were symmetrical. Coming round the corner, we immediately focused on the château, but it took only seconds before we also became aware of the island and the moat surrounding it, then the abundance of huge old trees, then the outbuildings, each of which was a substantial stone building. And as we got closer the scale of the moat became apparent – it was a huge lake! Everything on our wish list was right there in front of us.


That first impression, that feeling of finally being home, is imprinted in my mind’s eye for ever. As I write this, I have tears in my eyes just remembering the beauty of the surroundings. I have never tired of turning that corner – and I know with all my heart that I never will.


I’ve never wanted to do the maths to work out exactly how many hours we spent looking on the internet, driving through France and visiting estate agents in search of our dream home, but four years on from when we had made the decision to move it must have amounted to weeks, if not months. It had been a long, arduous and at times incredibly frustrating process.


The drive to view this very special château was beautiful. Driving in France is like a Sunday drive in the country used to be in the UK. In rural areas it feels like there is so little traffic. It’s a big country and the countryside is not densely populated. Unless we had a lot of miles to cover, we stayed off the autoroutes, three-quarters of which are toll roads. If you are near a large city they can be crowded, but in the country they tend to be quiet, so you don’t miss the sense of being somewhere different. Unlike motorways and many A roads in the UK, the Routes Nationales often take you through villages or around towns, so you get to see where and how people live.


There are lots and lots of trees in France and no shortage of old deciduous woodlands. It feels peaceful and a little bit exotic as the houses and villages are so very different from anything back home.


The idea of moving to France first came to us in 2012 while we were on holiday in the small fortified village of Caunes-Minervois near Carcassonne in the south of France. Dick had been living in Cornwall when we met in 2010 and I was based in east London. Relationships are tricky at the best of times, especially with over 300 miles between you. The old adage ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’ is all well and good at the beginning but it wasn’t sustainable for us. We were on a mission to find somewhere we both wanted to call our home, in the geographical sense!


At first I moved up to London but I am definitely a country boy at heart – London isn’t my scene. Angela had been on Dragon’s Den and was very busy growing her elegant events company, the Vintage Patisserie. She had found run-down premises in Hackney, overlooking the St-John-at-Hackney church, and I was helping decorate and install kitchens so all her tea parties finally had a home. But even with all this activity going on we knew we had our life and family to build and the really big question was, where should we live?


We could go anywhere as long as we had a plan. I must admit I had an aversion to being inside the M25 and even found all the home counties too busy and frantic. As I’d lived in Dorset and Cornwall before, the West Country would never have been ‘ours’, so we started to look further afield. I was brought up in Northern Ireland and know full well there is a very good reason for Ireland being ‘green’ – it rains a lot! Wales, Cumbria and Scotland have the same ‘soft’ climates, which meant we crossed them off our lists. There are some truly beautiful, vibrant places in the UK but none of them had grabbed us and made us think we must move there, so we were a bit stuck on where we would make our home. 


A solution to our dilemma as to where, and how, we would live came out of the blue when we took a holiday to the south of France. Neither of us had really had a proper holiday for many years and so we headed off for a romantic break to start 2012, all loved up. We stayed in a lovely little gîte in the old part of Caunes-Minervois and, having stocked up on wine, foie gras, cheese and other delicacies we settled down to chill and cuddled up on the sofa in front of the blazing log fire, watching A Good Year, a romantic comedy with Russell Crowe. If you don’t know the film, it’s about a successful city worker who inherits a run-down château and, after many ups and downs, ends up living happily ever after, forsaking life in the city for an idyllic existence making wonderful wine. It’s fair to say it got us thinking. 


Who hasn’t been on holiday, relaxed and pondered living without the stresses, pressure or work of everyday life? The difference with us was that we took it a step further. Passing a local notaire’s * office, we discovered a small townhouse like the one we were staying in would cost about €30,000, which, at the time, was equivalent to about £20,000. Our gîte was not huge but it was in a beautiful setting. It was a terraced building with a cobbled street out in front of it. There was nowhere to park within about 100 metres but that was easily overlooked. On the ground floor there was a spacious sitting room, dining room and kitchen with a set of French windows (we did wonder, do they just call them windows in France?) that led to a small walled courtyard. Spiral stone stairs led to two more floors, each of which had a large bedroom and a stunning en suite bathroom. It was all beautifully French, with exposed stone walls and it raised some huge questions – did we really want to have a massive mortgage that needed to be serviced? What did we want from life? Did we want to live to work or work to live?


We are lucky enough to have some incomes that are not tied to our current jobs or where we live: Dick’s small army pension and some royalties from books we have written. It isn’t a lot, but we knew it could help us to simplify our lives. We definitely wouldn’t stop working, but when work came in we could travel to do jobs, so we concluded that it would be relatively easy to change our lifestyles. Living in France would mean that we could buy somewhere outright and put some money in the bank, and, in addition, any future children we had would be bilingual. The simple life was calling us …


However, the internet didn’t take long to disrupt our plans. For a while, searching for small elegant townhouses with a glass of wine in hand kept us amused, and we found lots of properties that were too perfect to believe. Though our understanding of French geography was such that we didn’t even look in a specific area; we did a search of the whole of France (did you know France is big? Four times the size of England, in fact!). This is when the internet changed our plans.


We were looking at sweet little buildings, both in villages and in the country, when the first ‘manoir’ made an appearance on our screen. It may have been old, run-down and needed a lot of work, but it was only about £50,000 – for a manor house! Our search parameters changed and – guess what? Next thing you know we were ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ over amazing manoirs when the first little château appeared on our screen. It was for sale at about £100,000 and needed lots of work, but it was a castle! At that exact moment our lives changed irrevocably.


Within ten minutes the screen was full of ‘château porn’ and we were gazing adoringly at multi-million-pound, truly amazing properties. Obviously those fantasies didn’t last long but the seeds had been sown and the simple life in a small, cosy French cottage never got a look in again. We needed a château. And we knew that if we found the right one – with Angel’s events experience – there would be the potential to build a business there as well.


The rest of the holiday just reinforced our decision. We took trips to explore the country that was to be our future home. We went to a natural spa in Ax-les-Thermes, driving through stunning countryside up into the foothills of the Pyrenees. We ate out, usually at lunchtime. There is something so special about a couple of hours of unhurried dining and it must have been normal as everyone else seemed to be doing it too – even on a work day! We loved the diversity of the restaurants we found. One day we’d be in the Pyrenees in a small family-run café eating pommes aligot* served with duck breast and gizzards, from a very limited-choice ‘menu du jour’, then the next we’d pop down to a touristy restaurant by the Mediterranean and feast on a platter of fresh seafood.


We discovered that eating out at lunchtime was a very reasonably priced way to experience great food. One of our forays led us to a little hilltop village called Aragon and, in the middle of nowhere, we found a very posh, totally adorable restaurant. We were there just a little after midday and we spent hours enjoying a menu of regional specialities. We loved the way little extras kept turning up in addition to the three courses we had ordered. The plate of little bites of fungi and truffle to tempt us with flavours from the local forest while we had our aperitif was amazing, then our amuse-bouche was a trio of dishes made from local sanglier*. After starters of tasty morsels of fish and barely cooked vegetables there was a palate-cleansing sorbet of cucumber and mint before our main courses of guinea fowl stuffed with chorizo, which made us realise just how close to Spain we were. Everything was cooked to perfection and when the dessert arrived it looked like we’d each been give a small chocolate football. When we smashed our way into the cold, crisp, wafer-thin chocolate, we found a velvety-smooth chocolate-­orange mousse. After we had savoured every mouthful, and were too full for comfort, they placed a selection of irresistible petit fours in front of us alongside our espressos. It was no wonder that we rolled down the hill afterwards. Just to put this into context, this particular menu was less than £20 per head with a bit extra for the aperitif and glass of wine, but definitely not bad for an amazing experience that we still talk about. It’s fair to say we were falling in love with the French way of life.


This was our first holiday together. And not only that but, while we had grabbed a few weekends away when work allowed, this was the first real holiday either of us had taken for years. That alone made it incredibly special. Though neither of us could have predicted how this holiday would change the direction of our lives. However, while we knew what we wanted, we also knew it would take time to work everything out and we needed to be patient. It was not a matter of just stopping our lives and changing everything. We are both planners as well as doers, so we were in total agreement that the transformation of our life had to be orderly.


Once we got back to London, our search for the perfect home took some time every day, but life carried on and we kept working, trying to grow our pot and our family. Marriage was also on the cards, but when, where and how was never top of our urgent to-do list.


With a thriving events company and other people’s celebrations taking up lots of our lives, Angela stated categorically – and on several occasions, m’lud – that she did not want a big wedding, just something intimate with our parents followed by a glorious honeymoon. To coin a phrase from my youth: ‘you little fibber!’ Above marriage, and right at the very top of our list was kids: on 29 January 2013 the wonderful Arthur Donald Strawbridge entered the world and, just over a year later, 8 April 2014 marked the arrival of the beautiful Dorothy Francis Strawbridge. We knew our family was complete (reinforced by Angela booking me into a clinic near Southend!) and we were in the process of organising the how and when of getting married, as well as searching frantically for somewhere to start the next phase of our adventure, when we found our château and everything changed, but that is jumping ahead …


As yet, we had not narrowed down our search for a specific type of property or even location. It felt like we were looking at every doer-upper in every part of France. Every day I would send Dick a list of ten possible properties, but in my heart I knew that I hadn’t yet found one that ticked all the boxes – and most importantly one we could afford!


We knew that location was key. It’s textbook, but it’s really hard to stay focused when there are so many temptations in France with stunning properties in the middle of nowhere! That was a major hurdle and it is very humbling to confront your ignorance, but we really had little idea about what sort of country France was. Neither of us were accomplished French speakers and, though Dick had a good grasp of the geography, we were completely unaware of the regional characteristics.


Being British we ‘know’ the difference between, say, Yorkshire and Cornwall, for example, and we all tend to have our own views on the people and how friendly they are, the landscape and how desirable it is to live there. We know the people of Northern Ireland will talk to everyone, and in a doctor’s waiting room you can expect everyone to join in the conversation and give you a diagnosis and reassurance long before you see the doctor. We know in London everyone is busy and there is a lack of eye contact, so saying hello to a stranger or thank you to a bus driver identifies you as a bit odd. We have a feel for what Lincolnshire is like compared to Cumbria, and what Herefordshire house prices are compared to Hampshire. Bournemouth and Birmingham are about the same distance from London but they are very different places, and we feel we ‘know’ the difference between Torquay and Scarborough even if we have not visited either. This is something we’ve absorbed over years but when we were thinking about where to live in France we didn’t have any of this. Our solution was quite simple, if a bit of a gamble: see what we find and then see what the area is like.


For some reason we were more drawn to the western half of France – the properties seemed a touch more elegant, the countryside was rolling, and there were lots of châteaus.


After months of intense searching and viewings of several châteaus, we found a property that was definitely worthy of a visit: a very special château near Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, the start of the famous pilgrimage route, the Camino Francés, that goes over the Pyrenees and across the north of Spain to Santiago de Compostela and the tomb of St James.


The main house was beautiful and looked over the foothills of the Pyrenees. There were magnificent glass doors that opened onto a terrace where you could just imagine drinking your evening aperitif. In addition to the main house there was a perfectly habitable gatehouse and some outbuildings, all set in lovely wooded parkland. The château had once belonged to one of Napoleon’s marshals and that was probably the reason it was a ‘heritage’ building. It was beautiful but needed a lot of love, having been attacked by termites and suffering neglect. Over the last two winters, a large hole in the roof had got bigger and all the running water had caused significant damage, removing the majority of the plaster on the inside walls. Some lovely murals on the walls had survived, but even they would need lots of attention. We knew it would need a lot of work, but there is financial support for such buildings to help protect them, so we definitely felt it was worth exploring.


I went to visit this château on my own initially. The plan was I would go to see exactly how bad a state it was in before the whole family committed to a trip. Even though the damage was extensive, it was beautiful, in a lovely hilltop setting. There was no doubt that we could have done something special there. 


It all sounds very rock and roll: a quick return trip to Biarritz to check out a château, but it didn’t turn out quite like that. As I was returning the hire car to Biarritz airport, there was a snap air traffic controller strike called across France. The only airport that Angela could find open for me to get back home was in Perpignan, a four-and-a-half-hour journey away, all the way along the Pyrenees from the Atlantic coast to the Mediterranean. And I had just over four hours to get there or I’d need to drive for nearly eleven hours to Calais in the hire car. I did just manage to get there, with one minor speeding infringement, but it made us think again about where exactly we were looking for in properties. Top of the new list of criteria: we needed it to be located in a part of France that allowed us to return to London in less than a day, no matter what.


Over the course of a couple of years we got into a fairly slick routine when it came to viewing properties. I would scour the internet to find beautiful ‘maybes’ in the correct price bracket (we were looking at properties listed for between £100,000 to £300,000), then we would contact the estate agent to see where exactly the properties were so we could get a feel for the surroundings. This was notoriously difficult as the estate agents are very secretive as there is sometimes more than one selling agent and they don’t want to lose possible commission.


On one occasion we made a rather long trip to visit a château only to discover it shared the forecourt with a garage. On another we visited a truly beautiful château that had an industrial chicken farm less than thirty metres from the back door. The agents just did not want to give exact addresses in case you find this stuff out, but we are fast learners and Dick started to use Google Maps to have a good look around first. He would even look for shadows to determine the orientation of the building. We also started to ask for the cadastral *. They were invaluable and meant we could get a real feel for what we were going to see. I love a surprise as much as anyone, but not after a day’s travel with two young kids to find it was not worth it! When we had lined up enough properties of interest, we would organise a trip, sometimes as a family and sometimes for Dick to go and view a few in one day.


We were serious about buying our new home and consequently my day trips were gruelling, and frequent. I’d leave home at 4am and get the 6am Eurotunnel, drive down to the area where the properties were, view a couple and then get back for the late-evening train, which meant I got home between midnight and 2am. We tried to do as much research as possible in advance but sometimes I just had to see for myself. One château I visited was absolutely massive and on the edge of a national forest. The décor had been trashed as it had been used for raves, but it came with many acres, lovely outbuildings and a habitable cottage. From the photos it looked too good to be true … until you saw it. Never mind the decoration, walls had been removed, mass toilet complexes had been (badly) installed and every bit of wiring and plumbing had been ripped from the walls and floors. Squatters had turned it into what looked like an horrific modern installation. Needless to say, it was not for us.


There were many frustrations and disappointments before we found the ‘one’. And, as time went on, our list of wishes (and wish-nots) grew. I never knew what an orangery was until I started looking, but once I saw one it went on the ‘must-have’ list. In a practical sense an orangery is a building, or conservatory, to protect your citrus trees from frosts during the depths of winter. But they tend to be beautiful, elegant winter gardens and are truly magical to look at. Dick’s dream was to have workshops, a walled garden and a moat. And we both knew that we needed to find a property with a roof in goodish order as our budget would never stretch to a new one straight away.


In early 2014, we found the ‘nearly one’: a beautiful property on the outskirts of Châteauponsac, near Limoges. It was nearly right. It lacked the fairy-tale symmetry we had been searching for, but it was affordable and in a lovely location – it even had a gorgeous boulangerie at the end of the road where we could see my mum and dad taking the kids to get their fresh baguettes in the morning.


Some months later, we returned to see the château near Châteauponsac to confirm if the outbuildings had as much potential as we remembered. Angel’s parents, Jenny and Steve, had come with us on this trip and we were having breakfast in the hotel when an email arrived that gave all of us goosepimples. An estate agent with whom we had seen a previous property had sent us the details of a château that was about to go on the market. When we opened the email the pictures alone made us catch our breaths. It was classified as a ‘small château’ but it looked exactly like what we had dreamt of. If not better. It had a moat, an orangery, a walled garden, tons of outbuildings and it looked like the interiors had been untouched – and, best of all, the price was also within our budget. On 9 October 2014 we met Château-de-la-Motte Husson, and it was love at first sight.


There had to be a catch, but our excitement was such that we were packing up and organising an immediate viewing within minutes. With apologies to the agent who was supposed to be showing us around that day, we headed north. I can’t remember anyone even mentioning the idea of stopping for a pee break. We were on a mission. A mission that took four and a half hours. Angela must have said ‘We should call and put an offer in’ every ten minutes. I did try explaining that we had an appointment at 2pm and that the agent wouldn’t be showing anyone else around in the interim but still Angela fretted. I have to be honest, if something had happened in that period, I’m not quite sure what Angela’s response would have been, but I know it would have been bloody. But as my mum always says, ‘If it’s meant for you, it’ll not go by you.’


Being sent what I believed we had been looking for, for four years, was a big deal. I just knew it was going to be our happy ending – or, I should probably say, our happy beginning. Not only was this place like a fairy tale, it had everything on our list and had only ever been owned by one family: the Bagliones. I guess there is no point in picking old scabs, especially as all worked out OK in the end, but writing this and reliving my aggravation, Dick not allowing us to put in an offer still makes no sense to me nearly six years later! 


When we arrived at Martigné-sur-Mayenne, we were very pleasantly surprised. To be honest we had not heard anything about the département *of the Mayenne, which is just south of Normandy and to the very north of the Pays de la Loire. There are so many stunning villages in France: the flowers, the artisan bakers, the butchers. Many are simply idyllic and you quickly get a sense of how large or small the community is. Most have a pharmacy and a hairdresser, some also have a boulangerie and a few have a couple more shops beyond. As we drove across France that morning, we decided it was essential to have at least a boulangerie. It was important for how we saw our life.


The village definitely fell into the idyllic category. It was small and felt very friendly. Tick. There was a charming mairie * with an abundance of flowers outside. Tick. A boulangerie, a convenience store, two hairdressers, two banks, a restaurant, a tabac, a primary school and rather grand church, a florist and a beauty salon. Tick, tick and tick.


I cannot explain the desire for this to be our forever home and for everyone to love it. I knew I already did but Dick was playing with a poker face, I think to calm me. And I also wanted my parents to love it. I could not imagine my mum and dad not moving to France with us, and being part of our adventure.


So that brings us back to the start, the beginning and the unforgettable moment when we all gasped in astonishment as we saw the Château-de-la-Motte Husson for the very first time.


As we turned the corner, the elegance of the château took hold of every sense. But the 200 metres stretching ahead of us up the driveway before we arrived at the front door allowed my mind not to panic and take everything in. Dick drove slowly, or it seemed slow. The forest of trees on the left and the right were gorgeous but I had no idea how exciting it really was or how much fun exploring them would bring to our family. The standalone 1920s orangery was as glorious as it was in the picture. I remember thinking nothing is ever as good in real life, but this was better. Even the outbuildings, which we’d found are often ugly, had their own elegance. I must have had hundreds of thoughts within seconds: what part of the château would we live in? Which areas would we use for the business? Which rooms would be good for Mum and Dad? And endless other possibilities and questions that nearly stopped me talking. Then we were there: the front door. And what a front door it was!


I’m sure Angela and I both had the same mix of excitement and relief at this point because we had done it; we’d found our château. Though I think I proved that I am at least a little bit sensible by insisting that we look inside before the offer was made. Which is exactly what we did. Climbing the fourteen majestic, very solid granite steps up to the ‘ground’ floor just increased our anticipation. The key to get in the imposing front door was huge and in keeping with a château, which pleased us. Turning it made a meaty clunk as the lock mechanism rotated and, after a bit of jiggling with the handles, we got our first view of the insides.


We had to pause and breathe so we could take in the high ceilings, the sculptured stonework, the enormous doors into the rooms and the amazing double staircase that led away and swept up to the left and right … It was spectacular. It was dark and smelt musty and the peeling wallpaper was very busy but wonderfully original. Looking around the ground floor, the salon, the small snug, the dining room, the service kitchen and the bureau showed every room to be tired but thankfully untouched. We galloped around the rest of the château to confirm there were no walls missing or major disaster areas. We commented on every view and marvelled at every room but we did it in a blur, as we knew this was right and we had to get down to business. Within twenty minutes we had made an offer and it had been accepted. Well, sort of.


The truth is, it actually took longer than expected to have our offer accepted, mainly because there was an anomaly on the cadastral. While the walled garden was included on the map, one quarter of it was not coloured in. The agent told us, ‘Oh, that bit is being sold separately as a plot with the large barn that has permission to be a three-bedroom house.’ Well, there was no way we could have someone living in our walled garden. It was a deal-breaker for us. We made our position very clear and, as the buyer was still a couple of days away from committing and signing, the sellers decided they would sell us everything. The price went up by €50,000 to €395,000 but it was still within our budget and the sale was agreed.


We knew from experience how easy it was to forget the details when you were back in the UK, so as we set off to explore our château in full, we took copious notes, photos and videos. In my videos you will see the location of old electric cables, sewage and plumbing issues, the condition of windows and general areas to be addressed. For me, if you are looking around a property seriously you have to pause in every doorway, orientate yourself and methodically sweep around the room. There were just so many rooms. Apart from the ground floor and the first floor, where the rooms were traditionally for ‘high-status’ guests, and the only rooms guests could expect to see, every other floor had lots of functional rooms for children, or the staff, for storing, for ironing or for working in.


In the basement, the cellarage took up half the floorspace with cider caves, good and less good wine caves, and then there were the preserves rooms, with shelf upon shelf of empty glass preserve jars and containers. The utility room was all but empty but in the cold room there were the remains of the cupboards with fine-mesh windows, which is where cheese and meat and other perishables would have been kept in the days before refrigeration. There was an amazing sink for cleaning vegetables in the base of the western tower, adjacent to the main kitchen and pantry. It was nearly six feet across but only four inches deep, complete with hand pump, though sadly not connected. Every window on this level had sturdy bars securing it.


I knew just by what Dick and I were filming that we had different agendas. It’s who and what we are. In my footage, you see the wonderful wallpaper, the incredible floors, the views of dappled light, the woodwork, the steel works – not plumbing and electrics. The contrast is clear to see. We are a team and, without even discussing it, we had divided up the tasks and captured it all.


First impressions are everything and, when I walked through the front door across the hexagonal flooring and pictured our guests walking in and having the same experience, excitement filled my heart. The grand wooden symmetrical doors that lead off the breathtaking entrance into the salon and the salle-à-manger were exactly the right height. The staircase – the double-revolution staircase – was too much to take in and I could hardly speak for excitement. It’s hard to articulate this, but there is the finest line in having a grand house. We wanted somewhere that was impressive enough to hold weddings but would also feel like a home. What I was seeing was perfection. The château was a happy place and you could feel it. Every room I entered showed signs of elegance and that the previous custodians had cared for every detail. Faded glory came to mind. Every room told a different story and even though there was no furniture, the curtains, wallpapers, windows and flooring were more than enough to bring the picture to life.


It felt like a couple of hours passed in seconds as we moved through all forty-five rooms in turn. Then we started to investigate the outbuildings and the grounds. As we did, a tractor turned up, driven by Jacques De Baglion, a very French gentleman with open arms and a big smile. He was being followed on foot by his wife, Isabelle De Baglion, who we watched walk round from the far side of the moat with their dog Inox to come and welcome us.


We all said our bonjours and Dick and Jacques made me giggle: they are both such alpha males, but within an instant a firm handshake turned into a hug. It felt to me like the Bagliones needed to meet us (and to like us); as if they needed to see who the next custodians of their family home would be. We were to become only the second family ever to have owned this château after all. They seemed delighted that it was going to a family and could not have been more helpful and lovely. Within no time at all, Jacques had Arthur up on the tractor driving around. They were buddies.


Then we all walked across to the orangery together, where we spotted an ancient quince tree laden with fruit. It smelt incredible and a bit of pidgin French later we quickly discovered that they harvested the ‘coing’ every year and made quince cheese or jelly. We love quince and were really excited as we had never had the ability to make our own jelly. It felt pretty presumptuous to just take the quince, but Isabelle and Jacques must have realised this and instructed us to help ourselves. We did and promised to bring them back some of our preserves. They said we’d do a swap for some of theirs and an entente cordiale was well and truly established. We ended up with a huge bag of the pear-like fruit to take back to the UK. The sweet, perfumed smell in the car all the way home was a brilliant reminder of what was to come.


We spent hours walking and talking, first on our own, then with Jacques and Isabelle, planning and looking at what was soon to be ours. Along the southern side of the walled garden, away from the château, we discovered that, in addition to the barn we had stopped being sold to someone else, we had also bought a second barn with planning permission for a three-bedroom residence. It was all getting better and better. No doubt this would have been the next bit of the estate to have been sold off, but, no matter, it was to be ours now.


We fought our way into the walled garden, where we discovered the potager*; it had been neglected for decades but the potential was immense. Walking in the walled garden was not easy. Nature had reclaimed its 2,800 square metres and underfoot was a tangle of brambles, grasses and weeds, but were some ancient fruit trees that alluded to its former glory. Against the walls were some deformed old pear trees that would once have been pruned to perfection, and a plum and a cherry tree that now appeared randomly placed, but must have been positioned with some thought in the garden’s heyday. A true indication of the neglect were the numerous forty-foot-high sycamore trees that had started as self-seeded weeds and were now a major feature of the garden. They’d have to go. We knew the garden would have to wait, as our priority had to be the château, but nonetheless the potential was incredible and my smile was making my face ache.


By the time we had to leave or else camp out for the night, we were deeply happy and excited for what lay ahead. Our minds were racing. It was purely by chance that we had a cameraman with us the very first time we saw the château. We always thought it was an interesting idea to make a television series about the adventure we had planned and were filming a bit of a ‘taster’ video. There was so much we could do, and so much we would do. Now we had to arrange all these thoughts into a sensible order so a plan could form.





* The notary.


* Aveyron cheese and potato puree – what’s not to love about that?


* Wild boar.


* The plan of the plot with each building and subplot numbered and detailed as to whether or not it is included in the sale.


* Départements are the administrative divisions within France. There are ninety-four in total.


* The mairie is the administrative centre of a town or village. Similar to a town hall or mayor’s office.


* The vegetable garden.
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An original architectural illustration of Château-de-la-Motte Husson.







chapter one





JANUARY
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The short days and cold, damp conditions of January always have you looking to the future. It’s fair to say that in the UK we usually have to endure this dreary sort of weather a lot more than the crisp, clear days that are the optimum version of winter. It is in these gloomy conditions that we make and try to keep our New Year’s resolutions as well as dreaming about what the next year will bring. Looking ahead in January 2015, we knew it was going to be an interesting year. Instead of snuggling down with warming hotpots and log fires, we were just about to launch into the adventure of a lifetime.


The first tranche of paperwork had been signed in November and the last legal opportunity to change our minds had passed, but that never occurred to us. This year we would be starting our new lives in a castle! There was a lot to do to organise ourselves to start afresh in France.


Conducting a legal transaction in a foreign country with a rudimentary grasp of the language is both stressful and seriously difficult. The purchase of the château was conducted in two phases and, after our initial commitment, we were given a very weighty tome to digest. We were handed a large envelope and within this was a report on the château with literally hundreds of pages about all the things that were wrong with it. It was enough to scare any sane person. We immediately punched holes in every page and created a very scary file. Obviously, it was all in French; however, we hadn’t really thought about the difficulty of translating hard copies of paper documentation. We could not copy and paste it into Google Translate. Each report had been done by a specialist who must have charged by weight or word count.


With a failed French O level dating back to 1976, I would have thought I would have been the last person to be given the task of working out what the reports said. However, as a student I had sold doughnuts on the beaches of the south of France and in my youth had also earned my French ‘wings’ by training and jumping out of aeroplanes with the French army, so that was enough justification for Angela to say ‘catch’ and the coup de grâce was the throwaway, ‘They’re technical and that’s your department.’


There were a couple of things I learnt very quickly: firstly, every report contained a significant amount of generic filling and fluff that I soon realised I could skate over; and, secondly, it pays to read the last page first before launching into the complete document. This latter point became apparent when I decided to read the report on asbestos first to see just how big a problem we had. There were more than forty pages and I ploughed my way through translating description after description of how terrible amiante friable was, be it white, brown or blue. Over the course of several hours I began to feel a tightening in my stomach and a rising panic. It was only when I reached the conclusion that I realised that the ‘report’ was mainly an education document and that the totality of the risk at the château was centred around a handful of new tiles on the sides of a dormer window in the hay loft of an outbuilding. It simply means that disposal of these ‘slates’, in fifty years’ time, will probably involve double bagging them first. Lesson learnt.


The ‘file of doom’ was never going to be my job. I struggle reading English, let alone French. Oh no, my job was to make Dick tea, rub his shoulders and make all the right sounds when asked a question. My heart melted watching Dick in his office night after night with his phone trying to capture the text into a PDF translator, but it would have cost thousands to get it all translated professionally – and that thousands could buy us a new bathroom suite.


The château had not been lived in for some time and the list of jobs that needed to be done was extensive: there was a significant amount of lead paint that had to be stripped; masses of windows that were lacking glass, or at the very least were cracked and broken; the entirety of the electrics had to be replaced, as did all the plumbing; the sewage needed sorting as a matter of urgency and there was no central heating. It was a long list and they were all mammoth jobs. Not for the first time, we reminded ourselves it was all about the planning – and that you eat an elephant a bite at a time. Looking on the bright side, there was one working tap – admittedly it was in the cellar, nowhere near a sink, but at least it worked.


Having ploughed our way through the paperwork and made a plan, of sorts, we were assailed with another raft of documents: the legal paperwork to actually buy the property. France is known to be bureaucratic, so it came as no surprise when we got a very thick envelope that required a straight back and bent knees to pick up. This time we had to bite the bullet and paid for a translator to ensure we did not miss anything important – after all, to coin a poker phrase, we were going all in. Despite chasing, we only received the translations a couple of days before our meeting with the notaire, Monsieur Blot, and every minute thereafter was spent excitedly pawing over them.


The signing was probably one of the biggest commitments either of us had ever made. It was not just the buying of a house, which is a very grown-up thing to do; it was the sinking of all our money and hopes into a building that no one else seemed to want to buy. Added to that, on a scale of hugeness, it was enormous, and also a very long way from being habitable. We knew these stark facts but, quite frankly, it didn’t matter. We just knew it was right for us and right for our family. It might sound a bit odd, but we didn’t doubt we were doing the right thing, though we were a little curious as to how we were going to do all that had to be done. Angela and I are positive people and we knew we’d overcome anything thrown at us, but at this point we didn’t really know what those things would be. 


We travelled in style to the signing in France. We hired a van in Southend-on-Sea and filled it with items we knew we would need the moment we got the keys – and then we headed off to take the final steps to owning our very own château. Arthur stayed with Grandma and Grandad but Dorothy, who was still very attached to Mummy’s boobs, came with us. The journey south was very special; we chatted all the way, with Dorothy, sat in her car seat between us, watching us as avidly as any fan at the centre court of Wimbledon.


It was a fairly unimpressive January day and we arrived at the notaire’s office in good time. We had agreed to allow Monsieur Blot to act for us, even though he was also acting for the Bagliones because he was based in the village and spoke English – two very good reasons. On our arrival, we discovered that the office was indeed in the village and that Monsieur Blot’s claim to fluency in English was based on his ability to communicate on several fishing trips to Scotland. We would have loved to have been a fly on the wall when he and his gillie were chatting in a pub after a day on the water. Fortuitously, we had decided before Christmas that we’d invest in an interpreter to be in attendance and to translate the documentation we were to sign. We felt that if there had been any misunderstandings, our limited ability to understand French would not have been a defence for us … 


We convened at 3pm on 12 January 2015. In the office there was the notaire, the estate agent, our interpreter, Jacques, and the three of us. It was a marathon session: each page had to be read, explained and then initialled. There is so much arse-covering going on you have to know that it is definitely a case of ‘Caveat emptor’ – let the buyer beware – though it was actually very exciting when each parcel of land was discussed and confirmed to be in the sale. We had visited the property a couple of times, but we still hadn’t actually walked the boundaries. That was all to come … 


Dorothy was so well behaved we hardly knew she was there (she was probably doing her bit to ensure it all went smoothly). There was only one small sticking point and that was to do with a tax that has to be paid for the year. Legally this was due to be paid by the person owning the property on 1 January. Obviously that wasn’t us, and we’d done our research so we knew what bills we would expect and when. Initially it was stated that it was for us to pay, then it was acknowledged that it was not actually our debt, however, ultimately we had to pay it anyway, because that was what was done. Apparently custom and practice is as important as the law in rural France.


After five hours, on a dark, chilly January evening, we finally had the keys to our own château in our hands. After the warm handshakes and thanks we headed off to our new home. Château-de-la-Motte Husson was officially ours and our smiles could have lit up all the Mayenne. Jacques invited us to his house for a celebratory drink but first we had to pop ‘home’ and drop off the contents of our van. In some ways it was good that our first visit as owners had to be quite short as otherwise we would have probably spent most of the evening and night starting our list of things to do.


Five minutes later we reversed up to the steps leading to our front door. Our front door key is truly a thing of beauty: it’s huge and when you open the door it makes a significant clunk. Opening our massive front door for the first time that evening and going into our château was very special. We both had tears in our eyes – we had done it. We now owned the château of our dreams. We were realistic and knew full well that now the work would really begin, but our family had actually bought a fairy-tale castle to live in. We had talked about putting down roots for generations ahead and this was where we were going to do it. Our goosebumps were nothing to do with the temperature: we owned a f***ing château!


We savoured our achievement for a few moments but then it was time to focus and we went back outside, opened the back of the van and proceeded to empty it. First out of the van came our battery-operated work lights: we illuminated our way and, after a quick sweep, the first room we occupied was the salle-à-manger, the dining room. Some glass was missing from the windows but the shutters were sound. And, most importantly, it was on the ground floor, even though there were fourteen stone steps to be negotiated to get up there. Time was against us, so we shot up and down like people possessed.


First up was a large rug and play pen. Dorothy was wrapped up like a Michelin man and plonked, happily, in her cage. Next up came masses of cleaning equipment, a leather chesterfield sofa bed – which was a bugger to get up there – bedding, towels, assorted tools, clothing and a basic camping kit (gas stove, pans, loo rolls, bowls). Every time we went up and through the front door we smiled. This beautiful place was ours. We ‘moved in’ in record time but couldn’t dwell long as we had to pop next door to Jacques and Isabelle’s for drinks before heading off to find our hotel. 


So, reluctantly, we locked up and the three of us drove to see our new neighbours: Jacques and Isabelle. They only live five minutes’ walk away, and four of those minutes are the walk from the château and round the moat, then it is just a skip and hop to their home, which is two huge old farmhouses from the original estate. But with Dorothy only being nine months old, we drove – it was just easier because of the amount of stuff a nine-month-old needs.


Their house was stylish, rustic, homely and inviting. With six children it did not have room to be anything else. They had two entrance ways: the main one was seldom used and opened into a hallway in the oldest part of the building; the other was the doorway into the kitchen, which was clearly the heart of their home. The kitchen was filled with shelves upon shelves of herbs, seasonings, preserves; there was a gigantic cooker, a huge table and a smaller breakfast table. You could clearly see how they lived life just from their kitchen.


Around the corner was what looked like an old hunting room with stone walls, exposed dark beams and a huge fire and mantelpiece that was the focus of this room. This was their salon (back home in Northern Ireland this would have been called the front room: somewhere to bring guests that was usually tidy and, with a fire in the grate, would be welcoming). In Jacques and Isabelle’s room, comfy green and burgundy chairs had been carefully arranged round the fire. It was a cosy room, but it did feel like it was saved for special occasions.


Jacques and Isabelle were prepared for us. There was a bottle of champagne in the fridge and homemade nibbles on the table: bread, olives and charcuterie. They warmly welcomed us into their lives and Jacques stood up and said a few words before everyone cheered ‘Santé !’ It was a very special moment between families. And although we had TV cameras with us that day, Isabelle made it very clear that her family would never be on TV. We loved her for this – she was the boss and that was that.


The Baglion family had been masters of this land for over four centuries. They had acquired the rights to the original twelfth-century castle and the lands and had built the ‘new’ château 150 years earlier. Our château had been built for Countess Dorothée, who had wanted a grand château on the site of what would have been a fort when she married into the family. Her main residence was to be at their château in Nantes, a hundred miles to the south-west of here, where they spent winters in the milder maritime climate. Château-de-la-Motte Husson was the family’s summer home. We did not pry into how the fortunes of the family had faired in recent years, but it was clear that they had not used the château as a primary residence for a long time and, upon the death of the late count, it had been sold so the proceeds could be divided amongst the children.
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