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    ‘Perhaps my journey to the south will bear fruit however, because the difference of the stronger light, the blue sky, that teaches one to see . .

    . The north will certainly appear completely new to me, but I’ve looked so much at the things that I’ve become strongly attached to them, and I’ll remain melancholy for a long

    time.’


  




   




  Vincent Van Gogh, letter to Theo Van Gogh,




  Friday, 6 September 1889. St-Remy de Provence.
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INTRODUCTION




  This book is not intended to be a comprehensive survey of French gardens. It does not claim to be a selection of the best gardens in France or even a carefully chosen group

  that highlights French characteristics or idiosyncrasies, horticultural or otherwise. It is much more personal and random than that. It is a ramble, hopping from one garden to another as mood,

  circumstance and time allowed.




  The choice of some of the gardens, particularly in the south, was driven through memory and entirely personal association; some, like Giverny or Versailles, are world famous and visited by

  hundreds of thousands of people each year; and some, like Vaux le Vicomte or Le Jardin Plume, deserve to be much more widely visited and celebrated than they are. There are gardens that I would

  have liked to have seen but could not, and others that I did visit, often taking much time and trouble to do so, that were a complete waste of time. So it always goes.




  As I say, this book is a very personal peregrination and encompasses gardens that I have visited over the years rather than as one continuous trip, although in the spring and summer of 2012

  – a year of appalling weather right across France as well as the UK – I made six separate journeys to France, so there is a spine of real-time travel running through the narrative.




  But I like meandering, both geographically and in time. I like diversions and surprises. As has been observed many times before, one of the best ways to see things is to

  get lost.




  There are a number of good reasons for visiting gardens. Other people’s gardens are often more beautiful and spacious than our own, so we get a straightforward vicarious pleasure from them

  without any envy to modify it. Many are loaded with historical significance and, because they have to also exist entirely in the horticultural present, bring that history directly alive in a

  profound and visceral way. If you are a gardener then they are inspirational, stoking ideas and practices to take back to your own back yard. And lovely gardens are surprisingly often made in

  lovely places, as a kind of response to the landscape, so it is easy to build a trip around them and also include beautiful scenery and food.




  But they also work at a more subconscious level. Gardens are the most constant and immediate point of contact with the natural world for almost all societies. (I have visited gardens in the

  Amazon and Outback where this is not the case, but even in these places gardens instil a sense of ownership and possession that is otherwise impossible in the enormity of jungle, desert or river.)

  How people shape, tend and think about them can say as much about the society as it does the gardens.




  And the French are different from us. I would sometimes say that the English and French have a love/hate relationship, at which point my French companions would smile wryly and say that they,

  the French, love us – it is just we, the English, who hate them. Despite a genuine warmth and admiration for our work ethic, social and cultural freedom and tolerance, they certainly see us

  as aggressive and often extraordinarily rude. The British have a caricature of the French being high-handed and dismissive, whereas the truth is that they are, by British standards, exceptionally

  polite and well-mannered. Most people treat each other with a great deal more formal respect in everyday intercourse than anyone in Britain ever does. At the same time tempers will flare much more

  violently before actual violence is reached. They are a people with a highly developed sense of personal and national honour which should be defended at all times.




  I think that the attitude towards the footballer Zinédine Zidane illustrates this well. In Britain he is regarded as a sublime talent marred by an act of indiscipline in the World Cup

  final when he headbutted the Italian defender Marco Materazzi, who had insulted his family, and was sent off. France subsequently lost and, to most British eyes, Zidane had let down himself, his

  side and his country through a lack of self-control. In France, however, this was seen as an act of magnificent, self-destructive, very human grandeur: being better to go down losing with honour

  intact than win shamefully. The fact that he was an Algerian and a role model for all immigrant French citizens doubled the respect, because it showed how fully he had integrated with the very

  French sense of right and wrong.1




  There are two other aspects of the French character which you see again and again through their gardens. The first is the inherent and learnt respect for, and adherence to, prescribed form. A

  student learning to prune will master the agreed shapes and styles before dreaming of indulging any free-form expression – and is likely never to do so. The essentials of rhythm, balance,

  geometric symmetry and harmony are still seen as the starting points for any garden design and not just because they make for beautiful gardens but also because they are then in harmony with the

  essential ingredients of an ordered, harmonious culture and society.




  I often think that this expresses itself both most elegantly and irritatingly at the table. The best French meals are a performance that you have to gratefully indulge as a recipient of the

  wonderful food and drink that is being brought to you. Your role is to be knowing and perceptively appreciative of the depth of skill that is involved. The greater your knowledge – in other

  words the more qualified you are – the greater the significance of your respect. There is an underlying solemnity in this that you never experience in other countries,

  such as Italy.




  The second aspect of the French character that you can see beautifully conveyed through their gardens is their love of intellectual debate and concepts. Order and authority has occasionally been

  challenged by violent revolution as in 1789, 1870 or May 1968, but on the whole the challenges to the received order are intellectual – and often passionately and hotly disputed. Versailles,

  for example, the epitome of order and control, was made with endless metaphorical bosquets and walks with allusion and imagery that had a potency to almost everyone who saw them and extended far

  beyond their actual physical presence. Modern gardeners such as Gilles Clément receive great respect as much for the ideas behind their gardens as the gardens themselves. Gardens such as

  Séricourt, Le Jardin Plume, Champ de Bataille or Prieuré d’Orsan all combine the respect for the formal pattern and dance, exemplified by the work of André Le Nôtre

  in the seventeenth century, with a twenty-first sensibility of symbolism, concepts and even philosophising that greatly increase their appeal to their makers and any French visitors.




  There are really very few instances of British gardens doing this at all satisfactorily,2 and at times the much more down-to-earth British visitor can

  feel like an intellectual clodhopper. We are uncomfortable in this territory and much prefer to stick to the details of how things are done rather than why. But in fact this difference represents a

  divergence in the way that we have reacted to our history rather than any qualitative difference in intellectual development.




  As a result of the UK’s early and extensive industrialisation, the vast majority of the population had lost any direct contact with agriculture by the middle of the nineteenth century.

  Their only relationship with the rhythms and seasons of the soil came through gardens and allotments, and this is even more true today. This is why, I believe, the British,

  more than any other nation I have visited, are so obsessed with the process of gardening rather than the outcome. As a broad generalisation, we are more interested in the details and skills of

  tending plants than the way that they appear. I have worked as a gardening writer and broadcaster for over twenty-five years and gardened for twice that, and I cannot go anywhere without being

  asked questions about gardening: for every one query about design I get ninety-nine about specific methods and techniques. We are a remorselessly practical people who like making and doing and mind

  less about the thing that is made or done. Gardens are often the most obvious and accessible outlet for this.




  France, on the other hand, was much later to industrialise. It remained a largely agrarian country – albeit controlled by its very few big cities – until the Second World War. The

  population was much more widely spread throughout the country and much, much more cut off from the centre of power, which to all intents and purposes meant Paris. Although the aristocracy owned

  land and beautiful estates, land ownership was also widely dispersed among ordinary people. This meant that there was – and arguably still is – a thriving paysan culture, which

  had all but disappeared in the UK by the middle of the eighteenth century.




  A peasant is someone who lives off the land. Any cash crops or services are undertaken to subsidise the shortfall in self-sufficiency. Families stayed on the same piece of land for generations,

  marrying locally, hardly ever travelling, attached to their piece of France with an unquestioning, umbilical closeness. We have a post-industrial romantic view of this but it was more often than

  not crushingly hard. Historically there was a steady movement to cities, to take work in factories as it was available, but nothing on the same scale as in the UK. So when the opportunities to

  leave the land, become educated and take white-collar jobs increasingly arose, any reversion to the land was seen as a backward step. Working the soil, even in a garden, was something that people

  who could not better themselves did.




  Thus the image of the tweeded gentleman or lady in twinset and pearls with dirty hands weeding in a border is very rare in France. If you can afford to pay someone to do

  your dirty work, then you do. This does not mean that gardens are not enjoyed and appreciated, but it does mean that there is a lack of people entering into gardening as a profession. It is not

  seen as an honourable trade.




  So to intellectualise about gardens and to use them to play with concepts is to elevate an otherwise earthy, paysan activity. It makes gardening respectable and worthy of debate and

  discussion. As for technique, that is something you acquire by study and devotion, master, and then take the respect that is due by virtue of your qualification rather than by the work you

  subsequently produce. This confers a social authority that transcends the potential lowliness of the work.




  All this, of course, is sweeping generalisation.




  I have spent the past twenty years travelling a great deal, visiting hundreds of gardens in every continent. That period has coincided with the last great period of travel, in the 1980s and

  ’90s, when the world was accessible in a way that it had never been before through dramatically increased availability of plane and car transport, and with an increase in wealth and the time

  in which to spend it. Of course this accessibility sowed the seeds of much destruction, because the influx of tourists nearly always destroys the very thing that makes people want to go there in

  the first place. There was also a sense of ease and flexibility that is inconceivable now in this age of terrorism.




  I remember going on one trip to Italy when we took a set of saucepans for friends as part of our hand luggage, a couple of bags each, a pair of wellies and a picnic of champagne and roast

  chicken to eat on the plane. Yet a couple of years back I visited a food exhibition in Dundee and was given some prize-winning Scottish smoked salmon, marmalade and whisky, which was then not just

  confiscated but destroyed before I could board the plane to Birmingham. I can only hope that the nation slept easier in its beds as a result.




  Luckily much of France is accessible via the wonderful TGV. This is so much more civilised than a plane, just as fast and cheap and clearly more environmentally

  sustainable. The only danger is that it can marginalise the places – and in truth that is most of France – that are not yet served by it. It is very easy to go up and down from Paris

  but going across the country is still complicated and slow.




  Whenever I travel to new places in France I am always reminded that it is a huge country. The range of landscapes is astonishing and, although the sprawl of out-of-town hypermarkets and

  warehouses is seemingly unregulated and horrible, there are still vast tranches of the country that are unspoilt, sparsely populated and staggeringly beautiful. French food may no longer be the

  best in the world (and is certainly not as good as it was a generation ago), but can still be fabulous, especially in the markets and country restaurants. If you treat them with a modicum of

  politeness and respect, French people are astonishingly friendly and helpful and have maintained a rhythm and balance to life that has been all but lost in the UK.




  Here, on our doorstep, we have a neighbour who carries the shared bonds of a thousand years of history and yet is different from us in an entirely enlightening and enriching way. Our connections

  are close and often very personal. My great-uncle was killed on the Somme in the First World War and his remains are buried there, and my father fought in France and was eventually evacuated from

  Dunkirk in the Second World War. Hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of British people share the same stories. In fact we share more stories with France than with any other nation. And, on top

  of that, they have some of the best gardens in the world.




  My first visit to France was in April 1970. I was fourteen and had never been on an aeroplane, never been outside the country. I was taken for a four-day treat by my aunt and uncle who were, by

  the standards of the very conventional, middle-class, Home Counties England of the time, libertarian in a way my parents could not dream of. So, as well taking me to all the obvious tourist

  landmarks – the Eiffel Tower, Louvre, Jeu de Paume, L’Arc de Triomphe, Sacré Coeur, rue Rivoli, Les Invalides, Nôtre Dame, a Bateau Mouche –

  they let me smoke, which I did with a kind of Gallic fervour, drink – not so easy, since I had no capacity for alcohol at all – and most importantly of all, feel grown up. This was

  intoxicating beyond any amount of nicotine or alcohol.




  I now realise that in fact what I was feeling was sexy. Paris in 1970, just eighteen months after the ’68 student riots, had the perfect balance of modernity and the frisson of Edwardian

  naughtiness that my grandfather had told me about. It was a deeply sexy city and no subsequent trip I have made has ever matched it for excitement or intensity.




  One of the things that has been lost since then was the Frenchness of Paris. Thank goodness France still has a curmudgeonly resistance to outside influences, but in 1970 it was gloriously unlike

  anywhere else at all and I took it all in, saucer-eyed.3




  Pissoirs in every street, cigarette stalls where I could insouciantly buy a lovely soft packet of Gitanes, garlic, snails, berets, baguettes, cups without handles, widows in black with stockings

  tight under their knees, paying a moustached old lady for the privilege of using a public lavatory, hipster baths, dishes of vegetables served as a separate course, being allowed to drink wine with

  every single meal! And feeling, for the first time in my life, old enough to know better and young enough to try . . .




  But this is all too glamorous. This story does not begin here. It was, after all a very brief visit. I returned home, got kicked out of school, went wrong, got distracted – all the usual

  teenage stuff. Move on three-and-a-half years to a lavatory on a campsite in Aix en Provence.
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  THE ROAD TO LE THOLONET




  It was October 1973, I was eighteen and heading for Greece with my guitar and a friend. We had taken the train to Paris and spent the first few days at a youth hostel, where

  breakfast was huge bowls of café au lait – in itself exotic – and baguettes. By stuffing a baguette into a pocket and supplementing it with a cheap camembert that grew

  increasingly lively at the bottom of my rucksack, we were fed for the day.




  The plan was to hitch down to Greece, camping at night and earning whatever money we needed by busking. It was an open-ended arrangement. I had worked all summer on a building site and earned

  enough money to buy a new guitar,4 and I vaguely thought a winter on a Greek island would be something like Leonard Cohen writing Beautiful Losers

  on Hydra. Very vaguely.




  There were two problems. The first was that I had little ability on the guitar and less with my voice. Even in an era marked by the abundance of truly dreadful buskers in every underpass and

  tube station, I was outstandingly, show-stoppingly awful. This evaluation crossed borders and the French paying public passed on by, wincing as I offered them my rendition of

  ‘Mr Tambourine Man’ and ‘Streets of London’.




  The second problem was that my companion was recovering from a broken leg and was encased from ankle to thigh in plaster. This made walking practically impossible and getting ourselves in and

  out of cars – never mind our two ridiculously over-kitted rucksacks and camping gear as well – tricky.




  At one stage we got a lift with the owner of a 2CV just outside Roanne, having filtered slowly across from Bourges. It took a complicated dance of shoving, straining and squeezing to get us and

  our kit into the car and, just as the driver cheerily turned to see if we were comfortable, a tent pole burst through the canvas roof. He was furious, drove in silence for a few kilometres and then

  booted us out. We stayed by the side of that road for three days, liftless, hungry and thirsty.5




  Eventually we leapfrogged lifts through St Étienne, Orange, Montélimar (where I can still remember how irresistibly delicious a loaf of rough rye and currant bread tasted, broken

  off in handfuls and eaten at seven in the morning, standing by the side of a busy road) and on down to Aix en Provence. There we found our way to a campsite so we could stay for a few days before

  heading to Nice, through Italy and on to a boat across to Greece.




  The weather south from Orange had been a growing revelation. This was 1973. Hardly anyone went abroad. My mother had never set foot in France and my father went once, in 1939, to kill Germans

  and then almost get killed by them at Dunkirk. He never went back. Other than the weekend in Paris when I was fourteen, the furthest south I had been before was the Isle of Wight. Now it was

  autumn, yet the sun shone from a blue sky. People were tanned, wore dark glasses and smiled a lot. Aix was full of people my age sitting in street cafés drinking lager,

  citron pressé or real coffee. There were markets filled with vegetables I did not recognise and crêpes for sale in the street. By existing almost exclusively on bread and cheese

  it was possible to live for just a few francs a day.




  When it got dark, it was still warm enough to sit outside nursing a beer for hours. And the daylight was brighter and there was more of it than anything I had experienced or imagined. This light

  entranced me. The fact that there was heat attached to it was a bonus. It was the light that lit Cézanne and Van Gogh, both artists that I was obsessed by, and I knew that Cézanne had

  lived and painted in Aix. Those incredible paintings that I had seen at the Courtauld Institute in London and in countless reproductions were lit by this sun, this light that now shone on me. I

  felt blessed.




  I did not know then that I was affected by Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) and that the morbid, introspective gloom I sank beneath every autumn was as much to do with lack of light as anything

  else. No one did. SAD had not been invented. Now the southern light was raising the serotonin levels in my sun-starved brain, creating a kind of ecstasy I attributed to Cézanne. Art won over

  science, yet again.




  After a few days of this there was a huge storm and the campsite was washed out. Our tent was a foot under water, so we gathered our sleeping bags and took shelter in the only dry building,

  which was the wash house. For forty-eight hours we hunkered down with half a dozen other people, wedged between the sinks and loos. It was all very jolly: with the rain beating down outside, this

  was camping as I knew it, and, carefree young things that we were, we had guitars, local wine at 4 francs a bottle (about 30 pence), a little hash, bread and lovely French cheese. We thought that

  this was living. There were no phones, no world outside that flooded campsite and its white-tiled wash house. The Yom Kippur War was raging, Watergate was building up a head of steam in America and

  the oil crisis was about to start a cycle of inflation and strikes that would bring down a series of governments in Europe, but none of this reached us at all.




  Sharing our shelter from the storm was an American hitching through Europe accompanied by an entirely silent girlfriend who slept with him in his sleeping bag beneath the washbasins. It was a

  tight fit. He had done a degree at Brown University and spoke enthusiastically of student life. Up to that point I had no intention of ever being a student. I hated school and left vowing never to

  return to academia in any form, wanting to be free of all institutions. This desire was considerably helped by my exam results, which were so bad that no one would have me anyway. But listening to

  him I realised that there was a student world that involved self-motivated learning and a meeting of true minds. The fact that he was hitching with a girlfriend, albeit one who seemed never to

  employ her voice, and I was sharing my journey with an old school friend who was half-wrapped in plaster of Paris and not turning out to be much of a friend at all, showed the obvious benefits of

  student life.




  I decided not to continue on to Greece. The truth was I never really believed in it. I had never met anyone who had been there and Leonard Cohen had left Hydra ages ago. But I knew I badly

  wanted more of the Provençal light and more time in Aix.




  I had seen a language school in rue Gaston de Saporta, in the centre of the town, and, on a whim, went in and tried to sign up to do a course. It was completely booked and in any event there

  were fees. I had no money and absolutely no prospect of earning any, despite lugging my guitar around. But I decided to go back home, get a job – which back then was effortlessly easy –

  and retake my English A level at night school. That summer I had managed not just to do badly in the exam but to fail it completely. Not even an O grade. I knew that writing answers to questions I

  thought much more interesting than the ones actually asked had not helped but I also knew that this result was a travesty. The great awakening in that storm-battered washroom in Aix was that the

  world would not suddenly realise that I had been shamefully misjudged: I had to go and prove that to the world. Then with honour regained and the money saved from the job I

  would come back and spend a year in Aix, learn fluent French and paint like Cézanne.




  So, up to a point, that is what I did, labouring on a building site through the winter, hod-carrying and digging footings by hand all day and resitting English A level at Farnborough tech in the

  evening. It was hard physical work. There were few machines, no health and safety restrictions and constant graft, often in foul weather. I would go straight to college from this work, slathered in

  mud and cement with a copy of Brave New World or Dubliners wedged into my donkey jacket pocket. My fellow workmen teased me for my airs and graces and fellow students steered well

  clear. But it paid 59 pence an hour which was enough to pay rent, petrol for my motorbike and a couple of new paperbacks each Saturday, as well as saving £10 a week. Best bitter was 13 pence

  a pint and half an ounce of Old Holborn and a packet of Rizlas about the same. Other than light, I wanted for little.




  I got into the habit of rising at five thirty and reading for a couple of hours before going to work. It felt like time I was stealing from the remorseless mundaneness of Home Counties England.

  Quietly, before anyone was awake, I was slowly earning my passport out. That year I worked my way through the works of D.H. and T.E. Lawrence, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Aldous Huxley, E.M.

  Forster, George Orwell, Thomas Mann, Jean-Paul Sartre, André Gide and others. I was a sponge, leading a double life, soaking up a world that had ended before the war and was both removed and

  foreign yet accessible in the same way as France was from the Home Counties.




  So the exam was taken, earning that grade I had previously assumed was mine by right, money was saved and in October 1974 I set off on the night train from Victoria for Aix en Provence. I was

  lugging an absurdly heavy suitcase that contained a Dundee cake and a jar of marmalade amongst the new corduroys, water-purifying tablets and immersion heater that clipped over the rim of a cup.

  Apparently my father had exactly the same two items in his kitbag when he set off with the BEF in 1939.




  My grandfather, who had worked in Paris before the First World War, told me never to trust the word of a Frenchman unless it was written down. Ever. I had never previously had any kind of

  personal conversation with my father, although he did once teach me how to kill a sentry soundlessly with his commando dagger. Now, he took me to one side, muttered and shuffled a bit and said in

  too loud a voice, If you do any fucking, wear a johnny. It was hard to know which of us was more embarrassed.




  I spent the crossing being quietly sick over the railings. We arrived at Gare du Nord at dawn and I hauled my suitcase on to the metro across town to Gare de Lyon. The train that was to take me

  on down to Marseille was due to leave from there at ten that night. I have no idea why I did not take a day train. Perhaps it was felt that the journey needed breaking. I do remember that I sent my

  suitcase ahead on a separate goods train. I suspect one could not do that now. I also remember my shock that the ticket to Aix cost 200 francs, which was about a week’s wages. But the upshot

  was that I had a long day in Paris with £100 in travellers’ cheques,6 to pay for my board and lodging until I had set up a bank account in Aix

  (which took weeks), and 30 francs (about £2.50) in cash. I was footloose, young and fancy-free in Paris, the most seductive city on the planet, with a wodge of money in my pocket, yet I felt

  anxious and alone. It rained all day. I had no waterproof. I walked for hours, revisiting the Jeu de Paume to look at the Impressionist paintings but feeling ill at ease and not connecting with

  them or anything else, not knowing how to use the empty day at all, but aware I was wasting it. Here, free at last, setting out on the adventure I had longed for, I was tired, hungry and feeling

  very alone.




  I remember going back to the Gare de Lyon in the afternoon and double-checking that it was the right station. Checked I still had the luggage ticket. Checked I still had the

  train ticket. At the time I felt unsophisticated and hopeless but I now know that this is the underlying state of anyone who ever takes a bus, plane or train anywhere. All travel is riven with the

  anxiety of being taken to the wrong place.




  Boarding the train as early as possible, I found my couchette, chose a top bunk and settled in. For fully an hour I had the compartment to myself but then, just as the train was about to take

  off, five North African men hustled on and took the other berths. In Aix I had been told stories of how Algerian men invariably availed themselves of pretty young boys at any opportunity:

  apparently anyone in the Algerian quarter of the town after dark was fair game. Girls would do at a pinch but boys were preferred. Sharing a space the size of a modest cupboard with five swarthy

  men who clearly had deliberately chosen this couchette – and me – for a night of debauchery, I felt alarmingly young and pretty. I lay there, spending the second night in my clothes,

  clutching my virginity and scarcely daring to breathe.




  However, they quietly and politely turned to sleep and, eventually, so did I, waking at seven and slipping out into the corridor to find the train stopped at Arles and sunshine streaming in

  through the corridor window. The train headed south to Marseille and I remember the surge of exhilaration at the orange tiles of the roofs beneath the absolute blue of the sky, the cypresses and

  olive trees, all as exotic as anything I could then conceive.




  I changed at Marseille and took a little train to Aix, hauling my case from the station, stopping at every corner to change hands until I found my digs at rue Cardinale in the

  seventeenth-century part of the town south of Cours Mirabeau, next to the thirteenth-century church of St Jean de Malte.




  The landlady was ninety – so old enough to remember Cézanne but too old to hold on to those or any other memories – and the house had that darkness and smell that I learnt to

  associate with French town houses that had not sold their souls to the twentieth century. Electricity was used under sufferance. The stairs were terracotta polished by footfall

  and a silent maid. The furniture in my room was heavy and dark, with a four-poster bed and a jug and basin for washing. Breakfast was brought to my room at eight by the mute maid and a six-course

  dinner was served in the dining room every evening. This was shared with the other lodgers: a Swedish bodybuilder, two Americans studying French and, disturbingly, someone I had been at school with

  five years earlier. It was civilised, comfortable and hopelessly unsuitable.




  After a week I moved to the country at Les Bonfillons, between St Marc Jaumegarde and Vauvenargues, where Picasso briefly lived and is buried. I bought a Mobylette for 1,000 francs. A thousand

  anything seemed a lot, although in fact it amounted to about £90, brand new and on the road. I walked into a shop, pointed at the one I wanted, filled in a form, paid the money and rode it

  away. The simplicity of it was beautiful.




  Mobylettes – a 49cc moped with pedals so you could save fuel going downhill or on the flat – were absurd but ubiquitous back then, more common than bicycles. There was an elderly man

  in a beret with a couple of baguettes strapped across the back of his Mobylette on every street and country road. Most people used them for journeys of a few kilometres, but I went everywhere on

  mine, planning a trip each weekend that would take me, very slowly, to the Lubéron, l’Étang de Berre, the coast – as far as the two-stroke engine would go on a tank of

  fuel. It was not sexy or romantic or glamorous in any conceivable way, but it was freedom and that, there, then, was bliss.




  I joined a rugby club and played a few games on the baked pitches of Marseille and Toulon. Then, at a home match in Aix, I got kicked in the eye and found myself lying in Aix hospital next to a

  farmer whose friend (mon vieux copain) had shot him in the eye when they were out hunting thrushes. It was an accident, he said. Could have happened to anybody. His wife, denied of suitable

  ingredients for her pâté, spent the night cuddled up next to him in bed. I was deeply embarrassed but impressed. They offered me a nip of marc from a flask and I

  can taste that clean, slightly musky mainline of alcohol in my mouth now.




  My own right eye was lost in the taut black swelling that made the right side of my face the outline of a rugby ball. I asked why the other eye was black and was told that I had fractured my

  skull but they had every hope of saving my eye. Having had no notion that there was the possibility of losing it, this was a little alarming. I went for a pee and slipped on the large, slightly

  viscous, pool of blood on the lavatory floor. I was just nineteen, and terrified and thrilled in equal measure.




  I did not tell my parents about the eye. There was nothing they could do and I guessed that they would expect me to take that sort of thing in my stride. The standard means of communication was

  an aerogram, which took about four days to reach its destination.7 Making a phone call would have meant going to the post office at the bottom of the Cours

  Mirabeau and queuing for ages to book a call before waiting up to half an hour for the connection to be made; you were then directed to a booth where the phone would be ringing – without any

  guarantee of it ever being answered.8




  When it was established that my damaged eye had vision I was discharged with a large patch and rode home one-eyed on my Mobylette. After a week I could raise the lid a millimetre or two to

  expose a satisfyingly bloody mess that nevertheless looked back at the mirror. Sight saved. A few weeks after that I went back to have the haematoma cut out. They injected local anaesthetic into

  the eye to numb it. I flinched. ‘Come on, Mr Rugby Man,’ said the nurse with a mocking but incredibly sexy smile. ‘Be brave.’ The scalpel descended on my eye and cut into

  the lid like a fingernail scoring the flesh. I didn’t feel at all brave. They stitched me up, told me I was off games for six months until my skull healed and that the

  intense headaches were only to be expected and that I was lucky. Another millimetre and the eye would have been removed.




  I moved into the centre of Aix and rented a second-floor flat in rue Portalis that I shared with the Swedish bodybuilder called Stefan who ran a complicated stable of three or four Scandinavian

  girlfriends, one of whom was usually leaving in tears, only to reappear seemingly unconcerned a few days later. Aix was full of students renting flats in lovely eighteenth-century buildings. We

  didn’t know they were particularly lovely beyond the fact that we liked them, but for most of us they were probably the most stylish, charming places in which we would ever spend time.




  Rue Portalis opens out into Place des Prêcheurs, which had flower stalls every morning and a big market every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday when there would be stalls of just huge

  tomatoes, puckered and ribbed like pumpkins, piles of strange sundried tomatoes looking like rounds of shrivelled toast, ten different types of olive on dishes, and great vats of oil and little

  wizened old ladies in black with bundles of herbs from the hillside which they sold in twists of newspaper, oranges and lemons stacked head high and aubergines with skin as glossy and black as a

  guardsman’s toecaps, mounds of peaches and nectarines and apricots, little bundles of courgettes the size of sausages still with flowers bursting from their ends like flames, charcuteries of

  every imaginable variation set out in baskets with pieces to taste on little wooden plates, onions that were not just golden but bright red, and onions long and slim, and garlic – huge swags

  of pink garlic gloriously exposing itself. There were crêpe makers and sweet sellers, walls of nougat and strange Algerian sweets, and the cafés around the square filled with

  leather-skinned men smoking yellow cigarettes and drinking wine and pastis at eight in the morning. I never lost my wonder that such a world existed and that all I had to do was stumble from my

  door and take a few steps down the road to immerse myself in it.




  I had been brought up in the shadow of food shortages and rationing. My parents wasted nothing and there was a culture of eating what you were given and being thankful for

  it. Foreign food of any kind was rare and only valued if it was the bastardised French haute cuisine that still masquerades as good food in Britain today. Pasta was only known as a novelty dish,

  boiled to a pulp and served floating in grey watery mince. It was called, without any hint of shame, let alone irony, spaghetti Bolognese. On the whole the food was seasonal and fresh, but it was

  plain and repetitive and came bundled with guilt and repression. No one was overweight and few had diet-related illnesses, but hardly anyone expressed any sensual delight in what they ate. The

  English regarded meals like sex: you did it mostly indoors, in private, showed good manners and restraint, didn’t take too long about it and were sure to say thank you.




  So to come to a place where abundance and colour and fragrance and texture washed and swirled so openly was completely liberating. Everybody looked for and demanded the best food and not to

  relish it in every glorious manifestation was to turn your back on life itself.




  I found that I had to buy very little if I waited until midday, when the stalls packed up and anything that would not last until the next market day was left behind. Mounds and piles of fruit

  and vegetables were quickly scavenged by students like myself. Once a week we could afford to eat in the restaurant on the corner of the street. For 10 francs (about 90 pence) you could have the

  set three-course meal, and another 3 francs bought a large carafe of the house wine.










  
2




  JAS DE BOUFFAN




  I have always tried to visit the homes of writers and artists who influence me, believing that seeing where a man ate his breakfast or the wicker chair beneath the tree that

  remains is a key of sorts to their work, and back in January 1975 I did try and visit Jas de Bouffan,9 Cézanne’s family home for forty

  years.




  In fact I never got beyond pressing my nose against the big iron gates and glimpsing the house at the end of a long avenue of bare-boned plane trees. The house was on the edge of the

  unfashionable western side of town and a new autoroute had just been built running right by it – and presumably through its former fields.10 On a

  grey, cold winter’s day it was bleak, noisy and as far from my idealisation of Cézanne as could be conceived. It started to rain. I got back on my Mobylette and returned to town.




  Thirty-seven years later I came back and went through the same heavy gates. As I went in, a man who had clearly enjoyed much refreshment stopped me and asked what I was

  about. I told him. Then, he said, you will like to come and see the Cézanne I have in my apartment in town. Really, I said, a real Cézanne? But of course, he said. A lost painting but

  fully authenticated. Done when he was a young man. An immature work to be sure but it could be mine for a mere 50,000 euros. I politely declined the offer and went in but he followed me inside,

  clutching at my sleeve. Strong words were exchanged. He tottered off, cursing me.




  The area is still bleakly dominated by roads and blocks of flats but the trees, now in the full leaf of midsummer’s day, were cool and dark, the shadows latticing the grass. Boughs that

  had been pollarded some fifty to a hundred years ago canted in, striking recognisable poses. It is fanciful to think of Cézanne being influenced by their linear lean but perhaps in his day

  they were polled back to mere stumps on a trunk.




  The house, set fully a hundred metres from the road, is an elegant ochre cube with pale eau-de-Nil shutters. The garden is not up to much. Good trees, areas of scratchy grass, the pond, almost

  unchanged, the water as green as the leaves that shade it. But no sense of it being tended or designed, no flower beds or structure as such, just the grass cut now and then.




  But that is the point. Cézanne, for all his comfortable bourgeois home and domestic padding, is the painter of transcendence. The most ordinary things become suffused with light and life,

  and it is this that makes his work sublime. There is the game to be played of checking the ‘real’ garden against his paintings and finding almost everything in its place, as though

  there is an alchemy of archaeology and sacred relics. So the stone block is still at the end of the pool, the trees are larger but there is no reason to presume that they are not the same ones, and

  the house has scarcely altered in any way. But there was nothing that could not be found in a hundred other places at any given moment, just as there were a thousand bowls of apples or arrangements of cloth that could have been painted when he was at work.




  The house is at that point of abandonment that does not feel like dereliction and yet would have builders and architects shaking their heads and sucking their teeth whilst they added noughts to

  their estimates. It is due for a major repair and restoration and is closed to the public but I was shown round.




  There was no electricity and it was dusk, so the only light slanted in the half-opened shutters, cutting a beam through the darkness into a large central hall, steep stairs and wrought-iron

  bannister. A sedan chair sat on the corner of the first landing. Up through the core of the house was another tiny staircase for servants, with slitlike doors on to each floor.




  Like so many large French houses, it was used by the extended family in a series of apartments with a communal kitchen and large living rooms. At the top of the house were the servants’

  quarters, which were tiny, plain rooms with fireplaces and unexpected partitions. Off one room was a space that was barely more than a closet, big enough only for a bed. The walls and ceiling were

  decorated with elaborate moulding, quite unlike the rest of the top floor. This, according to my guide, was built so that the original owner of the house could come and claim droit de

  seigneur with the maid of his choice. As long as it all stayed up here, in the servants’ part of the house, it was acceptably outside marital territory.




  Cézanne painted murals in the salon, and in 1907, after Cézanne’s death, Louis Granel, the man who had bought the house from the family in 1899, suggested that he detach them

  and donate them to the nation, although he had already been offered more than 100,000 francs for them. The nation, in the shape of a Monsieur Bénédite, came and inspected the murals

  and, on consideration, decided that it did not want them. Monsieur Bénédite thought Cézanne’s work of little value: he had already rejected three of five paintings

  offered to the nation in 1896 by the estate of Gustave Caillebotte. The murals were subsequently detached and sold in 1912.




  The floors throughout are tiled and the patina of polish and age has made them almost plum coloured, glimmering in the dark. With the flaking limewash and the wasted light

  falling like rags and my caught-breath reverence, it made the empty building pulse with intensity.




  At the top of the house was Cézanne’s studio, with a window cut into the eaves to give northern light. This was quite an invasive thing to do to this impressive, four-square

  building. The fact that Cézanne’s father was prepared to deface the frontage of the house in this way, along with the allowance that he paid him, adds up to strong and practical

  support by a father for a son who sold nothing before he was thirty-five and was locally thought of as a simple-minded dauber. Even in 1974 I recall people expressing amazement that

  Cézanne’s work had taken in so many people. This, of course, was coupled with intense pride that he was Aixois.11




  Cézanne lived at Jas de Bouffan until 1899. He only left it then because the sale was forced by his two sisters after the death of his mother, so they could extract their share of the

  inheritance.




  This means that the vast majority of his work that was not painted outside sur le motif was painted in this surprisingly small attic room. Cézanne’s catalogue runs to some

  954 paintings, 645 watercolours and 1,400 drawings. Given time spent in Paris, given his love of painting outside and given that I am guessing randomly, it is not unreasonable to suppose that he

  produced hundreds of separate works within these four walls. It is my experience that buildings and landscapes act as batteries, taking the charge from significant acts, good and ill, and holding a

  trace of them, sometimes with overwhelming and palpable intensity. But there was absolutely nothing in that room at all. It was empty of everything that had ever happened there. All the ghosts have

  gone.




  The house is closed until the repair work is done. It will become something between a Cézanne theme park and a beautifully cared-for homage to one of the greatest

  painters the world has known. Maybe it will bring the ghost of Cézanne back but, with the motorway and the grim housing and the unravelling of heritage and art and national pride, I doubt

  it. I think on my visit I saw a glimpse back a hundred years just as it was slipping away for ever.




  On the other side of Aix is a corrective to too much melancholy about temps perdu. After Jas de Bouffan was sold Cézanne moved into an upper floor of a house in rue Boulegon in

  Aix, making a studio in the attic there. But he was now rich and could afford better. In 1901 he bought a plot of land, an olive grove12 just north of

  the town, and built himself a studio. For the last four years of his life he lived in his rue Boulegon apartment, rising at four and walking every day to his studio where he lit the stove and read.

  At five, milk was delivered and he made coffee before starting work. He broke for lunch at eleven and then worked outside if possible till evening.




  The studio has been beautifully maintained and looked after and is left as though Cézanne had just walked out of the room. In his day the steep road that is now constantly threaded with

  traffic was a dusty track but behind the gate it seems to be genuinely unspoilt. The garden has regrown after the devastation of the Great Frost in 1956, when the original eighty olives on the plot

  were all killed. If it were in the UK it would have had a committee developing Action Plans to restore it as nearly as possible to its 1906 state, in tune with the interior of the studio. As it is

  French, and Provençal French in particular, it has just been allowed to grow, almost untouched. I like it for that. And in any event, the garden is a sideshow, a setting for the studio.




  In March the trees were scrawny, and scruffily unkempt. But when I went back in mid-summer they had become cool, sleek havens against the sun, casting a delicious green

  shade. It also smelt good. Pine, sand, sun, stone, cistus, thyme mingled to make that particularly oily, musky, southern fragrance.




  Inside is a stage set, carefully propped to look as though the artist has just left the room, but it works. The walls are painted a shade of grey that intensifies the oranges and blues of the

  carpet and fruit and on a dresser are apples, a jug, three skulls, stools and chairs, the ornate stove that warmed him and his morning milk. His coat, smock and beret hang on a hook. In the corner

  is a door no more than fifty centimetres wide but fully three-and-half metres tall – a slot built in to slide out huge canvases.




  

    [image: ]


  




  You struggle to avoid becoming a pilgrim in these places but it is futile. To poke and peer with the relaxed curiosity of familiarity seems sacrilegious. This is an inner

  sanctum. Although reverence does not get you any closer to the work, it is inevitable and in its own way richly enjoyable. But to step inside the work and allow it to get further inside you, you

  need to go sur le motif and take the road to Le Tholonet.
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  LE THOLONET




  Despite the cheapness of living I found was running out of money. So I got a job. Not a proper job and not a job that paid me in money but it was a job that hugely enriched

  me.




  A cousin of a friend of an acquaintance I was briefly introduced to had written a name and phone number on a scrap of paper. If you are in Aix you must look this woman up, he said. She is

  terrific.




  So I went to the post office and called the number. Madame Tailleaux answered and, after a sentence or two of my inadequate French, asked me, in a cut-glass English accent, if I wanted to come

  to lunch.




  That would be lovely.




  Stay there then, she said. See you in an hour. And she rang off.




  Madame Tailleaux – I never called her anything else or knew her first name – duly arrived in her Renault, stopped in the middle of the road, asked a couple of other youngish men if

  they were Monty, finally located me and swept me off to lunch at her house, La Bertranne in Le Tholonet.




  A pattern emerged. I would go to Le Tholonet a few days a week and work in her garden, and in return she would make me lunch (a proper French two-hour lunch), introduce me

  to local people and act as a guide, mentor and friend. She would also expect me to accompany her on jaunts, often without notice. The Renault would stop in rue Portalis and she would call up to the

  window for me to come down because we were going to Gardanne to buy some tiles, or to come quickly (it would be eleven in the morning) because Poublier who lived two fields away from La Bertranne

  had a bouillabaisse ready. She wanted a companion and liked young people and I fitted the bill.




  She seemed very old to me but was no more than sixty – just a few years older than I am now. She was half-American, half-French, had been brought up in pre-war England and married a French

  painter. Her house had various lodgers, waifs and strays and friends of different nationalities who were treated as a cross between children and members of a commune. Whilst the basic lingua franca

  of the household was French, she rarely completed a sentence in the same language that she began it and often jumped from French to English to German to Italian as she talked, seemingly unaware of

  doing so.




  Her husband’s studio was still fully set up at La Bertranne although he had not lived there for years. It had a full-size replica of Picasso’s Guernica on one wall. Only

  recently I learnt from her son Carlo that she had been sent to a concentration camp in the war for helping the Resistance and Jewish escapees. She hated injustice and authority in equal measure,

  treating both with an aristocratic, imperious fury, and was scared of nothing.
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