

Also by John Lewis-Stempel

England: The Autobiography

The Wild Life: A Year of Living on Wild Food

Six Weeks: The Short and Gallant Life of the British Officer in the First World War

Foraging: The Essential Guide

The War behind the Wire: The Life, Death and Glory of British Prisoners of War, 1914–18

The Wildlife Garden

Meadowland: The Private Life of an English Field

The Running Hare: The Secret Life of Farmland

Where Poppies Blow: The British Soldier, Nature, the Great War

The Secret Life of the Owl

The Wood: The Life and Times of Cockshutt Wood

Still Water: The Deep Life of the Pond

The Glorious Life of the Oak

The Wild Life of the Fox

The Private Life of the Hare

Woodston: The Biography of an English Farm

The Soaring Life of the Lark

The Sheep’s Tale

Nightwalking




Praise for La Vie

‘A clear-eyed and unsentimental, yet utterly beguiling immersion in La France Profonde, keenly observed and beautifully told.’ Felicity Cloake, author of 
One More Croissant for the Road

‘The writing is as smooth as a glass of vintage wine.’ 
Daily Mail

‘La Vie is a pleasing, gentle read. Like the dormice who nest in the attic, you soon want to snuggle up in the spare bedroom. It reminded me all over again of why I threw up everything for the magic of La Belle France.’ Carol Drinkwater, author of 
The Olive Farm

‘A charming account of how a farmer swapped Herefordshire for a life in rural France … Readers of his many books and his 
Times nature columns will know how easily Lewis-Stempel’s writing marries the lyrical with the descriptive … And his capacity for wonder never flags.’ 
The Times

‘Warm and vivid and beautiful … Above all [Lewis-Stempel] does what he does best, he writes with virtuosity about the countryside and, in doing so, he writes about himself.’ Trevor Dolby, author of 
One Place de l’Eglise

‘This brilliantly written memoir will make you want to up sticks.’ 
W&H

‘A poetic, sound-filled book … Lewis-Stempel [is] our finest nature and farming writer.’ 
TLS


www.penguin.co.uk






John Lewis-Stempel



LA VIE
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Preface

La Roche is exactly how you picture a small village in south-west France. Roofs of red terracotta tiles, bleached-white walls. Sleepy and shuttered against the blaring sun. A cat picking its way from the salle des fêtes to the cemetery. The ringing of a bell from a twelfth-century Romanesque church skipping across miles of rolling, glorious countryside.

My wife Penny and I have lived in this Charente village on and off for three years. Now we live here full time. Définitif. And it is all due to a series of accidental seductions; we originally came to France so we could implement Plan A: study organic agriculture (bio is a bigger deal in France than the UK) with the idea of taking lessons learned, on lavender and wine, home to our farm in England. Then we became enticed by the way the past is still accessible in France profonde; the faded Dubonnet advert on a barn end wall, the baker doing his rounds in his little battered white van with a hundred warm baguettes in the back, Monsieur Lapix’s cobbled farmyard, with its ducks and geese picking over the manure heap.

As I write this, high in my study, Madame Roban, headscarf pulled tight against the sun, and as thin as her vélo, has just cycled past, plastic buckets dangling from the bars; she is on her way to give her cows a treat, a handful of oats. I have not seen a woman in England wearing a headscarf cycling to feed her cattle since 1984; Madame Roban could be my own grandmother.

Like many inhabitants of La Roche, Madame Roban has a potager (a kitchen garden), keeps a few hens, and has a small vineyard; as she says, ‘If you make the wine yourself, you know what’s in it.’ To use a modern phrase, many of our neighbours practise a high degree of self-sufficiency. Indeed, self-sufficiency is alive and well in deep France. Our local Intermarché supermarket, which is four kilometres away in the tiny town of Chefnay, is the size of a Sainsbury’s Local. Yet it stocks a full range of chicken, pigeon and rabbit food, plus drinkers and feeders. (The rabbit fodder, I hasten to add, is not for kids’ pet bunnies.) In France some 20 per cent of the fresh produce consumed is still raised in the potager. So, one day, the Charente sun out in its pomp and its glory, I realized I wanted it: the self-sufficient French lifestyle. And why not? Commercial farming has become a manifestation of the Red Queen Syndrome, where, as with the mad monarch’s race with Alice in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, ‘it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place’.

Something else: I wanted once again to live in a landscape where turtle doves purr, and nightingales sing, as they did almost everywhere in the English countryside of my 1970s childhood.

What follows is a year in my life as a peasant in a small corner of France. Living la vie.

What could possibly go right?




WINTER
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January

We came off the ferry at Caen at 2 a.m. so a long drive south through the French night followed, the two dogs in the boot of the car. Tiring of the mindlessness of the A10 we took the N route south of Poitiers, through a land dark and deep and very old. The sole light in the villages was from the windows of the boulangerie; along the road the plane trees were as regular as railings in the car headlights.

We arrived at the Charente house at about eight that morning in time to throw open the wooden shutters for the dawn, as you do in France. Ours is the last house in the village, or the first house, if you happen to come into La Roche along the forest track. Either way, it is known as ‘la maison toute seule’, and was the curate’s house, built fin de siècle by La Roche’s priest, Father Jacques, and provided him with a fine outlook over his flock living in the trickle of lanes below. Sometimes our neighbours refer to the house as ‘la maison bleue’, the latter nomenclature in honour of our particular wooden shutters, as brilliantly azure as the Charente sky.

I think it is the loveliest house I have ever lived in, constructed from honey-coloured limestone (La Roche is situated on a chalk escarpment), and with a frontage of classical lines. The wrought-iron-and-glass canopy, or marquise, over the front door, even merits mentions in tourist guides. Last year, our neighbour Monsieur Richard, an eighty-two-year-old truffle farmer, dropped by with a sheet of A4 paper; knowing we were interested in the history of the house, he had found some bits of local records, collated them, stuck them together and then photocopied his collation for us at the mairie, the town hall.

Bernard Richard is a shuffling giant of a man, with a Gaulish nose and matching moustache, a swarthy Obelix; it amuses everyone locally that Cléo, the terrier dog he and his wife use to snuffle out the truffles, looks like Dogmatix.

Monsieur Richard is extremely kind, as you will have guessed. He is also deeply sensitive. On the day of his visit, we stood in the front garden, next to the oval four-metre deep citerne, which fills from the spring rains on the house roof to slake the thirst of the parched summer land.

‘A curé with imagination was Father Jacques,’ said Bernard in appreciation.

On the way back to his battered white Citroën Berlingo, Bernard gazed up at the legend ‘MON PLAISIR’, inscribed immaculately on the stone arch above the gate: ‘You see, the house was his work and his pleasure.’

Everybody has a fond word to say about Father Jacques, who was the curé of La Roche for fifty years, and taught the catechism in the windowed semi-basement of the house to generations of local children. (A single hard oaken pew remains down there in the reverent twilight; the children of the faithful were instructed next to the bread oven – a novel twist on ‘the bread of Christ’.) ‘Father Jacques was perfectly integrated into the community,’ states the official village history. He is buried in the dead centre of the cemetery.

The affection and respect in which the villagers of La Roche hold Father Jacques belies how long he has been dead: a century.

Father Jacques in his black cassock and round hat is long gone, but his good works, of all sorts, remain.

A priest’s financial lot being what it was in the late nineteenth century, Father Jacques, with eminent sense, supplemented his stipend by autarky. Attached to the back of the house is a hay barn, which is adjacent to a courtyard containing a square stone dovecot, the bottom of which has two pigsties. Although most of the land has been sold off over the decades, there are still three paddocks, a small walnut and fruit orchard, and the inevitable potager. (We also rent a small field down in the village, by the brook that runs through La Roche; three acres in total.) In the cave of the house all the kit of pineau-manufacture sits about – stone vats, giant wooden screw press, barrel ramp, hundreds of empty 75cl bottles – although unused for five or more cobwebby decades. Pineau is a local speciality, a fortified wine drunk as an aperitif. We plan to make our own pineau, so one of the first things I do this morning of homecoming, of journey’s end, is to walk around the mini-vineyard we have made behind the house. There are eighteen vines here, mostly Sauvignon, and there are twelve more in the walled front garden. (Father Jacques had the long, curving six-feet-high wall absolutely covered in grapes, as the drilled holes for the vines’ peg-and-wire support testify in stone. My own peasant ambitions are interrupted aesthetically by my family’s flora: plumbago, hydrangea, etc.). But I have thirty vines in total. Which is pas mal.

I walk around, coffee in hand, my breath puffy like speech bubbles in cartoons. Up through the lanes of limestone houses, the sound of the church bell comes, calling the still Catholic faithful. Then a robin repeats over and again its winter verse (another form of catechism).

It is the bells, more than anything, that tell me I am no longer in England. In England, church bells dong, rounded and emotive; in France, church bells ting, insistent and intellectual. That and the clatter of shutters, the bark of a yard dog by the mairie, and cockerels on four sides.

I am absolutely not complaining. I love France, especially this France vide, of wide-open, low-population countryside; beyond our land, there is a hundred-acre field, then a five-thousand-acre forest then, frankly, nothing much until you reach Alsace-Lorraine. There are wild boar in the forest, which is ancient, its borders low stone walls made by many hands, in timeless days. At night the boar leave their forest sanctuary to rootle in the fields, including our three paddocks; and the view to the horizon is the pure, original black of the universe, as Nature intended it. If we go west, we can get to La Rochelle, with its chic harbour-side restaurants and its film festival, in just over an hour. Similarly, it is sixty minutes or so to the pine-fringed beaches of the Côte Sauvage.

But it is cold, this thin, dry air of the Charente; at night you can see the stars so clearly they are within finger-touching distance, and the Pan-pipe wail of the stone curlew carries for wild kilometres.

Feeling the want of a log fire in the sitting room, I go around to the woodshed, packed to its corrugated-iron roof with dried limbs of lime; there are two lime pollards (the large-leaved variety, Tilia platyphyllos) in the front garden whose pillar-trunks are sturdy enough to support the sky, but when pruned every five years gift a crop of firewood. The same trees screen the house from the August sun; the linden tree is winter firelight and summer shade.
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At the top of the track Monsieur Roban the Elder is harrowing a strip of the hundred acres; the land around La Roche is the stoniest I have ever known. (Then again, the nature of the place is betrayed in the name.) The pale rocks hitting up against the harrow’s discs make a continuous tin-can rattle. Then a shuddering clang as the harrow hits a boulder; Monsieur Roban stops the tractor, climbs down wearily from the cab and carries a boulder, the size of a lamb, to the grass verge, where he dumps it alongside a hundred others. He sees me, waves energetically, then shrugs at the pile of rocks; I speak schoolboy French only, and Roban’s dialect is so strong his words sometimes fall on the stony ground of my understanding. (The regional dialect is more than a matter of pronunciation; linguistically it is part of the pre-French ‘Oïl’ language group, and has its own vocabulary; the Maison de la Presse – newsagent – in Chefnay, the local town, stocks Hergé’s Adventures of Tintin translated into Saintongeais.) Monsieur Roban and I get along, however; our family has been warmly welcomed into the village by one and all. We have friends here, as well as neighbours, and it helps that we too are country people, with a menagerie of farmyard animals – horse, donkey, nine hens, one cockerel, five sheep, which have been looked after by Roban’s son, Guillaume, for the forty-eight hours we were in Britain settling affairs.

Indeed, in France, they actually like farmers; every President of the Republic wishing to keep office visits the annual Salon International de l’Agriculture outside Paris, and the farmers’ dating programme L’Amour est dans le pré is one of the most popular shows on TV. The French particularly like peasant farmers; the Confédération Paysanne regularly sees its members elected to regional assemblies. If I ever apologize for our donkey braying – she sounds like a foghorn on max – everyone laughs and says, ‘Mais, c’est la campagne!’ And if our cockerel gives it full blast at 6 a.m., there are four others in the village doing the same.

At the top of the slope worked by Monsieur Roban the sharp breeze makes crows tumble like black rags in a giant washing machine.

Then from the forest: a wild chorus of dogs barking, car horns tooting. Shots. A boar hunt is in progress; warning signs were already erected as we drove into the village: ‘Chasse en cours. Ensemble soyons vigilants.’

Such is the music of the morning in rural France: biblical stones hitting a harrow, the cry of the chasse, the song of a robin in a pollarded lime tree, the high notes of bells from a Romanesque, twelfth-century gargoyled church, named for an obscure saint.

After the blue skies, the deluge. In our neck of the Charente, this limitless chalk escarpment with its open fields and hill-ridge woods, it’s either a basting by south sun, a lashing by west rain, or a knifing from the north wind in winter.
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I’ve spent the morning planning the year’s produce in the potager (which measures 10m x 10m) and in the rented field. My aim is as modest as it is daunting: by the year’s end, I want to supply half our food needs – either directly to the plate or from bartering our vegetables, herbs, fruit, walnuts, wool and eggs. Calculating areas required for the various crops, their growing periods and their harvesting hurts the head, so for a relaxing breath of fresh air I take Rupert, our Border terrier, for a walk in the afternoon in the fading forest. For the third day in a row, the rain is blasting in gunsmoke squalls through the stark trees. Everywhere the oaky, smoky odour of decomposing leaves. Wet moss, curiously resemblant of 1970s green velvet, is the only colour and softness in the winter wood.

The dog, nose vibrating, takes the path less travelled, which plunges off the main track, and is thin, winding and black with the leaf litter of the centuries. He’s become obsessed with sangliers, wild boar.

Around a far bend: a single roe doe, sheltering in a grove of young oaks that in such weather is no shelter at all. Her head down, body bedraggled.

Unusual to see a solo deer. I suppose she has become separated from the herd due to the chasse, which coursed through the forest again yesterday, with its blaring medieval panoply of shouts, sobbing horns and ecstatic bells (around the dogs’ necks). In rural France the chasse, though declining, is still as much a part of existence as the wind and the sun.

When the doe sights us she hesitates, estimating whether we are likely to breach her safe zone. (Prey animals do not run from predators unless necessary, since flight is energy.) The calculation done in an instant, she runs, swerving, her cotton-ball tail flashing rapidly, like a light bulb switched on and off by a petulant child.

At home, drying off in front of the log fire in the sitting room, I wonder how the doe can survive.
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Despite my stepmother teaching French, my own ability with the language of Proust became arrested at the teenage hopeful homophonic of ‘Femme, vin, Gitanes’. Before we moved to our house in the Charente, we rented a mill in Deux-Sèvres, the department to the north, where I joined my wife – another linguist, and fluent in French – on the nightly sofa watching Engrenages, a Paris-set policier, on Canal+. My vocabulary of French swearwords became, and remains, fabulous. I can swear like a native. Putain this, chier that, and niquer the other. Thus, when I dropped the milk in the supermarket this morning, absolute hardcore rudeness plopped out of my mouth. (‘Pardon my French,’ I wanted to say.) More eloquent conversation, such as with our French friends and neighbours, can be somewhat stilted. Not wanting to become one of those expats who lives in a little capsule of England abroad, I am embarking on the Hugo Complete French in Three Months course. Hopefully, my pronunciation will improve as much as my profane vocabulary. Taking my Labrador for a walk around the village early this afternoon, I bumped into Valérie Laval, who lives near the church. I joked about my small-scale farming being like that of Marie Antoinette, and she replied jocularly, ‘Le Petit Trianon!’, the queen’s model farm at Versailles. To continue the conversation, and in the hope she might know a supplier, I said that I wished to buy some geese. In French, geese are oies, pronounced ‘wah’.

She looked at me quizzically. ‘Wah?’

‘Oui. Oies.’

‘Wah?’

In the end I resorted to sign language, using my arm to wave like a goose’s neck, and making hissing sounds. ‘Ah, wah!’ she said.

On a previous encounter with Valérie I said my children ate like wolves – les loups, pronounced ‘lay loo’. ‘Loop?’ Valérie repeated back to me, eyebrows knotting. That conversation ended with me silently impersonating a howling wolf.

I have also, to explain my pronunciation of lièvre, hare, waggled my hands about my head like long rabbity ears.

Quite often I recall that in The Innocents Abroad, Twain joked that when he spoke French in France, he ‘never did succeed in making those idiots understand their own language’.

Last night the sangliers came within two hundred yards of our land; going out this morning to feed Zeb, my horse, I see that the border of the Robans’ winter wheat field has been snout-ploughed. (The boar work from the stone track, firm and relatively dry; clever animals, wild pigs.) The forester says in bad weather they come right down into the village.

This morning: the pruning of the vines (tirage des bois), a practice archaic and arcane. I read the books, and watched the YouTube videos, then I did the sensible thing, and studied the Robans’ vineyard. The local method is ‘spur pruning’ to establish ‘a double cordon’: a trunk with two outstretched arms. I wield the secateurs with as much delicate savagery as I can manage; a tender cruelty that is kind to this summer fruiting plant. Thus, I strip out yards of old tendrils. Painstakingly. Good pruning is a sympathetic art. I am far from sure that, as far as vines are concerned, I have it.

The sky and the land are gripped by winter’s cold. The air has the tang of brass. But there is colour in the landscape painting of A View of La Roche, Across the Valley to the Wood on the Hills. Pink berries on the spindle trees on the track, a flock of goldfinches overhead.

And the sky is impossibly blue.
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Odd, the things one can buy at a garden centre in France; our nine hens (Huguette, Dulcie, Zante, Little Red Hen, Edith, Mistinguette, Marianne, Brigitte, Claudette), an allsorts mix of Light Sussex, Grise Cendré, Marans Noire and Rousse, were purchased from Gamm Vert in Niort, at twelve euros each, and are currently laying an egg a day each. Little Red Hen sometimes manages two. After omelettes, galettes, eggs fried, eggs scrambled, egg mayonnaise, crêpes, flan pâtissier, grosses tomates cuites aux oeufs (the latter following the recipe from Jean-François Mallet’s Simplissime, over a million copies sold, and the French person’s cheat cookbook), I have resorted to pickling the surplus eggs. Indeed, I have become, though I say it myself, a dab hand at posh pickled eggs, using a variety of vinegars – red wine, cider, balsamic – and adding herbs from the potager to the mix. So far, I have pickled eggs with rosemary, thyme, sarriette (savory), estragon (tarragon) and verveine (verbena), though only thyme and sarriette truly taste good. The jars for the eggs are very low cost, very local; down in the cave is a trove of vintage Le Parfait, Duralex and BVG preserving jars. The wooden shelf on which they sit is lined with pages from Le Figaro, dated 30 September 1938, hailing the Munich Agreement. ‘La Paix est sauvée’, reads the headline. The Jacques family were not entirely convinced, one feels, by the appeasing of Hitler; pinned to the wall behind the shelves is a browning, rust-marked notice from the Préfecture de Police, 1938: ‘Prescription relative à la distribution, la conservation, l’entretien, la représentation et le port des masques distribués à la population civile.’ Instructions on wearing a gas mask in the event of war.

Almost dusk. On the side of the track, putting together a wooden hen house from French maker ‘Animal Valley’, which has just been deposited by a Geodis delivery guy with commendable patience; on sat navs our lane is terre inconnue. The assembly is the agricultural equivalent of the IKEA flat pack, and my construction efforts are unhelped by a headtorch on the blink, air sharpened by north wind and a notice d’assemblage being, obviously, in the language of Proust, Zola and Balzac. Our Marans cockerel, Robespierre, ‘the Terror of the Farmyard’, has repeatedly attacked Huguette, the Light Sussex, pecking her to within a bloody inch of her life, so we are moving her into alternative accommodation, with a fellow Light Sussex for company. ‘Il est raciste,’ laughs our neighbour, Joséphine, about Robespierre. She is on her way home from a walk in the woods with her dog. We bisou, both cheeks. Every time such a warm encounter occurs, I wonder if a Frenchman relocated to my native Herefordshire would be so welcomed into the bosom of village life. Mind you, we are not from Paris. In rural France, being parisien is the one unforgivable sin.

In finding our house, our Geodis delivery guy had an advantage over the English relatives who visited last summer. He understood the recherché nature of house-numbering in France, which dates – like so much of French life – back to Napoleon. We live at number 11 on our chemin, or track. There is no 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 or 10. Or indeed, any number after 11. We are tout seuls. There is space for houses before and after us. Theoretically.

I’m impatient to get planting for real, not in theory, but the ground alternates between iron and mud; the growing season is long in eastern Charente Maritime with its climat océanique, but it does not commence in January. So I satisfy myself by implanting the metal posts and wire for another row of six vines in our mini-vineyard. I once romantically imagined such kit would be purchased from a specialist emporium in the claret capital, Bordeaux; Monsieur Gobinau, the local winemaker, smiled and directed me to the establishment used by himself: Bricomarché, the French equivalent of Homebase. We are on the northern edge of the great cognac vineyards.
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Another afternoon. Our muck heap is four feet high, and twenty feet long: the rear end of a stabled horse and donkey produce prodigious amounts of manure. It is well rotted, so I barrow loads of it over to the potager, and spread it about with a fork. The scrubby walnut orchard of Madame Giraud, which borders our land, rattles with redwings in the cotoneaster bushes. The steam from the manure rises into the impossibly blue sky.
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We need a special present for a friend, and Penny has the good idea of buying a truffle from the marché aux truffes at Saint-Jean-d’Angély. The online advice suggests one arrives at least fifteen minutes early. Duly, at fifteen minutes to 7 p.m., we enter the foyer of the salle municipale (a fabulous white rococo confection of a building), which is already crammed, not just with people, but with tension, everybody looking everybody else up and down. A bell rings, the doors open, the rope across the threshold lifts and we are borne along by the thrusting, elbowing charge of people into the galleried hall, which has tables covered in red gingham down three sides, the vendors sitting behind electronic scales, their truffles in shallow baskets; and, immediately, people crouched, sharp-eyed, sharp-nosed before the baskets.

We buy two truffles from the first, most honest-looking vendor we see. Cost? Thirty-five euros. We are cheapskates, dilettantes; some of the truffle lots go for a thousand euros, the haul taken away in metal briefcases by bodyguards to restaurants in Paris. The market is over in minutes, every single truffle sold, the shouting, echoing voices gone, the hall a bewildered void.

None of it was I expecting. The frenzy, or the professionalism of seller and purchaser alike. Over a mushroom.

Interesting, we think, driving home. Could we grow truffles?
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Late evening. Stacking a stère of wood (a very French measurement, invented in 1795 as a metric analogue to the Anglo-Saxon cord, but essentially a cubic metre) freshly dropped from the front loader of Monsieur Burnet’s Manitou telehandler. ‘Un peu froid,’ he had winked at me, getting down from the cab.

Un peu. He was swaddled like the Michelin man in two Agri Ouest gilets, and had a heated cab.

Lined against the white band of the horizon, the trees of the paddock hedge form an ID parade of skeletons; the temperature is still dropping by the minute, but the virtue of wood is that it warms one in the stacking, as well as in the burning. When I finally finish, the moonlight lies in shards in the puddles of the track. In the cracked mirrors there is the image of two stone curlews flying overhead.

We don’t have central heating, and a curate’s house is as draughty as legend has it. These winter evenings consist of subtle jockeying for the best position in front of the fire, always won by Rupert, and my young black Labrador, Plum, bought a year ago from a breeder near Matha. I first saw her picture on the internet, fell in love with her, fell into despair when I was informed another customer had first pick of the litter. They chose her sister, and I got the dog of my heart. In La Belle France, however, there are rules and regulations for everything, including the name of one’s dog; it was the year of ‘P’, meaning every registered pedigree dog required a name beginning with that letter, hence Plum. (When we laughed with our French friends about this dirigisme regarding canine nomenclature they looked at us uncomprehendingly. ‘Well, of course, it is the year of “P”.’) France is not a country across the Channel, it is a world apart. Along with the rules on dog names came a host of paperwork, including an ID card. For the dog. The Belgians sarkily call the French love of paperwork ‘l’exotisme administratif à la française’. They have a point; paperwork in France is omnipresent. Last year, when we booked the dogs into a kennel for two nights, we had to present
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