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About the Book

‘I wake to the sun striking gold on a stone wall. If I lean out of the window I can see Mount Canigou newly iced with snow. It is wonderful to live in a building with windows all around, to see both sunrise and sunset, to be constantly aware of the passage of the sun and moon.’


In 1988, Rosemary Bailey and her husband were travelling in the French Pyrenees when they fell in love with, and subsequently bought, a ruined medieval monastery, surrounded by peach orchards and snow-capped peaks. Traces of the monks were everywhere, in the frescoed 13th century chapel, the buried crypt, the stone arches of the cloister. Gradually, these fragments revealed the spirit of the place.


For the next few years the couple visited Corbiac whenever they could, until in 1997, they took the plunge and moved from central London to rural France with their six-year-old son. Entirely reliant on their earnings as freelance writers, they put their Apple Macs in the room with the fewest leaks and sent Theo to the village school. With vision and determination they have restored the monastery to its former glory, testing their relationship and resolve to the limit, and finding inspiration in a small mountain community that welcomed them.


Life in a Postcard is not just Rosemary Bailey’s enthralling account of the challenges of a new life. It is also an exploration of the rugged beauty of French Catalonia, the southernmost corner of France, the pleasures of Catalan cooking, and an exploration of an alternative, often magical world.
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1

A day in the hours of a monk

I wake to the sun striking gold on a stone wall. If I lean out of the window I can see Mount Canigou newly iced with snow. The rays of sun from the east illuminate the peak like a strong spotlight and light up the upper half of the valley. Below, all is still in deep-green shadow. When I look out of the other window, which faces west, I see that the sun has gilded the hilltops there too, peaks that rise up from the Mediterranean and stretch the length of the Pyrenees to the Atlantic coast. For a moment the whole monastery is bathed in the glow of the sun and I can almost feel the tilt of the earth as it greets the light. It is as if I am standing on a high mountain and not barefoot in my red dressing gown in the bedroom.

It is wonderful to live in a building with windows all round, to see both sunrise and sunset, to be constantly aware of the passage of the sun and moon. It was the way the monastery was built for the sun that first kindled my interest in the monks who once lived here. How cleverly they planned it. In winter when the sun is low it beams through the cloister arches and the upper-floor windows and heats the rooms. The high summer sun passes overhead, leaving the rooms as cool as the stones of which they are built. But the chapel with its high windows on the north side of the monastery remains bitterly cold in the winter months, and I imagine the monks chanting the nightly vigil in the chill, candlelit darkness.

We have restored enough of the building so that again it feels like a monastery; we have rebuilt stone arches, rendered walls in ochre lime mortar, pleasingly rough to the touch, and laid handmade terracotta tiles on floors of solid rock that were buried under centuries of cow shit and cement. It is as if we have recaptured some of the spirit of the place, and it is since we have started to live in the renovated west end that I have most felt the presence of the monks, been able to imagine their daily rhythm of work and prayer, more palpable among cool restored arches than picturesque ruins.

The battered but beautiful thirteenth-century Romanesque chapel was abandoned by the monks at the Revolution and has been used as a barn and cowshed ever since. Once after going in for firewood stored there we forgot to turn off the light and it shone all night, the only light in the darkness of the valley, just as it would have done seven centuries ago when the chapel was built and there was a hermit in residence to keep a candle burning day and night. He would have been alone here, looking up at the mountains, watching the clouds scudding past and hearing the wind in the trees. The first monastery was built at some time in the sixteenth century, so for at least two centuries the monks chanted their daily offices in the barrel-vaulted chapel, cooked their simple meals in the great arched fireplace of the old kitchen and paced the cloister in silent meditation.

After the Revolution the farmers filled in the arches of the cloisters, blocked the windows and widened the stone archways for cows, goats and sheep. Sometimes there is still an animal whiff about the place, though now the air smells of linseed oil and turpentine since only yesterday I treated the final patch of terracotta tiles we brought from Spain; on my knees rubbing the oil into the porous clay, admiring the variegated colours from ochre to orange. The Catalan artisan, Christian, who laid the tiles told me he had seen the very same ones in a thirteenth-century church in Arles-sur-Tech, a village in the next valley. I like to think the monks would have oiled their tiles too. Perhaps they had a field of flax from which to make their own linen, and pressed the seeds for linseed oil.

From the open stairwell I can see three stone Romanesque arches below, leading off the hallway, two of them newly restored. One curved stone has the faded remains of a fresco, a few arabesque strokes of pinkish lettering, their meaning no longer discernible. This arch leads down into our new kitchen, once, we figured, the abbot’s quarters because the rotten old beams were embellished with carving. The kitchen too is terracotta tiled, with off-the-peg beechwood cupboards and worktops, built in but dwarfed into submission by the sheer height of the room, the exposed stones and the arches.

There are so many arches – perhaps the one architectural component that now I could not live without. They have an organic sensuality which makes the regular angles and straight lines of ordinary doors seem lifeless and dull. The whole building is comprised of curves and round Romanesque arches, with only one inexplicable pointed Gothic arch in the south side of the church. It is only in northern Europe that the architecture needs the sharply articulated angles and needle points of Gothic to give it definition in the grey light. In the south the sunlight is so bright that the forms can be less precise, more rounded, more natural somehow. I admire the triumphs of Gothic architecture but with diminishing affection. Romanesque increasingly seems more human, easier to inhabit. Just like living in a southern climate; not for nothing was the Mediterranean the birthplace of Western civilization.

The arched glass door from the kitchen leads outside to a corner of the original cloister where there is a deep stone sink, probably the lavatorium, where the monks would ritually wash hands and head before processing into the church for the morning prayers. In this corner we have created a courtyard, with a bamboo trellis for shade strung between the wooden beams installed to strengthen the ruined walls each side. Below is a wooden table, chairs, pots of geraniums and yellow roses. We would like to add a vine and, round the walls, benches made from the huge oak planks, long slices of an entire tree, that supported the animal mangers in the chapel, oak which has hardened like iron and is smoothed from the constant action of animal necks.

Another of the arches leads from the hallway to the sitting room, a big tiled room that was once the monastery kitchen. It has a vast fireplace; perhaps ten people could stand in it. Instead of a fire of logs, we have installed a sturdy black cast-iron stove whose embers are often still warm from the night before. On the wall each side of the fireplace are bread ovens, terracotta tiled half domes inside, with stone apertures about the size of a large book, through which the loaves were slid with a long-handled paddle. We have lit them from within to display our treasures: small phials of Roman glass, iridescent with age, a head of a small terracotta statue, an Egyptian shabti tomb figure of turquoise stone, whorled shells and crystals, contemporary ceramic pots with cracked and golden glazes, made by a local potter.

The room is divided from the front door by two more arches, of narrow red bricks this time, a style that can still be seen in the Roman aqueduct at nearby Ansignan, still in use after two thousand years, channelling water to the fields and vineyards as it has always done. We fancy that Corbiac may once have been the site of a Roman villa, and have found fragments of Roman column to support the theory.

The furniture is minimal, rather than minimalist, since all the money has gone on stones. But there are a sofa and chairs of beaten-up brown leather bought from a second-hand shop, and colourful woven kelims on the floor. One we bought in the market in Prades, our nearest town, haggling in customary fashion for a carpet. It is patched and faded but handsome, and somehow all these old faded things fit together. The young trader, who bought the rug in Afghanistan, said the best way to clean it was to hang it out in the Tramontane, the great wind from the Pyrenees that howls down the valley on a regular basis. ‘Let the wind do the carpet spanking,’ he said.

With candles lit and the flickering light of the fire dancing shadows on the walls I sometimes think of the monks here, in their white habits, sitting around the hearth, warming their inks, soaking beans for tomorrow’s lunch, and then processing into the chapel for the daily offices, to sing matins and lauds in the early hours, vespers and compline to end the day.

More and more I think of them, trying to isolate the elements of this extraordinary place that would have been the same then. There are indeed many. The mountains, the weather, the winds, the seasonal cycle of planting the crops, picking cherries and nuts, the wood-gathering and preparing for winter. Looking after the building itself, whitewashing walls, sweeping the stone floors, cleaning out wood ash, scouring dishes and making bread. I try to imagine a day in the life of one of the monks of Corbiac.

A Day in the Hours of a Monk, AD 1590

I wake to the ringing of the Abbot’s bell. It is 2 a.m., the eighth hour since sunset. Time for vigils; the Night Watch. I rise from my straw mattress, sign myself with the cross and put the scapular over the habit I was wearing as I slept and the soft boots of rabbit fur we are permitted for the night offices. It is so cold in the chapel. And we must make no sound with our footsteps during these hours of the Greater Silence of the night. I sit on my bed with the cowl over my head until the Abbot comes, gently summoning the brothers from sleep with the ringing of his bell. All are assembled now, waiting in silence in the shadows of the cloister, shivering a little. The Tramontane is blowing down the valley, and the trees are moaning in response, but here within the stone arches we are sheltered. The wind has cleared the air; the stars are like diamonds and an ivory crescent moon is rising over the treetops. I can hear an owl, and the faint sound of bleating sheep. The shepherds also like to rise at this hour so they can guide their flocks to pasture to catch the morning dew.

With the bell still ringing we process in single file through the oak door with its skilfully wrought ironwork, hammered out here in the great forges of the Castellane river. We pause to dip a finger into the holy water in the stone stoup and cross ourselves. The floor is newly swept – I did it myself as part of my weekly duties, and I can smell the fresh bay leaves I scattered to scent the air. On the altar are the white linen cloths we look after so carefully, and which I smoothed using the heated glass ball kept specially for the purpose. The single candle of precious beeswax is lit, its flame flickering on the red and gold pattern of the frescos on the wall and the painted wooden statue of the Virgin and Child on the altar.

We recite the psalms and the lessons for matins, the night office, beginning in the early hours of the morning, the great vigil when all the world seems dark. ‘Domine labia mea aperies,’ we begin as we always do, ‘Lord, open my lips!’ At first we are so cold it is difficult to concentrate; the brother who is in charge of the lantern tonight has to shine it gently in front of several eyes that are closing with sleep. Then the rhythm of the chanting takes over, and I forget myself in the repetitions of the familiar texts. The words lose their meaning and only the sound rises to God, as natural as the waves on the beach.

It is two hours or more before we have sung all the psalms prescribed, but it is as if time has stood still, as if we could have been there for centuries or merely minutes. For a while we enter together what our founder St Augustine called ‘The now that does not pass away’. Then as we sing the Te Deum, ‘The heaven and earth are full of thy glory’, there is a first glimmer of light – dawn is breaking – there is a sense of climax, and our energy is renewed.

I feel hunger. We have been fasting in preparation for the great feast of 15 August, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin, Notre Dame de Corbiac, with just one meal a day, no meat, and only bread and raw vegetables on Friday. But we have another office to sing before we can break our fast. We are permitted to walk around the cloister to restore our circulation before Lauds, the morning worship, and I can see the first rays of the sun coming over the hill to the east, shining already on the mountain called Canigou. They say that sometimes for the most holy souls on Easter day it is possible to see the sun dance at sunrise, but it hasn’t happened to me yet. I banish thoughts of the beans I saw simmering on the fire in the kitchen yesterday.

The sun is shafting through the high windows as we return again to the chapel to sing lauds, the dawn morning worship. The demons of the night have fled; we are safe again. ‘The sun has risen,’ we intone as the light surrounds us, and our chanting is renewed.

The work day begins with Prime, the prayers we say together in the Chapter House. Here we listen to a chapter of St Benedict’s Rule for the proper organizations of monasteries, and we are permitted to speak in order to confess our failings. One of the brethren is chastised for breaking the rule of Silence, and the Abbot gently explains why it is important to our vocation. He tells us that Benedict’s Latin word for silence is taciturnitas, which means quiet or speechless, a quality attributed to a river and the stars. We must welcome wordlessness as a way to closer communion with God.

The fast we have just observed has perhaps stimulated an unseemly interest in food, and another brother enquires whether it is permitted to eat goose; is it meat or not? The cantor explains, after consulting one of the precious manuscripts of vellum, bound in tooled leather and closed with a clasp of bronze, that he keeps locked in the armorium, a great wooden chest, that this is a debate that has been going on for centuries. Since we are rarely permitted to eat meat, the question of whether fowl is meat or not is of great moment. The barnacle goose in particular some consider to be a fish, because it nests so close to the sea, and it can thus be eaten during Lent.

Terce is observed mid-morning; it is called one of the Little Hours of prayer, a brief moment of worship that always helps to keep me going a little longer. Then we celebrate the mass, with the Abbot presiding at the altar. All the candles are lit, a forest of lights illuminating the dim interior of the chapel, glinting off the crucifix, the chalice and the reliquaries, small boxes of wood holding the precious bones of St Donat and St Honeste, verified by the Archbishop and carefully wrapped in marbled paper and tied with red ribbon.

The light seems to shine from the chalice itself as I drink, and that is the moment I most cherish, remembering the sacrifice of the Lord’s blood, resolving to try harder to devote my own life to worship Him and the world He has made.

When we return to the cloister it is hot. It is the Hour of sext, and the Midi sun is high in the sky. All is quiet – the birds have ceased singing – only the buzzing of the bees and flies can be heard. The Angelus bell is rung from the great clocher of the monastery, its sound pealing across the fields. Everyone in the fields waits for the Angelus, a signal to stop, rest, say the noonday prayers, and eat the midday repast in the shade of the trees.

Before entering the refectory we ritually wash our hands and tonsured pates at the deep stone sink on the west corner of the cloister. My head feels smooth again because we were all shaved yesterday, one after another, in preparation for the feast. My habit and scapular are freshly washed.

In the kitchen the beans have been taken from the fire, the pots washed as St Benedict recommended. The new loaves have been taken from the ovens each side of the fireplace, the stone floor swept, and fresh rushes laid down. We wait for Father Bartolomeu, the Abbot, to enter the refectory, and wash his hands in the ewer of water held for him at the door. Each place is laid with plate, bread and a small cup of wine, covered with a little sprig of box to keep off the flies and, beside it, a twig of vine dipped in glue as a fly trap. We have taken only bread and water so far today, and the newly harvested beans are served, with a dish of onions and cabbages from the potager, the vegetable garden, mixed with wild green leaves of nettle and sorrel. Tomorrow, for the Feast of Our Lady, we will eat trout from the fishpond, lavender-scented honey from the beehives, fresh goat’s cheese wrapped in bay leaves and figs from the orchard.

The food is blessed, we take our napkins from our bread and the reading begins. Today’s text is the ‘Lives of the Popes’, specially chosen as a suitable hardship for the fast. It is dull and the reader stumbles often. We eat in silence, signing to each other for our needs. I make the sign for more bread, using the first fingers and thumbs of both hands to make a circle, like a small bun.

St Benedict recommends five hours of manual labour a day. This is fulfilled by the brothers with work in the kitchen – preparing meals, washing the cooking vessels – and chopping wood to feed the fire and the bread ovens. We scythe hay for the goats and cows, thresh and grind the wheat and make bread for the poor of the village. We must also tend the animals – the sheep grazing the pasture beside the river, and, of course, the donkeys. We are called Les frères des ânes, the donkey brothers. When the Brothers must go abroad in the Lord’s work, rescuing poor Christian folk from the Moorish infidel, they always travel by donkey, and it is important the animals are well fed, and not lame.

I have responsibility for the herb garden, where we grow herbs and medicinal plants, for cooking and treating ailments. One of our most important duties is to care for the sick and needy and there are many in need in the village of Mosset. The lavender is ready to cut, so the flowers can be pressed for oil. It has so many uses: for bites and stings, rheumatism, and burns, as well as relieving tension and insomnia. The yellow flowers of St John’s Wort, good for wounds and bruises, and used to dispel melancholy, are already steeping in oil in the sun. I nibble a few feathery leaves of chervil which we can add to the salad tomorrow; it is excellent for cleansing the blood. A little comfrey will ease brother Antoine’s bronchitis. The hyssop is thriving. Pliny said that ‘bruises disappear under applications of hyssop’, and we use it to prevent the spread of infection. The juniper too is good when the plague comes: we burn it to cleanse the air in the sickroom. The rosemary hedge around the garden is growing tall; we burn sprigs sometimes as incense and prescribe rosemary tea for all manner of complaints as well as for stimulating the memory. They say that the bush will grow for thirty-three years, until it reaches the height Christ was when he was crucified, and then it dies. I weed carefully around the rue, since the leaves sometimes give blisters, but it is so good for the eyesight, and we sprinkle it, ‘the herb of grace’, before exorcisms.

The Feast of the Assumption of Our Lady is the day when we will pray for the healing power of these herbs in the months to come. It is also the time to bless the orchards, animals and fields around us. The next thirty days are Our Lady’s Thirty days, the most blessed time of year, when all food is especially nourishing, all water healthy and invigorating. They say that a swim on the Feast of the Assumption or in the following thirty days will keep you healthy for the whole of the next year. Perhaps the Abbot will permit a swim in the river tomorrow. It is hot already and here in the cloister garden I need the big flat hat. Mount Canigou is clearly visible, and I recall as I work the psalm ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help’.

By mid-afternoon the day is fading. We pray at this hour for a holy death. The Abbot says we must have death at all times before our eyes. He says that knowledge of death helps us to live fully. It is as if one’s whole life is played out every day as the sun rises and sets.

I return to the monastery in time for Vespers and the lighting of the lamps. All have put away their tools, and taken off their aprons, ready for the solemn celebration of vespers as the sun sets before the darkness descends. The wind has ceased now and it is quiet, serene. The trees are silhouettes in the dusk, and the first evening star appears. After vespers we walk in the cloister garden, where, with the warmth of the soil and the splashing of the fountain, the scent rises from the herbs we have carefully tended. There is the fragrance of lavender, rosemary, and thyme, recommended for infections of the throat, and good in a pillow for dispelling nightmares. As I brush past I can smell the vervain, a magical plant that keeps witches at bay, and is excellent for headaches when it is made into tea. I pause in my meditation to rub the leaves of santolina between my fingers, releasing the pungent medicinal smell that repels insects when the leaves are strewn on the floor.

As the night silence descends, all we can hear are the crickets and frogs. Moths are fluttering to the lamps and a bat swoops low. We return to the cloister, where the stones still feel warm from the sun, and sup briefly, a meagre ration of cheese and bread and a little wine. It is time for the three short psalms of compline to end the day, and then sleep. As darkness falls, the circle of the day is completed.

‘A peaceful night and a perfect end grant us,’ we pray, and then exhort each other, ‘Be vigilant,’ as the night and its demons descend around us. The Abbot sprinkles holy water over us, and I am comforted. ‘He has commanded the angels to guard you in all your ways so that you would not even dash your foot against a stone.’

Tomorrow we will rise again and follow the same pattern and I am grateful for such order, such peace. The tendency to be weary, melancholic, in despair, the sin of accidie that besets all monks from time to time, is best held at bay by the simple repetitions of the Hours of prayer and worship. You can follow the path even without knowing its end.

Now in the month of May at the beginning of the third millennium we are planning to use the chapel again. After two hundred years there will be music and singing once more, with a concert in honour of Martha’s birthday. A soprano and a mezzosoprano, accompanied by a pianist, will perform a selection of classical music and songs to an audience of eighty of Martha’s friends and ours. The pieces – by Bach, Mendelssohn, Strauss, Debussy, Berlioz, Satie – are Martha’s favourites and the walls of the chapel have been hung with paintings and sculptures by friends, mainly local artists, most of whom she has previously exhibited in her own gallery in Suffolk.

All the ancient dust has been swept out, and plaster scraped away to reveal the painted crosses and patterned frescos hidden for centuries. Thirty years of straw have been shovelled out and reused as mulch for the new olive hedge.

The chapel is still in serious need of restoration – we need a roof fund, perhaps with one of those thermometers they put outside ailing churches in England; we need to fix the great gaping crack in one corner that scars the wall from vault to floor; we need to reopen blocked-up windows and we must restore the precious frescos. But for now the walls have been painted white, curtains obscure the rubble over the crypt, and clever lighting illuminates the fresco in the apse, the rounded east end of the chapel where the altar once stood.

Delighted to find a kindred soul in this obscure mountain village, we have become close friends with Martha since we met here over ten years ago. This is perhaps not surprising, on reflection, since we were both seeking the same things: beauty, tranquillity, mountains, a different space. Martha’s fridge broke down yesterday, the day she arrived from England, where she lives most of the time, and the day before her birthday party. The obliging marchand in Prades who supplies our gas stoves, washing machines and wood stoves tried to deliver it here instead of her house. We both agree that we are flattered to be mistaken for each other. Despite the fact that she is Swiss and I am English, to people here we are both foreign women of a certain age, independent, bossy, bespectacled, with only one child apiece, and a peculiar penchant for buying dilapidated old mills and monasteries.

Before the concert we plan a reception in our garden. We have never had so many people here before but everything has been so well organized I haven’t even needed to make a list. Glasses have been bought and borrowed, the fridge is jammed with Blanquette de Limoux, our local champagne, and our ten-year-old son Theo has carefully drawn signs for les toilettes.

Outside in the garden, now the wind has dropped the air is still, a few clouds hover over the mountain peaks in the distance and blur the blue sky, but it is warm. Thrushes and blackbirds are singing, a cuckoo calls, and swallows are diving. The grass has been trimmed and geraniums have been placed judiciously to mask the remaining piles of rubble. Under the shade of the big pine tree a table is laid with a white linen embroidered cloth and a big terracotta bowl of cherries. Miraculously the cherries on our trees have ripened just in time and Miles, my husband, and Theo have been picking them assiduously. An hour suffices to fill a basket with dark-red sweet cherries, and still leaves plenty of time for Theo to climb to the top branches, stuff his mouth with ripe fruit and practise cherry-stone spitting as well. If the branches are too high to reach they pull them down with the hook of the wooden bishop’s crook that my brother Simon, who died five years ago now, left to Theo in his will.

Jacqueline has just delivered a tray of fresh goat’s cheeses; white, crumbly, mild, they are perfect with cherries. Jacqueline is short, stocky, dark-haired, warmly friendly, ready to chat when she is selling her cheese in the village square. She keeps goats on a farm just above the village on the way up to the Col de Jau, the mountain pass that separates this valley in Roussillon, French Catalonia, from the Languedoc, the Aude department and France proper. She is not from here, not Catalan; she is from the Languedoc, she says. To the local Catalans it is still another foreign world over there; one of the village gateways is still called the Porte de France.

We pick herbs from the garden to decorate the plates of cheese – sprays of spiky rosemary, soft grey leaves of sage, sprigs of thyme with minute blue flowers. After four years of planting tiny cuttings the herbs have grown tall, and I love to weed among them, rubbing the leaves between my fingers to release their fragrance. The cloister garden is still theoretical, since only two sides of the ruined walls remain standing, and it is divided into two terraces due to the incline on which the monastery is built. But now we can walk around it like the monks, or snooze among the bees and lavender in more secular style. One day we will move the old stone stoup, once used for holy water, and make a fountain in the middle of the cloister. For now there is a swing and a sandpit.

I go to pick scented yellow broom and white valerian to decorate the house. It is only later I discover the colours of white and gold are right for Ascension Day, the ritual colours for the end of May. Now I wonder if the colours worn by the priests at all the seasons of the church – the red for Pentecost, the gold for Christmas, the purple for Lent – were dictated by seasonal flowers.

The pine trees murmuring in the gentle breeze give us shade and accommodate a natural orchestra of thrushes, finches and sparrows, so many they weigh down the branches. A row of cypresses now stand sentinel at the end of the lower terrace where steps lead down to the field and river below. Cypresses, a recent innovation in this area, were at first scorned by the locals. What use were they after all? You can’t eat them, and they provide no shade. But they add definition to the landscape, punctuating the horizontal lines of the abandoned terraces that rib the hillsides of the valley.

The peach trees that used to surround the monastery were all cut down last year. The EEC and cheap Spanish peaches made them uneconomic and the chemicals they had to be sprayed with poisoned the land. Next autumn we will plant lavender instead, and already I imagine the chapel surrounded by rows of purple scented lavender, and a lifetime’s supply of lavender oil. Hans is busy cutting the grass around the peach-tree stumps to provide car parking for the concert guests, a lifetime of Martha’s friends arriving from all over the world. Hans is a Dutchman who was a careers adviser in Holland until two years ago, when he advised himself to move to Mosset and run a donkey-trekking outfit instead. He loves this new outdoor life, his ruddy face tanned brown and his plumpness turned to muscle. He prides himself on his work-scarred hands, his new peasant persona, and cherishes being part of the village community. Propping up the bar, beer in hand, as if he has been there for decades, Hans mercilessly practises his French on anyone who will listen. He waves cheerfully at every neighbour who drives past the field as he chops logs and cuts the grass. The villagers note with respect how hard he works.

Albert, another Dutchman, as urbane as Hans is earthy, with a wonderful beak nose and thick curly hair, in rose-pink shirt and purple shorts, is adjusting the lighting for the frescos in the chapel. He is exhibiting several of his paintings and a large zinc screen, swirling abstracts of deep blue and orange oils inscribed with fragments of hieroglyphic writing. Albert was a theatre director in Amsterdam, until he lost his hearing and turned successful sculptor instead. He lives here in the summer months with his partner Robert, a retired teacher, currently remaking himself as a Dutch Charles Trenet, crooning sentimental French chansons. Albert is happily celebrating his second grandchild; he was married and had a son before he met Robert. I relish the fact that we have not one but two gay grandfathers in this remote little village. The other, a retired Englishman who runs a bed-and-breakfast and sings in a local choir, has helped to clean the chapel, with the aid of his super-powerful vacuum cleaner.

I want to strew the church floor with bay leaves, lavender and rosemary as the monks would have done, but Albert demurs and I content myself with great baskets of lavender, the armfuls I have cut and dried every year, and lighting incense to mask the whiff of cow that we can still smell when the doors and windows of the chapel have been closed too long.

Bob and Gwen arrive with two huge canvases strapped to the roof of their green Citroën. Bob, big, muscular, with close-shaved head and football shorts, helps Gwen – who is tiny, dark and intense – hang her huge dramatic paintings: abstract expressionistic slashes of orange, yellow, black and vibrant green. They are British artists who have lived here in Mosset for ten years, opening their studios to show their work and kick-starting what is rapidly turning into an artists’ community. Bob drills a hole in the wall in order to attach a great slab of soot-blackened stone, rescued from a hearth, echoed in the photographic collage he hangs next to it. It is typical of his work, which mixes found objects – burnt wood, stones, fragments of metal and glass – with an imaginary landscape of photographs and fierce heavily worked oils.

So many people have contributed to the chapel cleanup: the holes in the floor have been filled with cement, the walls whitewashed, and a huge wooden beam that supported the hayloft has been wrenched from the wall. Hans has tackled the centuries of dust, emerging from time to time looking like a chimney sweep, with trickles of sweat making runnels through the thick grey dust that coated him from head to toe.

Yesterday the mayor of Mosset himself arrived, with the loan of a baby-grand piano wrapped in blankets on a flatbed trailer. The pianist is practising now, the piano tuner listening attentively, and music fills the building. The acoustics meet with approval. The singers are waiting to practise, too. They are women, women singing here for the first time perhaps.

This is our life in a postcard, in a monastery that lies at the centre of the Castellane valley in the foothills of the Pyrenees. It was only when we spotted the card in the rack in the village épicerie during our first summer here that we discovered the monastery is the favourite subject for local postcards. I like giving instructions for visitors and deliveries. ‘It is the chapel with the Romanesque bell tower, on the left, past the ferme auberge.’
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Monastery for sale

We had always wanted to buy something unusual, and looked at the oddest places before we found Corbiac. The South of France had long been my dream, ever since staying on a rose farm near Vence, where we woke surrounded by flowers and flocks of white doves on the lawn. I was ravished by tales of making love in mountains of rose petals. We revelled in the terracotta-roofed villages, sunshine glinting off the sea, fields of aromatic lavender and gathering bunches of wild mountain thyme from the hillsides. We visited houses in the Luberon, magnificently restored farmhouses with stone floors and cool dim kitchens, and picnicked high in the mountains, feasting on perfect peaches, ripe red tomatoes, fragrant orange melons. I had found a life so much more warm, sensual and colourful than my cold Northern English upbringing and I was hooked.

Our first attempt to turn the dream into reality, however, was typically ludicrous. When a Parisian friend told us about a house in Corsica he was thinking of buying with his lawyer, we saw our chance, counted up our building society accounts and decided that the Corsican nationalists, with their nasty habit of blowing up cars and buildings as a protest against French rule, were probably not so bad really.

We arranged to meet our French friend out there, flew to Ajaccio and took a train right across the mountainous heart of the island. Corsica is very wild and very beautiful and we were totally smitten. Napoleon said he could smell the herb-scented maquis of his native island from several miles out to sea, and I could understand why. Walking in the wild hills of Cap de Corse, through fields full of spring flowers and herbs, among clouds of multicoloured butterflies, I truly thought myself in paradise. The beaches were deserted and I swam in sea that was crystal clear, perhaps still the cleanest in the Mediterranean. Visiting a place with a view to buying property is a fine way to learn about it, I decided: everything becomes invested with so much more significance and the pleasures are enhanced by the thought of establishing a permanent grasp.

In the event, our flaky Parisian friend never even turned up and our level of communication with the Corsican lawyer was pretty limited. The house in question turned out to be four ruined walls, rent with huge cracks, on a precipice overlooking the bay of Bastia in the north of Corsica. The view was spectacular, but the house barely existed. The fact that it was called Hangman’s House did not increase our confidence. It was being sold by the lawyer’s uncle, the Comte de Corse. When we enquired about the threat from the Corsican Nationalists, he simply said, ‘Is no problem. We kill them.’ Agile goats picked their way over the craggy rocks on the hillside and scattered below were the rusting skeletons of cars that had not made it round the hairpin bends. I fantasized about establishing a herb farm, calculating the cost of packets of herbs in London. We considered how we would rebuild the house, but even to us it was pretty clear that the whole idea was completely insane.

We moved to New York for several years while Miles wrote a biography of poet Allen Ginsberg and, apart from brief sojourns in the Hamptons and a trip to New Mexico, where I became enamoured of adobe houses and we considered buying a ruined house in a desert ghost town, my exotic rural fantasies were put on hold. Miles in any case was perfectly happy with city life; indeed, he would most of all prefer to live in a hotel in New York. Even then my favourite places in the urban sophistication of Manhattan were the farmers’ markets full of fresh rural produce, stalls piled high with pumpkins and apples, and the Cloisters, part of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in Fort Tryon Park at the northern tip of Manhattan. I sometimes escaped the bustle of the city to the scented medieval herb garden of the museum high above the Hudson river, and fantasized about one day creating my own.

When we returned to England my dreams of cottages, cats and babies resurfaced. Despite Miles’s reluctance my fantasies prevailed. He has always found that the best way to deal with all my proposals is to say yes: it avoids argument and they rarely come to anything anyway. In this case, however, his method backfired. I suppose he is also a victim of feminism in his commitment to equality and personal freedom. He has always encouraged me to go my own way.

We began looking at rural properties in England, starting with an unconverted stone barn in Herefordshire. It was literally on the Welsh border, in the Black Mountains, and even then I loved the idea of living on a frontier, that I would be in England overlooking a Welsh hill. Two countries for the price of one, in a way, and all the intriguing elements of the conjunction of the two. The barn could have been splendidly converted but the farmer wanted more than we could afford to spend, since it was going to take twice as much again to render it habitable, and we reluctantly abandoned that idea.

We scanned property pages and particulars and considered all sorts of bizarre follies, making one gruelling round trip all the way to North Wales, to see a property on the Menai Straits, overlooking the vast sweep of sandy bay where the Sixties cult TV series The Prisoner was made. It was little more than a beach hut, with no services and really only two rooms. Still, Churchill had painted there and the owner had added a small tower with a flagpole. It was reached by walking across the sand, the same sand the property’s toilets and drains emptied onto. It was a silly amount of money and it was much too far


























































Afterword

Telling the Tale of the Tribe

It is over ten years now since this book was published. Many readers have written to me in appreciation. A few have even moved here. And a lot have visited Mosset and taken photos of the monastery of Corbiac. Many things have changed, but the essentials remain the same. I cherish more than ever the elements I craved when I first came to the Pyrenees, understand them for the luxuries they are; the fresh air, the space, the moon and stars in a deep night sky, picking cherries from the tree.

The village of Mosset and the Castellane valley still follow the traditional rhythms of a rural community; chopping and stacking wood for winter, gathering mushrooms on damp autumn mornings, leading the cows up to summer pastures, hanging their washing in the communal lavoire, leaping over the bonfire on St John’s night, squabbling over land rights. The village is livelier now. The library has expanded – proud to be the smallest village in France with a library of its own. A new epicerie has replaced Yvette’s gloomy shop. They still have picture postcards of the monastery, and now they sell this book, and the others that subsequently emerged from this experience.

More young people have arrived in the village, families with children. The school is thriving, and they still go for lunch every day in the village café, a well supervised crocodile of shining young faces trotting through the village square at the stroke of midday. And not a few of the village children have grown up and stayed on, living in yurts, growing their own food, working as carpenters or shepherds, preferring this life to the wider world.

Best of all it has become a village of song. After the concert in the chapel of Corbiac back in 2001, the idea of a village opera emerged. In 2003 the first performance, The Barber of Seville, was staged in the courtyard of the old chateau in the village. It was a splendid event, with most of the village contributing: singing, dancing, playing instruments, building sets, sewing costumes, preparing food. We celebrated afterwards with a giant paella in the village square, everyone astonished they had pulled it off, a moment of community, of harmony, that remains unforgettable for me. Since then the Opera de Mosset has become a highly successful local event, attended by thousands, with villagers and professionals working and rehearsing for months in advance.

I still consider Mosset my village. It is a small enough community to know who has died, the babies born, the accidents, people’s joys and sorrows. Sometimes I am asked if I feel integrated. No, not really, but accepted, yes. I realize that there is a certain glass basement there, a limit to how deep I can go. I will never drink the legendary eau de vipère (made from a live viper, drowned in eau-de-vie, its death throes adding to the flavour) or know if they were just putting me on. They will never, ever tell me their favoured mushroom locations.
 
But I feel I have had a role there – what I think of as telling the tale of the tribe. The village recently received the accolade, ‘One of the prettiest villages of France’. Once the monastery was classified as a historic monument, (‘Tell us what you want to do and we will say no.’) Mosset could claim the two monuments historiques required. There was a great village celebration, and the mayor read a translation from this book to describe the community, ‘All ages and several nationalities: French, Catalan, Spanish, Dutch, Belgian, Algerian, Chilean, English. There were singles, gays, lesbians, divorcees both with different partners, adopted children, foster children, even a few conventional legitimate offspring. Teetotallers and pot-smokers, fascists and feminists, politicans and beekeepers, farmers, gardeners, teachers, potters, donkey-owners, tinkers, tailors, soldiers, sailors, beggarmen and, doubtless, thieves too.’ It was one of the proudest moments of my life.

During the opera lavender is strewn in the village streets scenting the air as it is crushed by passing feet. The lavender is grown at Corbiac, a great swathe of fragrant purple plants in front of the monastery just as I had always dreamed. At Corbiac itself the chapel roof has been renewed, the cloister arches opened, new frescoes discovered and now undergoing restoration. The original church doorway has been revealed at last, with its inscription to Notre Dame de Corbiac around the arch. The Doctor of Stones is still at work. The two olive trees we planted – what I always thought of as our marriage trees – have grown solid and strong, despite the doubts of local farmers.

Just as I always dreamed. But we are no longer the owners, having accepted the inevitable. Two writers attempting to restore a Romanesque monastery . . . Selling it was as bizarre and complicated a process as buying it in the first place. Our builder, the Doctor of Stones, a brusque Yorkshireman, said ‘don’t let anybody read this book, or they’ll never buy the place’. I had always intended to be as honest as possible about the process, determined not to paint too rosy a picture.

People who want to buy monasteries are a very particular bunch. They included a marble merchant who wanted to use the chapel for stone carving, Sufis who felt there was not enough space for a helicopter to land, a community of monks (it wasn’t remote enough for them) a woman with nine children, an acupuncturist to the stars, from California, who wanted to buy it without even seeing it, an English architect who planned to turn the chapel into apartments (‘Hell, no’. we said.) Eventually the perfect buyers emerged, passionately committed to the building and willing to dedicate themselves to the restoration. We have become good friends and have been privileged to remain involved in the process.

And then what did we do? Find another crazy house, of course. Not far away, further downriver, closer to Canigou. But that is another story.

By writing this book I found what was in my heart. I hope you enjoy the story as much as I have.

Rosemary Bailey

April 2013


www.rosemarybailey.com

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corbiac


About the Author

Rosemary Bailey has written two further books about the Pyrenees. The Man who Married a Mountain (Bantam Books, 2005) followed the romantic 19th century mountaineer, Sir Henry Russell-Killough, in his quest for the sublime. Her most recent book, Love and War in the Pyrenees, (Weidenfeld & Nicolson 2008)  is an investigation of the Second World War, combining her own travels with contemporary interviews, documents and  letters, described by the Jewish Chronicle as, ‘A quiet triumph of historical reconstruction’.

Rosemary Bailey is a fellow of the Royal Literary Fund and teaches writing for the Arvon Writers’ Foundation and runs her own writers’ retreats in the Pyrenees.

www.rosemarybailey.com


TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
A Random House Group Company
www.penguin.co.uk


Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.



[image: Penguin logo]



First published in Great Britain in 2002 by Bantam Press

an imprint of Transworld Publishers

Bantam Books edition published 2002

Copyright © Rosemary Bailey 2002


Extracts taken from:

Catalan France by Basil Collier (J M Dent & Sons Ltd, 1939), The Romantic Roussillon by Isabel Savory (T Fisher Unwin Ltd, 1919), The Pyrenees Crown by Hilaire Belloc (Methuen & Co, 1928) reproduced by kind permission of Peters Fraser & Dunlop.


Rosemary Bailey has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.


Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material; should there be any omissions in this respect we apologize and shall be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.


A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.


Version 1.0 Epub ISBN 9781409057932
ISBN 9780553813418 


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

OEBPS/images/img003.jpg
CORBIAC

Jrond door
owks fireplace and bread overs
onk's kilchen
chapel
gokic arch
e
Irescoes
hermitc cave
S bt

R I N

0
1
3
3
%
15
3
”

cloister

cast door

terrace

conrigard

cloister garth
cloister wall

rived cloiser wail
o the Castellane iver





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
liSCz\ﬁPF. TIONIEESERIEIN@HEEYRENBIES

ROS B M A RY BAIILIEY

REVISEID A NEBAUPDATER EDITICIN





OEBPS/images/img001.jpg
]

Z /‘»&A PYREN/" ES-
i n D

ORI/E, TALES
RN

/ij\rﬂd,gl Bamg% 2 %Perplgnan

Prad&se






OEBPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





