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To Carey and Lily




Foreword

Imagine being dumped into a British orphanage at the age of seven and discovering that your name causes other boys to laugh.

Idle?

Yes.

Are you idle?

Yes.

Ha ha ha.

At home I was always called Eric, but at boarding school first names were eschewed, and now, puzzlingly, my last name brought laughter and I learned that idle means lazy, indolent, shiftless, slothful, sluggish, work-shy, pointless, futile and worthless. Worse, its homonym idol popped up regularly in the Old Testament on Sundays, our day off, when we were obliged to go to the school chapel twice, morning and evening. Whenever someone read aloud about the Children of Israel worshipping idols, a hundred and fifty boys turned to grin at me and I blushed to my roots, shamed by my own name.

No wonder I became a comedian. I’ll decide when they laugh! I suppose that nomenclature also caused me never to be idle in my life. I’ve worked hard ever since.

The Royal Wolverhampton School was actually only half an orphanage, because I was only half an orphan. The Royal Air Force kindly paid for my education, which was only fair as they didn’t return my dad from World War II, and I found myself in an institution where no one had any fathers. A plaque on our bungalow wall said that Sgt. E. Idle had given his life for King and Country. It seemed an odd thing to do. I couldn’t remember my dad, but Mum had photographs of his grave, smartly lined up in ranks in a military cemetery.

The war, of course, was very recent, and there were bomb sites everywhere. We had rationing until the early fifties, and butter, sugar, flour, meat, petrol – everything – had to come out of Mum’s ration book. In films and in books, the Brits fought bravely against the Nazis or attempted to escape from German prisoner of war camps in high castles. We called our school with its high walls Colditz, after the most famous one, and, since it had until recently been an orphanage, it was also known as the Ophney.

As if in preparation for the next war, senior boys turned pale at breakfast when their National Service call-up papers arrived. To ready us for this horror, once a week we dressed in itchy army uniforms and were marched up and down the playground, yelled at by professional sergeants from a nearby army base. After eight years in the CCF (the Combined Cadet Force) I had learned arms drills, map reading, the way to strip a Bren gun blindfold and how to crawl over the Welsh hills in full army gear. This would come in handy later for filming. Indeed, if you add in how to sneak about in the dark, and how to survive in large groups of men, then almost everything I learned about life I learned first at boarding school.

The rest I learned in Provence.

This book is a travel book for people who like to stay at home. It’s the unlikely story of how an Englishman ran away from rainy England to build a house between two of the most beautiful villages in France. It’s about what I did when I wasn’t dressing up as a carrot or freezing in a frock, screaming at other British men dressed up as their mothers.

It’s a love letter to Provence, a thank-you and a valentine to my favourite place.

Kublai Khan had his Stately Pleasure Dome. The Prince Regent, his Brighton Pavilion. Churchill, Blenheim Palace. I had a house in Provence.

Actually, to be fair, it wasn’t a house. At first it was only a shack, but now, after fifty years, it’s become a shackeau.

Sincere thanks to all my friends who have shared my secret getaway, and a particular thanks to the people of Cotignac, who have smiled and nodded to me as I have gone from a young, virile twenty-eight-year-old to an eighty-three-year-old man hobbling around the familiar streets in search of croissants and a baguette. You have made me happy, and happiness is the great gift of life. To my first wife, Lyn, who found the place and gave me my son, Carey, thank you so very much; and heartfelt thanks to my second wife, Tania, the love of my life, who gave me my daughter, Lily, and who over the last forty-nine years has helped me turn a tiny cabanon into an eccentric villa. Finally, my gratitude to the Universe, which gets so little thanks these days, for reminding us just how small and unimportant we are and how fortunate we are to be here at all.

Eric Idle

Cotignac, 2026
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CHAPTER 1

Provence in the Seventies

In late 1970, six iconic American culinary figures – including Julia Child, James Beard and M.F.K. Fisher – gathered in Provence to cook, eat, drink, bicker and compare recipes. In the bitter cold Provençal winter of January 1971 they finally left the south of France, returning home to the United States to create a gastronomic revolution. Cuisine would never be the same again.

A few months later, in July 1971, a skinny Englishman arrived on holiday with his wife to stay in a tiny cabin in the heart of Provence. Cuisine would remain unaffected, but comedy would – maybe, a bit, perhaps, eventually – never quite be the same again. For this young man was part of a semi-legendary comedy group, a snakelike circus that would spend fifty years encircling the globe and which would eventually strangle the world. Monty Python was only two years old, but, amazingly, it would go on to corrupt entire generations. Provence had nothing to do with this, but it did make life a whole lot better for that young man who spent fifty years building a house there, for that young man was me.

It wasn’t my first visit to Provence. On 7 July 1969, the day before six young men began to film Monty Python’s Flying Circus for the BBC, I married Lyn Ashley, an Australian actress. There was a splendid party. The next day, while the rest of the Pythons set off for Paignton to carry donkeys up and down the beach, Lyn and I flew off to Nice, where we had been invited by our friends Marty Feldman, the great comedian, and his wife, Lauretta, to spend our honeymoon with them on Cap d’Antibes. It’s important to have a comedian on your honeymoon because it gives you something else to laugh about, and we happily lay around on loungers, sipping cold drinks, occasionally slipping into the warm sea, and of course laughing our asses off. That was my first taste of the south of France, and it was pretty idyllic. Who knew I would spend the rest of my life building a house there? Or why? Lyn and I had tasted the legendary pleasures of Provence, and soon we would be back.

But how did Provence itself begin? Well, oddly, with the Romans.

What have they ever done for us?

Well, they gave us Provence. Today it spans six départements of France,fn1 but back then they called it simply Provincia Romana. If you had been in the Roman army for twenty years and survived the furious battles in the Rhineland forests, been ambushed by Hunnish tribes, fought the Gauls (who were divided into three parts), or landed on the freezing beaches of Britain to fight savages dressed only in blue paint (all woads lead to Wome), and you beat those mad bastards all the way to Scotland, where you found warriors so ferocious that the only thing to do was build a wall and walk away – then, if you were still alive, as a reward you received a piece of land in Provence to retire on, with some vines and tomatoes and possibly a chicken or two.

Why not let the retired legionaries back into Italy? Unemployed and trained to kill – are you kidding me? No, keep them in Provence, where they can get pissed and bicker, building bridges and villas and colosseums to fight gladiators in and throw Christians to the goats (or whatever the Provençal equivalent of showbiz was at that time).

They built temples and cities – big ones like Marseille and Montpellier, Orange and Fréjus – and brought fresh water hundreds of miles from the Alps, over an incredible three-storey aqueduct just outside Nîmes called the Pont du Gard, and Provence became a thriving centre, far from the roiling turmoil of the cut-throat political world of Rome. Of course, there was still a bit of throat-cutting in Provence. Occasionally Barbarians (anyone not Roman) would pass through on horseback from Germany, or on foot from flooding Denmark, or on elephant from Spain, to invade Rome and teach them a lesson. Generals and armies would then be hurriedly sent north, and enormous battles would be fought to prevent the capital from being pillaged.

In one such conflict, in 102 BC near the Mont Sainte-Victoire, General Caius Marius faced an enormous body of invading Danish tribes fleeing from floods. He had been shadowing these refugees all the way down the Rhône valley without offering battle. They had just passed him, yelling insults and telling him they would soon be sleeping with his wife and daughters in Rome, when he suddenly fell on them, taking them completely by surprise. So many of the invaders were killed in this brief engagement that their bodies were left to rot unburied in the summer heat. The place stank so much they called it Pourrières, the name coming from ‘rotten fields’, ‘champs pourris’, or campi putridi in Latin. It’s not far from where I live, and it’s a pretty little village today, though fortunately it has stopped smelling. The region is so beautiful that Cézanne went to live there many centuries later, painting lots of pictures of the Mont St Victoire but none with any dead bodies in them. Which to my mind is a pity. But at least they don’t smell.


PUBLISHER INTERRUPTION

LISTEN, ERIC, WE DIDN’T COME HERE FOR A BLOODY HISTORY LESSON. ALL WE WANT IS A CHEAP LAUGH AND A LITTLE DIRT ABOUT HOW THE OTHER HALF LOVE. WE WANT CELEBRITY, WE WANT BAD BEHAVIOUR, WE WANT DRUNKENNESS AND DRUGS AND POSSIBLY A BIT OF SHAGGING, NOT A BLOODY GUIDEBOOK.



Oh, sorry.


PUBLISHER INTERRUPTION

YOU WANT THE ADVANCE?



Yes, please.


PUBLISHER INTERRUPTION

WELL, THEN GET ON WITH IT. PROVENCE. LAVENDER. PINK WINE. QUAINT LOCALS. THAT SORT OF THING.



So where did my story really begin?


PUBLISHER INTERRUPTION

THAT’S IT.



Right. Got it.




CHAPTER 2

So Where Did My Story Really Begin?

I suppose it began over dinner at a London restaurant in the early summer of 1971, and it was all down to Jim, my old friend from Cambridge, who in those days was still my young friend from Cambridge. Jim Beach, memorably dubbed ‘Miami’ by Freddie Mercury, was the manager of Queen and for a time Monty Python, and he was played, enviably, in the movie Bohemian Rhapsody by Tom Hollander. There is quite a bit of bickering among the surviving Pythons about which of us will get to be played by Tom Hollander in the movie about us, which has yet to be written, produced or, let’s face it, even proposed. He looks most like our late lamented pal Mr Jones, but Terry’s sad demise has left Michael Palin and me arguing deeply about which of us Tom Hollander would play best. Obviously, he doesn’t have the legs to play me, but he is funny. Still, so is Michael. John Cleese, of course, is right out.

So my blonde, Australian wife, Lyn, and I were dining with Jim and Carol Hall, a young opera singer, in one of London’s cheaper restaurants. Though we had been very busy making two BBC series (twenty-six half-hour shows), several albums, a movie of the highlights of the first two series for Columbia Pictures, and a special for Austrian TV where we spoke entirely in German – and I was currently editing a new Python book for Christmas – Monty Python had yet to pay us very much, and Lyn and I were complaining loudly about how we hadn’t had a holiday in ages. Complaining loudly in restaurants is one of the hallmarks of eating in the capital, and Londoners are highly proficient at it. They’re not as noisy as New Yorkers, I’ll grant you, but they are a lot more whiny. And so we whined and dined.

Jim, my friend since Cambridge Footlights days, and Carol listened patiently to this rant while Lyn nodded sympathetically. Python was due to begin writing another series of the Flying Circus for the BBC in September before heading north to film as soon as the weather became cold and uncomfortable enough. We always filmed in winter because BBC camera crews were much cheaper then. Usually we travelled up to the Yorkshire moors to wrestle in drag in freezing pig shit, but this year our Scottish director had decided to go much further. Scotland was to be our location, which at that time of year had even fewer hours of daylight.

Why would we go there?

Simple. Less light, less shooting, more time in the pub.

So, I insisted, Lyn and I must have a holiday, but, alas, we had nowhere to go.

There was a short silence, and then Carol spoke up.

‘You should go and stay with Diana. She has a little cabanon she rents out in Entrecasteaux.’

Cabanon? Entrecasteaux? Diana? What are these words?

‘You’ll love it,’ she said, and firmly took control.

Entrecasteaux, we discovered, was in Provence, but it was a long way inland from Antibes, and this time there would be no major comedians to keep us giggling. In fact, it was so remote there were no telephones, and booking involved an exchange of telegrams. Fortunately, this mysterious Diana did have a vacancy, and we could go and stay with her immediately, but only for a week. Remembering we also had friends with a holiday home nearby in Collobrières, we sent them a begging telegram, optimistically booked a return for three weeks later, and climbed aboard the next available British Airways flight to Nice.




CHAPTER 3

Diana

Speeding happily along a brand-new autoroute in a sporty rental in glorious sunshine, we were surprised when the motorway ended abruptly, ejecting us into the real Provence, with its narrow roads and confusing road signs. Struggling to follow the directions on a tiny pencil map sent by this mysterious Diana, we crawled along behind flatulent lorries across old bridges to squeeze through ancient villages. Often lost, we didn’t care. This was spectacular scenery, and we were finally on holiday. The twentieth century fell away. The past is another country, and we were in it.

On a tiny road just outside Entrecasteaux, we found the promised red rags tied to a tree, which pointed out the bumpy driveway up to an old stone farmhouse, where we were greeted by a beaming Diana.

‘You found it!’ she said.

‘Yes,’ we said, ‘it was easy.’

Diana, a deeply tanned, dark-haired American divorcée of un certain age,fn1 welcomed us with warm bowls of tea. Around her on the grass an assorted symphony of young musicians lay reading, writing and sleeping. Here, she survived by making hand-tatted rugs from rags on her foot-pedalled sewing machine, while renting out rooms, alcoves and mattresses to impoverished singers. Her lovely home was a delightful old two-storey farmhouse – with low doorways and tiled floors. An ancient stairway with worn stone steps twisted upstairs to the bedrooms. As we sat around her table under the shade of a tilleul tree, eating fresh cherries and delicious homemade cake, Lyn and I gazed, enchanted, at the view of endless dry-stone terraces filled with olive trees which led up to shady pine forests. In the far distance, a line of pale blue hills lay between us and the Mediterranean.

It was idyllic.

Through the kitchen window we could see happy kids dive-bombing into a tiny, overflowing pool. A blonde four-year-old girl detached herself and came racing out to greet the new arrivals.

‘I’m Annette,’ she said, ‘and Diana is my mother.’

We learned that her father was a French philosophy lecturer at the Sorbonne. ‘But we don’t talk about him,’ she explained.

After tea, Diana led us along a path skirting her kitchen garden, bursting with fat tomatoes, plump beans, thick leaves of Swiss chard, fresh lettuce and spiky asparagus. She had grown up in the south of France with an artist father, a younger brother, Tony, and an older brother, Peter, all of whom had fled from their home in Cagnes-sur-Mer when Vichy France was occupied by the Germans in November 1942. She had spent a decade growing up in California and then some time in England, somewhere along the way acquiring a French professor for a husband and an enchanting daughter. Now she had returned to the place she loved most, a house she filled in summer with charming young student musicians, who slept everywhere – in tiny alcoves, in tents or simply outside under the stars. One lucky couple occupied an antique roulette, a beautiful old gypsy caravan with blue-painted wooden steps.

‘And this is you,’ she said, pointing to a tiny cabanon.

It was a simple foursquare building with a sloping roof. Inside the bedroom, paintings decorated the whitewashed walls, and two windows opened wide onto views of pine-covered hills. Shelves of interesting books were everywhere, and above the bed hung a white mosquito net. Directly outside, under the same roof, the plaster wall of a flagstoned kitchen was hung with colanders, kettles, lettuce shakers, garlic crushers, teapots, fryers, boilers, pots and pans. An ancient stove lay beneath a pair of gas rings next to a tiled work surface, above which hung wooden shelves packed precariously with plates and mugs.

A few yards away, under the shade of a crazily tilted fig tree, a wooden door laid horizontally on a pair of trestles made a makeshift dining table. Around it were old Van Gogh chairs for sitting and old jam jars for drinking. The broad fig leaves provided shade from the sun, and five yards away lay a tiny plunge pool, constantly refreshed by ice-cold water from a nearby spring. Swimming costumes were optional, but huge wild olives screened you from view. Bees and wasps buzzed around as you splashed, and the air was perfumed with lavender and thyme. A bucket with holes in its base made a simple but efficient shower. There were fresh veggies, fresh figs, fresh eggs, fresh herbs, fresh cherries, fresh bread, fresh air, fresh pretty much everything. You could be as private as you liked, or you could join the young people at the main house.

Diana could not have been more welcoming. In addition to musicians, she loved writers and painters and, luckily for us, actors and comedians. She adored good conversation, good music and good food and was constantly cooking blet tarts and pizzas or serving tasty omelettes with hunks of baguette still warm from the local baker in Entrecasteaux. People were easy and friendly. They lay around in hammocks reading, or playing with Annette, or painting, or having Alexander lessons under the cherry tree, or learning the flute, or jumping into the pool, or gardening, or just singing madrigals. I loved it. Lyn loved it. The week flew by.

Fortunately for us, Diana’s brother, Tony Daniels, an artist, was visiting at the time. Funny, flamboyant and sociable, he invited us to come and stay with him in Uzès for his vernissage, the opening of his latest work. Near Nîmes, it was only a four-hour drive, and we could visit the Pont du Gard, the spectacular three-storey Roman aqueduct, which spanned the river Gard. We instantly accepted, bade a reluctant farewell to Diana’s heaven, and set off on an adventure, seeing the Alpilles for the first time, visiting a stunning twelfth-century monastery, shopping in Les Baux market and wandering the beautiful streets of Uzès.

Tony lived in an old house in Flaux, a tiny hamlet, and the exhibition of his colourful paintings was packed. Naturally, wine was served to encourage sales, and naturally we drank it and bought a painting. Tony introduced us to the very jolly Gerald Durrellfn2 and his wife, Jacquie, who turned out to be huge Python fans, which was still something of a surprise to me. He immediately invited us to visit his private zoo in Jersey. I had loved his book My Family and Other Animals, and he laughed loudly and frequently as he took us around, introducing us to the writer Daphne Fielding, the sculptor Liz Frink and the poet Stephen Spender, who was genial and twinkly with his beautiful wife, Natasha.

Lyn and I were immediately inundated with invitations and were suddenly plunged into a round of lunches, cocktails and dinners, dashing about madly, consuming massive amounts of food and drink. Soon we were exhausted by this continual whirl – such a contrast from Diana’s world.

‘It’s very social,’ I remarked to Daphne Fielding.

‘Just like Wiltshire,’ she said crisply.

At one recently renovated château, while driving through the outer bailey, we were surprised to be greeted by a tiny woman standing on the steps with feathers in her hair and wearing Indian face paint. She was stark naked. No one said a word. It was France.

After a few days of Tony’s busy social life, we decided it was time to move on. We had heard from our friends in Collobrières that if we didn’t mind sleeping in the cellar, we would be very welcome, and so we said a fond farewell to the Wiltshire crowd and set off eastwards.

Our Yorkshire friend Martin Bedford was a lecturer in fine art at Newcastle University, and he and his beautiful Nigerian-born wife, Simi, had bought a narrow five-storey house in the centre of Collobrières, a small village in the hills of the Massif des Maures. Every floor was packed with kids, family and guests. Amid this friendly chaos, we stayed below street level in a windowless crypt, which turned out to be the wine cellar. It was dark and cool and quiet, although most of the wine was busy being drunk, like most of the guests. Indeed, it was all very jolly, but it was a world away from the bucolic bliss of Entrecasteaux.

After a hangover breakfast of fresh croissants and coffee, Martin and Simi would cram kids and guests into the cars, and we would drive for an hour to the sea at Bormes-les-Mimosas, where we would park in the shade; unload the inflatable toys, the umbrellas and the picnic lunches; and trek down to the beach. The sea was warm, the sandy beaches not too crowded and the bathers not too clothed, although, of course, I was too polite to notice. A day of this, and we returned to the village for dinner and plenty of loud talking, wining and singing.

One day we visited a hippy commune up the hill. Girls floated around in floral frocks and headbands; goats stood in the trees; bearded men played flutes. It was all very exciting. One night we took Simi out for her birthday to a dinner at a posh hotel in Le Lavandou, and afterwards we skinny-dipped in the Med. The cleansing feel of the sea was wonderful. The luminescence was very bright, leaving trailing swirls of phosphorescence in our wake as we swam naked, the waiters leaning over the balcony, pretending not to stare. Another night we hiked over endless hills to an outdoor rock festival to get a glimpse of Joan Baez. By the time we made it – after stumbling around in the dark for hours – she was just finishing her set and was replaced by a group called Red Noise. We fled.

I was impressed that on a lecturer’s salary, Martin could own a house in Provence. I said to Lyn, ‘If Martin can have a house in France, why can’t we have one too? I know we have only BBC money, but surely I can write just as badly in Provence as I can in London?’ Lyn agreed I probably could.

At the time, we were living in a first-floor flat in Earl’s Court. We could never afford to buy a house in London, so why not buy one in the Var? We both liked the idea. But not in the centre of a village – that was just too busy in the summer. And certainly not over in Uzès with the Wiltshire crowd – that was far too social. Our livers would never survive. No, somewhere up near Diana would be ideal, with a little land, no neighbours, and a tiny bassin to plunge into. So we decided that while I was heading back to work with Python, Lyn would return to Provence with her mother to stay with Diana and search for nearby properties for sale.




CHAPTER 4

Mind the Gap

We left the magical world of Provence to return to the slightly less magical World’s End of London. Our Redcliffe Square flat seemed very flat after the Var. This was going to be a busy four months for Monty Python, with a new record, a new book, a new movie and a whole new series of the Flying Circus to write, film and tape for the BBC.

So crucial were these four months that to check the timeline and make sure I had everything right I turned to that reliable source: Michael Palin and his meticulous diaries, in which he kept details of everything he did every day. From September to December 1971, we were doing so much. When exactly did we film? Where did we film? What did we film?

All these details I was confident of finding as I opened the heavy tome of The Michael Palin Diaries, first volume: The Python Years. This would sort it all out. Reliable Oxford scholarship. It would save me weeks of research. But my excitement soon turned to horror. Of all the many years Michael has kept his diary, there is a complete blank from 11 August until 24 December 1971. Not a word. Nothing. Just this from Mike:


The four-month gap at this point is the result of that diarist’s nightmare, the loss of an almost complete notebook. According to family folklore it was dumped in the rubbish bin by my son William who, at the age of one, had developed a great interest in putting things inside other things.

Whatever happened, it never reappeared.



What?! The very four months I needed were missing. Gone. Thrown away by his son, showing very early critical capabilities for a one-year-old. Was this the scholarship I was relying on, this gap of Nixonian proportions? Now what was I supposed to do?

I wrote to Michael complaining bitterly, but he held fast to blaming his son. I threatened to report him to the Royal Society of Diarists, the Pepys Club and the Oxford Guild for Getting Things Right, but sadly none of them existed. I was screwed. Nobody seemed to have a clue what we were doing during those months. Not even the usually reliable Douglas McCall, whose Monty Python – A Chronology, 1969–2012 lists every minute detail of how we passed our time, which girls we met and married, and what shabby TV shows we all went on vainly promoting our work – even this great invaluable classic for all Python memoirists refers only to what Python work appeared publicly and not to what we were actually filming, writing or doing on any given day.

This was a disaster. But by extreme good fortune, while I was rummaging around Shepherd Market, a dealer I know took me aside and offered me some … well, never mind what, but after we had completed the deal he said, ‘Take a look at this.’ And I couldn’t believe it. There it was – a simple old notebook retrieved by some unknown scavenger from the Primrose Hill rubbish. The handwriting was completely recognisable, and on the cover was written faintly the name M.E. Palin. After all these years the missing months in Michael Palin’s diary for 1971 had finally turned up. My prayers were answered; I had retrieved Michael Palin’s missing diary.


Michael Palin’s Missing Diary

12 August 1971.

My one-year-old son, Will, has been seen throwing my diary notebooks in the bin.

I think he’s doing it deliberately. Am I not writing enough about him?

I shall have to watch him closely.

15 August 1971.

The thought occurs to me that my beloved wife, Helen, may have been hiding my diary. Is it possible she is concerned I might write something she won’t like?

I decided I’d better keep a sharp eye on her in future.

1 September 1971.

What a nice bloke that Eric Idle is. I missed him so much and now he is back from France, bubbling with enthusiasm. The whole team perks up.

3 September 1971.

John and Graham seem to be writing nothing but stupid doctor sitcoms.

Luckily Eric has been working for months on a Python book.

What would we do without him?

10 September 1971.

Did I say how much I think that Eric Idle is a wonderful chap? I don’t think I spend enough time on him in these diaries. He’s always so funny. I wish I could remember some of the funny things he said and put them in my diary, but I’m usually a few days behind and forget.

20 September 1971.

Eric isn’t just funny. He’s smart too. I wouldn’t be surprised if one day he makes us all a fortune.

30 September 1971.

I think I might get out of comedy. I rather fancy a knighthood, and you don’t get one of those for just being funny. The Windsors naturally don’t trust comedians. They’ve got so much to hide. What do they even do? Eric says that all the royals have to do for a living is shag and reproduce so we don’t run out of them. Then what would we do? Isn’t he funny? Anyway, I reckon I could get a knighthood if I was on some kind of committee like trainspotting or something. Still, that’s all ahead; meanwhile, Eric has been making me laugh and …


PUBLISHER INTERRUPTION

STOP!

THE PUBLISHERS APOLOGISE. IT HAS BEEN DRAWN TO OUR ATTENTION THAT THIS IS NOT MICHAEL PALIN’S DIARY BUT SOME KIND OF PARODY. WE APOLOGISE UNRESERVEDLY AND WHOLEHEARTEDLY TO SIR MICHAEL PALIN AND HAVE WARNED THE AUTHOR THAT NO FURTHER STRAYING FROM THE SUBJECT WILL BE TOLERATED.





Of course it’s not Michael Palin’s diary. Haven’t you publishers ever heard of irony? I was just having a bit of fun.

All right, so it’s thanks to my amazing capacity as a Cambridge scholar and an Honorary Fellow of Pembroke College that I have finally pieced together what really transpired during those missing months. One day history will thank me. Possibly.

This is what I discovered (Michael, please take note): to begin with, in September 1971 we began writing as usual. I know this because there is an article in the Sun newspaper about us working on Python at Terry Jones’s South London home, and there are pictures of us shuffling around his garden, looking uncomfortable as we always did when we were writing and being photographed. John seemed to be happy doing the new series and he was in spectacular writing form. ‘The Argument Clinic’ is the most brilliant sketch he and Graham ever wrote. It ranks for me up there with the best of Tom Stoppard. I also remember him reading out ‘The Cheese Shop’ sketch. It was greeted by about two minutes of puzzled silence from all of us before John began reading the list of cheeses, and even then it was a minute or two before Michael began to first giggle, then laugh. As the list of cheeses failed to end, he completely lost it and fell off his chair, writhing around on the floor. His hysteria made us all laugh hysterically. The writing continued happily.




CHAPTER 5

The View with No Room

[image: Hazel Pethig stands between Eric and Michael Palin, who wear elaborate tartan costumes with tall feathered hats and hold bagpipes against a stone wall.]
The author and Michael Palin with Hazel Pethig, their wardrobe designer

While Python continued working on the third series of the Flying Circus in London, Lyn and her mother, Madge, flew back to Diana’s to look for properties. September was still warm and lovely, and after two weeks of driving around they returned with Polaroid photographs of six potential houses. They were all attractive, but one property was outstanding: a terraced hillside at the edge of the commune of Cotignac with the most amazing views. We, meanwhile, had been chucking dummy Scotsmen off the battlements of Norwich Castle,fn1 and in a brief break from filming, Lyn and I flew back down to the Var to take a look.

‘Bring warm clothes,’ wrote Diana on 29 October. ‘It decided to stop being summer.’

It sure had. The Var was freezing. And deserted. The villages were empty. You could drive around all day and pass nothing more than the occasional tractor. The vendange was over, the grapes picked and the vines all orange and fiery reds. We stayed in Diana’s big house, which was warm and toasty with blazing log fires. In the daytime, wrapped up against the cold, we ventured out to stomp across rough land, looking at ruined houses. We’d been driving around all day when Diana took us to a forested property halfway between Entrecasteaux and Cotignac.

Turning off the minor road on to a tiny chemin between two cypress trees, we drove up this paved roadway until it ended abruptly in a deeply rutted trail. Bouncing down this gully, we climbed up the other side, skirted the edge of a vineyard and emerged onto a beautiful, terraced hillside. Massive, wild olive trees were everywhere. Broom and gorse and fennel mingled with the scent of pine, rosemary and thyme. We parked and climbed the hill. Towards the top the terraces became narrower and the dry-stone walls wider, some a metre thick. The olives gave way to wild wheat, and then the tree line began. At the crest, the tall pines and spreading oaks of a shady wood revealed a breathtaking view, a spectacular panorama across almost the entire width of the Var. Southwards, across lines of pale blue hills, you could see all the way to the coastal mountains that fringe the Mediterranean. Those white scars twenty miles away were Roman marble quarries. That sphynx-shaped mountain lay behind Brignoles, and behind the sharp escarpment lurked Marseille. There were wild boar on the land, foxes and hares, badgers and quail, and, in season, nightingales and cuckoos. A second wood at the bottom of the hill separated us from the neighbour’s vines by a small cliff. There were fig trees and fruit trees, truffles and cherries, and all manner of wildflowers, from the Van Gogh irises in the spring to the quince and pomegranate fruits in the autumn. The land had everything.

Almost.

It’s been more than half a century since that freezing November day in 1971, and I still vividly recall the first sight of what was optimistically described as ‘a dwelling’. A dwelling that would change my life.

It was a total disaster.

Shanty was too grand a word for the ruin that we gazed at. Once part of a larger house that had collapsed over time, it was now only held together by thick steel cables anchored into iron bars in the crumbling walls. There were two rotted exterior doors, and one glassless window with a rock in it. Inside, we found a couple of dusty old rooms with no floorboards, just bare earth. It had no bedroom, no kitchen, no bathroom, no drains, no toilet, no plumbing, no floors, no windows, no fireplace, no chimney, no ceilings, no heating, no road, no electricity, no gas and – ah, yes – no water. It pretty much lacked everything. It wasn’t so much a fixer-upper as a run-away-and-avoider.

[image: ]
The Wreck
We bought it immediately.

The next day, we went before the notaire in Carcès, signed the papers, and found ourselves the proud owners of a dream wreck in the middle of nowhere.
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