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Using humour and a generally
light touch, this is the story of a Scottish family

travelling to, in and around,
the South of France looking for their dream home.

 


Starting with their arrival on
the last flight of the day at a provincial French

airport with the lights being
turned off, their search takes them through a

series of diversions and alarums
to be read by anyone who ever dreamed of

exchanging the humdrum for the
idyllic.

 


The author takes us on a tour of
France from Provence to the Languedoc,

introducing the reader to both
well and little known gems of French life.
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After Provence -We must do
that.....

 


By Michael Bernard - All rights
reserved 2011

 


 


" We must do that..." How often
have we said that....?

 


Sitting here at a table beside
an open double door on to the bustling quayside, in the warm
February sunshine, everyone in Sete seems to be either heading home
for lunch, or joining the three of us in one of a row of speciality
fish restaurants which line the northern bank of the river
reminiscent of a venetian canal. One of our favourite " ...must
do... " places. Each one of them is painted a strong shade of blue
or green to match the colours of the clear blue sky above or the
green slopes of Mont St Clair, behind. They are reflected from the
sparkling water rippling with the wake of each passing small motor
boat. Looking past the huge bulk of the modern fishing fleet tied
up alongside, painted the traditional clear royal blue and white of
practically all indigenous Mediterranean boats, the houses and
shops on the shadier side of the river reflect their brighter hues
of yellow, pink and white in the moving matrix of colours crossed
at intervals with low stone or metal bridges which allow cars
driven like dodgems to pass over the water to our left. Only the
small boats of individual fishermen can gently pass underneath on
their way upstream where they vanish in the interlacing canals
between houses and shops signed in languages from all parts of the
world, like Mexico and Indo-China or Pakistan, other reflections
from time and space.

 


The sun warms to the bone. We
take off jackets and woollen sweaters donned in anticipation of
northern seaside chill at this time of year 'at home'. Slung over
backs of chairs, comfort restored, interest in the menu is stirred
by the attendant staff - a young woman and an earringed blond
fellow in his twenties. Our attention is distracted by a quartet of
very French business men sitting at a neighbouring table whom my
two companions seem to find particularly attractive. The voluble
chatter, the gestures, the absolute essence of life draws
appreciative looks and teasing comments from my happy spouse,
backed up by quips of forced gaiety from Pamela who is really only
with us to help her black out the only too recent hurt of a
shattered marriage.

Our inattention to the menu had
caused the dark young woman to move away to serve others in the
rapidly filling restaurant. Although lit up from the huge windows
by the bright southern midday sun, inside it was a low ceilinged,
somewhat dingy area divided by arches, as in a wine cellar, once
painted white but now, like the diners, in need of some
refreshment. Somewhere in the depths, the two staff could be seen
taking orders and serving starters. We commented on the way a place
like this, with about twenty tables all set with pretty dark red
gingham table cloths, cutlery and glasses glinting in the slanting
yellow sunbeams, could be served by two people where four or five
would be the norm in Britain. Perhaps the pace of life is slower
here, where, every lunchtime, at least an hour and a half is
sacrosanct and devoted to the good god gourmand!

 


Return of the relaxed and
smiling be-spectacled bringer of comestible delights. Would we have
the 50 Franc menu with the house specialities of fish soup,
followed by either stuffed mussels with pasta or a steak au poivre,
or did we wish to order from the other menus, or even have a la
carte?

 


Pamela and I choose the menu,
though mussels farcie for her and an entrecote for me.- ---"
Seignant?, au point?....", efficiently making sure the meat would
be cooked to my preference, the waitress noted down my answer on
her pad. Sheila chose moules mariniere followed by faux filet.
Again the questions, though, not really liking meat which has
hardly been singed on the flames, Sheila responded with " au point
". " Aperitif?, du vin? de l'eau? " We decided to have a small
pichet of house white wine from the locality and then sat back to
wait whilst enjoying the glorious weather and the ever-changing
moving theatre of life outside and inside our little goldfish
bowl.

 


The girls chattered away, just
making polite small-talk whilst I watched a fisherman finish
tidying his nets before disappearing, presumably for his lunch,
down below the deck on his super-modern trawler, the bridge
absolutely bristling with radio and radar aerials, red, yellow and
brown nets stacked high in amongst the winches and other high-tech
gear on the main deck aft. A vendor of North African origin tries
to sell me coloured beads or a suede jacket through the door open
to the pavement. I always thought we took beads to the natives !
Shades of our Imperial past, my mind wandered off, down the route
of long-gone explorers of the Dark Continent.

 


My pleasant reverie was
interrupted by the clinking of glasses against a wine jug. A carafe
of ice cold water covered in condensation, along with a basket of
sliced chunks of fresh French bread arrived, as if supported by the
many invisible hands of our server, to be set out before us.

 


Conversation turned to food as
first our fish soup with a huge plate of large croutons and a
ramekin full to overflowing of rouille - a house speciality of
garlic and saffron mayonnaise - was delivered, and Sheila's
mountain of mussel shells was placed before her. The smell of the
warm Mediterranean was here on our plates and we were ready to lap
it up like children on their first beach picnic of the year !

 


The normal leisurely progression
of lunch in these parts gives plenty of time for Pamela to relieve
her burden of pent up feelings in talking of her trials and
tribulations since Guy left her three months ago to take up with a
local village nurse half his age. Between courses we heard the sad
story of how " Ma " had been transhipped in a wheelchair from
Montpellier to London to be placed in a horrendous nursing home in
Surrey whilst Pamela returned to see to selling the house. "
Selling the house " - that ever traumatic event, seems even more so
in France. Here she is, after three accepted offers - all withdrawn
on some pretext or other - still showing people round ! She has
even been offered a part-exchange deal for an apartment fifty miles
away. And " Ma", .....over 90 years old, who emigrated with Pamela
and Guy when he took early retirement to make their joint dream
life in the Languedoc, .....having been transported back to the UK,
falls, breaks her thigh and ends up in a general hospital a
thousand miles away ! Thankfully, Pamela's daughter in Surrey is
able to relieve some of the self-induced guilt by maintaining
contact with Ma. After this tale of woe, to which our sole response
could be sympathy and words of support we were really almost glad
when it came time to pay the bill and go. The movement to another
place would create a natural and much needed break.

 


To go home we drove round the
pretentiously named " Corniche " and stopped for a while on the
very plain, and rather ugly, square of sand, Sete Plage, about a
couple of hundred metres square, protected from the sea by a stone
breakwater, where a brisk walk in the sun and sea breeze lightened
the conversation to more mundane matters. We dropped Pamela off at
her house later and, holding hands whenever it was safe, drove
home.


 


2.

 


" Home ", once more just the two
of us, in our own happy little house in the foothills of the
Cevennes, 20 miles north of Beziers, we reflected on our own
situation and how lucky we seemed to have been, and how many things
we still had to do and places to go. We must go there......

 


It had all started many years
ago for me. My mother had long had links with family in France,
cousins and the like. After the Second World War, and some of the
mess had been tidied up, as a child of eleven, I was taken for my
first holiday in France. I fell in love with the country and its
way of life. I kept coming back, later with our own family, and,
after many years was in the pleasant position of being able to buy
a house here. It seemed the fulfilment of all my dreams, and, to an
extent, is due to Lisa, my schoolteacher daughter, then only
seventeen, who, when my wife poo-poohed the whole idea of going to
look for a house to buy, said that Sheila should not dampen my
enthusiasm as everyone needed a dream to come true...... Funny how
wives will listen to daughters !

 


That was over six years ago now.
I had just sold my share of a small consultancy business to the
other partners and, apart from looking for somewhere to invest the
cash thus raised, I needed something to do to occupy the additional
leisure time now available.

 


Sheila, who still runs her own
Pharmacy and is beloved of her customers, agreed that she should
take some time off and we should go to France on an exploratory
visit in June. As I had made some previous enquiries there were a
few areas and properties to investigate. We therefore booked
flights to Lyon and a hire car from there .

 


Thus began the first of our "
must go there " 's.......
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As our plane was to land after
dark, I had taken the precaution of looking up Michelin maps and
Guide for the area near the airport, and booking a small hotel in a
village about ten miles away and well off the flightpath.

 


Now Lyon airport, although
growing, is not very big. However, first finding the car-hire desk
and then someone who would own up to being in charge was no mean
feat. A snappy little blonde eventually decided she could deal with
the booking we had made through a Glasgow travel agent - but only
in her own time and under her rules of engagement ! This included
demanding my credit card and insisting that if I did not sign a
blank credit card invoice, then as far as she was concerned I could
walk the ten miles to our hotel or anywhere else I fancied for that
matter, as I certainly wouldn't be using one of her cars ! Of
course, as soon as she had elucidated that we understood a little,
the conversation was conducted in my schoolboy and halting holiday
French while, disregarding all misunderstandings as tempers frayed,
she rattled on full speed ahead having apparently now also
discovered that we were the last arrivals of the day and she wanted
to go home! - We rued the day of this confrontation when, six weeks
later, we found a huge bill for excess car insurance on our credit
card statement, for which, when we challenged it, we were virtually
advised - " hard lines, you suckers signed the bill " ! The joys of
travel !

 


Our blond virago finally led us
out of the airport building, through a back door and abandoned us
among about a hundred identical Citroens within a badly illuminated
carpark having handed me a bunch of keys bearing a registration
number with a " Bon soir, au revoir ".

 


After an organised search,
Sheila going up one row and me another, we found our car and duly
set off for our hotel. We reckoned without a moonless night, no
street lights and the most confusing set of road junctions and
signs around the airport ! The first road we followed, which looked
as if it was at least going in the right direction, prescribed a
huge gentle half circle and we found ourselves five miles in the
wrong direction before we could turn off and return to whence we
came !

 


With Sheila navigating using a
map which she couldn't see in the dark and me guessing, we argued
our way through various junctions and near misses with juggernauts
thundering down to the south until we stopped and asked the only
pedestrian we had seen in miles for directions. No wonder he looked
surprised at these funny foreigners ; we had stopped to ask for
directions absolutely opposite the gates !

 


The gates ! No hint of a sign
just a tiny notice that this was a hotel. Two huge, firmly bolted,
beautiful wrought iron gates, at least fifteen feet high, barred
our path into a large driveway leading through a garden up to, what
in England would be called, a small stately home in the palladian
style. The gates were hung on massive pillars attached to a high
stone wall which ran away to both sides for about fifty metres and
then returned at right angles up dimly lit side streets at each end
of the frontage. Not a light to be seen. I checked my watch; even
allowing for the change between Greenwich and local time, it was
only 9.30 in the evening ! I left Sheila with the car parked
blocking the gates, and walked around the wall to the right where
there seemed to be some extra light in the street. Walking for
about a hundred metres I came to a little solid wooden gate of some
age let into the thick wall, on which I first knocked, and then
hammered with my fist. To no avail ! Disconsolately, I walked back
to the car where Sheila was by now impatiently waiting. As I turned
the corner, a glint of light reflected off a bell, the size of a
small church bell, suspended from the top of one of the gate posts,
with a rope hanging down to shoulder height. As there was still no
sign of life other than two large guard dogs who had now appeared
and were looking through the bars at us as if sizing up which would
make the better meal if we did try to enter their domain, we
decided to pull the bell rope. Clang! Clang!

 


Horrified, we gaped at each
other. In the centre of this deserted village we were sure we had
set off the call to arms, the air-raid warning - or at least the
fire station alert in the event of attack ! Clang! Clang! Clang!
Clang! It would have wakened the dead !

 


It apparently did ! Within a few
seconds, which felt like hours to the two miscreants who had set
off this infernal din, lights appeared, first in the upstairs
windows and then a series of them lit up as someone clearly moved
through the house illuminating stairs and hall in the passing. The
huge glazed front door opened wide letting light spread out in a
giant wedge shape over the garden - a small towzled plump
apparition in a flowing white nightie and slippers but no dressing
gown almost ran across the garden to face us through the other side
of the gate where we stood dumbstruck !

 


Silence again reigned. She came
close. " Qu'est ce que vous voulez ? Il est tard ! ", she barked,
as if to speak for the two silent watch-dogs by her side. School
French to the rescue, once more ; we explained who we were, that we
had booked, and why we were a bit later than expected. Her
suspicious gaze cleared....." Ah, monsieur Bernard, bien sur....."
and she opened the gates to let us and our bags, but not the car,
into the garden drive. I pointed to the Citroen abandoned in the
road at the gates, she shrugged and indicated to leave it where it
was if we wanted in for the night. In those far off days we had not
yet learned to travel light and now we suffered as we hauled two
large cases across the garden, up the entrance stairway befitting a
palace, into the hall, and after a short pause to sign the
register, up two large flights of stairs to............a plain
modern bedroom, absolutely incongruous in this beautiful building !
Realising that we had not eaten since early afternoon we asked if
we could have sandwiches or..??? " Oh, m'sieu, a cette heure, ce
n'est pas possible ! " So ended day one of our search for a
sun-soaked retreat near wonderful restaurants in glorious
France!

Cold, hungry and dispirited
!

 


Things could only get
better............. we must go there !!!.....


 


4.

 


The following morning, up early
as is my habit, I went in search of a dining room or kitchen, or
for that matter any kind of food delivery area in the mansion !

 


At first I tip-toed about like a
burglar, but , as I went from room to room on the ground floor -
through everything from what was obviously an office crammed full
of old Second Empire furniture including a large table desk with
the gilt rubbed off, boasting an open cash box in the middle, to a
modern extension at the rear of the building like a giant
conservatory with a thirties high bar with brass-legged stools in
one corner - I realised we were alone!

 


St Laurent de Mure, trusted us.
Perhaps things were not so bad !

 


I went out, through an open
iron-framed french window, into the garden, at a point which
appeared to be at the rear of the building. Although only eight
o'clock the sun was already strong and a soft warmth pervaded. The
garden, although somewhat neglected, was full of summer flowers
with all their attendant colours and perfumes. Mindful of the two
watchdogs from the previous evening, I walked carefully round the
house and eventually spotted them playfully rolling on the ground
near where an elderly man in blue overalls and a beret was weeding
a rockery. "Bon jour m'sieu. Where can we have breakfast ? ", I
stammered out in bad French. "C'est xxxxxxx aaaaaaa gggg rrrrr
madame la proprietaire.........", he rattled off at high speed,
then pointed down the road to where last night's apparition had
been transformed into the epitome of rural french decorum walking
across a square, coming towards us carrying an enormous wicker
basket with at least a dozen baguettes sticking out of one end. I
could almost smell the sweet odour of the fresh bread at a hundred
metres !

 


After the customary "...bon jour
m'sieu..." "...madame..", without which no self-respecting french
man or woman will let you start a conversation, the owner, for this
was her, indicated that if we would like to be in the conservatory
bar in ten minutes she would have coffee ready.

 


 


Following our first real taste
of any food in fifteen hours, never mind delicious french bread,
coffee and croissants, we paid the most amazingly meagre bill -
having discovered that the French consider anything but July or
August off-season - and found a telephone to call and let
mother-in-law and daughter still at home in Scotland, know we were
OK. On this call we heard the disturbing news that our twin sons,
whom we had known to be bumming around France, had called home to
say that, if we were in the vicinity, could we please look them up
and give them a meal! The only thing was that as the family at home
didn't know where we were, they had arranged for us and the twins
to telephone home in two days time to try and co-ordinate, without
asking where the twins were ! If you have ever looked for a needle
in a haystack, you have some idea of what searching for someone "in
France " could be like! It's a big, big country!

 


Needless to say, "...my boys are
starving!...Oh, poor things!..." etc were all Sheila could think
about for the next two days! House hunting was forgotten as
maternal instincts took over! Her babies,Gregory and Paul, were out
there somewhere on the verge of starvation! The fact that they had
already spent a year out in various parts of the America's without
their bleached bones being sent home in a shoebox did not console.
Perhaps it was just my poor male chauvinist way of giving comfort
that was inadequate!

 


To fill in the time till the
pre-arranged 'phone calls, we decided to go down to the Riviera
coast via Provence, but spend a night on the way, wherever we found
somewhere we both fancied.

 


We drove down the Autoroute du
Soleil until Aix en Provence and then turned off the main road
south onto the more leisurely west to east roads, built in a bygone
age, which were to lead us into the now well kent " Peter Mayle "
country of Provence proper. Wandering through the green cultivated
valleys, road edges full of the brilliant red poppies so beloved by
Monet and his ilk, between the high, light grey and dark green
craggy Luberon mountains, under clear blue skies, almost by
accident we came across a sign " Chambres d'hote", indicating that
a mile farther on there was an approved stopover. From this and
later experience we were to find that such places were usually a
step up from a "Bed & Breakfast " but still run by the owner
and not as restrictive or formal as a hotel.

 


"La Bonne Terre " was everything
its name promised !
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Built half way up a steep hill
crowned by the partially restored remains of the castle of The
Marquis de Sade, La Bonne Terre is just that - The Good Earth!

 


The owner, a retired architect,
separated from his interior designer wife, has done a splendid job
of first converting one small house of local grey limestone into an
upmarket large bedroom furnished in a very modern style with en
suite bathroom and toilet, and then added to the whole with a most
cunningly disguised run of other stone built rooms with similar
facilities, all facing the same direction out over the warm
cultivated plains rolling towards the folds of the Luberon in the
distance. In total there are six of these suites, most with ceiling
to floor glass picture windows to frame the views which constantly
change colour as the sun travels the sky during the day, giving the
light effects so beloved of the impressionist painters at the end
of last century.

 


This accommodation area is
carefully built, on the middle one of three ancient vine growing
terraces which have been cleared, backing on to the matching light
grey stone of the wall supporting the upper terrace. Up a few stone
steps, the upper terrace backs into a heavily wooded hill which
climbs steeply upwards to the bottom of the very walls of the
remains of the castle, home, and scene of the notorious deeds, of
the Marquis de Sade.

 


Walk down a similar set of stone
steps and the grassy third terrace leads to a crystal blue swimming
pool with its surrounding patio and sun terrace, sheltered at one
end by an gnarled old olive tree. A cooling dip in the hot
afternoon sun let me float and swim gently, dreaming as I looked
over the edge at a view which stretches past the typical village of
Bonnieux, built on a steep-sided small conical hill with the
ubiquitous steepled church on its summit, through the orchards and
vineyards on red-brown soil, to the larger market town of Apt in
the far distance. La bonne terre indeed !

 


Incorporated and concealed into
this heavenly retreat is a kitchen and utility room for shared use
of the " house guests ". The outstanding feature is the large
blackboard with the name of each room printed alongside a space
where every guest is requested to list exactly what is wanted for
breakfast the following day, be it bacon and eggs or mere croissant
and chocolate, and the time it is required. This culinary alarm
clock is duly served by m'sieu himself, at wood and metal green
tables and chairs reminiscent of Victorian park bandstands long
ago, on the upper terrace, where, if you are one of the dawn
risers, like me, the world of Provence opens up before you with
rapidly changing, multicoloured sunrise and various bright birds
starting about their

daily foraging in the verdant
forest which sweeps down from the brooding, somnolent castle above
to within a metre or so of your chair.

 


After this heavenly afternoon
and overnight in one of the world's hidden treasures we set off
south, to make for the coast. But, we must return there...
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