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My wife and I first met René Ribet when he moved on to our land and in to our lives at Le Moulin de la Puce. During an eventful year, he taught us much about the countryside and people of the Cotentin and, in the process, much about ourselves.

This book is also respectfully dedicated to Jean Chevalier, former mayor of Néhou.
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George East has enjoyed a spectacularly eclectic career path including stints as a pickled-onion manufacturer, gravedigger, radio producer, publican and professional bed tester. Now dedicated to writing full-time about his small adventures as an innocent abroad, George and his wife Donella spend their year travelling around the regions, restaurants and bars of France. ‘It’s a tough life,’ says our hero, ‘but someone has to do it . . .’
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Preface

As a result of detailed research (mostly in pubs) I am convinced that at least 100 per cent of all English homeowners at some time consider buying a property in France.

This usually transient enthusiasm often results from:

a. Speaking with friends who have a friend who knows a chap who said he had just snapped up a seventeenth-century Breton farmhouse in thirty-seven acres with more than enough outbuildings to convert to a fair-sized holiday village… and all for the price of a second-hand Citroën.

b. Reading enthusiastic – but completely inaccurate – articles and PR puffs in magazines and newspapers about characterful cottages for conversion from as cheap a price as £15,000, and magnificent manoirs merely in need of a lick of paint and the odd roof tile for less than a three-bed semi in the UK.

The following pages are not an attempt to set the record straight about buying a property or living in France. This is merely the (hopefully entertaining) story of how one couple started a conversation in a pub with a friend who had a friend who had a friend who had just bought the cheapest property in northern France – and how they eventually ended up with an old mill… and a new life.

And how we wouldn’t have had it any other way.

George and Donella East
Le Moulin de la Puce
Cotentin
Normandy


AUTHOR’S DISCLAIMER

Every effort has been made to ensure that any information with regard to French property (and other) laws, procedures, traditions and general goings-on is accurate. However, general inattention, lack of contemporary notes and the imbibing of strong drink at the time may well (and probably will) prove some details false.

Also, and to safeguard against any future actions which may threaten the author’s financial and physical status, readers should note that all characters and events in this book are purely fictitious, and are intended to bear no reference to any person living or dead. Or absolutely anyone with the resources and enthusiasm for litigation.


ONE
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The Little Jewel

‘There is another place at around the price you’re looking for,’ said Mark, ‘and it’s in a much better condition than the others.’ By this, we had by now learned, he meant that there would be at least four walls.

Mark Berridge was, by that stage, our fifth property agent in Normandy. His predecessors had understandably grown tired of chauffeuring us around the rural hinterlands to see and pick holes in a procession of abandoned cottages, pig sties and cattle byres with the slightest potential for human habitation. As usual in these situations, we didn’t have the money to buy the property we wanted, and didn’t like what we could afford.

But our new representative was made of sterner stuff. A charming and thoughtful – if sometimes vague – expatriate with a penchant for wearing odd socks and the expression of someone who has just remembered he has left a cake in the oven on the planet Zarg, Mark was determined to help us fulfil our quest.

Working on what we now realised to be an almost impossibly optimistic budget, our man in la Manche had come up with a handful of properties which were, in the broadest sense of the word, redeemable.

We had seen a totally gutted end-of-terrace cottage for £7000, which had a fair-sized garden and potential, but fell short of the remnants of our shortlist of priorities by having extensive views – of an acre or so of rotting corrugated-iron cowsheds.

Then, there was the detached cottage in nearly derelict condition, but with fine views across open fields. Unfortunately, it was detached by virtue of the wall with the adjoining ruin having collapsed. There was now, apparently, some degree of strife and impending legislation between the two owners as to just where one property ended and the other began… and therefore as to who was responsible for the very necessary structural repairs.

We had also seen a tiny terraced cottage on a hill with superb views across Cherbourg harbour, it was in surprisingly sound condition, and lacked only a kitchen and bathroom. This could be created, with a lot of imagination and reasonable cost, from the covered-in yard. More importantly, Mark reckoned it could be had for a shade under £9000, including taxes and fees. At last it seemed we were close to achieving our goal.

But, having mentally filed the cottage at Tourlaville away as a definite maybe if nothing better could be discovered, we firmly applied the ‘Let’s see just one more’ rule of engagement, and went on our way in a much happier frame of mind.

As Mark explained during our journey south, the property we were to see was the sole remaining place on his books that approached our price range and requirements. Belonging to an elderly widow from Paris who had not visited it since her husband died on the premises ten years previously, the one-bedroomed stone cottage was at least two hundred years old. But in this rare case, it had been extensively and expensively renovated before her husband’s demise. It was therefore in sound condition and was one of the handful of original properties which made up a hamlet outside the village of Yvetot-Bocage. The fields surrounding the village having been declared a general zone for building approval some twenty years before, Yvetot and the adjoining hamlet were now ringed by a welter of very posh houses for white-collar commuters to Valognes and Cherbourg – exactly the sort of built-up location which we hadn’t wanted to even consider, but something about the way Mark described the place brought a frisson of anticipation, and straight away we liked what we saw.

On the corner of a lane leading to open fields, the sombre grey-stone building with tall gable-end and sharply pitched slate roof looked more like a Welsh Methodist chapel than our idea of a Normandy cottage. But it had bags of character.

Having given us a moment to take in the external aspects of the cottage and its surroundings, Mark (after a manful, if embarrassing, struggle) threw open the door and invited us across the threshold into the living room. We did, and immediately experienced that magical moment of silent communion and confirmation that comes only when finding exactly what you have been looking for… even though you hadn’t realised it before.

The floor of the large square room was paved with irregularly sized flagstones, shiny with the wear of centuries. The ceiling was engagingly beamed and whitewashed, and taking up literally three quarters of the far wall was the biggest, most inappropriate and beautiful fireplace we had ever seen.

Filled with enthusiasm, we walked into the adjoining kitchen – and straight into a sudden manifestation of Dr Who’s Tardis. The property, Mark explained, had no bathroom, so Madame had erected the huge plastic shower cubicle in the only available space, which happened to be the centre of the kitchen.

Undismayed, we eased our way past this monument to Madame’s standards of personal hygiene, and climbed the open rustic staircase to where an ancient panelled door led, with a satisfying creak, from the wide landing to a beamed and airy bedroom. There was also a spacious loft ripe for conversion to a second bedroom, and altogether the whole place felt exactly and completely right.

The wallpaper throughout – circa 1974, depicting an incongruously British hunting scene – was peeling from the soaking (in some places sagging) plaster; the electrical circuitry was less than basic; the shutters, window frames and kitchen doors were rotten; and the chemical toilet looked as if it predated the house. But it was, we both knew without a word being exchanged, the place for us.

Yes, we told our man in la Manche, yes, yes, yes.

We had, of our own accord and with a little subtle help from Mark in the psychological plotting of our viewing route, settled for the type of property we hadn’t even considered. But what a property. And with quite an histoire, it seemed.

Local legend had it, Mark explained, that the whole terrace had once been living quarters for the peasants working in the grounds of the local château. Come the revolution, the workers had invaded the home of their former master, and carried off everything that wasn’t actually part of the building. Part of the haul had been the magnificent fireplace in the lounge, which had once graced the grand hall. This explained why it quite literally stood out to such a degree in the tiny building, and the tantalisingly defaced crest on the mantle. Local legend said that it, like the accursed aristos themselves, had been expunged at the height of the Terror to erase even the memory of their long and oppressive rule.

To be honest, the cement holding the faceless crest in place looked suspiciously modern, but who would spoil such a good story?

So, we had finally come to the ultimate compromise experienced by virtually all property seekers. The place we had so painstakingly detailed in our minds and even on paper being either non-existent or not yet found, we were perfectly happy to settle for something with equal if differing charms.

Providing, that is, we could settle a price with Madame; and providing, as we were shortly to discover, she could gain agreement to the sale from a list of blood relatives as long as our journey to the front door of Le Petit Bijou. For it now transpired that the current owner of The Little Jewel was, in fact, the second wife of the deceased original owner… and his first spouse was still alive.

But, said Mark with a casual optimism that gladdened our hearts, he was sure that all would be well if we kept cool, steadfast, and above all patient. The most important thing was that Madame wanted to sell, and we wanted to buy. The local notaire would be similarly enthusiastic, so all we had to do now was to return to the office in Cherbourg, and put in an offer.

This, it transpired, was not a simple matter of telephoning Madame with the figure we had in mind. The lady was not on the telephone, and even if she were, she was a lady in the proper French sense of the word; it would be very bad form to actually call her up and talk turkey. The proper way to do it was by letter, with the correspondence politely meandering through the local weather, news of the neighbours and mutual acquaintances, a pen profile of our backgrounds as suitable buyers… and finally, the little matter of the offer we were prepared to make.

The best way to approach the making of the right offer to Madame, advised Mark, was to adopt the Three Price Philosophy. This consisted of first equating how much we wanted the property with how much we could and would pay for it. In our case, this obviously equalled at worst the asking price plus the relevant taxes and fees.

Having agreed that we would be content to pay full whack and still feel that we had made a bargain, we now had to settle on not one, but two other figures. The middle offer would be the asking price less the calculated amount of fees and taxes. The third sum would be a cheeky bid, which would be low enough to make us feel we had stolen the place, yet not so derisory as to insult Madame’s sensibilities and threaten the transfer.

Accordingly, back in Cherbourg we made out three written offers, signed a proxy to Mark so that he could make use of any or all of them in our absence, and made our way back to the ferry port and the next boat home.

Sitting in the bar in mid-Channel a few hours later, we both confessed to a strange and totally unjustified sense of anticlimax. Our great adventure had begun in earnest three months ago after more than a decade of dreaming and scheming, and had involved travelling around three thousand miles to see more than a hundred properties of all shapes, sizes and conditions.

We had fantasised about a small farmhouse with an acre or so and a wonderful view, and had settled on a tiny cottage in the middle of a modern estate, with not so much as a backyard.

But at least, and at last, we had found a perfect little jewel, and our French equivalent of a starter home. Now all we had to do was wait for Madame’s acceptance of the top, middle or – dare we hope – bottom offer, and Le Petit Bijou was ours to lovingly restore and enjoy for a year or so.

At least, that was Plan A.

Waiting for news of progress on the purchase of Le Petit Bijou was like experiencing the extremes of emotions suffered by front-line troops dug in for a long battle. There were to be months of inactivity, days of action, and moments of sheer terror.

At first, we phoned Mark every hour, hoping to hear good news; then we called every day, hoping to hear any news. As he patiently explained after our twentieth summons to the telephone, property exchange in France was a shade more measured and complex than at home, and consequently took a little longer.

Madame now having been duly approached by mail, we just had to wait until she responded to our first, almost audaciously low offer. When she almost certainly turned that down, Mark would immediately fire off our middle bid, and we would see what we would see. The fact that Christmas was nearly upon us would doubtless complicate matters further. It would most likely be a matter of months rather than weeks before we would get our hands on the keys to Le Petit Bijou.

We were understandably a little more than pleased when Mark called on Christmas Eve to tell us that – to his complete surprise – Madame had said ‘Yes’. Providing all went to plan, The Jewel would be ours in a couple of months… and at the first bid price.

After intense celebrations over the Yuletide, we now had to get to grips with the fact that we were actually going to own a home in France, and set up the necessary systems and procedures to do so.

To begin with, a bank account in France would be a more than convenient arrangement to take care of the ten per cent deposit, completion costs and further financial requirements like buying materials, furniture and furnishings and servicing regular bills.

This we duly did with no problems, visiting and setting up an account in the Crédit Agricole branch at Valognes, where the very fluent and obliging under-manager Philippe Boulet turned our bundles of English currency into what appeared to be a considerable fortune in francs. Losing almost a hundred pounds in the process by failing to study the current exchange rates and picking a better moment and method also provided a valuable lesson in basic European money-changing techniques. Ergo, remember that a point or two on or off the exchange rate can make a lot of difference when you are dealing in big money.

But with our folding stuff now transferred from a wallet strapped to my chest to the security of the computer screen before us, Philippe issued us with the ultimate status symbols for the Briton with property across the Channel – a French cheque book and cashpoint card.

We now had a bank account with more than enough francs to pay the deposit on Le Petit Bijou, and had provided Maître LeFrançois the notaire with all the necessary details. But we still could not sign the compromis de vente (the first official stage of the contract) until Madame’s relevant relatives gave the go-ahead. And this was proving more than usually difficult.

The problem with Madame being the second wife of the deceased owner was, apparently, no problem. The thoughtful chap had signed The Little Jewel over to his new spouse as a gift shortly after their marriage. This meant that his first wife no longer had any claims on the property, and those other former or existing relatives who did had no objection to the transfer.

Except in one case, where the relevant relation was unfortunately in no position to either make his wishes known, or even sign the necessary documentation if he were in total accord with the proposal. The only signature now required belonged to a young man in a mental institution somewhere in France. When he was located and approached, it was more than probable that he would, under French law, be judged as unable to make the necessary decision. This would mean a special sitting by a special court, with a specially appointed judge deciding on the matter, and then signing on the unfortunate young man’s behalf if he thought it right to do so.

Shattered by this turn of events, we were foolish enough to return to the property we had rashly assumed would be ours in the nearish future. Under a gently protective layer of the first snowfall in Normandy for years, it looked even more like a perfect pied-à-terre…



TWO
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Good Pub-licity

The next two months were to seem the longest (well, until later that same year) in our lives. It was not that we had not endured more important and dramatic times. The birth of our children, George and Katie, the finding and buying of our first home and a dozen other major milestones during our married life easily outweighed the significance of this particular event. A second home was, after all, a complete indulgence. But finding and buying The Little Jewel meant much more to us than acquiring a status symbol.

For more than twenty years, we had worked to find a combined lifestyle and occupation to which I could settle, and, more importantly, one which would give us some degree of financial and emotional security.

Before our marriage, I had tried my hand at being a welder, building-site labourer, gravedigger, private detective, author, brewer’s drayman, nightclub disc jockey and bouncer (sometimes these last two at the same time). I had managed pubs, hotels and restaurants before managing to meet and entrap my wife. Since then, and after deciding on past evidence that I was basically unemployable, we had set up and run with various degrees of near-success a number of home industries, including a sitting-room pickled-onion factory, a kerbside used-car concern, and a dual clothing-repair and creative-writing company.

This particular example consisted of mornings spent by my wife inserting zips in and generally repairing clothing for a local chain of dry cleaners. In the afternoons, Donella would disappear on her bicycle under a mountain of anoraks, dresses and trousers, to deliver the day’s repairs. I would then move to the typewriter to take on Donella’s name as author of (somewhat) predictable stories about the exploits of lovelorn young ladies for inclusion in such picture-story publications as Honey, True-Love Tales and Bluejeans.

Having received more than 500 rejections of my three novels and countless articles, I had finally found a niche for my talent in creating the storylines for a number of photo-magazines. As Donella East, I would churn out at least a dozen Girl Meets Boy, Loses Him And Loses Him Again episodes a week, which, together with our profits from the garment-repair business, would keep us in funds till my true literary talent would inevitably be discovered.

Unfortunately, it all came to an embarrassing end when the publishers – with whom I had only corresponded by post – arranged a convention of their totally female complement. Artfully turning up with my twenty-stone bearded maleness disguised only by my wife’s name tag on my lapel proved not to be a successful ploy, and it was on to our next venture.

After a stint in local radio, I returned for one last try at the typewriter, and found the world still not ready for my emergence as a best-selling novelist.

Basing our game plan on the logic that I already spent more time in pubs than anywhere else, we then took the lunatic step of actually leasing one… and quickly discovered that I was the world’s worst landlord. Ironically, I also briefly became the best-known publican in the world when our bed above the bar collapsed one night, and I related the story to a journalist regular over a leisurely half.

Being the archetypal hack with an ear for a good story and the credo of never letting the truth get in the way of one, he spoofed the bare details up into a steamy and torrid tale along the ‘Twenty-Stone Bonking Bar Owner Breaks Bed During Night of Passion’ lines. He then sent it off down the wire to a major news agency… and all hell broke loose. Within a day of the story being circulated, I was lying in the broken bed, being interviewed by the star reporter from the regional television magazine programme, while a horde of press photographers fought to get the best angle for their wide-angled lenses.

Never one to miss the opportunity to give customers what they wanted, I asked my wife to make me a voluminous Wee Willie Winkie nightshirt and cap. I had also been coached by my reporter chum now showbiz agent in a number of ancillary and totally untrue details. Such as how the legs of the divan had been driven through the bedroom floor by the sheer force of our nocturnal gambolling and, in the process, woken the dog, whose barking had alerted the neighbours, who had, fearing a break-in, called out the police…

To further validate the story, we had bought a set of disembodied bed legs from the second-hand shop over the road and screwed them into the ceiling of the lounge bar in the appropriate position, providing a great shot for the slavering cameramen. The legs also became a draw for hundreds of new customers who would come and buy a pint just to stare up at the evidence of my enthusiasm for marital gymnastics.

From then on, I appeared by the medium of the telephone and taped interviews on more than 300 American radio stations, made a splash in every popular national daily in Britain, and received copies of such disparate publications as the Singapore Straits Weekly and the Sydney Herald. The story also featured in a late-night ‘adult’ cable TV show in California… and the final accolade came with the news that I had been granted an honorary doctorate in Bedology by a correspondence-course college in Nebraska.

Shortly thereafter, I was approached by the largest manufacturer of beds in the world with an interesting offer. They had just invested a quarter of a million dollars in a robot, which spent a day a week replicating the movements of the human body in sleep to test their new bed designs. Would I, in return for a free king-sized double divan and a modest retainer, take on a contract with them as the world’s first human bed tester?

Of course I would, and did.

For the next few months and while the story still had, as they say in the trade, legs, I toured the country’s trade shows and exhibitions. In my nightshirt and cap I would leap every hour on the hour from the top of a stepladder onto one of the company’s unbreakable beds. Far below, a shapely model in the briefest of nightwear would be lying spread-eagled on the coverlet to provide additional interest for the spectators, and an incentivising target for me.

Eventually, like all such silly stories, the exploits of the Bed Bustin’ Publican lost their appeal for the great British public. It had, however, served its purpose by making me aware of just how easy it was to hit the headlines with a fairly plausible tall tale.

The pub was doing badly by now, thanks, I told myself, to the combination of my frequent absences on bed-testing duty and the drying up of the story. Truth to tell, the drop in takings was a true measure of my declining interest in spending countless hours listening to the same joke for the tenth time that session in return for the slender profits on a pint of Old ’n’ Filthy.

I had created a ‘character pub’ which depended totally on its main attraction (me) being there to prosper, and I just didn’t want to be there any more. It was obviously time for a change, and I had just received a lesson in the basic rules and requirements of the publicity game.

Impressed by this and other free examples of my prowess at picking up on the publicity value of what they at least thought was a true story, the brewery agreed to take me on as a freelance public relations specialist, and for the next five years, I came up with a regular diet of tallish stories concerning the company’s premises, and began to dabble in putting people who wanted to buy pubs in touch with those who wished to sell them. It was a precarious existence, but that was nothing new, and above all, it was an interesting way of bringing home the bacon.

Then came the day when a casual conversation with the owner of a pub chain led to its disposal to a client in the mood to expand rapidly. I earned more in commission for a week’s work than my usual yearly stipend, and suddenly, after ten years of talk, it seemed we just might be in the position to realise our long-held fantasy of buying a second home. We could keep our freelance publicity jobs working for breweries and still enjoy the good life in France.

Having almost resigned ourselves to an interesting but Micawberish life together, the prospect of actually owning a pied-à-terre in a foreign country took on tremendous significance. In the midst of middle age I was going to give my wife exactly what I had promised her. A place in the country in another land. Providing, that is, that circumstances, good fortune, fate and the unknown judge let us finally through the obstinate door at Le Petit Bijou.



THREE
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Minding Your Language

After waiting in an agony of suspense for more than three months, the good news came suddenly. In the depths of unreasoning self-pity, I had become convinced that there was a conspiracy against me and my dreams, and our late-night orgies of planning the decor of Le Petit Bijou down to exactly where we would hang the wok (already bought) had deteriorated into listless recriminations about my lack of ability to see anything through to a successful conclusion.

Then, at 09.04 hours precisely on 1 April, the phone rang ‘You’ve got it,’ Mark said, ‘it’s yours – if you still want it.’

The judge, he went on to explain, had ruled that the transaction could go ahead, signed the necessary documents, sealed the necessary seals, made the necessary declarations on the steps of the Bastille, and posted the necessary proclamations on the highways and byways of Normandy. All that had to happen now was the drawing-up of the compromis de vente by the notaire, our payment of the ten per cent deposit… and the signatures of everybody from ourselves and Madame to anyone who happened to be passing the office at that moment.

[image: image]

Having had a fair dose of the ecstasy, we soon found that the agony was not yet over. All that had actually happened was the agreement that we were now free to make an agreement to buy Le Petit Bijou. Up until the exchange of initial contracts, Madame could still change her mind or take a better offer. Even after the signing of the compromis de vente, we now discovered, Madame was at liberty to withdraw. We would then benefit financially by receiving a compensatory ten per cent of the purchase price from her, but that was small cheer.

Even blacker thoughts came with the information that – due to the extent of property exchangers avoiding fees and taxes by passing large amounts of the actual purchase price under the table – Le Petit Bijou could still be snatched back from us months after we bought it.

French law, we were told, provided for an official investigation into and assessment of the true value of any property changing hands at what seemed to be an inordinately low price. If the authorities thought some underhand and private financial transactions had been taking place, they were at liberty to purchase the suspect property from its new owner at the price paid on paper, thereby leaving the miscreant short of what he had privately given the vendor.

It was a very rare occurrence, explained Mark, and we, of course, had not actually entered any tax and fee-saving conspiracy with Madame. The notaire was satisfied that the price we were to pay was a fair one, given the condition of Le Petit Bijou. But it was as well that we should know about all the little hiccups that could occur between signing for, and permanently acquiring, a property in France. We would, he said on a brighter note, be receiving our copy of the compromis within the next week or so, then we should read it very carefully before signing and returning it with the deposit.

After a week of playing who-can-get-to-the-front-door-first each morning, we took delivery of a bulky package from the perspiring postman, and ripped it open with trembling fingers so that we might now read, digest, analyse, check over and sign the contract it contained. Providing, we immediately discovered, we were fluent in ancient and legalese French…

We now had to find someone not only totally fluent in written French, but also in the complexities of phrases and codicils, paragraphs and points laid out in an archaic usage which made the average UK solicitor’s communication look like a page from a Janet and John book.
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Here is perhaps as good a place and time as any to tackle the complex and controversial question of just why the French insist on refusing to speak a perfectly acceptable language like English. And why they pretend not to understand their own tongue when used by us.

The question of the apparent inability of the French to comprehend their own language when spoken by a foreigner is a perplexing mystery I have spent thirty years trying to solve.

I first got to grips with the inconsistencies of the language at junior school, where I spent a whole year coming to terms with the idea that, in France, tables, chairs and other inanimate objects had a sex. Just as I was beginning to acquire the vital ability to tell any French persons in earshot that my aunt wrote with a feather, a sudden descent into the ‘B’ stream was enough to convince the curriculum organisers that my future lay in plumbing or carpentry rather than international diplomacy, and French was no longer on the menu.

For the next three decades, I visited France on hundreds of occasions, and picked up a handful of useful nouns and phrases each time. This left me with a fairly extensive vocabulary, if not the grammatical wherewithal to join them all together in the right order and context. This understandably made social intercourse on any subject a frustrating exercise for both parties, especially given the apparent French refusal to give a little when it comes to the fine-tuning of pronunciation.

A typical exchange preceding the frequent and (one might expect) simple purchase of any item from any shop or store is invariably played out in the following manner:

ME (entering Pierre’s Pâtisserie or Edith’s Épicerie): Bonjour, Monsieur/Madame/Mademoiselle.

HIM/HER (suspiciously): Bonjour, Monsieur.

ME (enquiringly): Vous avez gâteaux?

HIM/HER (face contorting into an expression of total bewilderment, angst and even acute pain): Pardon, Monsieur?

ME (even more slowly and clearly): Vous avez gâteaux?

HIM/HER (with shrug): Pardon, Monsieur?

ME (pointing directly at a selection of at least fifty-seven cakes on prominent display): VOUS AVEZ GÂTEAUX?!

HIM/HER (understanding spreading like dawn across their features): Ah… gâteaux!!!!

You have to believe me when I say that, throughout the engagement, I have pronounced the simple key word in the absolutely approved and precisely correct manner – i.e. ‘gatt-oh’. What’s more, the person with whom I am trying to do business will always, always arrive at totally over-the-top pantomime awareness by repeating the word in exactly the same way I have been saying it. Repeatedly – i.e. ‘gatt-oh’.

Either I have been missing some incredibly subtle inflection or stress on the key word throughout these voyages to final understanding, or the persons to whom I have been speaking are, as we would say, playing silly buggers. Sometimes, however, one has to accept that a slight difference in inflexion or pronunciation can make for quite innocent yet dramatic misinterpretation by the French recipient.

Arriving cashless in the square of a strange town just after acquiring our French bank account, for instance, I went off in search of the local branch of Crédit Agricole. Unable to locate it, I chanced upon a rather striking young woman standing alone outside a bar.

Approaching her and falling back upon the old mime ploy, I proudly whipped out my new cheque book and waved it under her nose, at the same time making the universal finger-rubbing sign for money.

For a moment the lady stared at me uncomprehendingly. Then she smiled radiantly, nodded and said, ‘Ah, you are looking for a bonk?’With that, she took my hand and set off at a fast pace down a side alley.

Needless to say, the bank was at the other end.

Faced now with translating the arcane wording in the initial contract on Le Petit Bijou, we eventually found invaluable assistance in the shape of a member of the UK Institute of Translators. After an hour or so going through the Gallic equivalents of The Party of The First Part and the Party Hereinafter to be Referred to as The Party of The Second Part, she pronounced herself satisfied that the terms and conditions were as we understood them. With the exception of the actual boundaries of the property.

Were we aware, she asked, that we were only buying the downstairs rooms of the cottage?

No, we replied in high-pitched unison, we were not.

A phone call direct to the notaire’s office at Valognes was duly made. Maître LeFrançois, we were told, had conducted the previous transaction on the cottage some twenty years before, at which time there simply had been no first floor. The same information had been used to draw up the new compromis, and nobody had realised that there was now a bedroom and landing where once had been only an open space to the eaves.

It was, we were assured, a detail of little consequence as far as legal provenance and established ownership went. The necessary changes would be made when we returned the signed document, and there was no risk that we would at some time in the future find ourselves with distant relatives of Madame scaling the outer walls of our home and claiming squatters’ rights to the upper floor.

Thus reassured, we signed each page in the appropriate place and sent it on its way with the deposit. We also in the process established and mentally filed another law regarding French property exchange: make sure you know exactly not only what any contract contains – but also what it means.

[image: image]

‘I must demand to know,’ said Maître LeFrançois through Mark, ‘…if there is anything under the table?’

Resisting the impulse to get on my hands and knees in front of the notaire’s desk, I shook my head vehemently. The maître nodded in apparent satisfaction and continued with his checklist of formalities. The big day had finally arrived, and we were convened in his Valognes offices for the culmination of the transfer. And, like a young couple fighting a fit of the giggles at the altar, my wife and I were both on the border of nervous hysteria.

We were now less than an hour away from completing the final phase of the transaction (the acte de vente) but I was still waiting for the inevitable last-minute stymie. At any moment, I was convinced, he would leap to his feet and demand in ringing tones if anyone knew of any just cause or impediment why the union of George and Donella East and Le Petit Bijou should not take place. The door would then burst open, and a long-lost second cousin of Madame, previously believed to have been lost in a Foreign Legion action in the Sahara would appear with sand on his boots, and a claim to the cottage in his hand.

Or the phone would ring just as the maître reached for the rubber stamp, and it would be Madame’s physician to say that she had just expired in her Paris apartment, so the deal was off till the next of kin were consulted. Or the fire brigade would call – just after completion – to say that a spark from a nearby stubble fire had reduced Le Petit Bijou to cinders.

As it happened, none of these events occurred, and the proceedings went like clockwork.

We signed yet another ten pages of documentation, Donella made out a cheque with the largest number of digits she had ever written… and I was handed the keys.

Suddenly, it had happened. The maître shook our hands warmly and welcomed us to the community, and we walked out into the market place at Valognes as fully paid-up French homeowners. We didn’t look any different, in fact we didn’t, when comparing notes, feel dramatically different. All we felt was a burning urge to get to our cottage… and really make it our own.

Accordingly, we piled into our cars and sped the two miles to Yvetot-Bocage to prepare for the ceremony.

Mark having presented us with a bottle of champagne, a custom-made congratulations card and (very discreetly) the bill for his services so far, we were ready for the Grand Entrance. I picked my wife up, turned the ancient key in the lock, kicked the door open and stepped forward into our dream cottage. In doing so, I caught my right foot behind a raised section of genuine eighteenth-century flagstone, dropped the champagne and my wife onto the unyielding floor, and cut my hand badly on the broken bottle as I joined her.

Thus, we shed the first blood in the conversion of Le Petit Bijou.

The sweat and tears were to flow in copious quantities at a later date.



FOUR
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Doing Your Homework

I had organised my work schedule to leave the next fortnight free by the simple but effective method of ripping the relevant pages from my desk diary. We had booked the first-floor gîte at Mark and his new wife Fiona’s château for that period. I had also spent the previous weeks at auctions and bankrupt stock sales in the UK buying up job lots of rusty tools, tins of congealed paint and all manner of discontinued plumbing and electrical fixtures and fittings, most of which were to prove as useless as they had been cheap. But, in our present situation, far more important than these material considerations was to be the location and commission of that elusive and most treasured aid to the British property owner in France – the general (and generally competent) builder.

At home, most of us have tackled DIY tasks of varying complexity and scale. As a nation with a property and property-value improvement fetish, we have only to nip down the road to our local builder’s merchant or mega DIY store to find everything we could possibly want for the job. Should the project be too ambitious, there are general and specialist craftsmen by the hundred, always courting our custom.

We can ask a friend or neighbour who has had a job completed to his or her satisfaction, or refer to the Yellow Pages or local newspaper. We can then give the candidates a thorough grilling, ask to see references and examples of their past performances, provide a very specific specification, and finally haggle over the price and demand a very specific and non-negotiable estimate. We can also keep a very close eye on proceedings as the job progresses on our home base. And still we manage to come unstuck.

Now consider the problems implicit in taking on any major form of homework in another country, where you don’t know the way the system works, let alone the correct phraseology for ‘You will be sure to put the electricity points high enough to clear the worktop which will go against that kitchen wall, won’t you?’

Quite apart from the language barrier, there’s the scale and size of most operations required when you buy a home ‘in need of some renovation’ in France. You may have had your UK home rewired; you may even have had new windows or doors fitted. But have you had new foundations and walls built, damp-proofed, rendered and plastered to take those windows and doors? How many times have you felt the need to have a septic tank or cesspit installed to ease the waste disposal system situation in your UK semi?

Luckily for us, we had the good fortune to meet Hugh Jones, subsequently dubbed Hugo the Hod in deference to his Welsh ancestry. Hugo was a small builder in the truest sense of the term. He employed around a dozen tradesmen and general labourers in his home territory of west Hampshire, and stood about five feet six in his terminally disintegrating working boots.

He had come across the Channel to find, buy and restore his own farmhouse in south Normandy, but on his arrival with materials, tools and skills, Hugo was immediately set upon by a horde of desperate second-homeowners. He became so preoccupied with the septic tanks, subfloors and extended extensions for his new and unsolicited customers that his own property looked like having a completion date somewhere in the twenty-first century.

Apart from his rarity value, Hugo’s worth also lay in his attitude to any commission. He was as honest a builder as any I have encountered, his rates were reasonable, and he took an eminently sensible approach to estimating costs. Experience had taught him that very few of his customers actually had the first idea of what they wanted or needed doing, beyond a vague conviction that the holes in the roof shouldn’t be there, and it would be a good idea to have a bathroom somewhere on the premises. Therefore, Hugh had developed a system of pricing an initial job to its bones, knowing that more would come as his clients got to grips with further tasks.

There was, inevitably, to be a downside to our relationship. His value to the British house-restoring community meant that he was permanently in demand in all parts of the peninsula, and had a tendency to pop into Cherbourg for a length of timber and disappear for several days.

Eventually, we
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