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I dedicate this story to Gerard Pivard and Xavier Pierre,
who sadly are no longer with us.
They are but two of the many people who influenced me
and changed my life for the better!
Also Marie Chevalme who, along with Xavier, looked after me
during my first few months in France.
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Prologue
Bang! Not a gunshot, but just as startling and destructive. My
wife had stormed out of the house, slamming the back door
on our marriage of thirty years, leaving me with head bowed,
sitting at the kitchen table, my cigarette smouldering in the
ash-tray, my hands clutching a mug of tepid tea.
Minutes before, we had been having a rare, brief heart-toheart, but she was too upset to listen. Anyway, it was only
delaying the inevitable. It wasn’t the first time I’d fled to
France, but this next trip would be the last.
I won’t be coming back!
I glanced down at Meg, our lovely dog. Tears pricked my
eyes as she looked up and wagged her tail—reassurance that
somebody still loved me. Past memories tumbled and spun
with future plans, threadbare and ill thought out as they were.
I’d arranged for somewhere to stay, but it was only temporary
and not really what I had in mind.
My trailer, full of tools and equipment was all very well, but
there was no job waiting for me in France. As always, I knew

only too well that that money—or the lack of it—would be a
problem, but I had enough for petrol and the ferry, and maybe
for a week or two after I arrived.
I kept my goodbyes to a minimum. Only a few close and
trusted friends were aware of what I was doing as I set off
north instead of south. I didn’t know where the hell I was
going and my head was buzzing as I changed course and
headed down the motorway, this time in the right direction,
arriving five hours later at the ferry terminal with just a few
minutes to spare.
As the ferry pulled out of Portsmouth harbour and sailed past
the Isle of Wight, I watched the Hampshire coastline slowly
fade into the receding distance, together with my past life.
I was fifty-something years old, for God’s sake. What was I
doing? The wife and kids were behind me, and the physical
trappings of my life were in the hold. I wished I could pack
my thoughts away with them. Was this the answer? Would I
be happier?
Panic washed over me, but after a meal and a couple of pints
of bitter that evening, I began to relax, but even so, it was
going to be a long night with no bed. I prayed and hoped that
it would be the last time I ever had to make a decision like
that and my head was spinning. It wasn’t the idea of starting
something, it was the doing it that wasn’t easy. But there was
no going back now, and I knew only too well that it was not
going to be a holiday.

In the early, misty light of the cold dawn, I stood shivering at
the rail watching St. Malo approach as quickly as the English
cliffs retreated. I stared at the foaming ship’s wake stretching
like a great white rope seemingly still attached to the English
coast. That comforting lifeline would be severed as soon as we
docked.
Driving south from the Brittany coast towards Dordogne,
doubts started to bubble up again. This was France! For Merde
alors, they spoke a different language. General Certificate of
Secondary Education (GCSE) French wasn’t going to cut the
mustard, even if it was from Dijon.
After nearly eight hours and only a couple of toilet stops, I
finally pulled up to the border between the departments of
Gironde and Dordogne in the market town of Sainte Foy
la Grande. Only a few kilometres more and I would reach
La Ferièrre, the village near Monbazillac where some of my
friends lived. I felt physically exhausted and emotionally
wrecked.

Chapter 1

I

n which chatterbox Colin finds himself a temporary job and
somewhere to live, is adopted by a French family, and has rosy
reflections of the grape harvest at Monbazillac and St. Emilion.
A pair of hypnotic white eyes that seemed to be singing,
peered at me through a gap in the foliage of the vines. The words
were obviously emerging from a mouth, but the music and melody
were in the smiling eyes that were fixed upon me. A pair of black
hands scratched away at the leaves.
“Sing to me,” said the eyes. “Sing with me.”
So I did. After a couple of verses of “Frère Jacques” and a
score of null points for poor Colin, the eyes were now laughing
at me.
“Sing to Ibrahmah in English,” said the owner of the wide
eyes that seemed to focus on me yet looked straight through me.
A rousing chorus of “Always Look on the Bright Side of Life”
seemed to impress my new workmate, and he said in French,
“That was good,” but it was obvious that my new pal scratching
away there didn’t understand the words, but he liked the sound
and the melody.
“Sing about the grapes, the sun, and the vineyards,” said
Ibrahmah in stunted African English.
I was saved from further torture to my vocal chords by
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someone shouting, “How much of the leaves do I have to scratch
out?”
“When you can see the grapes, you fucking idiot,” replied the
sweet talking Portuguese chef du travail. His French and manners
were worse than mine!
That was why I was there scratching away at the vine leaves.
It wasn’t a form of French communal punishment or a halfway
house before going to Devil’s Island. It was an essential part of
the wine production process. The grapes needed to ripen and
sweeten in the sun, and the leaves shaded them. So that’s why we
were stripping away excess vine leaves at Monbazillac, the place
where the sweetest of wines are produced.
I was aware of other voices babbling away in different
languages, but what on earth was I doing in the vineyards?
Perhaps it was a dream, and upon waking I’d find myself once
more on a cold, wet winter’s evening in the UK, sitting in my
armchair by a flickering coal fire, having nodded off to sleep while
watching a television programme about sun-soaked vineyards.
Ibrahmah was singing again. No, I hadn’t been dreaming about
scratching away row after row of seemingly endless vines, only to get
to the end of one line with sore hands and an aching back to start all
over again down another row of vines, that disappeared into the hazy
shimmering heat in the far distance.
To remember the occasion, a little poetic song:
When you can see the grapes, the grapes can see you,
And when the grapes can see you, the sun shines through.
And when the sun shines through, the vines are sweet,
So when you drink the sweet wine, a lot of people you’ll meet.
When I was in the UK, it wasn’t unknown for me to guzzle
wine by the half-pint, but having now experienced the backbreaking work that goes into preparing and picking the bloody
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grapes, I’d developed respect for the beautiful liquid, and I now
savour every drop.
Some of the more experienced—or maybe not so
conscientious—were always a few yards ahead of me, their heads
bobbing in the sun. When I eventually reached the last vine of my
row, my fellow workers had already gained a couple of minutes on
me and had time to smoke a quick roll-up. Salauds!
“Allez, plus vite!” (C’mon, gerra move on!), said the polite
French-Portuguese drawl.
“Courages, mes braves,” mumbled an encouraging voice from
somewhere in the mélange of languages.
We all continued plus vite, until midday at last arrived and it
was time for our well-deserved lunch break.
Despite all his shouting and bawling, the foreman of the
vendanges took pity on us and ended the morning’s work as near
as possible to the patron’s house. He wasn’t such a bad old salaud
after all!
On arriving, we flopped into some rickety old chairs around
a makeshift table in the shade of the patron’s house and said
nothing intelligible for a good few minutes. Once we had recovered
our power of speech, we unpacked the picnic lunch that my friend
Marie had prepared for us the previous evening, and ate our salad,
cheese, and baguette in relative silence for a while. It was a decent
gesture from the patron to supply us with tables and chairs. Most
of them didn’t bother, and the workers had to bring their own, or
make do with sitting on the grass.
The silence was gently broken a little while later by Ibrahmah,
who had sloped off to his car and returned with a musical
instrument, the likes of which I had never seen before. Sitting
there grinning as only he could, with gleaming eyes and beautiful
white teeth, his colourful hat, and long wavy hair tied up in
ribbons, he started gently strumming and plucking what looked
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remarkably like bagpipes with strings, the base of which was
supported vertically upon his knees. What a beautiful sound; it
was like a melody from the gods. The music didn’t wake Xavier,
Marie’s husband, who tended to nod off for a few minutes at every
possible opportunity, but he soon woke up as crusts of bread
bounced off his head. What a way to emerge from his dreams!
Ibrahmah adjusted this and twisted that, and then launched
into a song, accompanying himself with beautiful, melodic music.
It was as if there was a small orchestra playing. We would all
have joined in, but for the fact that he was singing in the African
dialect of Senegal. Wow, what a cultural experience!
From where I was sitting, I could just see through the halfopened door of the outbuildings where bottles of wine were
arranged on shelves. Being curious, I went to have a look. It was
a dégustation (tasting) shop where people could browse, taste, and
buy the beautiful sweet wine. I cast a quick glance at the little
tickets stuck on the bottles and almost jumped backwards. How
much?
The patron came across to see what was going on, and asked
if all was well. He then produced two bottles of wine and placed
them on the table. We looked at each other as if to say, “Is this
the real thing?” And yes, it was true, the Monbazillac apéritif
wine, which sold at anything from fifteen euros a bottle upward
until you reach the sky, was there in front of us, already opened
as the signal to drink.
Well, I’d never tasted anything so pleasant. But every silver
lining has a cloud, and we heard the foreman softly whispering,
“Allez, c’est parti! Vous n’êtes pas en putain vacances!” (Come on, let’s
go! You’re not on fucking holiday!) It was the signal to start again
and the end of the shortest ninety minutes I’d ever experienced.
There must have been some form of logic behind the start of
the afternoon’s work, but it eluded me. We hadn’t even finished
the rows we had previously been working on, and we were all
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herded together and squashed into a big van, off to go down
the bumpy, rutted lanes through the vineyards to start working
elsewhere. Who were we to ask?
The afternoon sun scorched down on us, making the job even
harder. Although I was happy to be there, it was a great relief
to see five o’clock and the bumpy return trip to our cars. After
a quick dousing under the outside tap in the farmyard to wash
away the sticky grape juice and mud that seemed to get into every
bodily crevice, we set off home to Marie’s place, exhausted, happy,
and chatty.
It was only a fifteen-minute drive to the house, and on
arriving we dived one by one into the bathroom. Once showered
and reasonably recovered, we enjoyed a long and lingering apéritif
and chatted away about our workday, nibbling peanuts and sipping
the pastis that every decent French family had tucked away in the
top cupboard hors vu des enfants (out of view of the children).
Boy, did I sleep that night! What I dreamed about I do
not know, but when I was woken the next morning just before
sunrise at some unearthly hour, the sheets on my bed were like
the aftermath of the battles on the beaches of Normandy. After a
quick wash, coffee and croissants, it was off to work again, driving
along the lanes through the early morning mist just as the dawn
was gently breaking.
That first week at Monbazillac was mostly taken up with what
I came to learn as the le feuillage, the removing of excess leaves
covering the bunches of grapes. By the way, the French word for
a bunch is grape, and grapes are raisins.
The white apéritif wines from that region are well known for
their subtle and natural sweetness, and I learned that the grapes
produce a greater amount of natural sugar during the last couple
of weeks before they are harvested, which makes the wines unique.
The extra sunlight on the now-unshaded grapes during those last
few days makes all the difference, and the vines that we had been
clearing would be harvested later in October.
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Our second week at the vendanges was scratch free. We
spent it picking the green grapes by hand and carrying them in
huge baskets to the awaiting trailer. Apart from a few personal
arguments amongst some of the workers, it was more or less the
same routine every day.
Midway through the second week, poor old Ibrahmah was
picked on by two smart-arse local lads who couldn’t hold their
drink and had a problem working with non-whites. One day they’d
stolen a couple of bottles from the patron’s dégustation shop. They
had been swigging it all afternoon and were both totally smashed
by mid-afternoon and picked a fight with my new friend. He didn’t
return to work the following day. Those hypnotic eyes would sing
to me no more.
That was very sad.

In early October 2004 at quarter past six in the morning,
a car full of tired but chatty people set off for pastures new—
to the headquarters of the crème-de-la-crème of the south west
vineyards.
The Château Clos de Madeleine is perched on the cliffs of
the steep slopes approaching St. Emilion, looking down on the
flat valley plane where the River Dordogne meanders towards the
ocean. The famous church tower nearby in the town centre stands
proudly overseeing everything and everyone in the surrounding
area. This is one of the many châteaux that go to great lengths
to prepare their world-famous wines through the seasons, from
the planting of the vines, the growing and careful tending, to
the harvesting of the grapes, and finally the finished bottles of
beautiful wine.
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We arrived early that first morning to register with the
patron to hand pick the fruit that would one day pass the lips of
the rich and famous in liquid form. No more scratching away the
leaves here. This was the real deal, picking and carrying baskets of
black grapes from eight in the morning till five-thirty. Apart from
a few light showers of rain, we were lucky enough to have dry and
sunny weather. It’s not much fun harvesting grapes in the rain!

The Château Clos Madeleine is perched on the cliﬀs over looking the valley.
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It was a long drive too, nearly an hour, but the time passed
quickly enough with the car full of jabbering people as we drove
along the country roads through the misty morning, listening to
sixties pop music on Radio Nostalgie, and then losing reception as
we approached the more hilly regions. Xavier, my self-appointed
co-pilot, sat next to me as proud as a monkey with a bag of
nuts, busily trying in vain to tune in to another radio channel
as it faded away with hisses and crackles of Johnny Halliday, the
Beatles, and Françoise Hardy.
My new co-driver loved to pretend he was driving the car. My
old banger was a British right-hand drive, and he sat there as if he
was at the wheel of a left-hander. I didn’t believe he could really
drive, but he sat there burping, farting, and indicating which way
to go along the winding roads, totally oblivious to the shouts of
disagreements from the rear-seat passengers. Catherine, who was
Xavier’s sister-in-law, always knew which way to go when it was
blatantly obvious with a signpost, but was ominously silent when
there wasn’t one to be seen. I was just glad I didn’t have her as
my navigator when I was travelling to France. I would have ended
up on the Rock of Gibraltar!
Marie just sat there looking out through the car window
smoking a roll-up, quietly taking no notice. She had obviously
seen and heard it all before. How we ever got to the right place
on time I’ll never know, but we always managed somehow to
meet up with the other vendanges workers as arranged to start
work at eight o’clock. So, we were off to go once again, deep into
the wine-producing regions of south west France. I know how I
arrived, but what the fucking hell was I doing there?
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