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This book is dedicated to Clare, India and Finn

without whom none of this would have happened
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Read now, pay later

I’m making “The yurt camp, the English mafia and the French 

resistance” available for free as part of a new experiment in 

crowd sourcing.

The theory goes like this:

o You download the book, or somehow get hold of a copy.

o You read it.

o You like it, love it, or believe it’s the best thing you’ve read 

since your last trip to the dentist, and feel that I deserve some 

money as a reward.

o You transfer the amount you think it’s worth into the bank 

account detailed at the other end of the book.

In return, I get to see how my work is valued and decide whether I 

should carry on writing “part two” of the series (of three), or do 

something more useful instead.

I am, virtually, in your hands.
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1 : the hamster wheel

It was August 2006 and we weren’t happy. 

On the surface everything looked rosy. We had a beautiful house in 

Brighton’s gay and funky Kemp Town. I had work in London that paid 

well. Clare had an art studio overlooking the Steine and a part-

time teaching job. Our daughter India went to a school she loved. 

We had a thriving allotment with sea views, lovely neighbours, 

good friends nearby and a new baby called Finn.

So exactly what did we have to be unhappy about?

The beautiful house

Our house was a two-up-two-down mid-terrace, measuring 13 foot by 

21, with a lounge-diner featuring an original open fire, a single-

storey extension at the back containing the kitchen, bathroom and 

toilet, and enough outside space for a paddling pool.

In a word it was: small.

We couldn’t buy a bigger house, because at the time every extra 

bedroom you wanted in Brighton cost an extra £100,000 - and we had 

no idea how we would find that kind of money. The smallness of the 

house was becoming even more of an issue, because we wanted to 

move baby Finn out of our bedroom, and India’s room wasn’t big 

enough for her bed and his cot. 

The only big thing about our house was the mortgage. We were 

paying more than anyone else we knew - and because our mortgage 

was interest only, we always would be.

The work that paid well

I worked in advertising as a freelance copywriter. My job was to 

come up with the words (and often the images) for advertisements, 

brochures, junk mail, commercials, or anything else an agency’s 
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clients wanted me to write - once, even the back of a packet of 

sweets. 

I’d been doing it for 18 years. I was quite good at it. But I 

didn’t like it. At all.

Don’t get me wrong. Some of my colleagues were among the most 

cynical, intelligent and amusing people you could meet. But others 

were more like you might expect - morally and ethically bankrupt, 

psychologically and spiritually toxic individuals who are simply 

unpleasant to be around. The working environment was brutal and 

bullying, often dominated by alpha males with no observable 

talent, where you are required to work to the very best of your 

ability, or be out of a job the following day. 

Not that the work was anything special. I’d long ago stopped being 

happy promoting greed and consumption in witty, attractive ways, 

selling products I felt were unnecessary, unwanted or, in the case 

of sub-prime mortgages, blatantly criminal. The only remaining 

value my job held was its ability to pay the bills - and that was 

getting harder every year, as the industry day rate, though good 

by most people’s standards, had stayed the same since 1989. 

Add to this the fact that I was commuting up to five hours a day, 

I was getting older in a young person’s game, and I had absolutely 

no pension provision, and you can see my situation was not 

sustainable. One day, come what may, the mobile phone would stop 

ringing and my career - and our ability to make ends meet - would 

be over.

Clare’s studio and part-time job

At first glance, Clare was doing OK. She had a big studio in the 

Phoenix Centre, in which she created award-winning textile art, 

and had recently landed a very part-time job teaching at a nearby 

Swedish School. The only problem was, that wasn’t her only job.
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With me absent from 07:32 at the latest to 19:58 at the earliest, 

she had to do almost all the mind-numbing, repetitive, unrewarding 

and invalidating chores that go along with a small house and two 

small children. 

Occasionally, I would phone up just before she was expecting the 

cavalry to arrive only to say I was just leaving the pub - over 

two hours away - and would be ‘a bit late’.

Not ideal. And not what she signed up for when we started our 

relationship seven years before. Instead of doing everything 

50:50, we were doing everything as if it was 1950.

But the daughter’s school

India’s school was brilliant. It was going to be the country’s 

first state-run Montessori school and educate children up to GCSE. 

But after a lengthy campaign by the head teacher, the bureaucrats 

of Brighton and Hove showed their small-mindedness and rejected 

the application. It remained a fee-paying school - at over £400 a 

month.

With Finn now joining the family, schooling was soon going to be 

difficult. Not every school in Brighton had a good reputation, and 

some friends from our street had recently sold up and moved into 

the Sussex countryside because the place they were offered was not 

what they were hoping for. 

I think Sara’s exact words were: ‘Over my dead body.’

Surely, the allotment

The allotment gave us a good-sized outdoor space. We had a swing, 

a playhouse, a greenhouse, a shed, and several years of time, 

money and energy invested there. The only thing was, every now and 

then, humans, badgers or mother nature would vandalise part of it. 

Smashing something, knocking something down or eating something 

that was meant for us.
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It wasn’t a safe, reliable space the way we imagined a garden 

would be. But gardens in Brighton came with bigger houses, and 

bigger houses came with more money, and more money came with more 

time out of the house. Which is how the hamster wheel turns for 

those people who are happy to be on it.

But we are not those people.

Who we are

Me and Clare are alike in many ways. We are nomadic by nature, who 

spent our 20s living spontaneously. Changing houses, cities or 

countries, following our hopes and dreams, with barely a backward 

thought. 

Independently, we made very similar spiritual discoveries that 

meant it was very easy to decide to be together and have children. 

Our understanding, for example, is that we are spiritual beings 

first, human beings second. That there are unbreakable laws in the 

universe that allow us to manifest anything we wish. That there is 

no such thing as a coincidence, and a host of other things you can 

find in contemporary books on spirituality if you’re interested.

Going hand in hand with this view of the world is a respect for 

the planet. We ate organic, changed the lightbulbs, refurbished 

the windows, insulated the loft, used a 100% renewable electricity 

provider, composted, recycled, voted Green and did everything we 

could to limit our environmental impact not because it was trendy, 

but because it was the natural thing to do.

We do have our differences. I, for instance, have always believed 

that the world is on the verge of collapse. For years before the 

moment we decided to climb off the hamster wheel of 21st-Century 

life, I had been actively looking for a way to survive the 

transition from environmentally damaging oil-driven consumerist 

society to sustainable global community (which seems to be the 

best-case scenario). 
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Clare has never taken my doomsaying seriously - with good reason - 

I’d been saying we only have 10 years left for well over 10 years. 

But she had been actively trying to find a way to have chickens 

and grow more food closer to home. Whenever I had a full-time job, 

we would look at houses with gardens, but the inevitable 

redundancy kept us in our little house where, night after night, 

we would watch TV shows about people going greener, moving to the 

country, or to another country - living our dream.

So... what?

So one evening Clare turned round and said: ‘Why don’t we just 

sell the house and buy land?’

I didn’t even pause for a second before saying: ‘Yes.’
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2 : big green idea

I remember the Big Green Idea coming fully formed, but it probably 

took a few days (and a lot of research from Clare on land, laws 

and temporary accommodation) to shape it like this.

We decided to sell the house and use the equity to buy: 

o! 2.5 acres of woodland for heating self-sufficiency in winter.

o! 1 acre of grassland for cultivation to feed our family of 

four.

o! 4 yurts - a 26-foot yurt for cooking, eating and sitting, an 

18-foot yurt for the kids’ bedroom, an 18-foot yurt for our 

bedroom, and a 12-foot bath and toilet yurt - all joined together 

on one huge deck.

o! chickens, pigs, a dog, cats, solar panels - maybe even a 

natural swimming pool one day.

To earn money for taxes, insurance, clothes and other things we 

couldn’t grow or make ourselves, we would also buy:

o! 4 yurts - and create the Most Luxurious Eco-Family Friendly 

Yurt Campsite in the World, complete with Swedish compost toilets, 

solar showers and the latest and greatest green technology now 

available.

No room at the yurt

Although we loved how they looked, we’d never actually stayed in a 

yurt, and tried to book a holiday in one of the few yurt campsites 

around at the time. But they were all full. Which meant our idea 

was not only very big and very green, but very, very good. 

Lucky for us, because it was an idea that would dominate almost 

every waking moment from then until now.
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3 : easy going

Before doing anything else, we decided to order some yurts. 

An internet search unexpectedly turned up a pair of yurt makers in 

Stanmer Park, Brighton, which fitted perfectly with our need to 

source everything locally. So we went to see Future Roots.

Matt and Chris were concentrating on yurt-building courses at the 

time, but they loved the Big Green Idea and the prospect of making 

four connected yurts. We loved their craftsmanship - and the fact 

that the coppiced ash they were going to use had grown in the park 

while we lived only a few miles away. I signed up for one of their 

courses which would see me spending several weekends in their 

woodland workshop, finding, cutting, stripping, steaming, bending, 

drilling and finishing some of what would be our bathroom yurt.

Not far away - in Battle, East Sussex - we found Yurtshop. 

Mark and Matt normally made yurts from sawn timber, but we were 

looking for coppiced yurts, which we feel are more natural, 

beautiful and authentic. They said they could do that for us in 

locally sourced chestnut. Again, their attitude was exactly what 

we were looking for - and they got the job.

It was easy. 

All it cost was a bit of time and a commitment to pay nearly 

£21,000 for eight yurt frames over the next few months. But I had 

landed an open-ended four-day week at an advertising agency in 

London Bridge and we were about to sell the house in a booming 

market. What could possibly go wrong?

A bit about yurts

In case you are new to yurts, they are traditional nomadic 

dwellings from northeast Asia. 
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The frame consists of wall sections made from wood tied into a 

lattice and attached to door posts. A central roof wheel is held 

up by poles tied to the tops of these walls, over which goes a 

felt or canvas cover. 

In 2006, professionally made covers cost as much as the wooden 

frames. But Clare used to work as a seamstress and wanted to make 

all the covers - saving us about £18K. ‘It’s just like a big 

skirt’, she said. 

All she needed was an industrial sewing machine and a few hundred 

metres of water-, rot- and fire-resistant canvas.

Choosing the country

With yurt frames and covers taken care of, we just needed to find 

somewhere to put them. Our budget didn’t stretch to land in 

England. Wales seemed to be a very wet place to live under canvas. 

And Scotland, although offering water continuity in an uncertain 

future, is known for precipitation being blown horizontally across 

the landscape.

Clare had always wanted to live in Italy. But it didn’t feel right 

asking people to visit the Most Luxurious Eco-Family Friendly Yurt 

Campsite in the World by plane. I also remember seeing something 

on a TV show about the horrendous Latin bureaucracy - something we 

were both very keen to avoid.

In an effort to make up our minds, we went for a couple of strong 

coffees in a bookshop.

Up-to-date maps and guide books led us quickly to Aquitaine (the 

most popular tourist destination in France, which is the most 

popular tourist destination in the world), then to the Dordogne 

(very popular with the English, whom we were keen to attract) and 

finally to a triangular area between Bergerac, Sarlat and 

Périgueux. It looked like the heart of the Dordogne and had the 
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river of the same name running along the bottom side of our target 

area.

In a spare moment at work, I found a likely looking patch of land 

on the Internet, sent the estate agent an email, and did something 

I had never done in all my freelance years. Booked a two-week 

holiday.

Meeting the agent

After a two-day drive through France in our old Renault 19, we 

realised that two weeks of driving around looking for land might 

be too much to ask of two small children. Fortunately, we didn’t 

have too long to wait.

In the ridiculously beautiful medieval town of Beaumont du 

Périgord, we walked into the first estate agent we saw, which had 

the same logo as the one I’d emailed recently. Inside the smokey 

office we met Nicolas, who didn’t only speak fluent English, but 

knew the street we lived on in Brighton, having been to school 

about 200 metres away.

We told him exactly what we were looking for: woods for wood, and 

land for vegetables, where we could live in yurts and open a 

campsite, near a good school and no more than 20 minutes from a 

town with a restaurant. He shrugged and said it would be difficult 

to find. Then he phoned his brother in another branch, who told 

him a property matching that description had come on the market 

the night before.

Two “coincidences” back to back. To us, a clear sign that we were 

in the right place at the right time, talking to the right person. 

We were used to things going smoothly when it came to the Big 

Green Idea - it was as if the universe itself wanted it to happen.

Nicolas grabbed some details of other properties off the printer 

and we tore off into the countryside.
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Finding the land

The first piece of land we saw was wooded, steeply sloping and had 

a caravan with a patio area. I thought it was great, but I’m 

easily pleased and Clare was keen to see more.

Unfortunately, she didn’t see the second property, because five-

month-old Finn was hungry and she was the only one biologically 

equipped to feed him. This place also had a caravan and patio area 

that overlooked a gentle valley of grassland bordered by trees on 

both sides. Predictably, I liked it.

The third piece of land was the one I’d found on the internet. 

(Nicolas remembered getting the email, which was nice - it would 

have been even nicer to get a response.) This time there were two 

caravans, but all 10 acres of woodland were almost impenetrable 

and it was almost exactly in the middle of nowhere.

I couldn’t get that second piece of land out of my head, so I took 

Clare back the following day and she saw that for our purposes it 

was perfect. 

There was a big field running North-South where we could put our 

yurts, somewhere nearby for a vegetable patch, and more than 

enough woodland to be self-sufficient for heating. Beyond a row of 

fenceposts was a sloping field that would have been ideal for the 

guest yurts and we thought we could buy it at some point in the 

future.

But to me there was something about it that didn’t feel right. 

Clare asked what it would take to convince me and I said if it was 

a bit bigger and a bit cheaper, I’d go for it.

The next time we saw Nicolas, he told us he’d made a mistake. The 

land was quite a bit bigger than he thought and included that 

sloping field. It was also cheaper than he’d said. After walking 

the boundary with him, which took 20 minutes instead of the 20 

seconds it took to circumnavigate our Brighton property, and 
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realising the money I’d put aside to pay my tax bill would cover 

the deposit, we decided to buy 10.47 acres of the Dordogne with 

planning for a traditional-style three-bedroom home for £45,000. A 

cool £5,000 under budget.

After signing the purchase agreement the following week, we went 

for a meal in a nearby restaurant and met a French couple who 

invited us to stay in their gîte for free when we returned to sign 

the final contract a few months later. 

It doesn’t get any easier than that. And it doesn’t get any easier 

from then.

Uneasy meeting

When we came back to sign the final contract, we told our French 

hosts Martin and Josette about our Big Green Idea. They loved it. 

What’s not to love? They said we should go and tell the mayor of 

our new village all about it. 

So we did. Or, we tried to. After eagerly leaving a meeting to see 

us, he took one look at our battered grey folder and well-thumbed 

books on yurts, turned his back and walk away, saying: ‘Non. C’est 

impossible.’

I still feel it could have gone better.

Back at the gîte, Josette, Martin and now Martin’s brother decided 

the mayor just needed something to sign, and all would be well. By 

“coincidence”, there was an architect in our village-to-be. Not 

just that, but one of the partners spoke English. And not even 

just that - he was on the mayor’s team and he specialised in 

environmental building. 

Surely a match made in eco heaven?

Another uneasy meeting

Now feeling a tiny bit apprehensive, but fully committed, we went 

to the lawyer’s office to sign the papers and take ownership of 
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what we’d decided to call écovallée. In the reception area we met 

the previous owners for the first time, who looked uncomfortable 

at the sight us with our six-month-old baby and couldn’t bring 

themselves to look us in the eye.

We sat through a meeting conducted almost entirely in French, 

where a number of glances and smiles of various kinds were 

exchanged between the lawyer (acting for both parties), the estate 

agent (also acting for both sides), and the previous owners.

Now, we’re fairly intuitive people and could sense something 

strange was going on. But we were excited at the prospect of 

buying 10.47 acres of land with planning permission for a house we 

had no intention of building. A property that would let us get our 

Big Green Idea off the ground. After all, if it had planning 

permission for a house, planning permission for a yurt would be 

easy.

Wouldn’t it?

Yet another meeting

From there we went to the architect’s office in our new village of 

Couze. We told him our Big Green Idea. He got excited. It’s an 

exciting idea. He got on the phone to the mayor and said it would 

be good for Couze, good for the Dordogne, good for France (I may 

have fed him these lines - advertising, eh?). 

A few minutes later, the mayor arrived with one of his deputies. 

The mayor listened. He made suggestions about needing a hedge to 

hide our yurts, which had to be up by the road and not in the 

field where we wanted them - because that was where planning had 

been granted for the house. He said we needed disabled access for 

the guest yurts and a pond for the fire brigade. We made notes. He 

made notes. Then me, Clare and Finn went for dinner at our estate 

agent’s house. Nicolas said he would apply for permission for the 

yurts on our behalf and we should get an answer from the planning 

department in a couple of months.
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We returned to England as French land owners, with a small but 

growing network of people who liked and supported our project. Or 

so we thought.

Goodbye England

During the following months we paid for one yurt frame after 

another and put them into storage; bought a left-hand drive car 

and trailer; massively extended our overdrafts to pay for 

everything; left our jobs to people we trusted; sold the house a 

number of times; nearly finished an 18-foot guest yurt cover; had 

a party to say goodbye to friends and neighbours; found somewhere 

to stay when we arrived; packed the trailer with one yurt and all 

our essentials; and drove to meet the ferry in Portsmouth.

It was August 17th 2007 and it started to rain.
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4 : change of plan

It was still raining when we arrived at our destination - an 

organic farm around 45 minutes from écovallée. 

I say “organic farm” because that’s what we thought it was going 

to be. The first thing we found, when we pulled up outside a farm 

gate in our new-used car with new-used trailer, was a family of 

seven sleeping in a transit van.

We were shown the caravan and lean-to where cooking, showering and 

eating took place, the open trench to an unfenced pond with fetid 

grey water from the kitchen sink, the play area made from rusty 

scrap metal, the compost toilet with alarmingly bendy floorboards, 

and the deep holes where buildings would be some time in the 

future. We met the animals jumping with fleas, the numerous 

interbred cats and the dozens of genuinely warm and lovely people 

who lived there or were just passing through.

Finn, now aged 15 months, got back in the car and asked to go 

home. I knew how he felt.

During a break in the rain, we put up the yurt with the door 

facing away from the wind, which happened to be uphill. Then the 

rain returned, this time with feeling, and very quickly we 

realised we should have finished the cover completely.

Those first few days in France were not the gentle introduction to 

rural life we had been looking forward to. They were, instead, 

days spent battling against water being blown in between the roof 

and walls, dripping from the roof poles and coming under the door 

in waves; trying to get our kids to eat vegetarian food at 10.30 

in the evening and spending money in cafés at lunchtime the 

following day so they wouldn’t starve; discovering 45 minutes is a 

long and expensive way from our land in a 16-valve petrol car; and 

many other things.
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The final straw came when India fell backwards out of the communal 

caravan window while watching TV with the other children.

Town house

The following morning we drove to Lalinde, a medieval market town 

just across the river from écovallée, and went into an estate 

agent with a familiar logo. They knew who we were, because it was 

run by the brother of our previous estate agent (the brother who 

Nicolas phoned earlier).

Within minutes, we’d signed a contract for a three-bedroom town 

house with garage and a downstairs room that was bigger than our 

old house in Brighton. The €600 a month rental seemed more than 

reasonable having just come from England - and it was only going 

to be for a few months while we were waiting for planning 

permission to come through. Wasn’t it?

Because we were going to open the yurt camp in April 2008 and, if 

we charged the same as other yurt camps, we could look forward to 

a very comfortable income.

That French life

Having a house came with many advantages. We were a few metres 

from a good wine shop where the local Bergerac red could be bought 

for less than €2 a litre. Hardly any further were butchers, cafés, 

supermarkets, boulangeries, restaurants and everything else this 

beautiful medieval town had to offer. There were two markets a 

week literally on our doorstep and, 100 metres away, a playground 

where we met other parents with children the same age as ours. The 

house was just seven minutes by car from the school our daughter 

was soon to start at and only a few hundred metres from our land. 

Which meant we could finally start working on it.

Looking back, those weeks in September were a riot of warm 

baguettes, coffees in cafés, free entertainment in the square, 

shopping for bits and pieces for the yurt camp, and even an 
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expensive meal to celebrate my 40th birthday. Following a false 

start at the “organic farm”, everything was going well. The sun 

was now shining with a vengeance. With a huge amount of storage 

space, we called our removal company and arranged for our other 

yurts and belongings to join us, slung a hammock under a fig tree 

in the garden and relaxed, happy in the knowledge that our 

planning permission would soon come through, and there was nothing 

we needed to worry about.

Because we had no idea that we were about to be brutally schooled 

in the University of France.

21



5 : the english mafia

When we went to collect India after her first day at school, we 

learnt we weren’t the only English people in town. Far from it.

By the end of the first week, we knew a surprising amount about Jo 

and John, Lee and Sarah, and Mandy and Andy. Before long, we met 

Sonya and Jon, Steve and Sue, Dave and Sarah, Zoe and Paul, 

Lindsey and Scott, Nick, Terry and Ann, Richard and Sheila, Kathy 

and Dave, Wendy and Nick, and Chris and Jackie.

These are the people I have come to call the English mafia. 

I mention them now, in a chapter of their own, because they are 

significant players in our story. Without them, our Big Green 

Idea, our faith in humanity, and our confidence in the support of 

the universe itself, would have died an early, painful and 

confusing death. 

Some of them, as you will see, literally saved our bacon.

22



6 : learning to wait

Many months had passed since our estate agent applied for our yurt 

camp planning permission, and we were increasingly keen to find 

out what going on. Assuming we’d also need some legal advice while 

setting up a new business in a foreign country, we went to see the 

lawyer who dealt with our land purchase.

Now revealing his excellent grasp of English, he told us to go and 

see the planning department in Bergerac straight away. Which we 

did. Where we were told that the person we needed to see wasn’t 

there and we should come back - in a couple of weeks.

The next person on our list of people to see was the accountant 

with an office next door to our rented house. Despite our basic 

and improving French, he insisted on holding the meeting in 

English. Which would have been great, except his vocabulary didn’t 

stretch much further than: ‘Hello’. Anxious to help us in any way, 

he organised a meeting with a fully bi-lingual person and invited 

us to come back - in a couple of weeks.

You don’t need to be a carpet designer to see a pattern here. It 

looked like we’d have to wait a bit longer. And that was fine, 

because as everyone who saw the land was happy to tell us, we had 

a lot of work to do. Especially if we were going to hit our target 

opening date of April 2008.

Starting from scratch

In late summer 2007, we had it all to do - and absolutely no idea 

how to do it: 

o! The semi-cleared area just off the road, which had planning 

permission for a three-bedroom house we never intended to build, 

was alarmingly overgrown. 
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o! Next to this was a steeply sloping, scrappy patch of woodland 

where we were going to build our four-yurt mansion on a deck with 

trees growing through it.

o! At the bottom of a slippery access track that zig-zagged 

through the woodland, the four-acre meadow that had been so 

beautifully mown when we saw it the previous February was waist to 

neck high in grass.

o! And the woods on either side of the valley were choked with 

brambles, hawthorne, sad-looking saplings, and all manner of 

unwanted vegetation.

I was fantastically unfit, having spent 18 years sitting at a desk 

- the last seven of those commuting up to 2.5 hours each way, with 

lunch usually spent in the pub and evenings often sat in front of 

the TV after a calorific dinner. In the weeks before leaving 

England, I caught myself in a shop holding a pair of trousers with 

a 38-inch waist. That was the size I needed, but I just couldn’t 

bring myself to buy them.

Clare was in better shape, having spent a couple of hours a day at 

the allotment, and countless more pushing a buggy up and down the 

hills of Brighton. 

But you wouldn’t be too far out if you called us a pair of 

Southern softies who’d never done a hard day’s work in our lives.

Sharing the load

We started on the area we planned on having our yurts, taking it 

in turns, half a day on the land, half a day looking after baby 

Finn. Clare worked on rebuilding a tumbled-down dry-stone boundary 

wall while I “cleaned” the woods. Occasionally we’d share a job, 

like planting the hedge the mayor had asked for - to hide our 

yurts from prying eyes.

No one word describes what it was like to be working on the 

project after a whole year of talking about it. For the first time 
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since we decided to be together, me and Clare were genuinely 

sharing the workload. And day by day, digging up rocks, pushing 

mud and dragging wood, we grew in strength and fitness.

The lower field

After I cleaned the patch of woodland for our yurt mansion, using 

only a hand saw and pair of secateurs, I started on the woods on 

the West side of the valley. I loved the fact that my office was 

outside, and my only distractions were the running deer and the 

birds of prey circling overhead. The only thing that bothered me 

was the long grass in the main field. Every day I would look out 

across the meadow and wonder how it was going to be cut.

With mounting desperation I asked people I knew, then everyone I 

met, if they - or anyone else - could help. I learnt the farmer 

who used to cut the field had cancer and was too sick to work. A 

local café owner introduced me to an artisan who offered to cut 

the grass with a strimmer and burn it all for €600. I talked to 

someone else who said they’d cut it with a tractor, also for €600. 

But even a city dweller like me knew that grass would grow back.

Painfully slowly, it dawned on me that I was going to have to do 

it myself. So I called on my newly established English mafia 

contacts and borrowed a strimmer from Andy. After having the blade 

sharpened and fashioning a harness from a luggage strap, I managed 

ten minutes of cutting before the strimmer died in my hands.

Which taught me a very old, valuable and ultimately expensive 

lesson: Don’t borrow or lend tools. When something goes wrong - as 

it often does - it’s... um... awkward.

Tooling up

As a former commuter, I could tell you a bit about laptops and 

mobile phones, but I didn’t have a clue what equipment I would 

need to manage 10.47 acres of French countryside. I bought a 

medieval-style slasher thing, a billhook and a scythe, but at some 
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point I was going to have to cross over into the category of 

lethal weapons. With six acres of woods and the intention to be 

self-sufficient for heating in winter, my armoury would have to 

include a chainsaw.

I went to the local DIY superstore, took one look at the 

bewildering range of chainsaws on the shelves, and went home. Then 

I went back to the strimmer repair place, where I’d noticed they 

also sold chainsaws, and found they only stocked one brand. When I 

asked why, the guy behind the counter said: ‘Because it’s the 

number one brand in the world.’ 

Which was good enough for me.

By a reassuring coincidence, he knew the piece of land we’d just 

bought and recommended a medium-sized saw, with safety trousers, 

helmet and gloves, and threw in a spare chain for good measure. He 

showed me how to start it and, several hundred euros later, I took 

it home and put it in the shed, where it stayed until I met 

someone who could show me how to use it safely. 

After a morning’s tuition, Michelin-star chef and part-time tree 

surgeon Steve told me never to go cutting in the woods alone - 

because I would need someone with two arms to call an ambulance in 

case of an accident. He told me he’d recently been in hospital 

where the man in the next bed had been hit in the face by a 

chainsaw. And about someone who had been in the local paper after 

severing an artery in his leg - a fatal mistake.

With some experience behind me, I have learned that almost 

everything to do with cutting down trees is dangerous. If it’s 

something you are going to do, I’d recommend watching some of the 

excellent videos currently available online, learning from someone 

who’s done it before, and always wearing safety equipment. For 

difficult and scary trees, call a qualified, fully insured 

professional. And good luck - trees are very heavy and don’t 

always fall where you hope they’re going to.
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Little red tractor

During my quest to find someone to cut the grass, English mafia 

Mandy mentioned a tractor in a hangar at her house that she 

thought was for sale. By a staggering coincidence, it turned out 

to be the tractor that used to live on our land. Not just any 

tractor, but a beautiful antique red tractor straight out of a 

story book. When she told me it was only €500, with a blissed-out 

Finn in the driving seat making tractor noises, I wrote ‘SOLD’ in 

the dust on the engine cover and thought I’d bagged myself a 

bargain.

Unfortunately, her then-husband Andy thought the same and the 

tractor remains in the hangar to this day. Just behind it, in a 

box, in pieces, is Andy’s strimmer.
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7 : welcome to hell

After waiting impatiently for those two weeks, we went back to the 

planning department and met the woman who had power of life and 

death over our yurt camp application. Her name was Madame Couderc.

Despite numerous phone calls from our estate agent, Mme Couderc 

appeared not to know anything about us.

Then, without referring to any notes, she told us that the 

planning permission for the three-bedroom house we bought with our 

land had expired, and our land was now non-constructible. That the 

department for agriculture and forestry did not approve of our 

yurt camp project because: (i) there was a steep slope; and (ii) 

we would cut down too many trees. That the water services people 

did not approve. That the mayor did not approve. And anyway, all 

tourist villages involving yurts in the Dordogne would be 

rejected.

But how can land with planning permission be non-constructible? 

There were houses on both sides of our plot. There was water and a 

postbox. We didn’t understand, we told her. That’s because you are 

English, she told us. No, we said, we understand French - we just 

don’t understand!

She suggested we build a wooden house (although how this would get 

planning is anyone’s guess), or buy a different piece of land. 

Then she put our file on a shelf, apparently not expecting to hear 

from us again.

It was a futile hope.

The water people

Half an hour later, I was sitting in the offices of the water 

services, who had previously told me they would support the 

project. The man in charge was surprised to hear he didn’t support 
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the project and, after showing me a letter to planning showing his 

approval (with reservations), phoned Mme Couderc on speakerphone.

‘Who told you I said you didn’t approve?’ she asked.

‘The English man. He’s sitting right here,’ he said.

‘Well... the department of agriculture and forestry doesn’t 

approve,’ she told him.

I said I’d like to see them, to explain as I said on the planning 

application that we would not be cutting down any trees - that we 

were actually going to put 10% of our campsite profits into 

reforestation schemes. But the chief of the water services shook 

his head and told me that would not be possible. No one sees the 

department of agriculture and forestry.

Night mayor

The following evening I saw the mayor, who I clearly remembered 

supporting the project and asking us to plant a hedge (done), 

widen the guest yurt doors for handicapped access (done - also at 

some cost) and dig a reservoir for the fire brigade (not done 

yet).

Everything we’d read and heard said the mayor was the ultimate 

source of power. If he said yes, we understood, nothing could 

stand in the way. But he didn’t say yes.

He told me he did not support the project. He told me our land was 

non-constructible - always was and always would be. That we were 

going to cut down too many trees. That the slope was very steep. 

That nobody wants yurts or compost toilets. That the area was 

prone to flooding. And that my French was terrible.

This was a no on all counts.

I was devastated and close to tears. It wasn’t just the 

information that got to me, but the callous way it was delivered. 

Seven minutes away by car, I pictured my partner and our two small 

29



children playing happily in the lounge of our rented house, 

blissfully ignorant of the fact that our Big Green Idea had just 

come to a shattering end. Christmas was less than a month away. 

How could we possibly enjoy that? The last few moments in that 

office remain the most desolate I have had in France.

‘It’s not so bad,’ the mayor said smiling. ‘Goodbye.’

But it was bad. It was worse than bad. After I told Clare, we went 

into crisis mode. We drank a lot of wine. We had a some ideas. As 

soon as possible, we went back to see the lawyer who dealt with 

our land purchase.

The lawyer, the estate agent and the senator

The lawyer told us he loved the Big Green Idea, that planning 

permission had not been lost, and the mayor’s objections were 

groundless. But in six months the mayoral elections were taking 

place and the current mayor would not be standing - he wasn’t even 

from Couze and was only sitting in for the previous mayor who had 

disgraced himself in some way. The lawyer recommended waiting for 

the new mayor to be elected and, after making a phone call and 

consulting a bumper book of law, said there was nothing to stop us 

putting our yurts up on the land right now.

Our mood slightly lightened, we went to see our now apologetic 

estate agent, who took us down the road to make an appointment 

with the senator. (I’d always said I was prepared to go to the 

president if necessary - I just didn’t think it would come to 

that.) While we were talking to the receptionist, the senator 

himself came in. 

Nicolas introduced us and we told him the Big Green Idea. 

He, too, loved it. He, too, thought we should wait six months for 

the new mayor to be elected, then get them on our side. Then he 

dampened our mood by saying there was something stopping us 
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putting our yurts up on our land right now - the mayor, who could 

have us arrested.

Our estate agent said we should just put up our yurts anyway and 

see what happened. But our very British desire to do the right 

thing in our new country meant we had to play by the rules.

A helpful developpement

After being shown a newspaper article by Englih-mafia Sonya, I 

contacted a French government agency whose job it is to help 

English people establish new business ventures in the Dordogne. 

Because it seemed we were going to need all the help we could get.

Périgord Developpement was superb from the start. Alex and her 

boss, Marc, were intelligent, positive, resourceful, understanding 

and supportive. During a lengthy meeting in the regional capital, 

we learned that: the department of agriculture had not looked at 

our land before opposing our project and so could be won round; 

the water people just needed more information about grey water 

treatment and could also be won round; the current mayor could not 

be swayed and we had better wait for the elections in March; and 

we would probably not be open for business in April - or even in 

2008.

They also said we shouldn’t go in to see Madame Couderc any more. 

She was beginning to get upset.

It was great to have Alex and Marc’s support, but I was confused. 

I couldn’t understand why bureaucrats were standing in the way of 

such a simple, environmentally friendly idea. We didn’t only have 

the good wishes of ordinary people behind us, we had the EU, the 

United Nations and Agenda 21 which was supposed to be applied at 

all levels of every government on the planet.

But that wasn’t the only reason I took our inability to open that 

year badly. We only had enough money to build the campsite and pay 
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the bills until April. I didn’t see how we could possibly survive 

for another year without income.

But Clare had been resigned to not being open for some time and 

she convinced me there was really only one thing we could do.
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8 : smallholding on

We went to back work. Because if écovallée was going to happen - 

and despite the evidence every fibre of our beings was convinced 

it was - it wasn’t going to happen by itself. 

A short time after I lost the little red tractor, I found a big 

blue Dagenham-made Fordson Major with grass cutter for the very 

reasonable price of €1,800. Our new friend Claude delivered it one 

day and the sight of the tractor carving through the long grass, 

spitting out cuttings and leaving workable meadow behind, was 

nearly enough to bring tears of joy to our eyes.

Now. Finally. We could begin to do the big stuff.

Chicken orchard

Our first proper smallholding project was to plant an orchard with 

trees that would eventually give us fruit for most of the year. 

Because the orchard would also house chickens, we randomly decided 

on a 20 x 20 metre square, with chicken-wire fencing two metres 

above the ground. The wire also needed to be at least 12 inches 

below the ground, and another 12 inches leading away from the 

orchard to deter foxes. 

Which meant we needed to dig a trench.

In frosty mid-December we took it in turns to attack one corner of 

the main field with a pickaxe and spade, digging a four-metre 

ditch in as many hours. After we worked out how long it would take 

us to finish, we phoned a friend with a JCB who completed the 80-

metre trench and 13 holes for the fruit trees in around two hours. 

This is the awesome power of fossil-fuel-powered earth-moving 

equipment and why we’ve had the JCB back three times since.
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My first fence

With the trench in place it was time to make the fence - learning 

by doing, which was quickly becoming the écovallée way.

After failing to find the “post rammer” recommended in fencing 

books, I would make a hole by dropping and wiggling a very long, 

surprisingly heavy, pointed iron bar. I’d then stand a 2.5-metre 

fencepost in the hole and, balancing at the top of a step ladder 

on the sloping ground, hit the top of the post with the side of a 

sledgehammer until it was 50 cm in the ground. To finish, I’d ram 

earth into any bits of hole still visible with a stick.

It isn’t the only way to plant fenceposts, but as we banned the 

use of concrete in écovallée on environmental grounds, it’s the 

only way we do it. As you can imagine, it’s an excellent way to 

get fit and keep warm in winter - it wasn’t unusual to be working 

in a T-Shirt while the frost was still thick on the ground.

Our first animal

During the quest to find a way of cutting the long grass before 

the tractor arrived, we decided to buy a horse.

The horse was called Pepito, who had retired from pulling gypsy 

caravans full of tourists and would otherwise have gone to the 

great paddock in the sky. Thinking the riding stables where Clare 

and India went for lessons every week would not rip us off, we 

paid the asking price for working horse and harness. It seemed 

reasonable at the time, and it was many months before we found out 

we had actually been taken for a ride. 

But we were happy in our innocence. One day Pepito would carry our 

guests’ luggage from their cars, down the zig-zag track to their 

yurt. It would be a magical, other-worldy start to their holiday. 

And when we found a working plough, Pepito would put us a further 

step towards our sustainable, self-sufficient dream. 

Unlike the tractor, we could also use his emissions.
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The first solar fence

When the horse arrived, I shot out to our nearest agricultural 

suppliers and bought a solar electric fence. Without any frame of 

reference and no one to ask about off-grid animal husbandry, I had 

to trust the guy in the shop and came home with: an energiser, 

solar panel, battery, earth (metal bar), plastic fencing stakes, 

hundreds of metres of tape and a gate kit.

If you find yourself in the same situation, you can skip the 

plastic stakes. Stretch to the slightly more expensive metal 

fencing stakes that won’t break when the wind picks up. Or wait 

until your wooden fencing is in place and use isolators screwed 

into the wood.

Very little upsets me more than plastic - it takes 180 million 

years to make and breaks within minutes. Often becoming utterly 

useless and impossible to recycle.

Our first pigs

Pigs were always part of our plan. We’d read about their ability 

to clear land and we had a lot of land to clear. We’d also 

realised, after a few seconds with a pen and a till receipt, that 

we were spending €750 a year on pork products - a figure that 

would not only pay for the pigs but everything they would eat.

The week after Pepito arrived, we bought two weaners for delivery 

two weeks later. Which didn’t give me much time to build them a 

house.

I’d never built animal housing before and decided to make ‘Ark 

One’ from pallets picked up at the local dump. Now we were going 

to have to live without any income for another year, we were going 

to have to do everything as cheaply as possible. All I bought was 

some marine ply to nail on top the floor pallets, some anti-insect 

and waterproofing treatment, some screws and a few bolts.
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The week of half days I spent making Ark One, with no plans and no 

reference available on the internet, was the most enjoyable week’s 

work I’d done for years. It has been put up, taken down, moved and 

put back together many times, is now on its fourth set of pigs, 

and shows little sign of fatigue. I’ve made a couple of minor 

modifications but it’s still one of my most satisfying 

achievements.

I finished it the evening before the pigs arrived, painting the 

last coat of weather-proofing by candlelight.

The just-in-time school of smallholding

When Clare phoned to say she’d picked up the weaners and was on 

the way, I was stuffing straw insulation into the walls of Ark One 

and yet to put the electric fence round the pig area. As the pigs 

were brought slowly down the zig-zag track in a cage on a 

wheelbarrow, I was running from post to post, frantically trying 

to get the wire in place.

I’d like to say this not being ready was down to inexperience. But 

the years since have shown we are always chasing something. If 

it’s not a time deadline, it’s the weather. Sometimes, as you will 

see, it’s even a pig.

First death on the ‘farm’

Our pigs settled into their new home and had grass instead of mud 

under their feet for the first time in their lives. Everything 

went well until the end of the first week, when the much larger of 

the two siblings became ill and died in the night.

Dealing with dead bodies is not something we have much experience 

of in 21st Century Europe and I had to overcome some mental 

barriers before I could lift the pig into a wheelbarrow, dig one 

of the JCB’s fruit-tree holes a bit deeper in the orchard, drop 

“Big Pig” in the hole and fill it back in again.
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I will say one thing about digging holes that’s worth remembering 

should the same thing happen to you - don’t dig a very deep hole 

alone. Or take a ladder.

Winning and losing

The pig breeders kindly replaced the dead pig and we bought the 

last remaining weaner in the litter, to squeals of delight when 

the three siblings were reunited.

I finally put a lintel on the orchard gateposts, added leaners to 

my corner posts following guidelines in a book, worked out how to 

use my expensive but instructions-free new fence-tensioning tool, 

and put the chicken wire up just the way we’d planned.

By now I’d been working on the land half a day, every day, for a 

few months - and the effect on my middle-aged spread was 

impressive. I’d gone from someone who used to undo my belt and 36-

inch waist jeans while watching TV, to someone who was able to get 

into clothes I thought I’d never wear again. 

Yes, I’d lost over 30lbs and was, for the first time since my 

early 20s, a very happy Medium.
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9 : introducing Daniel

One day, there was an unexpected knock on the door. Daniel said he 

had been sent by the accountant from the office next door. Like 

many people, he had heard about our problems, he was a builder who 

had good relations with the planning department in Bergerac and he 

wanted to help.

But we have no money, we told him. He told us not to worry about 

it. But we had been lied to, taken advantage of and apparently 

ripped off many times in the last few months. How could we not 

worry?

Wondering why this softly spoken, well dressed, fully bi-lingual 

stranger had come into our life, but with nothing more to lose, we 

told him the whole story. We showed him the contract we’d signed 

to buy the land and he said some of the wording used by the lawyer 

was very unusual. We’d begun to have doubts about the contract 

since showing it to our local eco architect who flew into a gallic 

rage on our behalf.

On the planning front, Daniel told us we should have received an 

answer within two months. If no answer had come, due to a legal 

loophole, we might be able to start building anyway. It was great 

to hear some good news for a change.

He said he would go away and make some discreet enquiries.

An answer at last

Within days we received a letter from planning responding to our 

application for a small eco-friendly, family friendly yurt camp on 

10.47 acres in the heart of the Dordogne, including solar showers, 

compost toilets, grey water recycling and the latest and greatest 

green technology money could buy.

‘No,’ it said.
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Objection

We showed the letter to Daniel. He didn’t seem surprised or 

worried, even though the letter explicitly closed the legal 

loophole he mentioned. He told us we had until the end of the 

month to object. The forms were ‘a bit complicated’, he said, but 

he would handle it. Objecting would keep the ball rolling and give 

us time to get the new mayor on board with the Big Green Idea. It 

would probably be resolved in about a year.

‘A year?’ I said. There was no way the money we had brought to set 

up the campsite would keep us going for that long. We had 

unplanned rent to pay and all the bills that go with a large, 

draughty three-bedroomed fuel-heated town house in a very cold 

winter!

Or maybe July, he said. If we got the new mayor behind us.

This strange builder who revised his estimates downwards, never 

asked for money, and told us not to worry about anything, then 

took away our original land purchase contract and said he’d be in 

touch.
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10 : containing animals

The battle with bureaucracy was wearing us down fast. But as soon 

as we turned our attention back to the land, the stress of it all 

melted away. This was honest work; natural, physical and deeply 

enjoyable. And once you have animals, you can’t stop even if you 

wanted to.

Not just because animals need feeding and watering twice a day, 

but because they are always coming up with more work for you to 

do.

Containing pigs

For example, the pigs were installed on a 40 x 10-metre south-

facing patch of field surrounded by a three-strand solar electric 

fence. This worked perfectly until they discovered they could 

earth up the lowest strand, trip the energiser to stop the 

current, then wander off wherever they liked. Which unfortunately, 

they discovered very quickly.

There are two ways to get a pig back behind an electric fence. My 

way is to run at the animal, gesticulating wildly and shouting 

obscenities, occasionally throwing a stick in front of them in an 

effort to get them to turn around. Clare’s way is to put food down 

inside the enclosure and wait, saying ‘Come on piggy-piggy’ 

encouragingly in a sing-song voice. My way has yet to prove 

effective. 

Because chasing pigs around a field every few days was not my idea 

of fun, and the veggie patch was going to have to be fenced 

against wild boar and rabbits at some point, I spent a few weeks 

planting shop-bought fenceposts every two metres around the plot, 

hand digging corner posts this time (one of them through solid 

rock), adding leaners, and stretching stock fencing and barbed 

wire. I had to be quick not just to stop our pigs from taking 
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flight, but because we had ordered some chickens and - surprise, 

surprise - they needed a house to live in.

Containing chickens

When it comes to chickens housing, books and websites recommend 

marine ply to guard against parasites. But Bergerac’s DIY stores 

either didn’t have it, or (which will give you an insight into the 

French approach to capitalism) refused to stock it because it was 

too expensive. So I returned to the pallet idea that had worked so 

well with Ark One, making one labour-saving difference.

About eight kilometres away is a wood yard that makes pallets. And 

they are more than happy to sell you the wood in long, straight, 

inexpensive lengths before the pallets are made. Which means you 

don’t need to spend hours removing ring nails and occasionally 

smacking your thumb with a mallet during the deconstruction 

process.

The only disadvantage is the weight. A solidly built one cubic 

metre chicken house made from pallet wood is incredibly heavy, 

even if it’s mounted on skids, you’re fitter than you’ve been 

since your teens, and you’re dragging it 100 metres downhill. 

Fortunately, if you have a freshly planted orchard waiting to 

receive the house, you only have to do this once.

Containing a horse

One thing you might not know about horses is that eat a lot of 

grass (I’ve heard one horse for every two acres is a good rule of 

thumb). Especially horses as big and food-obsessed as Pepito. 

Which means every few days you have to move the plastic fence 

posts to give him more to eat. Which, although straightforward, is 

not without effort - or frustration when your fencepost breaks.

Sometimes, something unexpected happens, like the lower part of 

the horse field floods and the solar fence energiser and battery 

are sitting in the water, and while moving the battery a 
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screwdriver sticks into a hand and pulls out a nerve, and Sunday 

afternoon is spent in a hospital instead of relaxing on the sofa 

after a delicious home-cooked roast, and one of you has to do even 

more work than normal for a couple of weeks.

But accidents happen and there’s always something you can find to 

do single-handed. Like catching up on the paperwork.
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11 : paper work

Neither me nor Clare like paperwork. But when you leave one 

country for another, even within the same economic community, 

there is a necessary amount of form filling involved. If that 

country is France, that amount of form filling can seem completely 

unnecessarily.

An F in numberplate

Our first taste of this was changing the numberplate on the car. A 

few weeks before moving to France, we’d bought a left-hand-drive 

Renault that was originally French registered and we thought 

changing the plates back again would not be too hard. Knowing what 

we now know, it wasn’t.

All we had to do was pick up a form in the Sous Préfecture in 

Bergerac, and another from the Hôtel des Impôts on the other side 

of town, complete and return them with a valid Contrôle Technique 

(like an English MOT but running for two years), passport, 

official proof of address in France, and the current British and 

original French registration papers.

In a matter of days, I was back in the Sous Préfecture with 

everything I needed. After the papers were handed over and 

photocopied, someone in an office in another part of France was 

alarmed to hear the car had been out of the country without the 

relevant paperwork having been completed and a short delay was 

called for.

On my third trip to the Sous Préfecture, after all the documents 

had been photocopied again at one window and a cheque had been 

handed over at another, I was given my new registration document 

and the impression it takes 48 hours to make a numberplate. This 

is where my incomplete knowledge of French could have proved 

expensive. At the school gate that afternoon, English-mafia Jo 

told me the 48 hours was the amount of time I had to get the 
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numberplate changed. If I failed, I would face a fine. And 

presumably, more paperwork.

Quick medical

Sometimes, brushes with bureaucrats are deceptively 

straightforward. Like the day we got onto the French medical 

system. We walked into a building, took a number, waited less than 

two minutes, and met a woman who photocopied our E106s and told us 

our temporary Carte Vitales would be in the post.

Job Centre

Buoyed by this experience, we went straight to the Job Centre. 

Because although we had a viable business sitting in the garage of 

our rented house, in the form of four beautiful hand-crafted yurts 

and land bought specifically for the purpose of renting them, we 

had no way of earning money. And the little money we did have was 

running out fast.

After explaining our situation to a group of government employees 

milling around the empty reception area, we were directed to the 

social security office around the corner.

Social Security

The car park at the Social Security office was divided into two. 

In one half were spaces for all the cars driven by people wanting 

to use the service. In the other were all the cars driven by 

people who actually worked there. Of which there were many.

After waiting in reception for a few seconds, we explained our 

situation to the woman behind the counter. She gave us an 

appointment for Monday the following week and wished us luck in 

our meeting with the new mayor, which was due to take place the 

following day. 

But the meeting with the mayor didn’t happen. New mayors have a 

lot of people to meet.
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Social insecurity 

So we went back to the Social Security office and met many of the 

people with cars in the full half of the car park. 

In separate offices at the same time, me and Clare had meetings 

with lovely people who asked questions, typed things into 

computers, printed things out and arranged instant meetings with 

consultants who also asked questions, typed things, printed things 

and shook heads in response to our predicament.

We left amazed by the inefficiency of it all and no actual 

prospect of a job. But at least we were on the system as job 

seekers. Sadly, in France, this doesn’t pay any money unless 

you’ve already been on the system by working in the country for a 

set period of time or by being born French. 

France was beginning to look like a very difficult place to live.

Family unfriendly

Apart from the planning department, the most frustrating, 

infuriating and exasperating office we’ve spent time in is 

translated as the centre for family affairs.

Here we were able to change our childcare allowance from English 

to French fairly easily. If you have two children, the monthly 

benefit is about the same. Incredibly (to an English person), 

there is no benefit given to people with one child. Even more 

incredibly, the benefits become greater with every subsequent 

child. If you have four or more children and can control your 

costs, you can live comfortably in France without even having a 

job.

The centre for family affairs exists to protect children from the 

effects of poverty. And with no income for the foreseeable future, 

thanks to the treachery of the old mayor, and no chance of a job 

as English people in rural France, poverty was something that 

would soon be staring us in the face. But as we had already 
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discovered, French bureaucracy comes with a set of rules that seem 

mystifying.

After many trips to Bergerac and much form filling, and showing 

proof of various kinds, we learned that being jobless and almost 

penniless did not qualify us for any kind of financial benefit - 

even help to pay the rent. We were stunned to discover in the end 

that, because I had been self-employed in the first part of 2007, 

we would not qualify for any help of any kind until January 2010.

This, our counsellor told us in early 2008, was so that it was 

‘fair for everyone’.
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12 : back to square one

Ten days after we were supposed to open écovallée according to our 

original plan, we finally met the new mayor. Daniel volunteered to 

join us and, having grown to trust him after seeing the efficiency 

with which he completed the impossibly complex planning 

application rejection objection, we were more than happy to have 

him along. 

Daniel started the meeting with an impressive summary of the 

problems we had experienced so far - from memory - and finished 

with an outline of the Big Green Idea. The mayor, an intimidating 

woman with bags of energy and very good English, who held in her 

hands the power to ruin us emotionally and financially, said she 

was open to it.

Yes! Relief washed over us.

She said she would find out where the problems were and work with 

us to find a solution that worked for everyone.

Double yes! Hope filled us.

It wasn’t all good news, though. She said we couldn’t live in 

yurts all year round because they are exempt from housing tax. We 

offered to pay housing tax anyway, but she said that was not 

possible. Yurts were classified as temporary structures, not 

buildings. At some point we might have to build a house and pay 

tax on that. We said it would have to be a straw bale house and 

she said fine. Daniel even knew people who could help.

The mayor also said that we would not be opening in 2008 - a fact 

I finally had to accept.

Although the meeting was very positive, we felt like we were back 

where we thought we’d been over 12 months before - only this time 

without the money we needed to get écovallée up and running. We 

still had nothing on paper that said the yurt camp could go ahead 
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- and in France we’d been told if you have nothing on paper, you 

have nothing. But we believed our new mayor supported us and our 

project. We just had to trust she wouldn’t turn round and stab us 

in the back like the man I was calling the Mayor Without Honour.

Saved by the mafia

At the end of that week we went round to see our new friends, 

Sarah and Lee. Sarah gave us a huge jar of cèpes, which she’d been 

given but didn’t like, lent us some DVDs for the weekend, and 

asked if I wanted a job. A job?

I’d be working on the phone, talking to people in England, in 

English, in an office about 100 metres from our rented house. I 

could work a four-day week, so I could carry on working on the 

land. I’d be employed on an open-ended (instead of fixed-term) 

contract which was apparently worth its weight in gold. I’d get a 

permanent Carte Vitale, which would give me and the children 

access to one of the best medical systems in the world. And I’d be 

paid minimum wage, plus a small commission. Too bloody right I 

wanted a job!

It’s no exaggeration to say that job offer saved our life.

Finally a winner

As if that wasn’t enough, a couple of days before starting the new 

job, there was a knock on the door - and this time it wasn’t 

Daniel.

Two well-dressed people (it wasn’t Jehovah’s Witnesses either) 

came in and reminded me of a Prize Draw I’d entered a few weeks 

before, at a business event in the regional capital. The prize was 

a weekend for two in a French chateau - and I’d won. Apart from a 

colouring competition when I was 12, it was the first time I’d won 

anything in my life.

I decided to take it as a Very Good Sign. 
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13 : slow holding

The disadvantage of having a job was that I could only spend three 

days a week on the smallholding, where things were slowly 

beginning to take shape.

Growing animals

The pigs finished clearing the area for the veggie patch and 

moved, along with Ark One, to their intended home in the woods. 

The only thing they loved more than ploughing noselong through the 

forest floor in search of tasty morsels was their twice-daily 

delivery of rolled oats and cracked maize, mixed in with veggie 

scraps from the kitchen, and the odd wheelbarrow of weeds.

The chickens, having spent a few weeks cooped up inside their new 

house, were scratching around in the newly planted orchard. Our 

three black Marans ate the same feed as the pigs, which we bought 

at some expense from the local agricultural store; and as they 

grew, so did our desire to see their first eggs.

Pepito - the only farm animal with a name - was using his 

capacious stomach to turn the Spring grass into two wheelbarrows 

of manure a day, which we heaped at one end of the veggie patch to 

rot down.

Aside from the physical work of carrying their food and water, the 

animals pretty much looked after themselves. Which meant we could 

turn our attention to the vegetables.

Growing plants

Our friend with the JCB came back to level a platform for a 

polytunnel at the orchard end of the veggie patch so we could 

extend the growing season, and Clare was now spending her time 

hand digging raised beds. 
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This is when we discovered just how difficult our clay-rich soil 

is. Each bed took Clare about two weeks to dig, with very 

occasional help from me. The pig-compacted - instead of the hoped-

for pig-turned - ground was rock hard and full of rocks, which she 

pulled out to create paths running along the lengths of the beds. 

The downhill side of the beds were supported by short fences of 

woven chestnut thinnings taken from the woods. 

A material I was able to provide more frequently thanks to my 

shiny new tool.

Petrol power

I’d tried and failed to get to grips with the scythe. My scythe 

was cheap, my technique non-existent, and it aggravated an elbow 

injury I’d given myself overusing the secateurs while clearing 

woodland. So I went back to the chainsaw dealer and bought an 

expensive, professional-looking strimmer not unlike the one that 

had broken in my hands months before. This one had interchangeable 

heads - plastic string for grass and a metal blade that can cut 

through blackthorn thicker than your thumb. It also came with a 

proper harness and a new pair of thorn-proof gloves.

Having done everything painstakingly by hand up to this point, I 

was awed by the power of the strimmer. A job that I thought would 

take hours was completed in next to no time. I went on to clear 

the grass around the pig woods, made a path between the tractor 

shed and the veggie patch, and then started looking around for 

something else to cut. I still had half a tank of petrol - I 

couldn’t stop now. Realising I had become a living example of 

humankind’s insane attitude towards fossil fuel, I decided to cut 

until the petrol ran out.

My petrol-powered madness was short-lived, though, as I soon 

discovered a strimmer is the perfect tool for finding discarded 

baling string and wire in long grass. It’s something I am reminded 

of every year - and I only have myself to blame.
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The strimmer became and continues to be one of my favourite tools. 

Hours of manual labour can be done in minutes; weeks of work in 

hours. And with the prospect of the new mayor arriving to inspect 

the land in a few days, we wanted the place looking its best.
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14 : council inspection

Yet again we were up against the clock. I took two days off the 

office job and we worked every hour we could. We cleared. We 

tidied. We carried an 18-foot guest yurt down the steep zig-zag 

track and erected it it in écovallée for the first time. Then we 

put on our posh clothes and went to the Mairie - the building that 

houses the mayor’s office.

We were only expecting to meet the mayor and her deputy. But we 

were shown into a large meeting room where, one by one, other 

members of the council were gathering. They all knew who we were 

and why we were there. The same could not be said for us. To add a 

little surreality to the proceedings, our daughter’s smiling face 

would occasionally appear at the window that overlooked the school 

playground, surrounded by curious friends.

After a few awkward minutes, the mayor arrived and we all followed 

her into the car park where the rest of the municipal council was 

waiting. Everyone jumped in their cars and we led an extravagant 

convoy down the winding country roads to our land. Laughing 

nervously at the head of this monumental line of traffic, we were 

very grateful that Daniel and Marc, the Managing Director of 

Périgord Développement, had both agreed to meet us and lend their 

support.

First impressions

When I first saw the land there were only two things I didn’t 

like. One was a large telephone pylon about 100 metres up the 

road. The other was the slippery, sloping zig-zag track that led 

down from the road to the field, a drop of about 40 vertical 

metres in as many horizontal yards.

The mayor didn’t like the track either. She said the fire brigade 

would never agree to that track for access - it was too steep, too 

slippery and the corners too sharp. At this point I remembered 
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there was a tiny country lane a few hundred metres away. Perhaps 

the fire brigade could use that for access, if we could get 

permission from whoever owned the land between there and what we 

hoped would become the guest field.

I tried to talk about the plot of land that had planning 

permission for a house that mysteriously vanished, but the mayor 

wasn’t interested. It was history, she said, and I should let it 

go. Easier said than done when that piece of the past was the 

reason we paid £45,000 for land now worth nearer £10,000.

Glimmers of hope

Down in the valley, all the council members looked impressed by 

the yurt. Daniel made convincing arguments about why the project 

should be allowed. The mayor and Marc got along very well. And no 

one complained too much when they walked through a waterlogged 

field to find the country lane I remembered.

Walking up the lane, which was fairly straight and not 

particularly steep or slippery, we passed the ugliest building I 

had ever seen. A small yet monstrous concrete structure, four 

metres by three, with a flat roof sticking out a couple of feet on 

all sides, a rickety lean-to and a scrappy open area dominated by 

an unburnt bonfire.

‘You could buy that,’ said the mayor. ‘No one wants that.’

We certainly didn’t.
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15 : end of year one

But someone did want that, as Daniel discovered when he found the 

owner’s name and and called her. She had no intention of selling 

her concrete monstrosity.

At the risk of giving away Daniel’s secrets of negotiation, he 

asked if he could call her back - and she said he could.

During their second conversation, he told her all about us, our 

Big Green Idea and the never-ending problems we’d had since moving 

to France. Then he asked if she’d be interested in selling to this 

clearly hard done by young family. She said she wasn’t interested 

in the slightest and that the ‘cabin’ had been in the family for 

years. Again he asked if he could phone her back, and again she 

said he could.

I don’t know exactly how Daniel works his magic, but when he 

called the third time, she said she would have to talk to other 

members of the family and find out how much they would want for 

the building and woods that came with it. Then she asked Daniel to 

call her.

Why bother

We were only pursuing the possibility of buying what we called The 

Shack because the mayor said it would give us the right to live 

next to it in our yurts. The Shack also came with two acres of 

woodland that bordered our existing woods, which meant our land 

would become its very large garden and the mayor had assured us 

that we could put up yurts for guests in our garden. 

On the plus side, the building had electricity and water, which 

would save us a small fortune in costs.

The only possible drawback was that we didn’t have any money to 

buy The Shack. My job paid just enough to pay the €600 a month 

rent on our three-bedroom town house and run the car. Bills, human 
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and animal food, tools, and everything else was coming out of the 

start-up costs for the campsite. Pretty soon there wouldn’t be 

anything left.

Clare looked into making cushions and textile art to sell in the 

market, and was told that she would need to pay nearly €4,000 up 

front. Money she was unlikely to make back. So, like many English 

people struggling to survive in this part of the world, she took a 

temporary cleaning job and was paid a very small amount by a 

predictably complicated system called “Cheque Emploi”.

Summer summary

While waiting for some sign from the universe that we hadn’t made 

a colossal mistake in moving to France, we experienced our first 

Summer in the country. 

We moved the pigs into another part of the woods and were 

impressed by the devastation they left behind. We bought a collar 

for Pepito the horse because we were still labouring under the 

assumption that, one day, he would be working. I made a nesting 

box for the chicken house just in time for our first chicken egg. 

India finished her first year at a French school, fluent in the 

language at the age of seven. A stray dog called Vegas found his 

way through the English-mafia to us and the two kittens we’d saved 

from drowning. And some of the technology we had brought from 

England, including my mobile phone and laptop - the indispensable 

tools of my former trade - started to die. 

We no longer had the money to replace these things as, slowly, 

unintentionally and completely unexpectedly, we became poor. 
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So, what’s it worth?

If you enjoyed the book, or even just a part of it, please let me 

know how much (or how little) by transferring actual money into 

the following bank account:

UK

Name: Alex Crowe

Sort code: 40-47-84 

Account number: 11520539

EU

IBAN gb46midl40478411520539

BIC code: midlgb2168g

Full name: Alex Crowe

Bank name: firstdirect (hsbc group)

INTERNATIONAL

Swift: midlgb22xxx
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Keep an eye on the blog for news of part two:

“Descent into hell”
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