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Only in France
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The Provençal town of Apt, capital of the Luberon National Park, rests in a cradle of pine-filled hills. It’s a pretty, but not arresting place, and a photograph of the centre would rarely make it into anyone’s holiday album, always being passed over like a plain girl at a ball in favour of the more gaudy delights of Roussillon, Bonnieux and Gordes. A handful of cafés are scattered where the main street finally breaks the banks of surrounding shops, and here people sip on short black coffees and watch the bustling crowd. Apt is nearly always busy. Hazard lights wink like chains of Christmas illuminations, particularly around the main square – the home of the sous-préfecture of the Vaucluse. This mighty instrument of government pulls in thousands of people a year in pursuit of the multitude of licences so intrinsic to life in France. Today my wife, Tanya, and I have joined the magnetised throng.

We are waiting in a seminar room in one of the many administrative buildings. About twenty plastic seats are arranged round a large U-shaped table, but demand for the course we are attending is such that several people have to stand. In front of us there’s a whiteboard covered with confusing acronyms. They stretch from the ceiling to the floor in five eye-blurring columns. There’s also an overhead projector displaying an intimidating

flow chart. The air in the room is hot, wet and soporific. The two-hour programme hasn’t even begun and I’ve already had several disturbing flashbacks to the dead hours I spent imbibing banal facts at school.

There’s a single window, with the blind pulled half down. Outside, it is still sheeting with rain. The muffled progress of a marker pen across the whiteboard and the incessant thump of raindrops on thin glass are the only sounds. Looking across at Tanya, I see that water is dripping from her blonde hair on to the virgin sheets of her notepad. Our clothes are soaked through as a result of the miserable half-hour we’ve spent traipsing the streets trying to find the right location, stumbling into doctors’ surgeries and insurance offices before alighting on the nondescript building that is the Salle d’Anpe. Tanya has a perplexed look on her face as she etches slowly in capitals on her paper. The lead smudges as she completes the phrase ‘THIS BETTER BE WORTH IT’ and underlines it three times. Bored, I swing on my chair, just catching myself as the legs begin a backwards cartwheel.

Finally the organiser of the course finishes writing on the board. He’s a young man in his mid- to late thirties, perhaps a couple of years older than us. His hair has been shaved to a gossamer layer, which emphasises his angular nose and long, thin face. After laying a battered briefcase on the table – made of the type of aged leather favoured by Oxbridge academics – he smiles warmly and introduces himself in French as Gautier. ‘I hope today’s course can be as interactive as possible. I really want to encourage people to speak about their projects.’

The word ‘interactive’ induces immediate fear. Despite nearly a year in France, my French is still somewhat limited and humiliation beckons. In the past my mistakes have included mixing up mobile phones and drinking water – ‘portable’ and ‘potable’ – and mispronouncing ‘orage’ and ‘orange’: I thought I was making small talk about a storm; the shopkeeper thought I was trying to

buy some oranges. Some days I felt I could speak the language reasonably, but on others my confidence deserted me. Today I knew my limit and addressing a room full of people in French was definitely beyond me, so I looked across at my wife.

Tanya’s mother had been brought up in Montreal and spoke fluent French. From an early age she’d talked to her children in the language, and although Tanya sometimes forgot vocabulary, she spoke nearly faultlessly. Unfortunately Tanya is also a mimic, a tease and endlessly mischievous.

At that moment these were qualities I could have lived without.

‘I’m not saying a word,’ she whispered.

I kicked her under the table and gave an imploring look.

She grinned and mouthed, ‘It will be good for you.’

Gautier removed a wooden conductor’s baton from his briefcase and pointed it with a flourish at the girl two to my left. ‘Now, if everybody can explain why they are here.’

The chosen girl must have been barely twenty and her skin flushed red with nerves as she began to talk. The more she spoke, the more confused I became. The presentation touched on issues like sourcing a cheap supply of essential oil, the age profile of the potential clientele and the availability of a loan to purchase a €5,000 table. After she finished, I wrote a message to Tanya – ‘A masseuse??’

Before I could read Tanya’s reply, Gautier waved his baton with the flair of a maestro and randomly selected the next person, another girl. This time the subject was aromatherapy. Using herbs and nut extracts from the Luberon, the girl had built up a range of products that she used to cure people’s allergies. A half-hour session with her cost about €30, but she promised to be able to treat maladies ranging from hay fever to insomnia.

I looked down at my notepad, where Tanya had written, ‘Are you sure this course is for market traders?’

I’d thought that at the end of the morning we would be free

to work in any market from Cannes to Calais, but with every passing second I was becoming more doubtful – why would the morning need to be interactive? Were we going to role-play selling a kilo of vegetables or dealing with customer complaints? And what about the aromatherapist and the masseuse? Either this session would witness the birth of a new breed of spa markets or it was time to collect our notepads and leave.

Unfortunately it was too late. Gautier’s baton was already dancing in the air. It wavered like a divining stick between Tanya and myself, offering us both the opportunity to speak. ‘I see you are English. Are you setting up a gîte?’ he asked.

Just breathe, I advised myself in my head as I began to speak.

But within seconds I’d made my biggest mistake, and it wasn’t grammatical – naïvely I started at the beginning of our complex story, leaving me a full ten minutes of difficult dialogue before I could hope to stop. After twenty seconds most of the other people on the course were ignoring me and taking down the information on the whiteboard. At the minute mark there were only two people still listening: Tanya and Gautier. After two minutes Tanya was doodling and Gautier was aimlessly twirling his baton.

My aim at the outset had been to summarise just how Tanya and I came to be in the room. Two years ago we’d been un-distinguishable from any other professional couple in London. I worked as a lawyer at a large London firm, and Tanya in marketing in the entertainment industry. From the beginning of my legal career the long hours and dreary documents drained me of enthusiasm and I couldn’t escape the feeling that my life was somehow pre-packaged. Provided I worked super-humanly hard and sacrificed most of my personal life, material wealth would accrue. I could of course have changed jobs within the City, but that was like being forced to select from a limited range of ready meals, knowing that whatever choice I made it would be bland and unexciting.

Fortunately Tanya had a solution – from an early age she’d been fascinated by the south of France. The strong smells of lavender, wild herbs and sticky pines, the luscious blue of the sky and the fragile clarity of the light. Since our relationship began, we’d holidayed amid the olive trees and the vines, soaking up the song of the cicadas and drinking rosé. To us, there had always been something magical about a glass of pale-pink wine in the sunshine. It was synonymous with long, lazy afternoons filled with idle conversation, tables sagging with cold meats and cheeses, tarts and fresh fruit, where only the curtain of darkness separated one meal from another. And so two years ago we’d taken a sabbatical from our careers and had hared around France trying to win a bet and find the palest rosé in the land, but when autumn had arrived, we’d returned to London and the dissatisfaction had crept back into our lives.

Gradually an idea evolved – we wanted to set up a bar that offered a wine list composed exclusively of rosés. It would be called La Vie en Rosé, and it would be the first bar of its type in France. Work would become a pleasure. The challenges of sourcing different wines and then creating an atmosphere where people could enjoy them began to dominate my thinking. Without realising it, I was falling deeper and deeper into the world of wine. Every new bottle I tasted was a journey – picturing the heat-baked soil or the squall of rain before the harvest, which manifested itself in that touch of extra acidity as I sipped. Life in the wine industry offered new discoveries each day, and where better to enjoy them than the home of rosé – Provence. Against the advice of our friends, we gave up our jobs, finally quit our secure life in London and headed to France to try to make this dream a reality.

We spent the summer holding small rosé festivals on the terraces of various bars in Provence and the Côte d’Azur, serving Sancerre to the jet set as they idled on sun loungers or persuading the locals to relinquish their pastis and replace it with

rosé. While our contemporaries sweated their way to work in London, we meandered through shady cobbled streets, wheeling trolleys of new stock to the latest bar. Rather than look out of the window at another glass-clad office block, we marvelled at the sympathetic curves of the archways in Uzès, or the blue canvas of the sea framed by the multicoloured parasols of the Cannes beach clubs.

When we weren’t working, we were busy looking for our own bar, hunting in the pine-clad hills of the Var and the Luberon, always dreaming of discovering a run-down property we could convert into our future. But as purchase after purchase fell through, our thoughts turned to returning home. The cost of running a bar proved to be much higher than we’d anticipated. Alcohol licences retailed at about €20,000, and legislation prohibited any new bar from being established within 50 metres of an existing one. Unfortunately the prices for existing bar businesses were invariably hugely inflated.

Finally we discovered a place that seemed perfect – a derelict bar high in the hills on the edge of the Luberon National Park. There was a crumbling terrace with panoramic views over the surrounding valleys and an old house in which we could live. The price was surprisingly cheap. Retrospectively it was obviously too good to be true, but it was only after we had put down a deposit that we discovered plans to build a sewage farm at the bottom of the land. We pulled out of the purchase.

Just as we were on the verge of giving up and returning home, we realised our idea could work on a much simpler level – in the markets. There was a market in one village or another every day of the week, and in the summer they were busier than a pre-Christmas high street. There were no requirements for an alcohol licence, and the price for a 2-metre pitch was €2. We would never make a fortune, but it seemed perfectly possible to create a reasonable life for ourselves touring the village markets and making a name as wine merchants who specialised in rosé.

And what locations to work in – under the shade of century-old plane trees, or in the lee of medieval châteaux, always looking up at the unique blue of the region’s skies.

Despite our disappointments, it was too exciting a prospect to give up and so two days ago, on a sunny late-September morning, we’d driven a car full of wine into Apt with the intention of selling it in the town’s market. We’d been told by the traders that all we needed to do to secure a pitch was to turn up at 7 a.m. and speak to the police municipale.

We’d made our way through the market, past the other vendors, who were already snapping apart table legs and laying out boards on which to display their wares. Vans were parked across the street with their boots raised so that we could make out all sorts of neatly stacked goods inside – wicker tubs of olives, brightly coloured Provençal linen precisely folded into neat creases, boxes full of saucissons and rows of pesto jars. Each successive vehicle held a new palate of colours and assortment of aromas. To our left, a narrow street bent away towards the church. Amid the shadows cast by the encroaching buildings, traders had laid out ornate rugs and assorted furniture carved from dark woods. Spice sticks had been lit and lanterns, with the carved casings of the Orient, hung over the cobbles.

Nearer the centre of town, the road widened into a large square in front of the sous-préfecture – an imposing building bedecked with French flags. Two grand balustraded staircases led up to oak doors with heavy wrought-iron handles. We passed the mobile boucheries and fromageries, which were arranged in a semicircle at the base of the stairs, and spotted the small cubbyhole office of the police municipale. Having knocked on the door, we entered.

Minutes later we’d been disabused of the notion that market trading in France would be easy. The police had asked for our trading licence, our social security numbers and proof of insurance. I’d rather lamely handed over my passport in the hope

that the rules might be different for foreigners, but instead of a place in the market we’d been handed an enrolment form for this course.

‘And so,’ I concluded, ‘I think the gendarme must have given us the wrong form.’

‘No,’ said Gautier, ‘you’re in the right place, though the course is not just for market traders; it’s to help people set up new businesses. But selling wine is tough. How will it work?’

The question was sympathetic, but Gautier might as well have been a medieval torturer tightening a thumbscrew. I had to speak again. Glancing sideways at Tanya, I saw she was grinning at my ordeal as I began my explanation.

Traditionally pink wine had been seen as a poor cousin to red and white wines. Vignerons had kept their rosé in a forgotten vat at the back of the cave, periodically chucking in some sulphur to prolong its life. As a result rosé had become synonymous with head- and stomach aches. Hardy hunters swigged it in bars early in the morning, but no one was foolish enough to drink it with food, except of course the tourists.

In the last five years, however, the reputation of rosé had changed dramatically. Vignerons noted that those vineyards which produced good pink wine sold out quickly. In a stagnant wine market, making an excellent rosé could help ensure the survival of the family business. And as the quality of rosé improved, so demand increased. We’d discovered that it was not unusual for sommeliers at Michelin-starred restaurants to recommend rosé to accompany meals. Pink wine had suddenly become trendy – superstars like Kate Moss were pictured swigging it on the beach, and teenagers sipped it from straws in nightclubs.

Then there was our visit to the newest and hippest of Saint-Tropez’s beach clubs – Nikki Beach. Surrounded by dazzling white umbrellas and staff straight from a film set, we observed bottle after bottle being drained. The demand for rosé was such that the bar didn’t even sell red or white wine. By the end of

the afternoon the bottles were so large that the waitresses had to bend on one knee and hoist the rosé on to their elfin shoulders to pour.

‘If we can just get the formula right, then rosé will sell,’ I finished.

‘Bon,’ said Gautier, still unconvinced, and pointed dramatically with his baton at the next person. Perhaps his way of relieving boredom was conducting an imaginary symphony in his head.

For the next hour we sat and listened as everybody in the room outlined their plans. Gautier then explained the tax implications of setting up a business in France, which was very expensive – before we even sold a bottle of wine, the government would expect us to pay over €2,000 in social security contributions – and the list of grants we could apply for, if, that is, we were under twenty-five, or had been born within the environs of the Luberon National Park, or were selling produce we’d made ourselves, or had a carbon-neutral business. Everybody in the room managed to fit themselves into one category or other except us.

This was followed by a discussion about our social responsibilities as small-business owners. Most of the vocabulary was beyond me and for the last ten minutes of the session I followed the path of raindrops down the window, amusing myself by guessing whether they would turn right or left. A yawn from Tanya triggered the same response from me. The air grew stickier and my head repeatedly dropped, only to jerk back up like a yo-yo. Finally it happened – I fell asleep, lurching forwards and scattering paper everywhere as my head hit the table. Two minutes later the other attendees filed out and I woke myself up with an enormous snore.

Leaving me in an embarrassed daze, Tanya gathered up the various papers and forms we’d been given and approached Gautier. Despite the intensive two-hour interactive course, we were still no clearer about how to get our market-trading licence.

‘You’re supposed to apply in Avignon, but you can get the right papers through the basement window opposite the Caisse d’Epargne.’

‘So we didn’t need to come on this course?’ asked Tanya.

‘No.’

We both glanced across at the whiteboard full of information about the taxation of small businesses and the confusing acronyms detailing the various subsidies to which we weren’t entitled.

‘At least you had a nice sleep,’ consoled Tanya, as we walked away.

Outside, the rain had stopped, but streams still ran through the gutters. Passing cars kicked waves of water on to the pavement, and pedestrians glanced anxiously skywards, waiting for the next deluge. Splashing our way back to the sous-préfecture, we stopped as advised opposite the Caisse d’Epargne. We’d just been discussing how surreal our lives had become – from city slickers to seminars about the medicinal properties of Luberon pine-nut oil – unaware that things were about to become even more perverse.

In front of us was a queue of people, and at its head, despite the weather and the slippery streets, a man was lying flat on the pavement. He was dressed in army fatigues, and on the ground next to him was a long canvas bag that appeared to house a shotgun. The man was fumbling in his pockets for something. In London I would have presumed we were witnessing a botched hold-up, but the locals walking past showed not the slightest bit of interest. Apparently this type of behaviour had become quite normal.

Joining the queue, we learnt that two weeks ago the majority of the administrative functions of the sous-préfecture in Apt had been transferred to Avignon. This meant that everybody who, for example, needed a hunting or a driving licence theoretically had to travel an hour to Avignon. The government had, however, underestimated the determination of the Provençaux,

particularly since it was September and the hunting season had just begun. All around us the Luberon hills echoed to the report of gunfire, and as well as offering cigarettes, tabacs now also sold munitions de chasse. There were wild boar in the hills waiting to be killed, and somebody had noticed that while the relevant office in Apt might have closed, the staff could be reached in another way.

The system worked like this: a metal railing divided the street from the administrative building, and only the topmost part of a large basement window could be reached through the fence. To speak to the civil servants, either one had to squat or lie on the pavement. Given the average length of a consultation, lying was proving to be the more popular. Old or young, the procedure was the same – you stood against the wall, queued in the shadow of the building and then lay flat on the ground and poked the necessary papers through the railings.

After twenty minutes it was our turn. Following my performance in the seminar, I decided to let Tanya take the lead. With her head resting in her hand, and her elbow planted in a crack in the pavement, Tanya began talking through the grille. The civil servant dealing with us was a woman with short-cropped black hair, a knitted jumper and a calf-length skirt. The woman’s eyes were concealed behind thick-framed glasses. She might have looked terribly officious were it not for the fact that she was standing on a table, one leg planted precariously either side of a computer keyboard, as she struggled to hand pieces of paper through the window.

Another mitigating factor was her complete disorganisation. Just as she was passing a leaflet upwards, she changed her mind, jumped back down from her desk and crossed to a filing cabinet laden with piles of paper. Each stack was held down with the help of a piece of fruit used as a paperweight. Whether this was part of an innovative staff health campaign or just an expedient way of using one’s lunch remains unclear to me.

In any event the woman lifted an apple and an orange out of the way and retrieved various pieces of paper. Then halfway back to the window, she changed her mind, replaced one form underneath the orange (I could have sworn this initially came from the apple pile) and instead lifted up a pear. Back wobbling on her table, she patiently explained the documents we would need to produce to get our market licence: our marriage certificate (dated within the last three months), a copy of the lease for our house, a copy of an electricity bill under three months old, a copy of an electricity bill over six months old, our passports and a letter from our landlord approving our proposed activity.

We had of course heard stories of the French penchant for unnecessary bureaucracy but it was still hard to understand the purpose of each particular bit of paper. There were also some requirements that we would be unable to meet. We’d only just moved into our house and hadn’t yet received our first electricity bill, so would we really have to wait until we had a bill that was six months old? And what of the requirement to produce our marriage certificate, dated within the last three months? Our certificate was six years old.

Now wasn’t the time to get into a discussion. Tanya was shivering on the ground, and more dark clouds were rushing over the hills. We thanked the woman and resolved to return to our house and see what documents we could produce.

To sensible people, the previous three hours would have served as a warning – starting a legal relationship with the French state wasn’t to be undertaken lightly. But sensible people didn’t give up their jobs in London, make presentations in barely intelligible French about their fledgling rosé business and then lie on the pavement in a puddle, surrounded by dog merde while trying to obtain a market licence. Sensible people woke up every morning, got on the Tube and went to work in a well-paid job.

At least we knew where we stood. Regardless of bureaucracy, we wanted to become market traders as quickly as possible.
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