Well, wasn’t that a year? I suspect many
will be quite happy to see the back of 2020,
a sad way to start off the annual letter.
Our year really started on the evening of
20th December 2020 when we packed the
car and dashed for Dover port, arriving
there just before midnight, after which no
one was allowed to leave the UK and the
French closed Calais due to fears about
Covid (not Brexit this time). Safely in
France after an overnight ferry trip we got
to Gruchet the same time as the traders
were setting up for Sunday market. We
missed the market that day but started to
lose some of the adrenaline. So, we were
abroad for Brexit and a rather nasty
lockdown in the UK.
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One of the things we did this year was
donate a couple of laptops to
http://leveluplaptops.co.uk/, run by an old
boss of mine who is a local councillor as
well as having a fulltime role in the charity.
A great local initiative to make sure that
disadvantaged kids don’t fall further
behind in lockdown.

End of January saw a little snow which caused us to abandon a planned trip
to IKEA in Rouen. We decided we didn’t need two hours of driving in the
snow, not because of us, but we saw enough examples of French people
who don’t know how to handle the conditions. We are still fighting with the
French authorities over our health cards. We did finally get a temporary
number for Shelagh and a proper number for me, but as of this date, 20
months after starting the process, we still don’t have the carte vitale with
the chip and the details that we need to be able to use the system properly.
We left Gruchet on the 10th of Feb to head back to the UK, having met the
latest set of tests and forms for the authorities. Ran into a blizzard in Kent
which made getting home a bit surreal. After 20 miles we were back in
sunshine. Feb 20 was the day of our first covid jab. Fortunately we didn’t
have much in the way of ill effects from the injection.
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We got back to the boat in
April and put new cushions
into the seating area. They
have proved to be very good
and this winter we are
redoing all the rest of the
cushions for the bedding
areas. So the sailing season was allowed to get started
after lockdown. Second jab in May. Things starting to open
up again in London. Saw the Beckett exhibition at the
British Museum with dinner afterwards at TAS which is
middle eastern cuisine. They were very happy to have
some customers back.
The second bank holiday saw us drive to stay with Louise
in Bridport. We were testing out her new B and B which
has turned out to be very successful for her this year. It
actually felt like a real vacation and we tried out her new
Sculpture Park on Portland Bill
pizza oven in the garden. We also went to Portland Bill and
saw the bill from the land side for the first time, along with
a fabulous sculpture park in an abandoned marble quarry.
The 4th of June saw us attend the first concert by the Philharmonia after lockdown. We had seen
their last concert on 15th March 2019 where they had recreated the famous Beethoven marathon
concert. The second horn
player and orchestral
union rep gave a very
emotional speech about
how good it was to be
back to huge cheers from
the audience and a few
tears too. A very
emotional evening to see
them live again and the
last time to see Esa Pekka
Salonen who has left
them and London. We
Socially distanced Philharmonia at the South Bank

shall really miss his crisp conducting. The orchestra plays really well for
him. June also saw Mark Powell join us for some sailing. He
remembered his skills quickly!
After this it was time to head back to France and try to cut the overly
long grass! We discovered that our water had been turned off by the
water company because we had a leak somewhere. The plumber came
right over but could not quickly ascertain the problem. We ended up
laying a new pipe from the mains connection over 60 meters to the
back of the house. The leak ended up being right at the connection to
the house. We would never have found it by tracing the pipe. An
The trench for the new water pipe

expensive but good solution to make sure that in future we know where the pipes go. June and July
seemed to pass by quickly without much of note but the weather was good.
Peter handed in his resignation notice to Bboxx at the end of June. Fortunately, there was a
succession plan in place. So by the beginning of August, I had been effectively replaced. And
retirement could start at the beginning of October.
August started with an American flute-playing
friend, Gina, visiting before she and Shelagh went
off for a week’s music course. Before the course,
there was a series of local concerts that turned out
to be very good, including a lute concert by
Thomas Dunford. He was brilliant. Middle of
August saw us back in the UK and some empty
shelves at our local supermarket. More importantly
we saw ’Bach and Sons’ at the Bridge Theatre in
London. It was Peter’s first time there and it is a
wonderful theatre with great seats and sight lines.
Now home to Nicholas Hytner who was in charge
at the National Theatre for 12 years. He has done a
great job with both the plays and the theatre.
The end of August and September had been
designated boating month. We had decided to
spend a month on board to see what an extended
trip would look like. September was a little quieter
than August everywhere and we managed to get
moorings where we wanted to stay. Our journey
Newton Ferrers Anchorage
took us to Portland for the
RAFYC rally after a long day
from Hamble to get there, and then we managed to cross Lyme Bay to one of
our favourites, Dartmouth. A replacement water pump fitted, we carried on to
Plymouth and anchored overnight for the first time. Then a couple of days in
Sutton Harbour marina and westward we went. During the trip we had a lot of
very light winds so motored more than usual, but it had the advantage that we
were able to get down to the Scilly Islands for the first time. This had been on
our bucket list for ever but never able to do as time had previously been short.
You need great weather to be there because the anchorages get very rough and
somewhat dangerous in bad weather. We really enjoyed the islands and will be
back in future. Back to Falmouth then on to Newton Ferrers and back to
Hitching a ride
Dartmouth in mostly light winds and motoring.
Lots of dolphins
during the trip
especially during a
brilliant sail back
around Land’s End
and across Lyme
Bay to Portland
and Weymouth.

We finally caught up with Myron and Julia who had been trailing behind us down the West country.
A boozy evening was enjoyed by all - they are fantastic company. After a month onboard we were
still talking to each other. Shelagh had managed to continue working, although a suitable charging
solution for her laptop is needed. We spent much of the month searching for places to charge
onshore!
Returning to normality at the end of the month lead
straight into the fuel crisis at stations in the UK. We had
enough to get home so didn’t panic too much. We kept
being told there were no shortages of fuel, but a problem
in tanker deliveries. I couldn’t tell the difference between
the two. There was no fuel in our area regularly for three
weeks or more. I did get up one morning at 3 AM to join a
queue for an hour to finally get filled up. The beginning of
October saw Peter retire from work with a small party from
the nice folk at Bboxx. My team had gone out with me
earlier that week and provided a very nice bottle of wine
which is still sitting in London waiting for a good
opportunity! Shelagh will continue to do editing and
proofreading and has been very busy this year. Wiltons
Music Hall offered a matinee called ‘Horse Country ‘which
was a ‘Waiting for Godot’ ripoff. Good but not great. We
went to see the new James Bond just after it opened and
‘Dune’ on its opening day in London. Really enjoyed it after
Fawley Tower, our sailing landmark in the Solent seeing two horrible previous versions. The second half will
for many years was demolished in October 2021
be with us at the end of 2023 and can’t wait. We also went
to an early audience recording of ‘Have I Got News For You’, a British weekly topical comedy show
now in its 21st year! They are much better with a live audience.
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Late October saw us make the
crossing back to Gruchet and our
final interview for our French
residency permits. They arrived a
few weeks later and we now have
unlimited rights to live here and
travel in Europe without restrictions.
With the new rights in hand, we
headed off towards Portugal to pay
Nazaré
shrine
a visit to Richard and Frank. On the
Tomb, Alcobaca monstary Obidos hill top town
way we stopped in Bilbao which is a
lovely little city and the home of the Guggenheim museum. A good but not great permanent
collection of mostly American work, but they have made an effort to find local artists as well.
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Then on into Portugal. Two great days with Frank playing tour
guide and showing off his local knowledge. A couple of
memorable meals. Some fabulous UNESCO world heritage sites.
And the chance to catch up with Richard who was best man at our
wedding all those years ago. We also had a day in Lisbon which is
not nearly long enough to do it justice. We will be back. We
walked along the seafront and
had a great lunch at the Clube
Navale as well as checking out
the sights on the huge
waterfront.

Ai Wei Wei
had an
exhibition
there that
was closing
soon so we
visited. A
huge rope
walk was
converted
into a gallery
One of a series of scuptures
Traditional Chinese
based on Chinese zodiac
construction methods used in and his
new sculpture
pieces really
worked in the
space. A long trip back was broken with a visit to Julie and
Bicycle Sculpture at the entrance to the symples
Wei Wei exhibition
Bernard and Esme the dog. All of whom seemed happy to see us!

Coutances

Middle of November saw
confirmation that Peter’s knee
is going to need some
attention. After fighting with
the physios for 6 months he
got an MRI in the UK in August
and finally got someone to talk
through the results two
months later. He is now
scheduled to see the surgeon in the middle of Feb 2022.
Such is the NHS in crisis. The end of November saw our
gardener bring the stump-clearing machine onto the
property and dig up two stumps in the rain. Very fast
process. Just after that there was a huge storm come
through and one of the big trees fell, fortunately into the
garden rather than into our neighbour’s property. Peter
has been chipping away at it ever since, creating more
logs for the fire and woodchips. The Christmas tree and
lights went up to compensate.

December brought the omicron variant of Covid, which is going to occupy the news for months to
come. We got our booster shot in the local pharmacy, straightforward except for the fact that the
paperwork for foreigners took much more time. But we got there, thanks to the pharmacist. A visit
from Grégoire, Bernard and Christine was an excuse to get started on the Miyawaki forest that is
planned for a small section of ground. Shelagh has since added to the trees that were planted that
day. The idea is to have a compressed little forest on a small plot of land which enables the wildlife
to prosper with dwarf trees. The wood chipper was put to work and Shelagh has also been clearing
out the herb bed in front of the house so that we can put in new herbs next year.
We are thankful that we have been able to navigate 2021 despite travel restrictions, lockdowns, and
continuous changes of rules and advice during the pandemic. Brexit continues to provide challenges
to Brits who want to spend time in Europe, and we feel fortunate to be able to spend time in France

without restrictions. We plan to have a quiet time here and will spend New Year’s Eve with frineds
Julie and Bernard. And Esme the dog. We wish you a happy and safe holiday season, wherever you
are.
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