
The invisible workmen

We felt cheated. We had bought an old house on the side of a mountain, but we hadn't realised that the 
building was a complete ruin.

There were termites in the rafters, woodworm in the window frames, cracks in the walls, subsidence in the 
foundations, stonework that was crumbling, broken drains, blocked plumbing, leaking water, escaping gas, dry 
rot, mould, lead paint, clay pipes, asbestos and a  garden like a rain forest. 

And we couldn't speak French!

Yves, the local builder was in charge of renovation. He hired the tradesmen - bricklayers, stone masons, 
painters and decorators, carpenters, roofers, plumbers, electricians, landscape gardeners, tree surgeons and 
labourers. We paid them an hourly rate.

Meanwhile, with the help of Michel Thomas and Froggyspeak we improved our French. After a regular reading 
aloud of Froggyspeak, we were ready to monitor the building work.

Disaster! The work was way behind schedule and it was difficult to find the workers. They were invisible.

We called a meeting. Yves suggested we meet outside an old shed. It backed onto a rock face.

All the workers were present and, given that I had said that they were likely to get the sack they seemed 
remarkably cheerful.

I was feeling angry and frustrated. 'I am very disappointed,' I said. 'You are way behind schedule. You have 
taken the money and shirked the work.'

Their grins were widening and I was losing my temper. 'This is typical of you French. You have been the same 
ever since the Revolution!' 

'Well,' I said. 'What have you got to say for yourselves?'

They all looked at Yves. He is a big man. He didn't speak. He grasped the handles of the massive outbuilding 
doors and flung them open. 'Voila!' he cried.

There, beyond the old shed, cut into the rock face was a huge Neolithic cave, discovered by Yves and restored 
by his colleagues. A magnificent and brilliantly lit wine cellar; corridors full of thousands of cases and bottles of 
fine wines stored there, walled up and forgotten by the Nazis in the second world war.

'It is for you Sir!. We know that you have a liking for a good drink and so we thought this was more important 
than the house!'
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