
A holiday home in France 

 

One of the advantages of having a French holiday home in Calais was easy access from 

London. However, there was another unexpected bonus. The 240-meter television 

transmitter in Dover made it easy to watch English television programmes from across the 

Channel. One bitterly cold and very windy November morning, we turned on the 

television and French broadcasts were on as usual, but no BBC or ITV. Braving the 

elements in the garden, binoculars revealed that during the night, the strapping securing 

the English antenna to the chimney stack had come loose. Calling on a French aerial 

engineer during our infrequent visits to France would be difficult. The huge DIY Leroy 

Merlin from the Auchan Shopping Center in Coquelles provided a replacement strap and 

all it took was the simple matter of reaching the chimney ten meters above the ground. 

Fortunately, at the back of the house, there was a flat roof extension and I put on 

thermals and assembled my tools up there. It was not raining, but the cold wind blew, 

directly from the North Sea from the Arctic, across the fields to our exposed cottage. I 

removed a succession of tiles, and I was able to climb on the roof and sit astride the top of 

the roof clutching onto the chimney. I had asked my wife to come out and watch my 

progress from below, but she was quickly frozen and not happy. With some difficulty, I 

was able to return the antenna to its initial position and direct it towards Dover. Then she 

started to moan. Was it really necessary for both of us to have frostbite? I replied that my 

fingers were blue due to the handling of keys and pliers. I was ten metres up on the roof 

and it was blowing a gale and I was suffering from hyperthermia and if she wanted to 

watch Strictly Come Dancing that night, she should be more grateful. And then it 

happened. I had been confined to this bizarre position of sitting astride the top of the 

roof, with my legs open wide when I got cramp. I wailed so loudly that my assistant below 

thought that a disaster had occurred. When I usually get cramp, I find that standing up 

and pointing my toes usually brings quick relief. I was in no position to stand up and 

pointed my toes did not seem to work when I was doing the splits. My contortions and 

moans induced great merriment at ground level and seemed to revive her so that she 

completely forgot about her discomfort. It seemed an eternity, but eventually I tentatively 

raised myself sufficiently to change my position to restore what could be considered 

normal on a roof. I cautiously descended to safety, with great personal satisfaction for a 

difficult job well done, despite the fact that I did not receive the gratitude that I 

considered my efforts deserved, until John Sergeant appeared on Strictly that evening. 

 

 


