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In this number:
1- The neighbor and the trees

The neighbor and the trees

My old mill in the little Pyrenees village has a line of trees separating it from the farm next door.  The other day the neighbor appeared: he must be about seventy years old.  Now and again I have seen him working with his wife on the farm and thought it was high time for them to retire and have a rest.  

In a very nice manner, the neighbor complained that the leaves from my trees were falling on his roof and that I had to cut them down. 

I was most shocked: how could a person who has spent his entire life in contact with nature want me to destroy something that took so long to grow, just because in ten years’ time this could cause a problem to the tiles of his roof? 

I invite him in for a coffee.  I tell him that I will take the responsibility: if one day these dry leaves (which will be swept away by the wind and by the summer) cause any damage, I shall take it on myself to have a new roof built.  The neighbor says that this is of no interest to him: he wants me to cut down the trees.  I get a bit irritated and tell him that I prefer to buy his farm. 

“My land is not for sale,” he answers. 

“But with that money you could buy an excellent house in town and live there with your wife for the rest of your days without having to bear awful winters and lost crops.”

“The farm is not for sale.  I was born here and grew up here, and I’m too old to move.” 

He suggests that an expert from the town could come out to evaluate the case and decide – in that way, neither of us would have to get annoyed at the other.  After all, we are neighbors. 

When he leaves, my first reaction is to accuse him of insensitivity and disrespect for Mother Earth.  Then I become intrigued: why did he not accept to sell the land?  And before the day comes to an end I understand that his life has only one story, and my neighbor does not want to change it.  To move into town also means to plunge into an unknown world, with other values that perhaps he feels too old to learn. 

Does this only happen to my neighbor?  No, I feel that it happens to everyone – sometimes we are so attached to our way of life that we turn down a great opportunity because we don’t know how to use it.  In his case, his farm and his village  are the only places he knows, and it is not worth the risk.  In the case of people who live in the city, they believe that it is necessary to have a university degree, get married, have children, make sure they have degrees too, and so on.  Nobody ever wonders: “could I do something different?” 

I remember that my barber worked day and night so that his daughter could finish her degree in sociology.  She managed to finish university, and after knocking on many a door she finally found a job working as a secretary in a cement company.  Even so, my barber always said with pride: “My daughter has a university degree.”

Most of my friends, and the children of my friends, also have a university degree.  That does not mean they have managed to work at what they wanted – quite the contrary, they entered and left university because - at a time when universities were important - someone said that for a person to get anywhere in life, they had to have a university degree.  And so the world missed out on having excellent gardeners, bakers, antique dealers, sculptors and writers.  Maybe it is time to look at this again: doctors, engineers, scientists, lawyers, they all have to study at university.  But does everyone else?  I shall let Robert Frost’s poem give the answer:

“Two roads diverged in a wood, and 

I took the one less traveled by 

And that made all the difference.”

P.S. To end the story of the neighbor: the expert paid us a visit and to my surprise showed us a French law that says that trees have to stand at least three meters from the property of others.  Mine stand at two meters, so I am going to have to cut them down. 

New book

“The Zahir” is being published all over the world this year.  Click here for more information.
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