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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 There are numbers that make you dizzy. While I take my 

pen to write down my life, a project I have too long delayed 

for lack of time, I realise precisely the magnitude of this 

passing-time. I have been painting for nearly fifty-two years. 

A half-century, during which I have imagined, dry brushed, 

resumed and finished more than three thousand paintings. I 

realise I have gone through the twentieth century, which is 

only history now, and I suddenly find myself in the third 

millennium. I have my career, my encounters, my friends, 

plenty of facts, headlines and little things crushing before my 

eyes like a fast-paced film. I propose to share this memory 

with you. 

 It's Saturday, February 12, the weather is cool and lively, a 

splendid sun is gilding the roof of Royat, which I can see 

from my window. I am breathing this moment. How can time, 

made of such long days, ultimately be so fleeting and absorb 

life in discoloured and confused memories? And how to 

relate you my route as a painter, I, who had the infinite luck 

to live from my art? 
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1920 
 

Jeanne, my mother, was the daughter of well-to-do 

peasants living in the tiny village of Bromont-Lamothe, in the 

heart of the Auvergne mountains. Until she was seventeen, 

she had received a particularly rigorous education in a 

boarding-school held by nuns. She had learnt to read and 

write perfectly, with beautiful round hand style; She knew 

how to sew—by hand and with the Singer machine—she 

knew her history, geography and arithmetic lessons. Like the 

children her age, she saw her parents only for the holidays, 

that is three months a year as a whole. Besides, she addressed 

them as vous her whole life. 

My father, Antonin, had spent a part of his childhood at 

the castle of Polagnat, not far from Orcival, where his parents 

were sharecroppers of the chatelains. He had attended 

elementary school until he got his certificate and then he had 

assisted my grandfather in agricultural work. Their life was 

rough, though they never complained, which, however, 

wouldn't have changed anything in their everyday life. My 

grandfather came from a family of ten children. At that time, 

customs wanted that the parental goods go to the eldest. The 

followers received no inheritance and had to fend for 

themselves. My grandfather hadn't been the eldest: the 

familial mill was held by his older brother, who reduced it to 
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nothing. Two of his brothers even preferred to exile to 

Canada rather than become day-labourers for others after 

spending their childhood in the opulent family mill. 

 One day, my mother went with her father for a delivery 

of wheat to the castle, and this is how she met the dashing 

young man with gentle blue eyes and brown hair who was to 

become her husband. 

 When my mother married, she was twenty years old 

and my father was twenty-four. They received enough money 

as a dowry to buy the farm which they had lived in all their 

life, near Rochefort-Montagne, taking under their shelter my 

paternal grandfather. The good man had suddenly become 

impotent after his widowhood. 
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My father Antonin, young serviceman 
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At the age of 8 
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1940 
 

 

 I was born on the 7th of January, 1940, at one o'clock in 

the morning in our farm, not far from Rochefort-Montagne. 

As the third and penultimate child of my parents, I was born 

in the middle of a phoney war. I don't know why they gave 

this silly name to the prelude to our defeat. The English were 

rationing, the French were terrified, Nazi Germany was 

spreading like a leprosy and peering at our country, which it 

wanted to make “its kitchen garden,” in Hitler's words.  

 Indeed, my parents were genuine peasants, living 

mainly from farming, breeding and selling the milk of our 

cows. There was a relation to the land, to labour, which 

shaped a good part of France at that time, a rural and 

laborious France. A bit out of the way too; our village was 

tiny and somewhat isolated in the heart of the Auvergne, half 

a mile above sea level. I guess one will blame me for being 

nostalgic when reading my book, but as I remember, people 

of the village knew each other, supported each other, people 

were helpful and this warm atmosphere greatly helped us to 

live. There was something comforting in this village, 

gathered and packed around its modest church. All the 

colours of the flagstone were depicted on the roofs, this flat, 

heavy and enduring grey stone, of the most beautiful effect 

when covered with lichens. 

 The war didn't affect my family too much. We had 
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poultry, milk, butter, eggs, vegetables. My mother, who was a 

brave woman, always brought some provisions to the widows 

and women whose husbands had gone. Workforce was 

missing and people were all working hard regardless of their 

age. My father himself was mobilised for two months, but his 

age and his children allowed him to come back earlier, before 

the rout. It is in these troubled times that I, François Boucheix, 

saw the day. 

 There was another François at the farm: the paternal 

grandfather I already talked about. I remember him as an old 

crippled man, as dry as an old vine and always supported by 

his two canes. Despite his disability, his attire was always 

perfect. He often wore a bow tie and a pretty green frock coat; 

a fancy that the village would willingly forgive him as he was 

so nice. Furthermore, he was an incredible storyteller. He 

created amazing stories, full of adventures and humour, 

mixing dull peasants with cunning priests and penniless 

young men. I would spend hours on his knees listening to 

him. He was lodging on the other side of the stable, in a 

shack which had been turned into a bedroom. My second 

brother slept in this room, to help him get up in case of need 

during the night. From nine to twelve years old, I slept on a 

mattress on the floor in his bedroom, to assist my grandfather. 

We had the respect of the elders, back then it all seemed 

natural to us. We wouldn't have had the idea to protest. On 

the contrary, we felt proud to help him. Our parents raised us 

in very Christian principles, we prayed every evening 

together and each meal always began with all of us saying 

grace.  

 There is no doubt this impotent grandfather was the 

one who gave me the taste for drawing. When I didn't go to 

school or work in the fields, he made me draw on the large 
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table in the living room. I spent hours trying to draw a bunch 

of flowers, a butterfly or a chicken, while he encouraged me 

or told me about his youth. His parents had owned a wheat 

mill, but with their ten children, life had been harsh. My 

grandfather had to leave school to work at the age of twelve, 

to the great displeasure of the village schoolmaster who had 

felt real skills for his studies. 
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My maternal grandmother 
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My grandfather François at the age of 84 
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 I could never pass before the ruin of this mill, a bit less 

than two miles far from Rochefort-Montagne, without seeing 

my grandfather as a kid, when his legs were still strong, 

chasing butterflies under the great wings of Canvas moulted 

by the west wind. Life was passing; my young sister was 

born. Eighteen years separated her from my big brother. I had 

joined the local school of Rochefort from the age of six. I 

have read currently for six months and showed a serious 

application which is simply explainable: each evening, as I 

got home from school, my grandfather read over my 

notebooks, questioned me about my lessons and 

congratulated me on my good grades. I loved so much to 

please him that I would never botch any exercise or neglect 

homework. 

 Yet there were many children whom to play with in this 

village, and harmony was as present for us as for the adults, 

our parents. We went together to school in the morning, in a 

string of laughing kids, going and playing along the two 

miles that separated us from school —even during winter by 

fifteen degrees below zero— we went home together, picking 

some bouquets or pulling the thrushes to the sling, we played 

together on summer evenings while the swallows seemed to 

share our laughter in the glowing sky. 

 Marie and her husband lived right across from our 

home. This lovely woman exerted an irresistible attraction on 

the young child that I was: she was a first-rate cook. She had 

followed a couple of bakers who had moved to Paris and for 

fifteen years, she had distributed breads and croissants while 

pushing a carriage herself on the streets of the 15th 

arrondissement. Every summer, she came back in the village 

for two months. One day, she met Auguste, whom she fell in 

love with and who became her husband. This is why we had 
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them as neighbours for many years and mainly why her 

pastries were so wonderful, especially the ladyfingers she 

made perfectly. I would have sold one of my ears at that time 

just to get one of these biscuits soaked in blackcurrant syrup. 

 Often, Marie also told me of the Parisian life, which, 

seen from our mountains, seemed fascinating and frantic. 

And life went on like this: the field labour kept us busy all 

summer long, but in the winter we spent evenings together. 

The neighbours met at the houses of different people 

according to the invitations launched on the same day when 

we came across one another. Women sat by the chimney fire, 

almost grilling their shoes and they shared news from the 

nearby villages; men played cards and swore until these 

ladies remind them of our presence. As for us, we sneaked 

from one place to another, listening to everything, nudging 

our elbows while browsing through picture books. 

 Each year, our schoolmaster organised a school fair 

with shows, games, songs and lottery. Thanks to the money 

collected, we could afford a day by bus to visit a cultural 

place nearby, like Orcival, La Roche-Tullière or the Cathedral 

of Clermont. These excursions by bus were our happiness. 

For us, the driver who looked smart with his marine cap, had 

the prestige of an airline pilot of today. 

 Having noticed my taste for drawing, my teacher 

instructed me to illustrate the programs of the school fair. I 

spent whole Sundays decorating by hand, one by one, all the 

programs intended to parents, sitting in the large living room 

that smelled of wood fire, with my grandfather beside me, 

reading the newspaper or commenting on my drawings. This 

was the expression of the purest and the simplest of my 

happiness. 

 My grandfather François died at the age of 82. And I 
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had the sad experience of facing a grave on which was 

written “François Boucheix”. 

Besides, the loss of my grandfather did make something 

disappear deep inside me. I studied at the college until I was 

fourteen, which was then the legal age for the end of 

compulsory education. Unfortunately, other reasons made me 

leave the college benches. My father, then aged fifty, became 

seriously ill, weak, and he lost much weight. It wasn't long 

before the doctor diagnosed oesophageal cancer. He had 

spent his life smoking cigarettes which he rolled himself with 

a very strong brown tobacco, it may have encouraged his 

sickness. He was taken to the Hôtel-Dieu in Clermont and 

then to Villejuif at the cancer treatment centre, as his 

condition worsened.  

 At the farm, besides the anxiety which embraced all of 

us, life became difficult. My mother was exhausted with farm 

work, too heavy for her. My brothers had gone away, one 

married and the other to do his military service. Our meagre 

savings vanished in a flash, with the medical treatments, 

examinations and ambulances. At that time, there was hardly 

any insurance and the social security, which was introduced 

in 1945, wasn't enough to pay our expenses. 

 My father came back, emaciated and weakened. He 

worked and ate with difficulty. In agreement with my mother, 

I decided to seek work to help my family as I could. With a 

letter of recommendation from my teacher, I quickly found a 

place in a hotel-restaurant at twelve miles from the village. I 

stayed there until I was sixteen. Every month, I kept a portion 

of my salary for my parents, another was dedicated to paying 

me evening classes, which I did after my duty day. When I 

recall these memories, I tell myself that adolescence is an age 

invented by advertisers. Formerly, one was either a child or 
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an adult. All this spinelessness among teenagers —and now 

adultagers— seems to promote the extension to the extreme 

age of irresponsibility. Children were all responsible in the 

1940s. They would lead the cows to the meadow, start a fire 

or drive the tractor without fearing for their safety or for the 

equipment. Nowadays, a mother doesn't leave a twelve-year-

old child all alone in a perfectly safe apartment. That leaves 

me puzzled. 
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