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In his meditation on writing and life, Finding the Centre, V. S. Naipaul wrote 

that ‘any attempt at narrative can give value to an experience which might 

otherwise evaporate away’. Adding value like this has become a popular 

enterprise. The life which is memorialised need not be remarkable: neither, it 

seems, does the writer need much in the way of style or finesse. All that is 

necessary is that it is ‘a true story’ – and woe betide if it proves otherwise. 

 Isabel Huggan’s third book of ‘reminiscences’, Belonging, is by no 

means the worst example of life-writing to have appeared recently. A Canadian 

by birth, an expatriate by marriage, she finds herself settled permanently in the 

foothills of the Cévennes in provincial France with her Scottish husband Bob.  

Belonging is divided into twenty chapters, the first of which is titled 

‘There Is No Word for Home’. Huggan uses this quirk of language deftly to 

introduce her theme of being ‘both home and not-home’. France was her 

husband’s choice. Huggan herself would have chosen Tasmania, for reasons as 

indefinable as those which made Bob feel ‘chez lui dans les Cévennes’. She has 

visited twice, once during the course of writing this book. Puzzling her way 

through the conflict between the emotional pull she feels and her uneasiness 

with the island’s history, she finds that a grinding implement surviving from 

pre-contact days represents ‘exactly the wordless point at which I intersect with 

Tasmania. Simply existing in the moment is enough.’ 

 Interwoven into her narrative of life in France, with floods and storms, 

friendly, inefficient workmen, and untidy neighbours, are memories of 
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childhood, of years spent living in Africa and the Philippines with Bob, and 

regular pilgrimages to family shrines in Canada. There are encounters with 

strangers, the most moving a conversation at Charles de Gaulle airport with a 

young Vietnamese woman who is one of the post-colonial world’s true waifs. 

There are moments of wry humour. In the chapter called ‘Learning to Wait’, 

Huggan again uses language cleverly to encapsulate her point about the lessons 

her unreliable workmen have taught her:  

Normal may be one of Jamal’s favourite adjectives, but more often he uses 

the adverbial form, normalement, meaning ‘ordinarily. This opens up a 

huge range of possibilities I have absorbed, slowly, as part of the waiting 

game. … Learning to accept that life isn’t perfect. C’est normal. 

 The last three chapters are fictional vignettes glancing back at earlier 

themes in the book: Doris Lessing-like sketches of women of a certain age and 

their family entanglements. 

 Belonging is a pleasant enough book. At its best, it plays engagingly 

with ideas about language, love, memory and history. But it doesn’t quite 

amount to anything remarkable or memorable, and one is left to wonder whether 

it would matter much if this particular set of experiences had been left to 

‘evaporate away’. 
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