


Purple haze
The lavender fields of Provence are not all they seem. Jon Bryant heads 
for the hills to reveal the reality behind the popular tourist image



CLOCKWISE FROM 

TOP LEFT: 

Members of the 

Commanderie de la 
Lavande on parade 

in Digne-les-Bains; 

Sister Kaire (centre) 

and her helpers at  

a stall in Digne; 

The entrance to 

the Musée de la 

Lavande in 

Coustellet; Fields 

of fine lavender on 

the road to Sault; 

Lavender biscuits 

are a popular 

market choice

OPENING PAGES: 

Harvest time near 

Sault
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WHERE TO FIND LAVENDER
Each area of Provence has a few select spots in which to catch a vision of 
summer’s purple perfection. In the Vaucluse and Alpes-de-Haute-Provence 
départements, visit the Plateau de Valensole and travel between the villages of 
Riez, Valensole and Oraison. In the Drôme and upper Vaucluse, go to Sault, 
Séderon and Ferrassières and further north, Valréas, Dieulefit and La Bégude-
de-Mazenc. In the northern Drôme, try Crest, Saint-Julien-en-Quint and 
Saillans. A great source for lavender products is the market at Sault in 
Vaucluse, which dates from the early 1500s and is held on Wednesday 
mornings. Among the most emblematic visions of Provence are the purple 
fields which surround the Abbaye Notre-Dame de Sénanque, a 12th-century 
Cistercian monastery just outside Gordes. Here, you can watch the abbey’s 
monks gather in the harvest.
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ABOVE: Cans of 

lavender pâté at 

the market in 

Digne-les-Bains 

RIGHT: Chapel with 

lavender and grain 

fields, Plateau de 

Valensole

A BRIEF HISTORY 
OF LAVENDER
Since Roman times, lavender has been used to scent 

baths, clean clothes and as a herbal remedy. Its name 

comes from the Latin lavare (to wash) or from a variant 

of lividula (livid in colour), depending on which source 

you believe. It is the traditional cure for head lice and 

burns. During medieval times and up to the beginning 

of the 19th century, the wild lavender growing in the 

scrublands of northern Provence largely satisfied the 

demands of shepherds, washerwomen and early 

parfumeurs. However, as Grasse’s perfume industry 

started to expand at the end of the 19th century, 

increasing numbers of villagers in Provence began to 

cultivate lavender.

Production in Provence grew massively until the 

1970s when cheaper lavender started to arrive from 

the East, mainly Bulgaria. French plants were becoming 

increasingly fragile and blighted with cicadelle insects 

which attacked their roots. The decline continued with 

the development of synthetic alternatives.

What saved the lavender industry was, in part,  

a beautiful myth. With lavender came the bees, the 

cicadas and the scented honey to create a portrait of  

a bounteous and scenic Provence that appealed to 

tourists. Then an interest in aromatherapy and natural, 

organic products increased demand for the real thing.

PROPERTIES AND USES OF 
LAVENDER ESSENTIAL OIL
Like wine and cheese, lavender has its own appellation 
d’origine protégée. To be granted the status, the oil has 

to be extracted using traditional methods and to come 

from a precise geographical area.

Besides its use in perfumes, lavender oil helps to 

treat insomnia, irritability, headaches, head lice, stress, 

cuts and burns, eczema, bedsores, sunburn and insect 

bites. It is said also to be effective in tackling colds and 

sinusitis, sore throats, cramps and rheumatism.

Lavandin is used in potpourri sachets and to scent 

soaps, detergents and washing powder. Its essential  

oil is claimed to have a calming and relaxing effect, and 

can be used as a light antiseptic.

In 1910, a French chemist, René-Maurice Gattefossé, 

burnt his hand in a laboratory accident and plunged it 

into a tub of lavender essential oil. He was amazed by 

how quickly the skin healed and how little scarring 

occurred. His conclusions were published in 1937 in  

a book entitled Aromathérapie: Les Huiles Essentielles 
Hormones Végétales, the first time the word 

aromatherapy had been used. The publication helped 

to launch a new industry in alternative medicine. PH
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GETTING THERE

By road/ferry: The 

lavender fields of 

Provence are around 

nine hours from the 

northern ferry ports.

By rail: Avignon TGV 

station is less than 

three hours from Paris.

By air: The nearest 

airports are Avignon, 

Nîmes and Marseille. 

WHERE TO STAY

Camping Domaine  

des Chênes Blancs

Route de Gargas

84490 Saint-Saturnin-

lès-Apt

Tel: (Fr) 4 90 74 09 20

www.homair.com 

Mobile homes in June 

from €371.

Hôtel du Grand Paris

Boulevard Thiers

04000 Dignes-les-Bains

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 31 11 15

www.hotel-grand 

-paris.com

Doubles from €95.

La Bastide des 

Lavandes

Saint-Bonnet

26160 Puygiron

Tel: (Fr) 4 75 53 80 86

www.bastide 

lavandes.com

Chambre d’hôte with 

doubles from €135.

WHERE TO EAT

L’Estrade

6 Avenue Victor Hugo

84490 Saint-Saturnin-

lès-Apt

Tel: (Fr) 4 90 71 15 75 

Meals from €15.

Restaurant L’Olivier

1 Rue des Monges

04000 Digne-les-Bains

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 31 47 41 

www.resto-lolivier.fr 

Menus from €27.

WHERE TO VISIT

Musée de la Lavande

276 Route de Gordes

84220 Coustellet

Tel: (Fr) 4 90 76 91 23

www.museedela 

lavande.com

Distillerie du Siron

Quartier le Gazon 

04380 Thoard

Tel: (Fr) 6 25 12 67 17

www.distilleriesiron-

lavande.fr

The lavender distillery 

is open in summer 

from 10am-noon and 

2pm-6pm, but it is best 

to telephone first.

Les Chemins Bleus 

d’Argens

Village d’Argens

04170 La Mure Argens 

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 89 09 22

www.bleudargens.fr

The Bleu d’Argens 

distillery runs guided 

tours of the lavender 

fields on Thursdays and 

Sunday mornings 

during July and August.

Laboratoire Sainte-

Victoire

Château de la Rotonde

04159 Simiane-la-

Rotonde

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 75 98 90

www.laboratoiresainte 

victoire.com

The laboratory runs 

courses on making 

essential oils.

L’Atelier de la Cuisine 

des Fleurs

16 Pont du Loup

06410 Tourrettes- 

sur-Loup

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 11 06 94

www.crea-t-

yvesculinaire.com

Learn how to cook with 

lavender and flowers, 

with chef Yves Terrillon.

FRANCOFILE Exploring the lavender fields of Provence

nd 

st.

TOURIST 

INFORMATION

Provence-Alpes-

Côte d’Azur  

tourist board

Tel: (Fr) 4 91 56 47 00 

www.tourismepaca.fr

Sault-en-Provence 

tourist office

Tel: (Fr) 4 90 64 01 21

www.saulten 

provence.com

Digne-les-Bains 

tourist office

Tel: (Fr) 4 92 36 62 62

www.ot-digne 

lesbains.fr 

ABOVE: A shady 
spot near the 
village of Aurel in 
Vaucluse
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