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he sun is shining on a warm afternoon

in the small town of Nyons, at the

Provencal end of the département of

the Dréme, and around us clouds of

lavender grains rain down, settling in

our hair like confetti at a wedding. It’s
harvest time, and huge bundies of this aromatic flower
are being brought in from the surrounding fields. I
wonder to myself, as I breathe in deep draughts of the
heady scent, if this is the reason why people seem
especially relaxed here.

While there are some who won't have heard of the
Dréme, let alone its lavender, this often overlooked
département just to the north of Provence is actually
France’s leading producer of aromatic and medicinal
plants. And this is one of the few areas with the
prestigious Appeliation d'origine protégée
certification for its lavender, meaning that which is
harvested here is of the highest quality.

And it’s hard to think of a better advert for the
plant’s properties than Philippe Soguel, owner of the
Distillerie Bleu Provence in Nyons, which first opened
for business in 1939. Today’s fragrant haul will be made
into organic essential oil. Brown as a berry, and with
eyes almost the colour of lavender, Philippe is full of
bonhomie as he extols the virtues of this renowned
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HERE, A FIERCE DETERMINATION

"THERE'S A LOVE OF NATURE

TO PROTECT IT, AND AN

w . APPRECIATION OF THE

IMPORTANT THINGS IN LIFE"
v -'-.

o Clockwise from mai
plant and its importance to the area. “Here at our image: Crest is knownnfor

distillery, we are proud to continue this historic being a creative hub; the
tradition,” says Philippe, whose business has also now 2% organic lavender; the
expanded with a museum, shop and café (be sure to :Z:i;v::nplercw vilage of
i -les-Bains, one of
try the lavender ice cream!). “We are committed to the Plus Beaux Villages de
sustainable agriculture, the protection of the )
environment and encouraging a better knowledge of :::j::tn:t t:;:g[i;g .in d?e
istillerie Bley
lavender and other aromatic plants. That way, we can  Provence; relaxing under the
help to preserve these beautiful landscapes.” Roman bridge at Nyons
It’s a philosophy that we come across time and again
in the Dréme. In fact, almost everyone we meet has
something to say along these lines: there’s a love of
nature here, a fierce determination to protect it, and an
appreciation of the important things in life as well as an
emphasis on wellbeing.
For instarce, it comes as no surprise to learn that
the Drome is also the leading département for organic
production. Everywhere we go, its famed hilltop
villages are dotted with signs advertising ‘béo’ fruit and
vegetables... well, either that or yoga studios, artists’
ateliers and, reflecting another strong local tradition,
ceramics workshops.
Perhaps the vibe here also has something to do with
the département's specific geographical location.
Shielded by the protective barrier of the Vercors Massif
on one side and the Rhéne river on the other, and

France; the picturesque town “‘]
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From our campsite there is is direct access to
the River Drome for swimming and relaxing,
unless, you prefer our pool. Site is easily
accessible by train or bus.

Camping Gervanne is a Camping Qualité
campsite and fully supports the area's 'Biovallée’.

ENJOY:
+ Dréme » Vercors Nature Park * hillside villages *
+ lavender bushes * sunflowers *
+ colourful markets « canoeing/kayak descents *
* hiking « cycling » mountain biking «
« horse riding * paragliding *

and more!

Catherine et Jean-Frangois GONTARD
GERVANNE CAMPING ===
1175 Avenue des 3 Becs 26400 > /\,\
Mirabel et Blacons —_— -
info@gervanne-camping.com
Tel: +33 04 75 40 00 201175 QE RVA_NN E

C A M P 1IN G
WWALZEIVANNEe-CamMpIng.com * Kk ok ok

No need to worry about an itinerary or transport, just sit back and enjoy the
region with its beautiful landscapes and exceptional views. You could be
standing at the foot of exquisite monuments or browsing the hidden gems of
the area — organic and locally made produce.

Escapades Futées offers you an intimately unique tourist experience!

WWW.ESCAPADES-FUTEES.COM

LA FONTAINE AU LOUP
Chambees: & hites

SLOW DOWN AND ENJOY THE WARM
WELCOME OF THE PAYS DIOIS

) VERCORS | 2HOURS SOUTH oF Lyon

FOURISMECOM

Charming guest house nestled on o
hill in the middle of the vineyards
and facing Mont Ventoux.

La Fontaine Au Loup offers 4
spacious and bright rooms, and a
studio for 4 people.

www.lo-fontaine-au-loup-provence.com

+33(0)7 86024613
+33 (006 36 87 25 55
|afontaineauloup.provence@gmoil.com

1452 Route d'Orange - 26110 St Maurice Sur Eygues, Fronce

Relaxation
quaranteed in the
hea/d of nature.

IMAGES © CAROLINE HARRAPR OFFICE DE TOURISME COEUR DE DROME, LIONEL PASCALE

with the laidback Mediterranean influence drifting up
from the south, it’s almost as if the worst of modern life
has passed it by — a bit like the Provence of old, before
the tourists arrived.

Given all this, it seems appropriate that one of the first
places we visit on our trip is the Dréme Valley — which
has the highest proportion of organic agricultural
surface in the country. Home to a designated
Biovallée, it is recognised across France as the
reference territory for sustainable agriculture and a
way of life respectful of the environment,

Also a place of great natural beauty, the Dréme
Valley is located on a clear climatic boundary between
the alpine mountains and the Mediterranean region,
resulting in a rare diversity of plants.

Here, you can harvest juniper, arnica and gentian
(typically mountain species) as well as lavender,
helichrysum and thyme (usually Mediterranean).
Consequently, this area is also the country's leading
producer of essential oils.

Then, running through the heart of it all, there is the
Dréme river. One of the last ‘wild' rivers in France,
meaning it has escaped any major changes to its
natural course, it also offers some idyllic bathing spots.
In addition, just to the northeast, there is one of the
Hexagon’s most impressive waterfalls, the Druise,
which at 72m is higher than Niagara Falls.

“This really is a very special part of the world, with
its own particular ethos, and it tends to attract people

seeking a better, alternative way of living,” says Nicolas
Adam, co-director of tourism for the Drome Valley,
when we meet in the medieval town of Crest. “It’s also
a very artistic, cultural place, with many creative spirits
living here, so it has a reputation for quite a bohemian,
hippie vibe.”

Very much at the heart of the valley, Crest is a
beautiful and yet authentic town. As we ascend the
narrow streets, we pass ancient archways, hobbit-size
homes hewn into the hillside and lines of laundry
hanging out the windows. Wild flowers also burst out of
every conceivable crevice.

At the top, you will find the tallest medieval keep in
France - at 52m high. Once part of a fortress, and then
a notorious prison dubbed the “Bastille du sud”, it is
now a museurn. Today, the tower is also renowned for
its panoraric views over the red-tiled rooftops,
verdant forests and foothills of the Alps.

Speaking of which, while our own trip doesn't allow
time for a recce into the mountains, we listen,
entranced, to Nicolas’s stories of this spectacular
landscape. Part of the Parc naturel régional du Vercors,
the area is renowned for its rich flora and fauna — with
65 species of mammal, 135 types of nesting birds and
17 species of reptiles and amphibians — as well as its
many caves, chasms and sinks.

From top to bottom: The
medieval town of Crest attracts
the bohemian set; a raft ride in
the Dréme Valley makes for a
great adventure; the impressive
Druise waterfall is higher than
Niagara Falls
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From top to bottom:

The neo-classical washhouse
fountain in the village of Grignan,
where washerwomen would
gather to do their laundry in
days gone by; the medieval
church at the top of La Garde-
Adhémar is well worth a visit

We also long Lo see the ‘perched syncline’ of Saott — a
rare geographical phenomenon resulting in a self-
contained, forested valley resembling a gigantic ship’s
hull. For now, though, we content ourselves with
identifying the legendary ‘sleeping lady’ in the shape of
the distant peaks.

As well as the steadfast silhouette of the mountains,
the other constant here in the Drome is the perched
villages that characterise the area. Rising out of the
landscape like miniature fairy-tale cities, many of these
idyllic eyries date back to mecieval times,

For example, to the west of Crest but still in the
Drome Valley, we visit the enchanting enclave of
Mirmande — officially designated one of the ‘Plus beaux
villages de France’. Resurrected after the war thanks to
Cubist painter André Lhote, nowadays vou can wander
along the ramparts, admire the lovingly renovated
houses and visit the medieval church of Sainte-Foy.

In fact, the département can lay claim to five villages
with the prestigious ‘Plus beaux villages’ label — the
others being further south in the Dréme Provengale.
First up, there is Le Poét-Laval, with its 12th-century
keep, many exhibitions and museum about
Protestantisim. Then, down in the southwest, La
Garde-Adhemar is known for its medieval church,
vaulted passageways and beautiful botanical garden.
Finally, in the southeast, there’s the thermal hotspot of
Montbrun-les-Bains, celebrated for its healing waters.

Also not to be missed, further south still, is the
hilltop haven of Grignan. Surrounded by mountains,
mauve lavender and a maze, it is crowned by a
Renaissance palace, the Chateau de Grignan, made

114 [ FRANCE TODAY Dec/Jzn 2020

famous in the letters of the Marquise de Sévigné. As
well as lavish interior rooms, this impressive edifice
also offers breathtaking views over the region.

While these may be the most farous of the villages,
there are countless more ‘secret’ nooks to discover,
too. Back in the valley, we stop off at the charming
hanlet of Cliousclat, known for its long tradition of
ceramics, Here, you can visit the historic Poterie de
Cliousclat and buy beautiful earthenware, Incidentally,
the village of Dieulefit, in the Drome Provengale, is
another pottery ‘hotspot’, with some 40 workshops,
many ceramic stores and a museum on the subject,

Of course, the other thing about visiting all these
places is that driving between them is a joy in itself
—and an opportunity to appreciate the diverse
landscapes of the Drome. For instance, heading into
the Dréme Provengale, the scenery starts to give way
to silvery olive groves, rolling vineyards and
cornflower-blue skies — accompanied by the hununing
of cicadas, Suddenly, you're in the south.

In the sumuner, the area is also adorned with the
purple haze of lavender — a sight not to be missed.
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WELCOME TO

LE GRAND JAS
OFFERED AT
€1,484,000

On a gentle slope just outside the famous me-
dicval "perched village" of Gordes, Le Grand
Jas is a classical stone villa with 5 air-con-
ditioned bedrooms, each with private bath,
centraily located in the “golden triangle” of
Provence with gorgeous views of the Luberon
Valley. Beautifully designed and decorated,
with every amenity, this villa very comforta-
bly accommodates 10 people.

The entire contents of the property may
be acquired at a reasonable extra cost for
complete turnkey occupancy,

A sununary of gross revenues, operating
expenses and net revente from seasonal
rentals is available to serious buyers.

WWWJUSTFRANCESALES.CO M/LE-GRAND-JAS

info@ijusifrancesales.com



