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LAURA BARTON heads to Provence to find out why three decades on,

In 1987, former ad man and High Life contributor Peter Mayle jacked it all in and went in
we're still dr ng of a south-of-France sabbatical and meets the

search of the good life in the South of France. His ensuing memoir, published two years

A : 3 A : iwelling Brit ho are hap o have be > y t >
later, revolutionised the travel-writing world and inspired thousands of Brits to follow suit. rural-dwelling Brits who are happy to have become an expat trope
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omewhere amon,
shelves of Book
international boo D
on a backstreet in Aix-en
Provence, lies the root of
the matter - a 224 -page
paperback volume, its cover
depicting the faded stucco
and charmingly weathered
shutters that have become a kind of shorthand
for the French ruralidyll, and above gentle
understatement: ‘The Worldwide Bestseller”

It is now 30 years since Peter Mayle's A Year in
Provence was published. A memoir of how the
authorand his wife Jennie relocated from Devon
to a derelict farmhouse in Ménerbes, a walled
hilltop village in the Luberon region, it told of
contrary builders, truffle- hunters, goat-racing,
and a clarinet-playing plumber. It expounded
upon the nuances of Frenc| , greetings,
intonation, the horror of mist pers, plasterers
But it also rhapsedised about the region’s more
sensuous charms - the winter scent of wood
smoke, the “lobster mousse, beef en croute, salad
dressed in virgin oll, hand-picked cheeses,
desserts of miraculous lightness, digestifs_."

When Mayle died last year aged 78, the book
had been translated into 22 languages and sold
more than six million copies. Its success in part
lay in the fantasy it lent to our grey British lives

of warm days, soft rosé, lavender fields, and a
kind of gentleness of time and light and spirit that
proved irresistible. It transformed our notions of
France and kindled a fervour for all things Provengal
that continues to this day - from tapenade to
renovation shows, ratatouille and bouillabaisse
and the dream of long, hazy vacances en gites

Mayle was a creative director at Ogilvy, an
advertising firm. When he left the UK, it was with
the intention of writing a novel. Soon, however,
he found his eye distracted by the details of

new life — his well-dressed pool cleaner, the

ITS SUCCESS IN
PART LAY IN THE
FANTASY IT LENT
TO OUR GREY
BRITISH LIVES

- OF WARM DAYS,
SOFT ROSE, AND
LAVENDER FIELDS
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neighbour's donkey, the “ringlets of ham, sausage dust
with herbs and spiced with green peppercorns, tiny
nutty cubes of nougat...” - and wrote about them instead

That anyone published A Year in Provence at all remains
a faintly miraculous occurrence. Travel writing in the
late 1980s was a different art form, the serious preserve
of authors such as Bruce Chatwin, Laurens van der Post
and Paul Theroux. Mayle's deal, signed over a long and
boozy lunch, was something of a well-lubricated punt
by his publisher - one that he is said to have entirely
regretted once sobriety returned. Upon publication, only
one newspaper bothered to run a review

Pl

pade

In many ways, the book's success might be credited to Mayle's pa:

inadvertising. Not since ‘Herbes de Provence’ wasdreamt up by a Fre

spice wholesaler in the1970s, had the region been marketed soent

By the publication of the paperback, Mayle had charmed bookshop
buyers, secured a series of newspaper extracts an rired his readership
by steady persuasion. What he understood, perhaps, is power of

aspiration and that, amid the drudgery of our daily lives, there

many a desire not for grand adventure, but for a sweeter, simpler life

The TV adaptation of Mayle's book
that followed in 1993, starring John
Thaw and Lindsay Duncan, was a
critical and ratings failure. In one
interview, Mayle said of Thaw, “He
was meant to be enjoying himself in
beautiful Provence, yet he would sit
there on set surrounded by bottles
rosé and look like he wanted to kil
himself.” However, Ridley Scott

adaptation of Mayle's novel A
Good Year, casting Russell
Crowe as the curmudgeonly

ROSE ALL DAY tockbroker who falls in love

Mayle once said one of the with a Provengal vineyard

"“PEOPLE COME HERE 0

BECAUSE THEY WANT TO

FIND IT AT BA.COM

ESCAPE... AND TO FIND
THE AUTHENTIC PLACES"

BA flies to Marsellle three
timens a day. Flight time

Just under two hours

great joys of life in the
South of France was the
long lunch, preferably
ies for accompanied by scveral
bottles of wine; Ménerbes christened it ‘A Good Yawn',

and Marlon Cotillard, was
deemed even worse in 2006,
earning dreadful reviews.
The critic Deborah Ross

“Mr Scott actually has a
house nearby,” my driver
tells me, as we wheel through the countryside
to Terre Blanche, a five star resort in the commune
of Tourrettes. Itis late spring, and the air is bright
and sweet, alive with the scent of pine trees and
wild thyme, and the soft burr of cicadas
eople come here because they want toescape,”
Sarah Monier, Terre Blanche’s communications
manager, tells me over dinner at the resort’s
tarred restaurant. “They want to find
hentic places, the markets and the old
vineyards and the lavender fields - of course, we
are also the home of rosé, and we cultivate all the
flowers for the historic perfume houses.” Perhaps

the power of the region relies on its sensory
ywerload: it is at once the taste of local olive oil
and the heavy scent of jasmine in Grasse, the
sh of cypress trees, the brush of warm skin,

s that seem uncomplicated yet intense

ave the sun all year round,” is Monier's

gentle explanation. “We concentrate everything."

Naturally, A Year in Provence launched a glut
of imitators. In essence, Mayle had invented a
whole new genre of writing about a place. “Travel
writing was often about moving through a place
as an outsider,” says Stanfords book store’s jude
Brosnan. “Mayle introduced a change of pace to
the genre with the idea of learning about a new
place by planting roots and blending in. He paved

he way for lots of writing about uprooting and
immersing in a whole new life."

Among those that followed were bestsellers
Under the Tuscan Sun by Frances Mayes, Chris
Stewart’s Driving Over Lemons and Elizabeth
Gilbert's Eat, Pray, Love. “The trend is still going
strong.” says Brosnan. “The Year of Living Danishly:
My Twelve Months Unearthing the Secrets of the
World's Happiest Country by Helen Russell has
sold particularly well." And readers are not quite
ready to leave the dream of France behind
Beer in the Loire: One Family's Quest to Brew
British Beer in French Wine Country by Tommy

Barnes is getting a lot of interest,” she says. ®
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heese, of another

» | IGNORE THE
STEREOTYPES

- | FIND AN EXPAT
COMMUNITY.

»| ..BUT DO MINGLE

UNDER THE PROVENCE SUN
Spices on sale at market; Mayle
with his wife Jennic; with Ridley

Scott on the set of A G
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