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Dedication

For my father, who showed me the way to the trees




Epigraph

“May you stop at Phoenician trading stations

to buy fine things,

mother of pearl and coral, amber and ebony,

sensual perfume of every kind—

as many sensual perfumes as you can”

C. P. Cavafy

“Ithaka”
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Prologue

The world’s harvesters

[image: image]

Perfumes are at once familiar to us, yet mysterious. They summon up fragments from the recesses of our olfactory memory, snatches of childhood recollections, as vivid as they are distant. There is no escaping it. Everybody carries with them through life a waft of lilac, a country lane lined with broom, the scent of loved ones. I clearly remember a moment I experienced as a child in the woods. It was May, and there was such a profusion of lily of the valley beneath the great oaks of the Rambouillet forest that the air was heavy with fragrance. I was spellbound, troubled by this scent that conjured up images of my mother wearing that sumptuous perfume, Diorissimo, a homage to those little white bells. A sense of intimate familiarity from the interplay of smell and memory, coupled with the mysteriously evocative power wielded by a composition when a flacon of scent is opened. Perfume is reassuring at first, as it reminds us of who we are, then captivating, as its own story is revealed.

Here are fruits, flowers, leaves and branches . . . Verlaine’s familiar verse is a lyrical introduction to nature’s own vast catalogue of scents. Let me expand: here, also, are roots, peels, woods, lichens, seeds, buds, berries, balsams and resins. The plant world, in all its guises, is the wellspring of the essences and extracts that have given us perfumery. Before the development in the nineteenth century of the chemistry of odorant molecules, natural products had for three millennia been the sole materials used in perfumes. While they have come to symbolize luxury in the industry, perfumers remain resolutely enamored with these natural scents. They bring a richness and complexity to their creations; indeed, some are perfumes in their own right.

Before evaporating on our skin, the formulae take only a moment to tell the tangled stories of their numerous component parts. Tales of laboratories, in the case of chemical ingredients, and of flowers, spices and resins for natural products. Distilled or extracted, these plants are transformed into essential oils, absolutes or resinoids,* to become part of a perfume’s composition, taking their place alongside synthetic molecules. The olfactory depth of natural ingredients renders them indispensable in fine fragrances, and they always feature prominently in the marketing materials of perfume houses.

Essences tell their own story, the result of a coincidence of regions, landscapes, soils and climates, and the work of people who may have deep roots in that terroir or who may simply be passing through. The fragrance industry has always needed—and will continue to need—woodcutters for its aromatic woods such as cedar, oud and sandalwood. It still needs people to gather the plants that grow wild: the juniper berries, cistus branches and tonka beans. Collectors of saps and resins tapping trees for frankincense, benzoin and Peru balsam. Growers of flowers, leaves and roots, such as rose and jasmine, vetiver and patchouli. People to press citrus fruits such as bergamot and lemons. Carriers and merchants, successors to the caravaneers of Arabia and the mariners who linked India to Mediterranean lands. And, finally, distillers: the masters of rose water, alchemists of essences dating back to the seventeenth century—extractors, and chemists in the modern age. A community both disparate and dispersed, harvesting in deserts and forests, laboring with hoes and tractors, conducting deals that may be clandestine or transparent, unaware perhaps of their products’ final destination, or, then again, receiving visits to their fields from renowned perfumers and representatives of the most distinguished houses.

It is a diverse world that has resulted, unwittingly, in a grand, historical community, creating a tapestry whose warp and weft tell us tales of lavender, rose and frankincense. Enigmatic itineraries, shifting origins, traditions that have been safeguarded, misplaced, lost and rediscovered; these are the stories of the making of perfumes, their creators all nourishing our enduring passion for nature’s scents. When a Malagasy farmer pollinates a flower on her vanilla plant, there is a form of magic at play. It is an action she must repeat a thousand times over in order for the pods to form, to ripen, before they can be harvested, extracted and ultimately transformed into the delicious aroma of a little vial of vanilla absolute.

This book is an account of three decades of wandering, on the hunt for the source of the world’s scents. Neither a chemist nor a botanist, I went to work in the perfume industry after studying business administration, thereby indulging an abiding interest in trees and plants. It was a journey prompted by appreciation and curiosity, a journey that developed into a passion, and for the last thirty years I have devoted myself to searching for, discovering, purchasing and, from time to time, producing essences for the fragrance industry. Whether it be in fields of roses or patchouli, in the forests of Venezuela or the villages of Laos, I have been initiated into a universe of scent by the people of these perfumed lands. They have taught me to listen to the stories told by the essences and extracts when their flacons are opened, and I have become what these days might be described as a “sourceror” or sourcing agent.

I work for a company that specializes in creating fragrances and flavors, and my role is to ensure that our perfumers are supplied with essences or extracts from more than one hundred and fifty natural raw materials from about fifty countries. My job involves securing consistent volume and quality, but I am also constantly on the hunt for new ingredients to extend the perfumers’ “palettes.” I am the first link in the organizational chain of this industry that stretches from fields of flowers to the flacons in a perfumery. The final protagonists in this story are the perfume houses themselves, and with the launch of every new product, perfumers from the various creative companies—the famous “noses,” creators of complex and confidential formulae known as “juices”—are pitted against each other. The community of perfumers, a florilegium of talent and forceful personalities, is always conjuring up new scents for the most prestigious labels and that is where my experience in the field comes in.

My travels in perfume first started when I was working for a family-owned company based in the heart of the Landes forest. I became involved in setting up distillation and extraction facilities in countries where some of the major aromatic products are grown. A pioneer in its field in the 1980s, this company had pursued a policy of establishing facilities at source to produce natural extracts. Be it in Spain, Morocco, Bulgaria, Turkey or Madagascar, this involved installing equipment, organizing the cultivation and harvesting of crops, and managing production teams. I discovered places steeped in history, processes based on traditional know-how in danger of disappearing, and complex webs of human relationships.

For the last ten years, I have worked as a sourcing agent for a Swiss company, also family-owned, and one of the major global businesses involved in manufacturing fragrances and flavors. In order to supply and expand the catalogue of natural ingredients available to our perfumers, over the years I have helped develop with producers from around the world a network of partnerships that has allowed me to rub shoulders with people in every sector of the perfume industry. My passion for fragrances has been enhanced by every one of these encounters.

The geography of our products brings a sourcing agent face to face with a mosaic of social, economic and political realities. I have worked with numerous communities, many of them remote, vulnerable to the risk of cyclones and droughts, abandoned even by their own governments. Very early on, I became aware of our industry’s role and responsibilities in the fate and future of these populations. It is a responsibility that both motivates me and guides the way I approach my work.

The inspiration for this book sprang from a recent trip, when I found myself standing next to a frankincense tree in the mountains of Somaliland. The collector who was accompanying me had just made an incision in the trunk, causing small milky drops to start to bead. Along with the intoxicating smell of the emerging frankincense, the wind carried with it a feeling of witnessing, at that very moment, the continuation of an extraordinary story, the story of the harvesting of nature’s perfumes, a story that had persisted uninterrupted for more than three thousand years. Breathing in the scent of the fresh resin brought back memories from years earlier of my experience in the cistus, or rock rose, fields of Andalusia. I realized with a start that, from labdanum cistus to frankincense, I had had the good fortune over the previous thirty years to meet the heirs to this story that had endured for thousands of years. I knew then what I wanted to write: an account of perfume’s source materials throughout the ages, the story of the lives of those who continue to devote themselves to their production, an account which would reflect the scope of their knowledge and traditions, the beauty of the places where they produce their scents, and the fragility of their future. Each stage of this story is different and unique, but there is a common thread: every element is part of a process to produce fragrances that move us profoundly. What better illustration of this than a fact I discovered in Bulgaria’s Valley of Roses? In order to produce one kilogram of rose oil, one million flowers must be picked, by hand.

This book is my homage to the harvesters of the world.




The Tears of Christ

Cistus in Andalusia
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Rounding a bend one April afternoon in the Andalusian countryside of El Andévalo, I found myself dazzled by the spectacle of fields of flowering rock rose, also known as labdanum cistus. It was a harbinger of the delights that would follow when I discovered the fragrance produced by that soil and the people who harvest that perfumed plant. At the end of the 1980s, the landscape of cistus-covered hills began as you left the town of Huelva, from the first village you came to in the hinterland. The road climbed up between plantations of eucalyptus, then snaked through vast expanses of twiggy shrubs whose leaves shone in the sunlight. Another village and then the great evergreen oaks appeared, standing alone, majestic sentinels at the gate, casting their shadow over that sun-scorched cistus country.

My fatigue after the 1,300-kilometer drive from France heightened my sensitivity to this new landscape. I was in Andalusia to establish from scratch a distillation and extraction plant. It was my first immersion in the world of fragrance and everything was new: the job, this region, its smells, its traditions. I spoke some basic Spanish, but I was going to have to make myself understood, recruit a team, set up a small factory and procure supplies for it. The aim was to cover the cistus extract requirements for a large perfume manufacturing group, a challenge that might prove out of my reach.

On this spring day, the hills were spangled with fat white flakes, as if an unlikely storm had dusted the fields in snow before making way for the Andalusian sunshine. Cistus flower between March and April. Their white flowers resemble poppies, as delicate as tissue paper, and last only two or three days. I set off on foot into this landscape of dense branches, where the vegetation was thick and difficult to penetrate. The cistus reached waist-high, sometimes higher, and the leaves on their branches were already gleaming. As soon as the blossoms appear, the plant starts secreting a resin, the famous labdanum gum that will coat the new growth through the summer, protecting it from the heat. A delectable scent floated across the hillside, not yet as intense as it would become in July but already addictive. The scent of the gum is as powerful as it is sticky. It has a warm odor, almost animalic, with an astonishing intensity. Cistus extract is ubiquitous in perfumes, its amber notes indispensable in oriental accords. Labdanum is an essential component of the mythical formula for Guerlain’s Mitsouko, which in 1919 launched the revolutionary “chypre” accords, a previously unheard-of marriage of floral notes with exotic, spicy scents. The flowers themselves have no smell, they simply look superb: five white petals, a heart of yellow stamens and, at the base of each petal, a carmine-colored spot known by the Andalusians as “the tears of Christ.” The cistus flower is part of their cultural heritage.

[image: image]

A mother and daughter boiling cistus twigs, starting the labdanum gum production

It was here in Andalusia that I first encountered this industry, a whole world, that would engage and captivate me for all these years, leading me on to wherever aromatic plants are grown. The perfumes offered up to us by these plants originate far from perfumeries, in the natural world where time moves slowly. They emerge from the earth, are then harvested, transformed and transported, the product of converging stories mysteriously combined in order, ultimately, to become an elixir in a flacon. To open a perfume is to experience that quick flash of surprise, of pleasure, the brief moment when the extract has a chance to reveal itself to us. Was it the scent of the resin, the fragile beauty of the flowers, or the feeling of having entered into the realm of a unique plant? Regardless, on that afternoon in spring, I was launched on an aromatic and emotional journey from which I have never truly returned.

I still remember Josefa. There in the middle of a field one summer’s afternoon, in the cistus-covered hills, this Roma mother was directing her daughters in the cooking of the labdanum gum. In the furnace of the Andalusian summer, under her straw hat, fork in hand, she busied herself with the drums in which the cistus branches were boiling away, her tracksuit stained with resin, her face blackened by smoke. Seeing me arrive, she called out in a loud voice, “Well now, Mr. Frenchman, how’s your Spanish coming along?” We spoke of the unbearable heat generated by the combination of sun and fire, and then of the gum she was preparing for me. “For the miserable amount you’re paying us for it, you ought to be showering us in perfumes from Paris! When’s the Chanel coming out?” she asked me, laughing. In her mind, perfume evoked a world of luxury she could only ever imagine. In a few words, her exclamation captured the great distance between those boiling the cistus and the flacons of perfume themselves, two peculiarly different extremes of an otherwise shared story.

Cistus labdanum, or Cistus ladanifer, is a shrub that grows wild along the shores of the Mediterranean, from Lebanon to Morocco. Where the soil is acidic, it quickly takes over uncultivated land. In some areas, conditions are so favorable that it grows in great swathes of hundreds, if not thousands, of hectares. Formerly found on Cyprus and Crete, these days it is found in Spain, particularly in south-western Andalusia where fields of it spread toward Portugal, growing among the cork oaks.

Labdanum gum was one of the very first aromatic materials to be used for its scent. References to it appear on Mesopotamian tablets dating back as early as 1700 B.C. The ancient Egyptians were familiar with the gum and would burn it, together with frankincense and myrrh. Stories of its harvest in ancient times create a picturesque image. The flocks of goats that used to roam the fields on Crete and Cyprus would return in the evenings, their fleece impregnated with resin, which the shepherds would collect with a carding comb in order to make a paste to burn. As time went on, the gum would be collected with rakes fitted with leather straps that would be used to beat the branches. The gum would then be scraped from the straps with a knife. Returning from my excursions into the fields, with gum stuck to my clothes, I liked to imagine the Cypriot shepherds around the fire in the evenings, scraping the gum into balls, precursors to our incense sticks.

As I would discover with Josefa and the Roma, the processing of gum is still a laborious job involving soda and sulfuric acid. A specialty of the Salamanca region in the pre-war period, the industry shifted after the war toward southern Spain, with its great expanses of cistus in Extremadura and Andalusia, before ultimately coming to a halt by the ocean at the very tip of the peninsula.

El Andévalo lies in the hinterland of Huelva province, not far from Portugal. Historically a mining region, it was a source of tin and silver in ancient times and, from the nineteenth century, of copper and iron pyrites. But in the 1980s, the mines closed at Rio Tinto, and soon all that remained was the river that flows red as a result of the iron ore, and its name, appropriated by the world’s largest mining company. Left behind is a landscape with a metallic earth that every now and then seems to tremble, and a culture of hard-boiled, rural miners. A land of strong traditions, a population deeply rooted in the land. Mining, hunting, horses, flamenco dancing and singing; white villages with cobbled streets where every year the population gathers in pilgrimage, creating in those who live there a true sense of community.

Puebla de Guzmán is the village we had selected for the facility. A crossroad in the region’s hinterland, Puebla encompasses all of the area’s component parts: mining life with its immense open-pit excavation, where the only sound still to be heard is the echo of cawing crows, a nascent Iberian pig-breeding industry which produces the famous pata negra ham, horses that are trained in Puebla as well as in Cádiz and Jerez and which strut their stuff on the weekends, the hunting of partridges fond of nesting in the cistus-covered hills, bars where you can breakfast on toast drizzled with olive oil. And then there are the fiestas where every generation knows how to dance the sevillanas and where there will always be a singer and somebody with a guitar ready to break into a cante flamenco, that reflection of the Andalusian soul.

I had hired a team of a dozen workers from the village. Over the moon to have found work after the closure of the mine, these men were heirs to a strong working-class culture, trade unionism included. Andalusians, steeped in tradition, endearing fellows. A year after the first earthworks, the factory had started production, and bundles of gleaming branches sat piled in the sun outside the main workshop, waiting to be crushed and distilled. The scent of cistus from the factory drifted deep into the surrounding countryside and passers-by would eye the facility from the road, not a little proud to see their village having made the change from mining to perfume. The extraction of iron pyrites was being replaced by cistus extraction; there was clearly something exceptional about their soil.

The man responsible for opening my eyes to the region was a pig breeder and farm manager called Juan Lorenzo, who ensured our factory’s supply of branches and gum. A fine example of pure Andévalo stock, farmer, breeder and hunter, Juan Lorenzo was a taciturn man with an enduring love of the land. He knew everything there was to know about cistus. He was an impressive representative of his region with his cap, his forthright gaze, and the hands of a man who has spent his days working the fields, and we enjoyed some fine moments together once I was able to make sense of his Andalusian dialect. He lived in an extraordinary farmhouse wedged into the hills beneath holm oaks, a white building that stood alone at the end of the road leading from the mine, where he kept a few horses and a hundred or so pigs of the finest origin. The quality of any future ham is measured by the number of days the animals have spent roaming freely among the oaks. At the end of the 1980s, jamón de bellota was not as famous as it is nowadays. A local delicacy, little known outside the region, it left any visitor in thrall to the unique taste imparted by the acorns to its flesh and fat.

Bit by bit, Juan Lorenzo brought me up to speed with community affairs. Puebla has always been surrounded by a vast area of cistus. When left unpruned, the plants grow to over two meters tall with very hard, woody stems which have traditionally been used by bakers to fuel their bread ovens. The region has, for decades, been an example of a balanced agropastoral farming model. The cistus grow beneath holm oaks, whose acorns help fatten up the pigs in winter. When the cistus get too old, they are pulled out and the earth is plowed for the sowing of wheat or oats. The following year, the cistus take over the fallow field once more and in two or three years’ time there is a new uniform cover of young plants. This cycle of land management works well for the region’s larger landholdings, farms that are several thousand hectares in size and owned by wealthy individuals or hunting associations based in Seville or Madrid. The region is known for its game and the cistus has an important role to play in that regard. Its thickets provide shelter for partridges and hare, and wild boar are never far from the holm oaks’ acorns.

Another thing I learned from Juan Lorenzo is that the extraction of labdanum gum has long been performed by the Roma people. Living in Andalusia for long enough now that we can probably say forever, these people settled in the area after their forebears had set off from northern India and Pakistan on a journey spanning several centuries, a story that is not well known and has had more than its share of tragedy. There were villages in that part of Andalusia with significant Roma populations who would harvest the cistus and produce the gum. Several years later, I would come across other Roma villages when I went to Bulgaria to plant roses. There, on the other side of Europe, the Bulgarian Romany are as important to the cultivation of roses as the Roma of Andévalo are to the production of gum. There exists a striking symmetry between the presence and roles of these Roma communities at the two extremities of the continent. Having settled in these places, the families have one foot in the local culture and the other in their own way of life. Taciturn and not given to ostentation, the Roma tend to keep to themselves. In answer to my questions about their past, they would reply with cheerful banter and laughter. How long have they been in the business of producing gum? Who really knows, their fathers were doing it before them. It turns out that, in this region, the job of “gum distiller” is quite a recent occupation, dating no further back than the 1950s. For a long time, cistus was collected on the banks of the Tagus before the work spread south to where vast expanses of the plants grow, unmatched anywhere else in Europe. Wherever they might be, picking cistus in the west, roses in the east, marginal and marginalized, the Romany people are harvesters. The role played by these communities in the creation of these legendary products is not often acknowledged. But is this something which troubles them?

In his job as manager, it fell to Juan Lorenzo to determine which plots were ready to be cut according to the growing cycles of his various properties. It was always an early start to the day with him, small cups of very strong coffee and some bread with olive oil and local cheese at the café. Invariably, some Roma would join him, and lengthy negotiations would ensue. Not in Spanish but in Andalusian, that dialect which involves swallowing certain syllables in order to emphasize one’s point! We were going out to the fields of some enormous properties, assessing the quality of the branches, determining access, quantities. He had his strategies for securing cistus without having to pay for it, in return for hours spent plowing fields that would be sown with wheat. He knew all the clans in the Roma villages in the area, indispensable connections, because gum is a family affair. He would introduce me to them, and my position as foreign manager of the business seemed to earn me their approval. We would then put in an order for an amount of gum according to the number of barrels each family would produce over the summer.

Deep in the countryside, at the end of a track that runs for several kilometers, one or two Roma families have been granted access to the fields of an estate and have set up a summer work station to produce labdanum gum. The site requires easy access to water, ideally to one of the small streams that do not dry up over the summer and which can be identified by the wild oleanders growing along their banks. The seasonal work station consists of a dozen old 200-liter oilcans next to which a ditch must be dug to catch the liquid run-off at the end of the process.

The morning is spent preparing bundles of branches, before the summer heat makes the work unbearable. Cutting cistus may seem easy enough. But to do it quickly and effectively, without exhausting oneself, is an art. The tool used is a broad sickle that is notched like a saw. Only the upper section of the branch is harvested, that year’s new growth, red with resin and still flexible. You have to avoid cutting too low, at the woodier part of the stem, which is difficult to break and not productive. It is an impressive sight to watch experienced cutters in action. They grasp several twigs at once and use the sickle to break the branches as much as cut through them. They work quickly, very quickly. The handfuls of branches pile up on the ground until there are enough to make a bundle. Hanging from the cutter’s belt are strings with which to bind them. Hunched over in the morning sun, the harvesters advance steadily through the field, using a pitchfork to load up their bundles, which spill over the edges of a cart harnessed to a donkey. It is a ritual harking back to the harvesting and haystacks of so many rural areas in France, a ritual that disappeared there fifty years ago. Yet here it is an enduring feature of farming life, no matter that cistus is tougher to slash than wheat.

The carts are unloaded next to the cans. The women have made preparations for boiling the cistus, a process that will continue into the evening. Sticks that have been boiled up in previous days are used now as fuel to heat the receptacles, which are full of water and soda: the piles stacked up next to the cans are set alight. It is an astonishing spectacle in the afternoon heat, flames and smoke billowing up in the sunlight as the contents of the blackened drums are brought to a boil. The women use pitchforks to throw on the bundles that have been slashed that morning. After it has been boiling for an hour and the gum from the branches and leaves has become liquid, the fire can be put out and the boughs removed. Now for the most delicate part of the operation, a job for the head of the family. Wearing shorts, flip-flops and a shirt flecked with gum, he takes a drum of sulfuric acid and starts pouring it slowly into a bucket which he will then empty into each barrel. Everything smokes and bubbles as the acid neutralizes the contents of the container and precipitates the gum. A thick pancake of labdanum gum appears at the bottom of the barrel. It is stirred with a rod to remove the water and air, until it takes on the consistency of a beautiful beige butter.

Witnessing these enthralling scenes from another age, I could sense beneath this man’s apparent nonchalance the silent legacy of generations for whom life had always been harsh, its risks a form of gambling with fate. By day’s end, the two or three barrels that had been filled would be delivered to our production unit. And after drying out, the gum would be transformed into derivative products with their prized notes. The cistus has such a powerful scent that it would linger on the harvesters throughout the summer, and it would accompany me on my return to Landes.

Soon the story of the Roma gum boilers will be nothing more than a memory. The waste water, the fires lit at the height of summer, the use of acid and soda, the lack of any health and safety regulations, none of it can last forever. Municipal and regional authorities have been progressively regulating production and some local businesses now produce labdanum in safe workshops that recycle the water used in the process. There are still many Roma producing gum but one day they will have to be satisfied with merely harvesting the bundles of branches, work that is difficult but well paid. Recently, the Roma have been joined in their cistus domains by Romanians, who first arrived to pick the strawberries and oranges growing along the Huelva coast and were then tempted to head up into the hills in search of better pay. An affecting meeting of Roma communities whose shared heritage is buried too deep in the past at this point for them to have any sense of its existence.

Juan Lorenzo would often ask me how the gum or essence from his branches would find its way into the flacons of luxury perfumes. “Will you tell people about us in Paris and New York?” he would ask. “You’ll have to bring the perfumers here to see us, I’d be only too happy to show them why Andévalo is the most beautiful place on earth.” I readily assured him I would do so, but I couldn’t admit to Juan Lorenzo that I knew the perfumers no better than he did . . . My company was in Landes, a long way from Grasse or Geneva, I knew not much at all about the industry, its machinations, its main actors. I would play the part, dropping a few brand names, and being French afforded me a degree of prestige, an illusion I did my best to foster and maintain. In time, and following the facility’s success, perfumers did eventually come to Puebla and Juan Lorenzo was very grateful to me as a result. What a sight he was to behold: bright-eyed and sporting an impeccable cap, guiding our wide-eyed guests over to the gum extraction sites, where they could see the harvesters at work. In the evenings, the jamón from his farm wound up making him the star of the show.

Puebla de Guzmán is famous for its romeria, the annual pilgrimage which takes place at the end of April to celebrate its patron saint, the Virgen de la Peña. I had been hearing about it ever since my arrival. With its tens of thousands of pilgrims who come from all over Andalusia, and the hundreds of men and women on horseback, it was the pride and joy of the village, its raison d’être. A year after I met Juan Lorenzo, he invited me to participate formally in the pilgrimage, which involved my dressing up in traditional Andalusian costume and riding on horseback for two days. On the morning of the festivities, we all assembled on our horses to make our way in procession up the few kilometers of cistus-lined path to the peak crowned by the Virgin’s chapel. The women were dressed in their riding habits if riding sidesaddle, in their Sevillian skirts if mounted behind their partners. For my part, it was as though I were in a costume drama, astride a fine-looking horse and wearing a flat-crowned sombrero, a grey waistcoat and leather chaps. I fell in behind Juan Lorenzo; our procession diverged from the road as it climbed, an elegant and colorful caravan making its way silently along the path through the eucalyptus and cistus. Arriving at the hermitage, the riders dismounted and hitched their horses in the shade of the evergreen oaks. The statue of the Virgin is brought out only once a year, and is carried by a dozen people who are selected through a complicated and rigorous process, an honor for which one must sometimes wait ten or so years. As the hours went by, the square before the chapel filled with thousands of people and when, finally, the bearers of the statue appeared, the atmosphere was at fever pitch. There were tears, prayers, people were singing, trying to touch it, the procession was barely able to advance. There was an air of unreality to the whole scene that I found overwhelming. Every aspect of local life and culture to which I had been exposed these last months now took on meaning against the backdrop of this spectacular ceremony, a timeless, otherworldly scene. It was as if the days I had spent among the cistus plants had all been leading me to this point.

We managed to draw closer. The Virgin, an imposing statue in sumptuous robes, was seated on her throne, held aloft at shoulder height. And there, on the dark crimson of her gold-trimmed cloak, a large cistus flower, its splendor on show for all to see. Large white petals at the end of a golden branch, and in the middle of each petal, five red spots: the “tears of Christ.”

I was entranced. Here atop the hill, the flower on the cloak was an emblem, a physical manifestation of the bewitching scent of cistus fields in the summer, when the air is quiveringly alive and the leaves gleam in the sunshine with their layer of gum, a fine skin of imaginary molten metal from the overheated, mined earth of the Andévalo.




Blue Harvest

Lavender in Haute Provence

[image: image]

“I have been smelling lavender ever since I was a kid, but this . . .? I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything so good.” In his Neuilly office of glass, aluminum and heavy carpet, Fabrice, the perfumer, takes his time to consider it. He is holding a tester strip, dipping the tip of the strip of paper into a small vial of essence. He passes it slowly under his nose, backward and forward, puts it down and picks it up, all in silence. Scent strips are the link between vial and nose, they are a perfumer’s basic tool, a first impression before he or she smells a scent on the skin. I watch him concentrating on the new sample I have brought him. Fabrice is originally from Grasse and a renowned perfumer, a specialist in natural raw materials who divides his time between Paris and his beloved home town. He is inclined to reticence on account of his shyness, but his pale blue eyes light up at the jolt caused by a new scent. In Neuilly, he is part of our company’s fine fragrance creative team. In Grasse, he assesses the new notes being developed in our laboratories. Whether considering new plants or new extraction methods, Fabrice is the olfactory judge of all these ideas. His desk is covered with little glass vials, dozens of trials that are conducted every day for his many projects, all weighed and blended by robots.

[image: image]

Jérôme in his lavender kingdom in Haute Provence

Perfumers can be working, either alone or in a team, on numerous perfume compositions at any one time. They respond to “briefs,” the description by a brand of the note it is looking for in the next perfume it plans to launch. Their formulae are complex compositions, subtle combinations of dozens of components, both natural and synthetic. Each ingredient is chemically and olfactorily mapped, each must conform to a precise aromatic imprint which perfumers keep stored in their memory, season after season. The balance of a formula’s composition must not be disturbed by any possible variations in quality, and this often makes my task of procurement a delicate one. Quality and stability are two baseline requirements for a purchaser of natural products, come wind or rain. Perfumers must be able to modify their initial concept at a client’s request over and over again before they are awarded the project. Frustration and disappointment are as much a part of their daily lot as the prestige of being a “nose” accorded to them by glossy magazines and the general public.

Fabrice is known for his creations for labels such as Diptyque, Réminiscence and L’Artisan Parfumeur, all brands with a reputation for top-of-the-range perfumery. They have benefited from his skillful structuring of natural materials, a talent which has also brought him great success at Paco Rabanne, Jean Paul Gaultier and Azzaro. He has taught me a great deal about how to smell. In the absence of any real apprenticeship or years of experience in the profession, it remains a somewhat hopeless quest on my part, but I have acquired the basics. In fields and workshops, I have learned how to smell the green or sweet facets in a floral scent, how to recognize the boiled notes in fresh essences, how to feel comfortable using vocabulary that is more evocative than descriptive. We talk of metallic notes, of humus, of rain, of cut hay and the cowshed, notes of salty skin, of new leather . . . Fabrice has given me a precious little reservoir of knowledge that I carry with me everywhere.

On this particular day, the two of us were discussing lavender, a flower so familiar but one that is constantly asking to be revisited. In the July heat of the Provençal sun, it has the intense scent of perhaps the most recognizable, the most accessible of fragrances, the perfume that evokes summer, linen cupboards, the freshness of eau de Cologne. Lavender is France’s favorite scent, symbol of Provence, perfume of the Mediterranean south. Beneath the insolent certainty of a vast blue sky, the lavender fields are an ever-fluctuating palette of color, never truly blue, never entirely mauve. The change is subtle, shifting with the sun, the time of day, the orientation and size of the fields. Despite now being grown in many places throughout the world, its real roots are here, deep in this Provençal soil. Throughout the ages, lavender has remained the flagbearer of French aromatic products. Universally appreciated, it is a scent recognized by everyone.

When Fabrice talks about these spiky flowers, the sparkle in his eyes and his Provençal lilt remind me of the skies of Haute Provence. “Beautiful lavender is aromatic, fresh, sharp and vibrant. It smells clean, it is the smell of sun on white linen.” We both know that these days Bulgaria has become the main supplier of lavender essential oil to the fragrance industry, hastening the decline in French production. It is a harsh reality for a child of Provence. “I regularly test the Bulgarian products, but most of them are fairly flat, with hints of fungus, Roquefort almost. This lavender you’ve given me to smell today is precise, noble. Where is it from, this sample of yours?” So I tell him. I tell him how the Provençal producers are desperate to save the French lavender industry, which is being threatened by cheaper, foreign competitors; how I met Jérôme, who has been growing a new hybrid for three years and who asked me, hopefully, if I might be able to put his samples in front of our creators. Fabrice adores it. “It’s fabulous, I absolutely have to see this . . .” We make up our minds then and there. We will head south, to Manosque, where we will pay a visit to Jérôme and his fields. On his shelves, next to the flacons containing his best-known scents, Fabrice has displayed some old photographs of the jasmine, tuberose and rose harvests in Grasse. There is another of an old lavender alembic still sitting on a cart. In his mind, this son of a perfumer sees himself both as heir to and protagonist in this long history. To some extent, here in Paris, Fabrice is in exile.

For me, the grandson of a Provençal grandmother, a visit to Manosque takes me back to my childhood memories of holidays in the south, of a house whose every cupboard smelled of lavender. As a schoolgirl in Digne, my grandmother had lived through the glory days of this essential oil in the early years of the century. When she talked of those days, her accent from that time would reappear. She would tell us about the lavender, as well as the olive branches and candied fruit on Easter Sunday. Prior to the Great War, after the requisite moral instruction class, primary school teachers would ask their students to go home and tell their parents they must plant lavender. Families fell in behind a true regional cause. Of course, Manosque is also the setting for the work of its famous son, the author Jean Giono. In Provence, he writes that “fine lavender,” the soul of Haute Provence, grows at higher altitudes, in the foothills of the Lure Mountain. He situates its historic heart in the poor sheep-grazing areas of the stony, windswept country between the Alps and Provence. In those
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