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To Laiire,
to tell her about her father




“When I was a kid, my constant companion as I went to school was the smell of honeysuckle.” It is with these words that Olivier Baussan begins his story.

It was sometime during the second half of the 1950s, between the two Provençal towns of Ganagobie and Peyruis, that Olivier and his older brother Alain, their knapsacks slung over their shoulders, first experienced the fragrances of the lower Alps.

Of all perfumed plants, honeysuckle has the most elusive odor; you think you’ve captured it, only to find it gone. Even the wind doesn’t carry it. You have to be there, next to the flower, literally stick your nose in it. When perfumers label a bottle with the word honeysuckle, they are making it up of whole cloth. It’s a subjective aroma. Later on, the customers who bought the fragrance will take out the bottle and bury their noses in it. They’ll close their eyes, and the very word honeysuckle will evoke the sterility of our impoverished lands. In their minds’ eye they conjure up the image of a single nanny goat tied to a stake in the midst of some sparse patch of vegetation. And if when autumn finally rolls around, they espy a honeysuckle branch, with its red, currantlike berries, it will quietly remind them that October is not far off.

But young Olivier had no idea then how special was the fragrance that assailed him. The breeze that coursed down from Ganagobie, bearing with it the odor of young pine trees planted thickly to form a veritable forest that, when the wind rose, was sibilant with murmurs, was implanting itself in the child’s subconscious mind, forbidding him later on in life from ever forgetting it.

‘The Durance River …” Olivier reminisces.


In 1956 and ‘57 I lived a stone’s throw from the Durance. In those days they’d not yet built any dams. For my brother and me, it was a playground. The riverbed was often almost dry, and we played among the water holes, so deep and so limpid that it seemed as if there wasn’t really any water there at all. Sometimes you could see in their depths the dark outline of a big fish, trapped there until the next flood. Yet the Durance could suddenly rise so quickly that all of a sudden it was a good three hundred feet across, bearing everything with it as the water rushed by, ricocheting off the rocks. And when the floodwaters subsided, a mass of rocks as far as the eye could see remained behind. We were struck by the blinding light of the sun on those stones, which were boiling hot. Still, we tried sitting down on them, knowing they were so hot we would jump to our feet, screaming at the top of our young lungs.

And then there was the odor! It wasn’t a smell of water, but a mineral smell, from the erosion of the riverbed after the water had subsided. And with this smell there was silence, an unreal silence.



Such were the elements that affected Olivier Baussan’s inner life from the moment when, only six months old, he was transported from Paris to the lower Alps, where he would remain, with a few exceptions, for the rest of his life. The world that Olivier discovered thanks to his parents’ move was a place of beauty few people are privileged to know. Longtime natives of Provence have little good to say about it, all too often dismissing it, deriding it sarcastically, burying it in its poverty They leave it behind without regret, pull up their roots and move elsewhere. But their children, who have this blessed corner of the world in their blood, grow up cursing their parents for having taken them away.

Olivier was fortunate enough to have parents who did just the contrary; though born elsewhere, they came to live here no matter the consequences, here among the murmur of the Ganagobie pine trees.

Ganagobie is nothing but a hill like so many others, but it’s a hill of mystery. This mystery oozes from under all the tumuli and ruins that litter its slopes, jealously preserved for future generations of archaeologists. From its sun-baked stones, its arid earth, arises a scent, an odor, a fragrance, emanations. Olivier’s vocation would be born from these olfactory riches, but they gave no early promise of providing him with a decent living. A lad in shorts, he spent his early years climbing from one hill to another throughout the region, obviously unaware of what it would mean to him in the future; in a state of blissful ignorance he contemplated, surveying the Moines promenade (which was pristine countryside), the geography of virtually the entire lower Alps, from the Verdon Corridor to the Estrop Cirque, from the chimneys of Sainte-Tulle to the town of Digne hard by the Bléone River, and, making a sharp turn, the mountain of Lure, mistress of the north, where on winter evenings the Great Bear, also known as the Big Dipper, sleeps.

When the ineffable fragrances of this region (half sun, half sky) escape from the torrid soil in a hallucinatory vapor, you have a still that distills memory. A vocation can be born from memory, from the exasperated desire to bring back one’s early dreams.

We begin with a poor farm, a couple with faith in their ideal, their youth, their strength — who believed that because they loved the earth, the earth would love them in turn. Poverty would soon grind down this nascent happiness. This couple, Olivier’s parents, in this blessed land, would find themselves subjected to the irony of all those who truly love the land but are painfully aware of its tricks and traps, of how thankless the barren land can be, a land who knows only those who avoid the issue and forge blindly ahead.

This young couple, who had baptized their farm ‘Tra de l’lntra,” soon experienced the slow erosion of their illusions, which one by one fell away: the tractor broke down; the herd of sheep fell ill; the sudden drought endured four months, five, as a result of which the crops all died or went to seed.

Olivier’s father suffered an accident that made him an invalid. To confront the harsh conditions of the lower Alps without full possession of your physical faculties is to head straight for disaster. Some friends — Serge Fiorio, who despite his many talents did not hesitate for a moment to come with pick and shovel to help out his neighbor, and his brother Aldo — brought to the beleaguered family the full force of their friendship. In the eyes of the boy Olivier, Serge was huge, self-assured, a veritable rampart against adversity. Striding the land from one end to the other, Serge was the perfect incarnation of the hero of the Provençal writer Jean Giono (thanks to whose dithyrambic hymns to this patch of earth, no doubt, Oliver’s parents had pulled up their Parisian roots). Giono the poet had only dreamed of his hero; in Serge, here he was in flesh and blood, a man full of reason and common sense, his feet firmly on the ground. One can presume that Serge had not read any of Giono’s works, and certainly he was in no way influenced by Giono. He seized the lower Alps in his grasp and made its light the yeast of his life.

At times this black-haired painter, this giant with astrakhan curls, a stubborn brow, and the force of a battering ram, this pillar of strength, would bend down toward the child Olivier, squat in front of him, and try to make him believe they were both the same size.

“So, how is our little king doing today?” he would smile and say.

One day when Serge was on his way to lunch with the Baussans at Manosque, he spotted from above a child racing along the boulevard de la Plaine, his hair streaming in the wind. The fleeting image of that child, a wonderful apparition, remained with him throughout the morning. “Imagine my surprise,” he said, “when I arrived to find myself seated next to this same child at lunch. It was Olivier.”

Then, to add insult to injury — if the recalcitrant soil, land resistant to any and all efforts to dominate it, its failure to yield more than the most meager of harvests, and backbreaking work that offered little or no return were not enough — came the worst winter in a hundred years, the winter of 1956.

Until the end of January that year, the climate had been incredibly mild. Then, in a single night — the night of February 2 and 3 — everything still alive and healthy in the vegetable world, everything that, however timidly had reason to believe that spring was not far off, exploded, was leveled, torn to shreds, wiped out. A silent breath of air came straight down from Siberia, so silent that it woke no one. In a flash it stole the Baussans’ entire future. Anyone who has not seen the olive trees in February 1956 does not know the full meaning of the word despair. Whole orchards turned overnight into dead wood, their trunks split asunder, their bark hanging in shreds, as if some interior explosion had skinned them alive. After the devastating wind had passed, it began to snow — for a month, then two. For a happy few, the winter of 1956 was a blessing in disguise: for years some people in Provence had dreamed of a catastrophe that would rid them of their olive groves so they could plant vineyards. For the Baussans, however, it was the beginning of the end. For them the olive trees, seen from afar in Paris, had been a symbol, a goal, an image of the promised land. They had even named their second son after the blessed tree. I can see them every morning during that winter of 1956, trying to cope with the vision of their martyred symbol: the olive trees had died an instant death, their leaves turned the color of rot and fallen to the ground.

Olivier once described his father to me as an epicurean intellectual. Though I never knew him, I can nonetheless understand how devastated he was. He was the father of two young children, his wife was pregnant, and the upcoming seasons promised nothing but blood, sweat, and tears. How far removed they were now from the romantic world of the poet Giono, who had mesmerized and seduced them into pulling up their roots and completely changing their lives!

I can also picture Olivier, in that winter of 1956, trudging the accursed two miles to school. The cold and snow had killed the land’s fragrance, and Provence was in mourning for its aromas and for the olive trees that had colored its slopes for a thousand years. The only survivors of that economic disaster — though not for long — were a smattering of goats who formed a huddle of heat at the far end of the stable. Goats are the sisters of charity. God knows what miserable food they need to sustain themselves and to provide milk. In February 1956, for hay the Baussans had only stalks of lavender from which the essence had been extracted, stored in a shed on the property The goats, having nothing better to do, sidled over, sniffed the stalks, and, believe it or not — choosing to ignore the notion of despair — decided, until things took a turn for the better, to make do with this meager provender. As a result, that winter saw the Baussans graced not only with milk but with good milk, scented with lavender, which was prophetic.

Olivier used to arrive at school each morning different from all the others, thanks to the lavender-laced goat milk. And with him came his faithful dog — a huge dog that would flop down below his desk and snore away until eleven o’clock rolled around. His classmates, all natives of this harsh, unforgiving land, would nudge one another and whisper, ‘That’s the Baussan kid. You know, the son of the Parisians. They’re starving; they eat weeds!” Which translated: They feed themselves on the grass of the mountain slopes that even goats refuse to touch. For those who have enough to eat, not to eat one’s fill is a defect, if not a sin.

To hear Olivier speak of this period, however, one does not get the impression that he suffered from this ostracism by those who thought of themselves as his betters, at least not consciously — for just because someone doesn’t react doesn’t mean that affronts don’t sink down into the subconscious.

Nonetheless, with the help of Serge Fiorio and his brother Aldo, the Baussans did hold out for another three or four years following the winter of 1956, bound to that slave ship, enduring the terrible farm, the unforgiving land, all the elements against them, and the mocking surliness of the country people, who looked down upon those with a different accent. But bad luck can hold people in its viselike grip for just so long; the battle being unequal, the Baussans finally threw in the towel.

In all their simple good-heartedness, the local peasants not only accepted but applauded the Baussans’ failure. Don’t think for a minute our people are charitable: bad luck frightens them as if it were an epidemic. Those who fail leave behind them a kind of negative file, like a police record.

“There goes Baussan, one more smart fellow who thought he could feed off the land without paying his dues.”

Not a trace of pity! “So, you wanted to return to the land, eh? See what you got!”

From that moment on, doubtless somewhere deep in his subconscious, in his eight-year-old child’s brain, Olivier must have planned out, however dimly, how to get revenge for his family’s humiliation.

For the moment, however, the Baussans were really up against it. Picture this, if you will: a father who is handicapped; two youngsters, and a third on the way; a family thrown out of their house onto the street.

Olivier’s big dog followed him around as if nothing had happened. He followed him to a two-room shack, where the destitute family at last found a sort of refuge: no running water, no electricity, no heat, no facilities, but at least a roof over their heads. Olivier remembers all too well his father setting forth each morning, shovel in hand, to dig latrines for the entire family as far as possible from the shack

This situation lasted for three long years, years during which Olivier’s baby sister came into this world of deprivation. Oh, let’s not paint too dark a picture: it was not yet Christ in the stable, but we’re only a step or two away Meanwhile, those who witnessed the fall of the house of Baussan looked on in sardonic silence.

This brings us to 1960. At the end of that painful period, M. Baussan finally landed a job writing for the local Manosque newspaper, the Méridional or Voice of the South. The provincial press was flourishing at this time. Prominent not only locally but even nationally the Méridional was a conservative paper — Provence is conservative — that went to great lengths to please local political power broker Gaston Defferre, himself the owner of another newspaper, the Provençal. Defferre, mayor of Marseille in the 1980s, was also president of the regional council of Paca, thus a personage to be reckoned with. All of which goes a long way toward explaining how the Méridional could offer its local correspondents a living wage.

So the Baussans left their run-down shack and moved into a housing project on the outskirts of Manosque. For Olivier, this meant not only leaving behind the countryside — however primitive — but moving into a soulless warren, where people of all sorts were jammed in together without any semblance of fraternal relations or common bond. This was a terrible shock to the boy, the first disillusionment of his young life. The shack next to the railroad tracks may have had no amenities, but it was still in the country, still set in the context of nature. But this housing project, with no light and little air — anyone who knew these 1960s Manosque projects will know what I mean — seemed to be built to punish people, not house them.

To add insult to injury, Olivier’s dog could not come along. True, at the cabin he had been forbidden to come in, but he could still sleep outside or, during the day, find refuge with one member of the family or another. The rest of the time he would wander off on some canine adventure in the nearby woods. There was no such freedom to wander in Manosque; he would frighten the neighbors. No dog, no soothing breeze, nor any longer the reassuring odor of lavender or honeysuckle. “This abrupt contact with civilization, this feeling of being deprived of my freedom for the first time, was terribly painful to me,” Olivier remembers.

In fact, all of his youthful memories of Manosque are painful, apparently. In school he was a mediocre student. He made little or no effort to fit in, to join the others, with whom he felt he had little in common. He did make some friends, however, and one day, when he and several other pals went swimming in a nearby canal used to irrigate the crops, he nearly drowned. He was fished out by one of the other boys as he went down for the third time. No question, Olivier and Manosque were not made for each other. He would return to that town only when he could deal with it as an equal.

Meanwhile, his father was transferred to Digne, a larger town, as bureau chief of the Méridional there, inching the family fortunes up another notch. What was more, Digne, though still a city, was, unlike Manosque, a place full of poetry. The Bléone River ran past, mountains rose all around, and in contrast to Manosque’s constant noise, Digne was a quiet town. At night all was silent, which suited a shy and retiring child — far from an outgoing, rough-and-ready type — who didn’t even play soccer.

In Digne, Olivier discovered the second important influence on his young life. Serge Fiorio being the first. When he met Alexandra David-Néel she was pushing eighty Haughty and cold as ice, she frightened the local youngsters, but she also fascinated them. For one thing, she had traveled the world, visiting all sorts of exotic places, and that notion of travel grafted itself onto the wandering imagination of the boy Olivier.

Alexandra’s fame was limited, for this was a time when the media, nowadays insatiable in its efforts to seek out and exploit exotic personages, was less prominent and pervasive. With several of his classmates, Olivier paid her a visit. “She scared the bejesus out of me,” Olivier recalls, “especially her legs, which were all swollen and blue. And her eyes also frightened me.”

But Alexandra had seen Tibet, and though her body may have been back in Digne, her heart and soul still wandered on the roof of the world, in that strange country where it never rains, this land where everyone goes about on foot, their eyes fixed on the distant horizon as they stride along, to what purpose and toward what goal she couldn’t say. “And the Brahmaputre?” she asked the boys. “Can you imagine that enormous body of water, which crisscrosses the entire expanse of this country where it never rains? Is it any wonder that the people who live there seem strange, that they run rather than walk? Running after what? Their ideas? Probably trying to figure out the jokes that Nature has played on them.”
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