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The best places to buy in the French
countryside
If you are seeking a haven in the French countryside, be
prepared to beat off the Parisians, says Karen Tait

The picturesque village of Lavardens in the Gers départment in southwest France
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ou’ve heard of the call of the wild. Well, now France
has the appel du vert, the call of the green. French
estate agents are reporting a huge rise in inquiries
from citydwellers, on both sides of the Channel,

seeking a slice of rural France.



After lockdown, or le conﬁnement, Parisians have developed a
new respect for the provinces. With so many people now
working from home, they are questioning the need to live in the
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city just to get to work — could they swap their cramped
apartment for a large country home with a garden?

“May was our busiest month ever for domestic inquiries,” says
Joanna Leggett of Leggett Immobilier, an estate agency covering
most of France and marketing properties largely to British
buyers. “Interest from Parisians looking for country property
increased by 72%.”
Mark Harvey, the head of residential sales at Knight Frank, says
their agents have experienced a similar wave of activity. “The
explosion of interest in country homes has been felt across our
European network and particularly France. Demand is up by as
much as 60% in Provence year on year, and 20% across
southwest France.”
All this comes as France is slowly returning to a new normal.
Earlier this week President Macron announced that people are
“going to rediscover the pleasure of being together, of going
back to work fully, but also of entertaining ourselves and
cultivating ourselves. We are going to rediscover our art de

vivre, our taste for freedom. In short, we are going to rediscover
France fully.” And who wouldn’t want to join in?

While borders will open to non-EU countries on July 1, the UK
has a 14-day quarantine in place for overseas visitors, and
France will apply the same quarantine rules to people arriving
from the UK. The UK and French governments are discussing
the possibility of an “air bridge” between the two countries,
which would allow reciprocal travel without quarantine.
Room to roam
Brits looking for a new home in France have generally preferred
rural retreats over city pieds-à-terre, especially among the



movers rather than the second-homers. However, they will now
ﬁnd they have more competition from the French for the best
country properties in areas long considered the domain of UK
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househunters. Whether rural prices will increase, narrowing the
gap between country and city, remains to be seen, but the
immediate impact has already been felt as properties are
snapped up under the noses of less motivated buyers.
Bourdeilles is a village with a château on the
River Dronne, in the Dordogne
GETTY

French buyers who are able to move quicker are in a favourable
position, says Jelena Cvjetkovic, the director of Savills global
residential team. “We had a charming country property for sale
in the Dordogne, near Sarlat, on the river. It was featured on our
social media and one client was mulling over making an o er
sight unseen, without even a virtual viewing, but lost out as the
vendor sold it directly during lockdown.”
The city-country shift could have a wider inﬂuence on rural
France than simply heating up the local country property
market. “It could hugely beneﬁt these areas, many of which
have lost their identity as their young people have moved to the
cities to ﬁnd work,” Harvey says. “Newcomers will bring
sustainable wealth to the countryside.”
It’s not just Parisians who are feeling the pull of the country, as
Julie Savill of Beaux Villages Immobilier, an estate agency,
reports: “We’ve seen increased demand from Toulouse and



Bordeaux. Several weeks of conﬁnement in a city centre
apartment with children has focused attention on the beneﬁts
of a more rural way of life. Take a typical Bordeaux budget of
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€400,000 to the countryside and you can swap a three-bedroom
ﬂat for a house with a garden and pool.”
In the far southwest, property ﬁnder Nadia Jordan of Foothills
of France has been busy on behalf of British buyers since the
lockdown was partly lifted on May 11. “They’re looking for large
properties in the middle of the countryside with lots of space,
spare rooms or outbuildings for o

ces, big gardens, and the

potential for multi-generational living,” she says.
“Whether these are people locked down in the UK dreaming of
the good life in France before they go back to their everyday
lives, or actual buyers whose aspirations have radically changed
while living through this pandemic, remains to be seen.”
Brexit push
The lockdown has put extra pressure on British buyers who are
looking to relocate to France before the end of the Withdrawal
Agreement transition period to ensure they have the same
access to healthcare and other rights as existing expats and
French nationals. “We’re feeling the frustration of people eager
to make the move to France but currently thwarted by the lack
of opportunity to travel,” Savill says. “Virtual viewings are
popular, giving buyers enough conﬁdence to go ahead and make
an o er before seeing the property in the ﬂesh. Once travel
limitations are resolved we’re anticipating a release of pent-up
demand, with British buyers wanting to be resident by the end
of 2020.”
Leggett Immobilier has had similar interest. “Our inquiry levels
are higher than before the coronavirus pandemic. We’re being
inundated with people who want to get in before December,”
Leggett says. “They now have three months in which to buy,
between July and September, in order to complete before the
December cut-o point.”



Under lockdown, househunters have been using their time
wisely, it seems, researching areas and properties. Year on year,
from May 2019 to May 2020, email inquiries to
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FrancePropertyShop.com, a property portal, rose by 78%, with
the southern half of France proving particularly popular —
searches in the Occitanie region rose by 173% over the past year.
There has been a signiﬁcant increase since pre-lockdown too,
with searches in Provence rising by 54% between January and
May 2020, and in Nouvelle-Aquitaine by 42%.
France is winning out for some buyers who had been
considering other countries. “Clients who were thinking of
buying in Spain and Portugal are now buying in France,” Leggett
says. “They can drive or travel by train to France, a real beneﬁt
for those worried about ﬂying. Also, ﬂights may get cancelled;
the Flybe route into Bergerac has already gone, of course, and
now British Airways is considering cutting its Bordeaux ﬂights.”
Good connections
The ability to work from home has been one of the key factors
in making the dream of moving to the country a reality. “A large
proportion of people who buy a holiday home in France do so
with the notion that one day they’ll spend a lot of their time
there,” Cvjetkovic says.
“They’re realising that perhaps they can trial that lifestyle now.
They can reduce their commute and carbon footprint and enjoy
fresh country air,” she says.
Of course, working from home only works if the wiﬁ is good,
and rural France has su ered from a lack of reliable broadband
in the past.
“That’s all changing,” says Andrew Holford, director of
Commerce Call. “The French government is putting huge
resources into ensuring 2020 is the year that good broadband,
based on ﬁbre or 4G, ﬁnally arrives. In recent years 4G has
become very reliable and for second-home owners it can be a
very attractive option.”



Potential buyers for whom fast broadband is essential can check
the availability and speeds in their area by putting property
addresses into a website such as degrouptest.com. They can also
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ask their agent to check, a simple process using the vendor’s
telephone number.
Time is right
Warnings that interest rates may rise soon will give an extra

impetus to buyers requiring ﬁnance. “French mortgage rates are
still very low, but with the number of payment holidays being
requested and the unfortunate likelihood of an above average
number of people defaulting, it’s likely that rates will rise in the
short to medium term,” says Fiona Watts of International
Private Finance. “It’s imperative to get your o er in place
sooner rather than later as the rate is not guaranteed until you
have accepted and returned your o er letter to the bank.”
With things seemingly changing by the day, it’s hard to predict
where the property market is heading, but there’s no doubting
there has been a seismic shift in priorities. Harvey says: “The
world has stood still, taken a deep breath. A lot of potential
buyers who have been sitting on the fence are now asking
themselves why they’re waiting.”
● “I want to be near a border because it gives you options”

Alister Simpson is looking for an isolated property in the Ariège
Pyrénées Regional Natural Park. He and his family want to be
self-su cient, but with modern comforts, internet and good
local schools. They’d like an alternative lifestyle, but are tech
savvy and connected; Alister is looking to protect his family in
the future.
“All bets are o ,” he says. “Right now, we’re in a phoney war of
euphoria, optimism and hope until people have been able to
calculate the real damage to the economy. I want options. I want
to be near mountains because mountain people self-determine
and think straight. I want to be near a border because it gives
you options and I want to exist with arable land and a well and



a wood, with the potential to enter a barter economy. Hope is
not a strategy.”
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★ Homes for sale

Dordogne, £268,645
This detached four-bedroom, two-bathroom period residence is
in the quiet hamlet of La Rochebeaucourt-et-Argentine.
Outside, there are mature gardens to three sides, woodland, a
swimming pool and a garage.

beauxvillages.com



Brittany, £229,031
In tranquil
countryside just ten minutes from the north coast
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seaside town of Binic with its weekly market, this three-

bedroom partly renovated stone longère, with outbuildings, is
just outside the village of Tréguidel.

frenchestateagents.com

Charente, £400,805
This 15th-century logis comes with a separate renovated house
and gîte on a large plot with woodland and prairies. There are
seven bedrooms. It is set in a peaceful hamlet near Celles-surBelle; the largest nearby town is Niort.

frenchestateagents.com
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Gironde, £223,908
There are four bedrooms in this fully renovated country
property, a ten-minute drive from the historic town of
Monségur. In addition, there is an attached barn with potential
for conversion and another small outbuilding.

beauxvillages.com

Midi-Pyrénées, £445,639
This four-bedroom Gascony farmhouse near Castelnau
Magnoac dates from the 16th-century. There is a 12m x 6m
swimming pool and a separate barn, which has been converted
into a large art gallery with studio.

frenchestateagents.com
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