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    Following the fortunes of one strategic stronghold across changing eras, Annals of a Fortress traces how the needs of defense, the pressures of war, and the inventions of builders and attackers repeatedly reshape a place, transforming its stones into a record of human adaptability, the limits of power, and the uneasy pact between safety and freedom that communities negotiate whenever they draw a line, raise a wall, and prepare for the next challenge they know will come but cannot fully predict.

Annals of a Fortress, by Euge8ne-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, is a hybrid of historical narrative and architectural reflection first published in the late nineteenth century. It imagines a single fortified site observed over a long span of time, allowing readers to witness successive phases of construction and conflict without leaving the ground on which the story stands. The book belongs to the tradition of didactic storytelling, where narrative vividly illustrates principles. Its setting is broadly European, anchored in the realities of premodern and modern warfare, yet its questions about protection, planning, and change reach beyond any one country or century.

The premise is simple and elegant: return to the same hill, river crossing, or pass as generations build, test, damage, and rebuild their defenses, and notice what endures and what must be reinvented. Rather than focusing on individual heroes, the book treats the fortress itself as the protagonist, with human figures appearing as builders, defenders, or assailants whose choices reveal larger patterns. The reading experience is steady and reflective, blending clear exposition with episodes of tension. The voice is assured and analytical, yet capable of evoking the urgency of siege and the patience of long construction.

Viollet-le-Duc structures the narrative to illuminate cause and effect: materials invite certain forms, forms invite certain tactics, and tactics provoke fresh designs. He leads readers to see how topography, supply lines, labor, and knowledge shape what is possible at a site, and how each technical solution contains the seeds of its future vulnerability. The style favors precise description and logical sequence, encouraging careful visualization without relying on melodrama. The mood is serious, sometimes austere, concerned less with spectacle than with understanding the dialogue between offensive power and defensive craft that defines the life of a fortified place.

Central themes emerge with clarity. Adaptation sits at the heart of the book, as builders respond to new tools and methods with ingenuity and restraint. The work also considers responsibility: fortifications protect lives but can concentrate risk, resources, and authority, forcing communities to ask what they will sacrifice for security. Memory suffuses the narrative, since every reconstruction inherits choices made before. Underneath runs a meditation on systems thinking, in which walls, fields, rivers, and roads are parts of a single organism whose health depends on balance, maintenance, and the willingness to learn from failure without forgetting hard-won strengths.

For contemporary readers, the book offers a rigorous lens on resilience that reaches beyond military history. It speaks to architects and planners who grapple with infrastructure that must endure changing threats, and to anyone interested in how technology reshapes institutions, landscapes, and everyday life. Its emphasis on incremental improvement over grand gestures feels timely in an age of rapid innovation and fragile networks. By presenting complexity in an accessible narrative, it models how to evaluate trade-offs, steward limited resources wisely, and honor the past without being confined by it, all while keeping human consequences at the center of design.

Approached as both story and study, Annals of a Fortress rewards attentive, unhurried reading. It invites you to inhabit a place long enough to recognize patterns, to appreciate how careful observation precedes good judgment, and to sense the ethical weight that attaches to decisions built into stone and earth. Without relying on surprise, it maintains momentum through accumulating insight, turning each chapter into a step in a cumulative argument. The result is engrossing and instructive, a work that asks readers to look again at the built world and to consider what their own walls, literal or figurative, are designed to do and to endure.
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    Annals of a Fortress presents a continuous history of a single strategic site, tracing its defenses from prehistoric embankments to nineteenth‑century works. Eugne‑Emmanuel Viollet‑le‑Duc uses an imagined, but carefully reasoned, sequence to show how fortifications respond to geography, weapons, and social organization. Each period supplies a typical structure, garrison, and community, described with technical detail and everyday functions. By following one promontory above a river crossing, the book links architectural forms to recurring military needs: surveillance, control of movement, and protection of stores and people. The narrative moves chronologically, pairing building campaigns and sieges with administrative changes that shape the site9s purpose.

At the outset, a small group selects the height for its command of a ford and surrounding fields. Early defenses consist of earthen banks, ditch, and timber palisades arranged to shorten the perimeter while covering approach paths. Watch posts, granaries, and livestock enclosures define a rudimentary stronghold, supported by nearby huts on the slope. Threats are seasonal raids and disputes over grazing, addressed by narrow entrances, simple traps, and elevated platforms. The chapter outlines resource constraintstimber supply, labor, and timeand shows how the first position balances shelter with visibility. The site becomes a local center because it concentrates provisions and offers early warning.

With Roman conquest, the position is regularized into a castrum linked to roads and a permanent bridge. Stone walls replace timber, towers punctuate the circuit, and a gate system rationalizes access and tolls. A small town forms at the foot, supplying the garrison and benefiting from imperial order. The design emphasizes circulation, standard measurements, and repairable masonry. Administrative routineswatch schedules, storage records, and legal jurisdictionstabilize the site9s role. As frontier pressures grow, detachments rotate, and the wall height and ditch profiles adapt. The section ends with strain on resources and partial abandonment, leaving robust foundations that guide later reuse.

In the early medieval period, power fragments, and the ruins serve a local lord who erects a motte-and-bailey within the older lines. Timber buildings and a palisaded mound dominate a service court, with a chapel and storehouses nearby. Tenure, tolls, and the ban regulate surrounding peasants, while raids and brief sieges test the light works. The text details watch fires, patrols, and the reliance on movable obstacles. Craft production resumes at the foot of the hill, and a weekly market revives exchange. The site9s authority shifts from imperial to feudal, and its form reflects the need for rapid construction and repair.

As wealth and labor increase, timber profiles give way to masonry curtains, a keep, and flanking towers positioned to sweep the ditch. Gatehouses, drawbridges, and barbicans concentrate defense at entrances, while hoardings and machicolations improve vertical coverage. The narrative uses a siege to illustrate countermeasures against engines and mining: buttressed walls, cleared fields of fire, and cisterns to endure blockades. Domestic arrangementshall, chapel, workshopsare integrated within a more regular plan. With rising artillery risk still distant, height and mutual flanking dominate. Legal ties expand, making the fortress the seat of jurisdiction, storage of charters, and refuge in regional conflicts.

The arrival of gunpowder artillery changes priorities. High, thin walls are replaced by lower, thicker ramparts, angular bastions, and broad, dry ditches backed by earthen embankments. Outworksravelins and lunettesproject to break assaults and divide attackers. The glacis conceals the main wall and lengthens the defender9s fire. The account connects these forms to new logistics: powder magazines, covered communications, and standardized platforms for guns. A central authority asserts control, converting the feudal castle into a state fortress with permanent staff and audited stores. Urban functions grow outside the enceinte, and circulation patterns adapt to accommodate wagons and artillery trains.

Seventeenthcentury reforms culminate in a carefully proportioned system associated with engineers like Vauban. The stronghold is reworked into coherent fronts with tenailles, covered ways, and systematic retrenchments. The book pairs this with a codified attack: saps, parallels, batteries, and staged capitulations. The site9s topography dictates trace selection, counterscarp galleries, and water control, all presented through measured sections and phasing of works. Administration becomes continuous: peacetime maintenance, garrison rotation, and inspection routines assure readiness. Local economy and regional roads are integrated deliberately, so supply lines align with defensive salients. The fortress operates as a nodal point in a centralized network.

Nineteenthcentury technologiesrifled guns, explosive shells, and rail transportrender masonry vulnerable and expand operational range. The response disperses defenses into a ring of detached forts, batteries, and observatories commanding approaches beyond the old enceinte. Earth absorbs impact; armored shelters and protected magazines limit accidental explosions. Communications shift to covered trenches and telegraph lines, while depots and sidings feed rapid mobilization. The narrative assesses new countermining, the role of obstacles, and the need to deny commanding heights. Costs, manpower, and the breadth of the defensive perimeter become central calculations. The core fortress adjusts to serve as depot, command, and last redoubt.

The work concludes by generalizing from the site9s successive forms. Each configuration arises from available materials, weapons, institutions, and the lay of the land, and each is provisional, suited to its time. By following one place through repeated rebuilding and trial, the book presents fortification as an applied science linked to administration and civic life. It emphasizes measured adaptation over stylistic preference, and the utility of understanding terrain before design. The overall message is practical: no permanent solution exists, but clear principlesmutual support, economy of labor, and integration with communicationscan guide defenses as circumstances change.
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    Annals of a Fortress unfolds across successive epochs at a single strategic site, an imaginary rocky outcrop controlling a ford and later a bridge on a river in eastern France, echoing the Doubs valley near Besançon and the approaches to Belfort. The time frame extends from prehistoric defenses to the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871), allowing the author to observe how geography governs power. The setting sits at a crossroads of routes between Gaul and the German lands, making it a perennial objective for armies, merchants, and tax collectors. The book treats the landscape itself as an archive of warfare, law, and technology.

The Roman conquest of Gaul (58–51 BCE) under Julius Caesar imposed durable military and civic infrastructures. Roman engineers fortified key crossings, drove roads from Lugdunum (Lyon) toward Vesontio (Besançon), and established castra to control the Sequani and neighboring tribes. The Pax Romana stabilized trade and taxation, while bridges, aqueducts, and stone ramparts standardized defensive practice. In the book, the fortress’s earliest stonework and bridgehead owe their logic to Roman surveying, masonry, and chain-of-command, reflecting the Commentarii’s emphasis on logistics around Vesontio. The narrative shows how Roman regularity supplants tribal earthworks, inaugurating a cycle in which the site’s defenses model imperial doctrine.

Late Antiquity and the Migration Period brought recurrent shocks: Alemannic raids in the 3rd century, the Rhine crossing of 406, and the progressive collapse culminating in 476. Frankish consolidation under Clovis after Tolbiac (c. 496) and the Merovingian-Carolingian administration reoriented power to regional counts and march-lords. Roman walls were cannibalized for spolia; timber repairs and watchtowers proliferated as coin supply and road maintenance faltered. In the book, the fortress becomes a refuge for surrounding populations, its Roman geometry patched with rough palisades. This hybrid fabric illustrates the transition from imperial oversight to localized, kin-based defense, foreshadowing the feudal castellany that would dominate the 10th century.

Feudal fragmentation from the 10th to 12th centuries saw castellans erect mottes, stone keeps, and ring walls to command tolls and protect grain. The Capetian monarchy, from Hugh Capet (987) to Philip II Augustus (1180–1223), slowly asserted authority, while communal movements won urban charters (Laon 1128; other towns in Champagne and Picardy), forming militias and financing walls. The Peace of God (from 989) sought to restrain private war. In the book, the timber palisade gives way to a donjon and curtain wall funded by local burgesses who trade passage rights for security. The fortress mediates lordly power and emerging civic autonomy, mirroring real charters along major trade routes.

The Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) devastated northern and eastern France through chevauchées, routier depredations, and attritional sieges; it coincided with the Black Death (1347–1351) and upheavals like the Jacquerie (1358). Artillery entered siegecraft—bombards and early cannon altered wall profiles, encouraging lower, thicker curtains, machicolations, and rounded towers. Key milestones include Crécy (1346), the Siege of Calais (1346–1347), Poitiers (1356), and Agincourt (1415). In the book, a harrowing siege compresses these realities: famine, ransom economies, and the garrison’s negotiation with townsfolk. Embrasures are widened for culverins, and outworks sprout, dramatizing how gunpowder begins to dictate masonry geometry and tactical rhythms.

Religious conflict (French Wars of Religion, 1562–1598) made confession a strategic variable; St. Bartholomew’s Day (1572) and the protracted civil wars seeded fortified places with mixed loyalties. Thereafter, France’s entry into the Thirty Years’ War (1635) and the Franco-Spanish War (ended 1659) entrenched methodical siegecraft. Under Louis XIV, Vauban (1633–1707) refined the trace italienne—bastions, glacis, ravelins, and the “pré carré.” After the Treaty of Nijmegen (1678), Franche-Comté was integrated, and the Citadel of Besançon (1668–1683) embodied these principles. In the book, the fortress receives a Vaubanesque skin. Later, Revolutionary levée en masse (1793) and Gribeauval artillery standardization pressure even bastioned lines, foreshadowing industrial-era firepower.

The Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) is the crucible most directly shaping the work. Declared on 19 July 1870, the war saw rapid Prussian-German mobilization by rail, victories at Wissembourg (4 August), Wörth-Frœschwiller (6 August), and Sedan (1 September), and the encirclement of Paris (19 September–28 January). Krupp steel breech-loading artillery, with reliable fuzes and high rates of fire, shattered masonry and neutralized traditional parapets; French Chassepot rifles and the mitrailleuse offered tactical ripostes but could not repair strategic failures. The Siege of Belfort (3 November 1870–18 February 1871), commanded by Colonel Pierre Philippe Denfert-Rochereau, exemplified stubborn defense near the very geography Viollet-le-Duc evokes; its endurance left a patriotic imprint even as Alsace-Lorraine was ceded by the Treaty of Frankfurt (10 May 1871). In the book’s culminating chapters, modern batteries, ricochet fire, and systematic sapping expose the obsolescence of continuous masonry enceintes. Viollet-le-Duc implicitly weighs alternatives—dispersed works, earthen ramparts absorbing shell bursts, covered ways, and citizen-engineers—anticipating the Séré de Rivières system (planned from 1874) of detached forts at Verdun, Toul, Épinal, and Belfort. The narrative’s didactic cross-sections and staged bombardments convert recent defeats into a technical and civic program: decentralize, fortify in depth, and align architecture with contemporary metallurgy and ballistics.

The book functions as a social and political critique by revealing how centralized vanity projects, aristocratic private war, and bureaucratic complacency repeatedly endangered local communities. By tracing burdens of taxation, forced labor, and requisition across eras, it exposes class asymmetries between lords, engineers, garrisons, and townspeople. The final episodes indict the Second Empire’s strategic misjudgments and celebrate communal resilience exemplified by citizen militias and engineers. Viollet-le-Duc argues for competence over prestige, adaptable earthen fortifications over monumental masonry, and civic education over passive subjects. The fortress, layered with policy failures and repairs, becomes a case study in public responsibility amid industrialized warfare and national reorganization.
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THE FIRST RETREAT.

Many winters, as we are told by the old men of the district, have passed since human beings first settled in the land of Ohet[1], a somewhat extensive valley of varying breadth, traversed by a winding stream running southward till it flows into a great river.

The sides of the valley present a series of hills of moderate height, descending by gentle slopes where it widens, and more abruptly where it narrows. On the steeper hill-sides grey crags jut out, and the ground is strewn with fragments of rock. Ascending the stream for some three hours' walk from the point where it joins the great river, we find on the right another stream separating into several small branches in a more elevated valley. In summer, some of these branches dry up, others form pools, whose banks are covered with reeds and water-lilies. The inhabitants of the vale dread this valley, which they believe to be haunted by evil spirits. It is dangerous to wander there, because of the number of bogs covered over with leaves and decaying branches in which the unwary sink. The forest in this valley is so dense, the plants and bushes are so thickly interlaced with the trunks and branches of dead trees, that the rays of the sun hardly penetrate through it, and only illuminate pools of water covered with a mantle of green. A kind of promontory divides the two water-courses at this point (Frontispiece—Fig. 1);—the river running from the north-west, and the smaller stream from the north-north-east. This elevated part of the country is covered with thick woods, and the inhabitants of the valley seldom go there except to hunt the wild ox, the boar, the wolf, and the deer. Beyond, the country seems a wilderness; and strangers who occasionally visit the inhabitants of the vale to exchange amber, copper, gold, salt, and coarse woollen or hempen fabrics for skins of beasts, never come except by the way where flows the great river. The occupants live in families, in the open spaces amid the woods and on the banks of the rivers, inhabiting conical huts, made with stakes set in the ground, joined at the top, and covered with branches, earth, and rushes. The father of the family occupies one of these huts with his wife and children, and as his sons grow up, they build another cabin and take a companion.

The products of the chase and fishing, with the wild roots which they dry and crush between stones, are their only means of subsistence; they do not till the soil, nor have they any flocks or herds.[1q] Our informants add that they never had to fight men like themselves, and that if any disputes arise between the families, they call together the oldest chiefs of the other families to arbitrate between them. Those who are unwilling to submit to their judgment are banished from the valley, together with their families; they descend the shores of the great river, and are no more heard of.

When these old men are further asked whether there were other human beings before them settled in the valley, they answer that there were; but that they were small men—dwarfs—who ate earth, and had no bows and arrows to kill the wild beasts, nor hooks to catch fish, nor canoes to cross the river; that at the approach of the present inhabitants, these dwarfs disappeared, and took refuge underground, whence they came out sometimes in the night to do mischief—to cut the fastenings of boats, or sink the boats themselves—to cause children at the breast to die, or to break the bows, or warn the animals of the forest of an intended chase, so that they might get out of the way.

For some time a report has been current—brought by strangers who have found their way along the river into the valley—that an alien race of great stature and strength, with fair hair, and mounted on horses, have already overspread the neighbouring countries, driving away their inhabitants, or killing those who do not fly at their approach; speaking an unknown tongue, and undertaking nothing without first deliberating in great numbers, and consulting the elders and women, sparing none but children, and employing these in labours of all kinds. This news has spread great consternation in the valley; the chiefs of the families meet together, and determine to watch by turns at the mouth of the river; young men posted at regular intervals are to give warning, by loud cries, of the arrival of the fair-haired people[4], so that all the inhabitants of the valley may be quickly warned, and take refuge with their families in the woods situated on the promontory which divides the river from the smaller stream at their confluence; lastly, each is to furnish himself with provisions such as will be sufficient for a hunting expedition of several days; and then they will consult as to what course shall be adopted.

Meantime, the elders of the people take counsel. They decide that at the first cry of alarm, and while the invaders are entering the valley by one of the banks, all the inhabitants of that side shall cross in the boats to the opposite side shore, in order to unite with those who inhabit that side, and that all together they shall hasten to bring their cargoes to the point where the valley divides, so as to moor the boats below the promontory on the left bank above the mouth of the stream; that the women, children, and old men shall take refuge on the promontory, so that the able-bodied, thus separated from the fair-haired men by the river and the rivulet, will be able to deliberate whether they should use their bows or fly to the forest above. Some days after, just when the sun is beginning to decline, the valley resounds with the cry of alarm, a hundred times repeated, announcing that the fair-haired people are advancing and entering the valley on the western side.

Immediately the whole country—silent but a few minutes before—begins to be filled with a continued hum; most of the inhabitants of the right hasten in their boats to the left bank; but some, either through negligence, or because they have been away from their dwellings, cannot follow the advice of the elders.

In the meantime, the invaders advance with caution: first, a detachment mounted on horses are seen riding round the woods, assembling in the openings, and appearing to deliberate before going further. A body of them have captured some unhappy loiterers among the inhabitants of the valley, who, fastened with cords, are driven onwards by their captors, and closely interrogated, but they do not understand what is said to them.

In a little while, at every visible point in the direction of the river, the valley appears dotted with men on foot and on horseback, and with chariots; and every now and then shouts arise. The sun sinks upon the horizon, but the shouting continues to be heard, and the columns of smoke ascend from all sides; night comes, the valley appears lit up with fires, and silence gradually supervenes.

Assembled at the foot of the promontory, along the banks of the two streams, the men of the land of Ohet have concealed their boats among the bulrushes; they have sent up the women, the children, and the aged to the plateau; they dare not light any fires, lest they should attract the attention of the invaders. The night is spent in fruitless deliberation; some bold young hunters propose to take advantage of the sleep of the fair-haired people to cross the river and fall upon them as they would upon wild beasts, and to kill them all with their stone hatchets; but the chiefs of the families consider that they are too few in number for the execution of any such design; they urge that this body of invaders is perhaps followed by others, that they have horses and can easily escape, that they appear to be tall and strong; and, moreover, that they do not appear to have killed the inhabitants they met with, as the strangers had reported.

At break of day the valley echoes with unusual sounds, such as the inhabitants of the land of Ohet had never heard before. It is not the shouting of men, nor the songs of women, nor the bellowing of wild bulls. These noises spread terror among the fugitives. They all abandon the boats and climb the promontory; there, in the woods, they can see through the trees what is taking place in the valley: They soon perceive a numerous body of men on the opposite side, not far from the river. Some canoes which had been forgotten are being guided up the stream by the invaders. They go through the rushes, unfasten the boats, and draw them up with loud cries on the shore opposite the promontory. These cries are answered from other quarters, and the whole body rush to the shore. But at this juncture the chiefs seem to interfere; they parley for some time, and appear to threaten those who are impatient to get into the boats, often pointing to the plateau above. The main body retire again from the shore, and a dozen men only get into two boats, which make for the opposite bank at the foot of the promontory. With them are two of the inhabitants of the land of Ohet, tied by the neck with leathern thongs. They land together, put the captives before them, and ascend to the plateau. The twelve fair-haired men are armed with sticks, terminated by a long, bright, metal point. Some hold bows in their hands, with the arrows in place. They are dressed in short tunics of ornamented stuffs, their arms bare, and their legs up to the knee bound round with leathern thongs, to which are fastened covered sandals. About their loins is a belt of skin, to which is suspended a bag, also of skin, with the hair of the animal preserved, two knives—one long, the other very short—and a hatchet, the blade of which is of bronze; their necks and wrists are adorned with strings of large glass beads, or with circlets of metal. Many have their hair fastened on the top of their heads, with large pins of bone or bronze; others have their hair divided into long tresses. Their beards have been carefully removed, while their moustaches reach down to their breasts. Their aspect is terrible, for they are tall; their light blue eyes, inclosed by black lines, sparkle like diamonds beneath bushy brows dyed of a brilliant red.

Approaching to within fifty paces of the brow of the promontory, where the ground is somewhat clear, they stop, and one of the captives speaks thus: "The fair-haired people have captured several of us; they have done us no harm; they have not burned our huts, nor killed the women and children. They wish to live in peace with us always, on the same ground. They will not hinder us from hunting or fishing, or from remaining with our wives and children. They say that the land is good, and can support a much greater number of inhabitants than it does now. They bring an abundance of things useful to man. They teach youths to ride, and to use arms against evil men. They say in fine that we have nothing to fear, and that you may return to your dwellings.

"I am told all this by one of their people who speaks as we do, and who once lived in our valley, from which he was banished. They also say that if you will not return to your homes and live in peace with them, they will kill us all like wild beasts, for they are both numerous and strong. They will await your answer here until the sun reaches the middle of its daily course. This is all we have to say."

Several of the elders of the valley then came out of the wood and advanced towards the captives; but the party of fair-haired men made signs to them to come no farther, and fitted their arrows to the strings of their bows. The captive who had already spoken, again addressed them: "Do not come any nearer; deliberate among yourselves, and give an answer quickly. This is all we have to say."

The old men thereupon assembled, and having cut some branches of trees on which they seated themselves, one of them spoke thus: "These fair-haired people with painted faces are more numerous than we; they have murderous, weapons, and horses, and are brave; we are not able to drive them out of the valley; if they desire to live with us in peace, as they say they do, why not consider them as friends? Is it to their advantage to kill us? No. They possess many things which we have not, and are provided with what they need. Have you not observed the flocks and herds, the loaded waggons, and the women and children that accompany them? They are not empty-handed robbers. Let us accept the conditions they offer us."

One of the hunters, among the bravest in the valley, then rose and spoke in his turn: "Why do these people with painted faces come into our valley? It is to take possession of it and drive us away. They are strangers to us, and we have never done them any harm. Why do they not remain where they were born? Will there be fish enough in the river and enough wild animals in the forest to feed them and us? They will take all and leave us nothing. Fighting against them is impossible, it is true—but we can fly. There are other valleys and other rivers not far off. Let us take our wives and children with us; I know the woods as far as three days' journey. Let us leave our huts and our boats, and go and settle far away from these strangers." After the utterance of these contrary opinions a hundred voices were raised; some supporting the advice of the old man, others that of the hunter.

A few young men even wished to fall upon the little troop of strangers and massacre them.

Some of the most venerated of the inhabitants of the Val d'Ohet tried more than once to impose silence and make themselves heard, but the tumult continuing to increase, the assembly was broken up into groups, and the women began to cry out and lament and the children to weep. Meanwhile the little party of fair-haired men had begun to cut some bushes and briars and to make a rampart with them.

Not long afterwards twelve boats crossed the river, and sixty of the strangers came and joined the first twelve. These were bearing twelve oval shields of wicker-work covered with skin. They set up these shields by means of stakes driven in the ground, and placed themselves behind them; only their heads painted red and blue and their sparkling eyes remained visible. They were laughing together loudly.

Midday was at hand, and confusion continued to prevail among the fugitives. Then were heard again those strange sounds which had so much alarmed the unhappy inhabitants of Ohet at dawn; and the shore opposite to the promontory was covered with a multitude of fair-haired men in several detachments, all armed. They began to cross the river, and to seat themselves in a line on the shore beneath the plateau. Then the captive who had already spoken advanced alone toward the forest, and when he was within hearing, said: "My friends, my brethren, you are going to be attacked: and we are to be killed before your eyes. Have pity on yourselves—have pity on us; come down to the fair-haired men; they will do you no sort of harm; they have respected your houses and the women that have fallen into their hands. Do not hope to defend yourselves, for they will kill you with their keen weapons!" At this last appeal the fugitives became silent, and one of the inhabitants of the valley, who had remained since the morning without speaking a word, rose up. He was a short, robust man, of dark complexion and crisp hair; he was well known as a skilful carpenter, and the best boats were his handy work. "There is no more time for discussion," said he. "Let those who wish to stay in the valley come out from the wood, and let the rest hide themselves as quickly as possible in the forest. They will be able to fly with their families; for the strangers do not know how many we are. As for myself, I remain where I was born." A great number assembled round the carpenter with acclamations, accompanied by their wives and children; and all together without a moment's delay showed themselves to the troop of strangers. "We will return to our dwellings," was all the carpenter said to the captive interpreter, and then they advanced towards the little camp.

Many had bows and stone hatchets. "Throw down your arms," said the captive; "throw down your arms, you have no need of them." The invaders who had taken up their position on the shore, dividing into two bodies, were rapidly climbing the sides of the promontory, to the right and left; so that in a few minutes the carpenter and his companions were surrounded by an innumerable crowd, which penetrating the mass of the fugitives, separated them into small parties and took possession of the few weapons which had been retained by some of their number.

The strangers laughed, skipped, and leaned their brows on the breasts of the inhabitants of the valley in token of good will. Thus some hundreds of the natives went down towards the river surrounded by their new guests. They were compelled to get into the boats, and they went back to their houses, which had been completely pillaged. Many of the huts remained vacant, and the new-comers took possession of them, without troubling themselves much respecting the inhabitants and what had become of them.
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THE OPPIDUM[3].

Two centuries later, the land of Ohet had assumed a new aspect, and its name was changed. It was then called the Valley of Avon.

Beautiful fields, affording pasture to flocks and herds, carpeted the slopes of the bordering hill; while in the vale below ripened harvests of barley and rye. The uplands were still covered with forest, and on all sides wooden houses peeped out from the meadows, with their inclosures of palisades painted in lively colours.

The marshes of the rivulet were drained, and at the summit of the promontory was to be seen cutting the sky the talus of an Oppidum which commanded the valley and the two streams. Its origin was as follows:—

Not long after the invasion of the fair-haired people, the inhabitants of the valley who had fled into the woods had re-appeared, accompanied by a great multitude of men of the same race, and at dawn had fallen with great violence and loud cries upon the strangers.

The latter, not expecting an attack, defended themselves as best they could; but the younger and more active among them assembled on the promontory, where they waited until night. Then they descended noiselessly, crossed the stream, and fell in their turn upon the men of the ancient race, who thought to repossess themselves of the valley. The greater number were asleep; many had dispersed in search of food and plunder. The young fair-haired men massacred a vast number of them, making no distinction between the old inhabitants who had remained in their homes and those who presented themselves as enemies; the women and children alone were spared.

After a council of the elders, and after having consulted the women, it was decided that in order to prevent fresh surprises, and to protect the inhabitants of the valley, they should form a vast camp on the promontory, where in case of alarm the people of the valley of Avon could take refuge with their families, their flocks and herds, provisions and arms, defy every attack, and resume the offensive at the opportune moment.

The summit of the promontory was therefore cleared; every able-bodied man was required to give one day's work in four till the camp was finished; and those of the old inhabitants who had escaped the massacre, as well as the children and women, had to labour without ceasing at the circumvallations. The women prepared food for the workmen, and the children carried earth in baskets or brought branches of trees which were mingled with the earth.

Following exactly the verge of the plateau, the chiefs of the eight tribes settled in the valley marked out the boundary of the camp, its entrances, its defences, the retreat of the elders, the place for the cattle, that of the huts for the families, and lastly the site proper for the erection of the Némède—the sacred inclosure—the sanctuary of Belen and the dwellings of the Druids[2].

First, with the aid of strong levers of wood hardened by fire, the stones which obtruded above the level of the plateau were forced out and arranged on the perimeter described; then upon this layer, behind which was heaped coarse gravel mixed with earth, were placed trunks of trees, crosswise, four feet apart. The width of the base was twenty feet. The interval between the trunks was filled with stones, earth, and branches. Then another layer of stones mingled with earth, then three rows of trunks of trees, laid this time lengthwise, bound together with strong bands of green withy, always with gravel between. On this a third layer of stones, more trunks of trees across, overlapping the others, and a topping of gravel, of turf and soil, forming the rampart walk.

Stakes were placed upright, five feet apart, and firmly driven three feet down into the rampart on the outer edge, serving to fix, by means of osier bands, wattled hurdles five feet six inches high, so as to form a continuous parapet pierced with loop-holes.

The rampart rose to a height of five feet. The inclosure completed, the Druids marked out the area allotted to the eight tribes. To each of them was given a circular space of two hundred feet in diameter; the huts were disposed in two rings around the perimeter; in the middle was the paddock for the animals and the hut of the chief.
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Fig. 2.—The Oppidum.

The general view of the camp is given in Fig. 2, with the rampart, the two entrances, the sunk approaches, defended on the other side by a mound raised with the earth excavated to form these approaches, and the eight circles allotted to the tribes; at A, the Némède and the dwelling of the Druids and Druidesses, surrounded by the sacred inclosure. Wells were sunk in each of the circles of the tribes, and in the inclosure of the Némède.

[image: fortress] 

Fig. 3.

Fig. 3 gives the section of the rampart with its terrace-walk, A, for the defenders, and, at intervals, the inclines, B, affording an easy means for ascending to the terrace-walk. The entrances were masked by a mound forming an advanced work, and leaving two ways out along the ramparts. Fig. 4 shows how these entrances were disposed. The two extremities of the rampart were strengthened by a wider embankment, H, affording space for a numerous assemblage of defenders. Here is shown the screen thrown up outside the cutting, and at K the sunken road with its mound, L.
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Fig. 4.

Fig. 5 represents the Némède, with its inclosure and the dwellings of the Druids.
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Fig. 5.

The camp finished—except the habitations of the tribes, whose site was only marked by circles of stones—a certain number of young men were put to live there, who replaced each other every day. Arriving there at sunset, they remained in the camp until the beginning of the next night. Those of the former inhabitants of the valley who still lived were forbidden to enter the camp on pain of death.

The tribes prospered, enriching themselves with the produce of the earth and with their cattle. Some, having discovered copper ore in the neighbourhood, manufactured arms and utensils. There were also potters who wrought skilfully in clay. At certain periods of the year, merchants brought to the valley stuffs, salt, spices, and even wine in leathern bottles. They took in exchange articles of bronze, skins, cheese, and corn.

The tribes, not having had any fresh attacks to resist during a lengthened period, left off guarding the camp, which was rarely visited except on occasion of certain solemnities and of assemblies convoked by the Druids. The latter lived by themselves, surrounded by their college, within the vast inclosure which they cultivated, and where their sheep and cattle grazed. The ramparts, whose timber work had decayed, had sunk, and presented only a slight elevation. They were overgrown with vegetation in several places. But in the peaceful state in which the tribes were living, no one thought of repairing these defences.

The inhabitants of the valley had been frequently embroiled with the neighbouring tribes, and had often come to blows with them; but peace was soon restored, for none of these groups of tribes cherished the intention of subjugating its neighbours and seizing their territory.

Nevertheless repose was irksome to them, and their youths would often quit the valley in quest of adventures, and to see the world.

About 389 B.C., a great number of men, attracted by the seductive eloquence of a Brenn—a chief elected by certain tribes to command distant expeditions—had quitted their hearths in the hope of amassing wealthy spoils in the southern lands beyond the mountains. Two years having passed away, a small number made their appearance again in the valley; they brought with them gold and costly fabrics, and marvellous were the tales they told of the countries they had traversed, and in which they had been incessantly fighting.

They had seen cities environed by strong stone walls, and filled with magnificent public buildings and sumptuous mansions—richly fertile regions, where the vine and luscious fruits of every kind were cultivated.

Among other results of adventure, it was observed that those who returned from these distant expeditions had lost the habit of peaceful industry; and although more than half their comrades had perished by the way, their dreams were still of battles, and plunder, and adventures. They were idle, insolent, and irascible, and even aspired to a kind of lordship over the peaceable families that lived by industry. The latter had at first joyfully welcomed the unhoped-for return of these warriors; and had listened with admiration to the stories of their prowess and adventures recited around the family hearth; but their imperious bearing, their idleness and boasting, were beginning to become intolerable. Every day saw new quarrels arise, which generally ended in blood. The wives of these heroes were still more insolent than the warriors themselves, and presumed to treat their dependents as slaves, such as were those of the ladies in the countries so gloriously traversed by their husbands.
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