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Introduction


In the mid-1980s I arrived on a summer Saturday afternoon by boat on the largest of the Aran Islands off the west coast of Ireland to find that there was a dispute going on. A filmmaker from Dublin was there with a crew to make a documentary on the island as one of the last outposts of primitive life in Europe. His scriptwriter, however, who was from the island, knew that most of the men standing at the pier were not, in fact, primitive. Most of them had lived and worked in Boston. Some of them often travelled back and forth to the United States. They were, in fact, better travelled than most of the population of the mainland. But this uncomfortable fact did not fit with the popular image of the wild Atlantic and the pre-modern life of the islanders.


The scriptwriter also knew that when, some years earlier, anthropologists had come to the island to take blood samples and measure skull shapes, they found that the islanders had more in common with people in the industrial towns of the north of England than anywhere else. Finally, to the filmmaker’s frustration, when he asked the locals to sing in Gaelic, hoping to get a sense of timeless beauty from the songs, the islanders had to inform him that all the songs they sang were in English and had been learned from garrisoned soldiers in the nineteenth century and outsiders.


The distance between a world idealized and romanticized by writers and tourists and the complex and often uncomfortable facts has been part of the general European heritage for some centuries. Often, the idealization has centred on remote and peripheral regions, on places far from any metropolis, but, in the case of France, it has covered an entire country. We have all been encouraged to believe in French regional cooking, for example, as something that slowly and exquisitely developed, or indeed in French civilization itself, in all its stability and grace, as a phenomenon which was a rich example to the world. We came to view each place in France, each town and village, as having a proud heritage which took centuries to create, as the ingenious locals set about building prosperity without losing flavour and customs and manners which belonged to that place as to no other. Yet much of this is myth-making, invented and then propagated by outsiders, and therein lies the pleasure of reading Graham Robb’s The Discovery of France: we can experience the myths surrounding French culture being unravelled and brought to earth.


In March 1915, as Burgess Noakes, his servant of many years, arrived in France as a soldier to fight in the First World War, Henry James wrote to him about the country: ‘Cultivate good relations with the French whenever you come in contact with them . . . they are a wonderfully clever and intelligent, a highly civilized people when you come to know them . . . Like them, admire them and fraternize with them as much as you can; I used to see much of them in my younger time, and I take the most enormous satisfaction in their Alliance with this country.’


James’s earliest memory, he claimed, was of the Place Vendôme when he was two years old. When he was thirteen, the family lived in Paris for more than a year. He returned to the city to live at 29 rue de Luxembourg in November 1875; during this sojourn he met Flaubert, Maupassant, Turgenev and Zola. As Peter Brooks has written in Henry James Goes to Paris: ‘He spoke and wrote French perfectly. And he had been reading French authors from an early age . . . It was probably Balzac’s Paris that lured James abroad more than anything else. He was like one of Balzac’s ambitious young men arriving in Paris from the provinces, to make their way by the power of the pen.’ James set his novels The American (1877) and The Ambassadors (1903) in Paris.


Like his friends Robert Louis Stevenson and Edith Wharton, James also published a book on his travels in rural France. These books were part of a general fascination with the country that began, we learn from Graham Robb, as early as 1741, led by a man called William ‘Boxing’ Windham who came to Chamonix, at the foot of the Montenvers glacier in the French Alps, close to Mont Blanc, and, with a group, set out to savour the pleasure of a nearby summit. ‘Until then,’ Robb writes, ‘the only visitors to Chamonix had been intrepid tax collectors, touring bishops and the map-makers of the Dukes of Savoy.’


It was essential for Windham, as for many later tourists, that the locals be as unspoiled as the mountain peaks, or the mountain goats. ‘Windham himself’, Robb writes, ‘exaggerated the ignorance of his hosts. “Primitive” people were an essential part of the wildness he had come to see.’ But, as Robb makes clear, the villagers, as with many people in rural France, ‘were well travelled. They sold chamois hides, crystals and honey in Geneva; their shepherds were in demand all over the region as cheese-makers. As travelling salesmen, many of them had walked to Paris by way of Dijon and Langres . . . At any time, about a third of Chamoniards lived in Paris.’


While outsiders then became responsible for spreading the myth that would become France, they were not alone. They were joined in fact by Parisians themselves so that ‘much of what came to be seen as French was peculiar to Paris or an imitation of something Parisian’, Robb writes. ‘A simple analysis of the places of birth and death of five hundred and twenty artists, architects, writers and composers from the late seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries shows that the creators of “French” culture not only tended to work in Paris and spend most of their lives there . . . they also tended to be Parisian by birth’.


Thus Paris became a capital to the detriment of the provinces. ‘Government policy’, Robb writes, ‘ensured that the best paintings and artefacts went to the Louvre while provincial museums were left with portraits of local personages and moth-eaten cabinets containing samples of local arts and crafts. Napoleon looted Italy; later governments pillaged the provinces.’


From Paris, then, the refined natives began to invent a mythical hinterland, filled with delicious regional specialities. ‘Far from representing the essence of a region, some of these specialties simply reflected the advertising skill of a single grocer’, Robb writes. ‘They rarely found their way onto travellers’ plates and were not always available in the region itself.’ Provincial French cooking was, in fact, like cooking which the poor did anywhere; it was monotonous and dull. ‘Few people would have guessed that France would one day be the goal of gastro-tourists,’ Robb writes. ‘Beyond the homes of the rich and a few restaurants, recipes were unusual . . . Interesting combinations of food appear not to have exercised the minds of people for whom the height of culinary pleasure was a full stomach.’


Robb’s dispelling of myth, however, is only one aspect of the book. Most of his intricate research and wide reading has set about replacing the myth with a detailed picture of an emerging society much more chaotic, interesting and unpredictable than the myth might suggest. He uses a myriad of sources with lightness and care; he has a sceptical mind, an eye for detail and a deep knowledge of the French countryside that he has gained as an intrepid cyclist. He also has a brilliant historian’s mind. He can chart change with ease, and detail large political dichotomies with skill, but he is also acutely conscious of what sources are missing, what we do not know, what groups, essential in the development of France, have been written out of its history. Modern France, for him, ‘is not just the result of continuous traditions; it was also formed from disappearances and extinctions.’


In The Discovery of France, all roads do not lead to Paris, but often lead to blank or hidden spaces, or places that were left alone by road-building, canal-building and the creation of the railways. Robb is fascinated by the idea that France itself as a concept developed almost imperceptibly, as a cloud will come to cover the sky or as a shadow will emerge from substance. In each region or enclave or few square miles there was little sense of a single nation or a country, and huge variation in languages and dialects spoken. Robb is ready to ask, using an extraordinary quantity of sifted detail, if ‘the continuity of French society’ is, in fact, ‘a historical illusion’.


‘Secret army reports of the 1860s and 70s’, he writes, ‘show that “patriotism” on a national level meant very little to natives of a pays. In most of the Auvergne, the army could obtain help only “by payment, requisition or threats” (1873). In a town near Angers, the men would fight only if they were close to home: “They are still Angevin, not French.” (1859).’


Robb’s story is of development and discovery, but it is filled with nuance, ambiguity and strangeness. By looking at how people actually lived in the France outside Paris, in studying how they made a living, how they moved about, what they believed in, what sort of houses they lived in and how they handled the seasons or viewed strangers, he creates a picture of a most complex set of competing narratives. Then, in placing this beside large changes in systems of transport – he is particularly good on transport – or beside the making of maps or the attempt to ensure that everyone spoke French, Robb manages to create a portrait of a country filled with ironies and exceptions, with much that was masked, distorted and invented in the name of nationhood, statehood.


His methodology has enormous implications for how we live in Europe now. Were such a system as Robb adopted to be used in a book about the creation of modern Germany, for example, or Italy or Spain, it would be likely to show even more fragmentation, more local and regional differences, more missing sources and more pockets of sheer strangeness. This would, of course, be unhelpful to narratives of increasing unity and the stories of the creation of single states, imagined communities with a single name or a sense of a shared culture from which one can only build a bright future, a set of single flags waving in the same wind.


Robb’s account of the discovery of France, however, is subtle rather than polemical. He is ready to see the large picture coming into place while attending in his narrative to the small jagged pieces which had to be cut into shape to fit into, or make, the pattern. For him the pattern is no less real for having been invented, but his interest is in the jaggedness, the untidiness. He is concerned with what the past may have been like, in fact, for the people who lived in it. He is not attempting to suggest that there is no such place as France, but rather he is proposing that the emergence of French identity and nationhood was piecemeal and filled with many competing sounds and structures. It was not orderly.


What makes The Discovery of France a classic is not merely Robb’s historical intelligence or the quality of his research or his ability to write witty and stylish sentences. Rather, it is a sense also which lies at the heart of the book of awe and wonder about the past itself, the ingenious ways in which people muddled through, or the clues we have been left about systems of work, say, or prejudice about outsiders, or the ways in which the very tone of the landscape itself dictated the texture of people’s lives, or the single astonishing images of life in France such as the swamp dwellers of the Marais Poitevin who ‘got about their watery world using fifteen-foot ash-wood poles with webbed feet that allowed them to vault across a canal twenty-six feet wide’ or the shepherds of the Landes who ‘spent whole days on stilts, using a stick to form a tripod when they wanted to rest. Perched ten feet in the air, they knitted woollen garments and scanned the horizon for stray sheep . . . It was such an efficient mode of transport that letters in the Landes were still being delivered by postmen on stilts in the 1930s.’ It is these parts of The Discovery of France which remain for the reader startling, invigorating and deeply memorable.


COLM TÓIBÍN
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Itinerary


TEN YEARS AGO, I began to explore the country on which I was supposed to be an authority. For some time, it had been obvious that the France whose literature and history I taught and studied was just a fraction of the vast land I had seen on holidays, research trips and adventures. My professional knowledge of the country reflected the metropolitan view of writers like Balzac and Baudelaire, for whom the outer boulevards of Paris marked the edge of the civilized world. My accidental experience was slightly broader. I had lived in a small town in Provence and a hamlet in Brittany next door to people whose first language was not French but Provençal or Breton, and I first became superficially fluent in French, while working in a garage in a Paris suburb, thanks to an Algerian Berber from the mountains of Kabylie. Without him, the Parisian dialect of the foreman would have been completely incomprehensible.


In the periods of history where I made my intellectual home, the gap between knowledge and experience was even wider. There was the familiar France of monarchy and republic, pieced together from medieval provinces, reorganized by the Revolution and Napoleon, and modernized by railways, industry and war. But there was also a France in which, just over a hundred years ago, French was a foreign language to the majority of the population. It was a country that had still not been accurately mapped in its entirety. A little further back in time, sober accounts described a land of ancient tribal divisions, prehistoric communication networks and pre-Christian beliefs. Historians and anthropologists had referred to this country, without irony, as ‘Gaul’ and quoted Julius Caesar as a useful source of information on the inhabitants of the uncharted interior.


I owed my first real inklings of this other France to a rediscovery of the miraculous machine that opened up the country to millions of people at the end of the nineteenth century. Once or twice a year, I travelled through France with the dedicatee of this book at the speed of a nineteenth-century stagecoach. Cycling not only makes it possible to conduct exhaustive research into local produce, it also creates an enormous appetite for information. Certain configurations of field, road, weather and smell imprint themselves on the cycling brain with inexplicable clarity and return sometimes years later to pose their nebulous questions. A bicycle unrolls a 360-degree panorama of the land, allows the rider to register its gradual changes in gear ratios and muscle tension, and makes it hard to miss a single inch of it, from the tyre-lacerating suburbs of Paris to the Mistral-blasted plains of Provence. The itinerary of a cyclist recreates, as if by chance, much older journeys: transhumance trails, Gallo-Roman trade routes, pilgrim paths, river confluences that have disappeared in industrial wasteland, valleys and ridge roads that used to be busy with pedlars and migrants. Cycling also makes conversation easy and inevitable – with children, nomads, people who are lost, local amateur historians and, of course, dogs, whose behaviour collectively characterizes the outlook of certain regions as clearly as human behaviour once did.


Each journey became a complex puzzle in four dimensions. I wanted to know what I was missing and what I would have seen a century or two before. At first, the solution seemed to be to carry a miniaturized library of modem histories, ancient guidebooks and travellers’ accounts, printed on thin paper in a tiny typeface. For example, a set of the reports written by the Prefects who were sent out by Napoleon after the Revolution to chart and describe the unknown provinces could be made to weigh less than a spare inner-tube. It soon became apparent, however, that the terra incognita extended much further than I had realized and that far more time would have to be devoted to the more physically demanding task of sedentary research.


This book is the result of fourteen thousand miles in the saddle and four years in the library. It describes the lives of the inhabitants of France – wherever possible, through their own eyes – and the exploration and colonization of their land by foreigners and natives, from the late seventeenth century to the early twentieth. It follows a roughly chronological route, from the end of the reign of Louis XIV to the outbreak of the First World War, with occasional detours through pre-Roman Gaul and present-day France.


Part One describes the populations of France, their languages, beliefs and daily lives, their travels and discoveries, and the other creatures with whom they shared the land. In Part Two, the land is mapped, colonized by rulers and tourists, refashioned politically and physically, and turned into a modem state. The difference between the two parts, broadly speaking, is the difference between ethnology and history: the world that was always the same and the world that was always changing. I have tried to give a sense of the orrery of disparate, concurrent spheres, to show a land in which mule trains coincided with railway trains, and where witches and explorers were still gainfully employed when Gustave Eiffel was changing the skyline of Paris. Readers who are better acquainted with the direct route of political history may wish to take their bearings from the list of events at the back of the book.


This was supposed to be the historical guidebook I wanted to read when setting out to discover France, a book in which the inhabitants were not airlifted from the land for statistical processing, in which ‘France’ and ‘the French’ would mean something more than Paris and a few powerful individuals, and in which the past was not a refuge from the present but a means of understanding and enjoying it. It can be read as a social and geographical history, as a collection of tales and tableaux, or as a complement to a guidebook. It offers a sample itinerary, not a definitive account. Each chapter could easily have become a separate volume, but the book is already too large to justify its inclusion in the panniers. It was an adventure to write and I hope it shows how much remains to be discovered.







PART ONE










1


The Undiscovered Continent


ONE SUMMER IN THE EARLY 1740s, on the last day of his life, a young man from Paris became the first modern cartographer to see the mountain called Le Gerbier de Jonc. This weird volcanic cone juts out of an empty landscape of pastures and ravines, blasted by a freezing wind called the burle. Three hundred and fifty miles south of Paris, at a point on the map diametrically opposed to the capital, it stands on the watershed that divides the Atlantic from the Mediterranean. On its western slope, at a wooden trough where animals once came to drink, the river Loire begins its six-hundred-and-forty-mile journey, flowing north then west in a wide arc through the mudflats of Touraine to the borders of Brittany and the Atlantic Ocean. Thirty miles to the east, the busy river Rhône carried passengers and cargo down to the Mediterranean ports, but it would have taken more than three days to reach it across a sparsely populated chaos of ancient lava-flows and gorges.


If the traveller had scaled the peak of phonolithic rock – so called because of the xylophonic sound the stones make as they slide away under a climber’s feet – he would have seen a magnificent panorama: to the east, the long white curtain of the Alps, from the Mont Blanc massif to the bulk of Mont Ventoux looking down over the plains of Provence; to the north, the wooded ridges of the Forez and the mists descending from the Jura to the plains beyond Lyon; to the west, the wild Cévennes, the Cantal plateau and the whole volcanic range of the upper Auvergne. It was a geometer’s dream – almost one-thirteenth of the land surface of France spread out like a map.


From the summit, he could take in at a glance several small regions whose inhabitants barely knew of each other’s existence. To walk in any direction for a day was to become incomprehensible, for the Mézenc range to which the mountain belonged was also a watershed of languages. The people who saw the sun set behind the Gerbier de Jonc spoke one group of dialects; the people on the evening side spoke another. Forty miles to the north, the wine growers and silk-weavers of the Lyonnais spoke a different language altogether, which had yet to be identified and named by scholars. Yet another language was spoken in the region the traveller had left the day before, and though his own mother tongue, French, was a dialect of that language, he would have found it hard to understand the peasants who saw him pass.


The traveller in question (his name has not survived) belonged to an expedition that was to lay the groundwork for the first complete and reliable map of France. A team of young geometers had been assembled by the astronomer Jacques Cassini, instructed in the new science of cartography and equipped with specially made portable instruments. Cassini’s father had studied the rings of Saturn and measured the size of the solar system. His map of the Moon was more precise than many maps of France, which still contained several uncharted regions. Now, for the first time, France would be revealed in all its detail as if from a great height above the Earth.


One part of the expedition had followed the river Loire as far as it could go. Roads and byways came and went with the seasons and often passed through forests where no sightings could be taken, and so the river was the only certain guide to the interior. But south of Roanne, the Loire was a truculent stream that ran through narrow gorges. In parts, it could hardly be followed, let alone used for transport. The vast plateau of the Massif Central was still the fortress it had been when the Arverni tribes held out against the Romans. Its rivers were unnavigable and its links to the rest of France practically non-existent. The mail coach from Paris stopped at Clermont. A branch service struggled on as far as Le Puy, two days to the south-east. After Le Puy, there was nothing but mule-tracks and open country. Asking for directions was a waste of time. Even a century later, few people could walk far from their place of birth without getting lost.


By the time the geometer reached the foot of the Mézene range, he was two days from the nearest road. The only noticeable settlement for miles around was a village of black lava-stone hovels. According to one map, Les Estables should have been several miles to the south-west. In fact, it lay on a track that led towards the summit of the Mézenc. A small tower would make observations easy if the weather stayed fine, and there might be a French-speaking priest to identify remote hamlets and to give the names of woods and rivers. In any case, there was nowhere else to spend the night.


The appearance of a stranger in the landscape was a notable event. To isolated villagers, a man in foreign clothes who pointed inexplicable instruments at barren rocks was up to no good. It had been noticed that after the appearance of one of these sorcerers, life became harder. Crops withered; animals went lame or died of disease; sheep were found on hillsides, torn apart by something more savage than a wolf; and, for reasons that remained obscure, taxes increased.


Even a century later, this was still a remote and dangerous part of France. A nineteenth-century geographer recommended viewing the Mézenc region from a balloon, but ‘only if the aeronaut can remain out of range of a rifle’. In 1854, Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in France warned tourists and amateur geologists who left the coach at Pradelles and struck out across country in search of ‘wild and singular views’ not to expect a warm welcome. ‘There is scarcely any accommodation on this route, which can hardly be performed in a day; and the people are rude and forbidding.’ The handbook, perhaps deliberately, said nothing of Les Estables, which lay on the route, nor did it mention the only occasion on which the village earned itself a place in history – a summer’s day in the early 1740s when a young geometer on the Cassini expedition was hacked to death by the natives.


*


AS FAR AS WE KNOW, the villagers of Les Estables were never punished for the murder of Cassini’s geometer. To judge by similar incidents elsewhere in France, his death was the result of a collective decision taken by people who lived by their own unwritten laws. Outside interference of any kind was perceived as an evil intrusion. In many parts of France, even in the early twentieth century, a common prayer asked for deliverance from Satan, sorcerers, rabid dogs and ‘Justice’.


The people of the Mézenc, like the inhabitants of many others towns and villages in France, would not have considered themselves ‘French’ in any case. Few would have been able to say exactly what the word meant. They knew what they had to know to survive from one season to the next. Some of them travelled south in search of work. They traded with their neighbours and leased their land to shepherds who brought huge, three-mile-long flocks of sheep to graze on their pastures in summer. But these movements were regulated by tradition and confined to ancient routes that never varied. When the writer George Sand ventured into the region in 1859, she was amazed to discover that ‘the locals are no more familiar with the area than strangers’. Her native guide was unable to tell her the name of the mountain (the Mézenc) ‘which has been staring him in the face since the day he was born’.


Revelling in the ignorance of peasants was a favourite pastime of the tiny, educated elite, before and after the Revolution of 1789. Reports of half-human savages and grovelling troglodytes lurking in thickets and holes in the ground gave the civilized minority a sense of its own sophistication. But the ignorance was mutual. Forty years after the young geometer’s death, the few people who could afford the Cassini charts or who saw them in a private collection might have imagined that the hills and gorges of the Mézenc region were no longer terra incognita. They could locate Les Estables near the south-eastern edge of the ancient plateau where most of the major river systems rise, on a line from Bordeaux in the west to a mountain in the foothills of the Alps which the charts called ‘Mont Inaccessible’. But the little cottages and turrets that represented human settlements on the map were deceptively precise. Many of these places had only been glimpsed by the map-makers from the tops of trees and towers.


A modern historian who leaves behind the quiet towns and almost deserted main roads of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France has more to learn from George Sand’s illiterate guide than from the famous tourist herself. In many respects, the more accurate the map, the more misleading the impression. Most official, political definitions of the country are quite useless for describing the world of its inhabitants. For someone who sets out across the country, they serve mainly as distant landmarks, and create the comforting impression of knowing where the road is supposed to lead.


Provisionally, then, pre-Revolutionary France can be described as a nation composed of several feudal provinces or ‘généralités’. Some of these provinces, known as ‘pays d’état’, had their own regional parliaments and imposed their own taxes. Others, known as ‘pays d’élection’, were taxed directly by the state. Many of them have been a part of France for less than four hundred years (see Chronology, here). To historians who tried to describe the entire kingdom, the chaotic effects of the division of Charlemagne’s empire in 843, and even the tribal divisions described by Julius Caesar, were still apparent in the maze of internal customs barriers and legal discrepancies.


This jumble of old fiefdoms was, however, controlled by an ambitious and increasingly powerful monarchy. Roman Gaul had looked to the Mediterranean. Now, economic and political power was firmly centred in the north. In 1682, Louis XIV moved his court to the edge of a hunting forest twelve miles south-west of Paris. The avenues of Versailles and the boulevards of Paris were gradually extended across a kingdom that seemed to educated people to be the work of divine providence. Nearly all the frontiers of France were natural: the Atlantic Ocean to the west; the Pyrenees and the Mediterranean to the south; the Alps, the Jura and the Rhine to the east; the English Channel to the north. Only the flat north-eastern frontier was open, but it was consolidated by the conquest of Artois and Flanders. Later, the annexation of Lorraine would give the kingdom its satisfying, providential shape. A guide for foreign and domestic travellers published in 1687 painted a familiar, reassuring picture of a nation ‘joined and united in all its parts and provinces’, ‘seated in the middle of Europe’, ‘almost round and like an oval’.


The seventeenth-century guidebook went on to describe France as a densely populated nation with barely an acre of uncultivated land, a high-speed transport system and an extensive network of comfortable, moderately priced hotels. This was the sort of glorious mirage that might have appeared in summer skies above the manicured forest of Versailles. It will be our last sight for some time to come of an ordered and comprehensible country.


*


A HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS had passed since Louis XIV’s chief minister, Colbert, had dreamt of a road system that would unite and energize the kingdom, yet, in June 1837, when Henri Beyle – later known as Stendhal – stepped out of the public coach to stretch his legs at a tiny staging-post called Rousselan, thirteen miles from the city of Bourges, he was struck by a sense of ‘complete isolation’. (This was a man who had trudged across the endless Russian steppes with Napoleon’s retreating army.) Apart from the post-house itself and the towers of Bourges cathedral on the edge of the wooded plain, there were no signs of human life. A few hours later, beyond a marshy belt of cabbage fields, in Bourges itself, the only faces to be seen were those of a group of soldiers and a sleepy servant in the hotel.


The city at the geographical centre of France seemed to be quite dead. And in the town Stendhal had left that morning, La Charité-sur-Loire, there was so little traffic that everyone had known where he was going and why he was forced to stop there (a broken axle) before he had spoken to a soul. Ahead of him lay an eight-hour journey on the overnight diligence to Châteauroux, forty miles to the west. He left Bourges at 9 p.m. At midnight he was in Issoudun, a proudly somnolent town which had won a battle to maintain its economic and social stagnation by forcing the Paris–Toulouse road to be built twelve miles to the west. Napoleon had paid it the compliment of using it as a place of internal exile. Five hours later, Stendhal’s coach rattled into Châteauroux, the capital of the Indre département and the biggest town in the former province of Berry.


Stendhal’s discovery of solitude was not unusual. To travellers stunned by hours of monotony and desolation, a small provincial town like Châteauroux was an oasis of noise and colourful inconvenience. Later tourists in search of picturesque isolation would be amazed by the din of tiny places, putting up their bulwarks of noise against the surrounding silence: bells ringing on the slightest pretext, unoiled pump handles screeching, and normal conversations being carried on at a volume that would now seem deliberately offensive. At the gates of Châteauroux began a region of marshes and moors known as the Brande. Some of the younger inhabitants of the Brande had never seen a paved road, let alone a four-wheeled carriage lurching through the countryside like an enchanted house. Renegade priests who had marooned themselves in the Brande during the Revolution had freely given themselves up after a few days.


Beyond the squares, the monuments and the rooms of state that form the backdrop of most French history lay a world of ancient tribes and huge vacant spaces. Anyone heading north on the Paris–Toulouse road had to spend at least eleven hours crossing a pestilential, undrained region of stagnant ponds and stunted woods called the Sologne: ‘a desolate country, on a difficult, sandy, deserted road; not a single château, farm or village in the distance, just a few lonely, wretched hovels’. The main road east from Paris to Strasbourg and Germany passed through the almost featureless plains of the Champagne, where settlements were so rare that single hawthorn bushes were preserved as precious landmarks.


When the Romantic poet Alfred de Vigny expressed the seemingly un-Romantic wish ‘Never leave me alone with Nature’, he was writing as a man who had travelled widely in France. The words ‘Sologne’, ‘Champagne’, ‘Dombes’, ‘Double’, ‘Brenne’ and ‘Landes’ aroused as much horror in travellers as the wilder passes of the Alps and the Pyrenees. Even the most garrulous writers struggled to find something to say about these forlorn regions. ‘Nothing of note’ was a common remark in guidebooks and travellers’ accounts.


From the red, stony wastes of the Esterel in south-eastern Provence, to the ocean of gorse, broom and heather that covered much of Brittany, France was a land of deserts. The greatest of these was the Landes (the name means ‘moorland’ or ‘waste’). In the south-west of France, three thousand square miles of scrub, pine plantations and black sand occupied a triangle bounded by the river Garonne, the foothills of the Pyrenees and the gigantic, land-devouring sand dunes or ‘walking mountains’ of Mimizan and Arcachon. The zone of silence, where birdsong was never heard, began just south of Bordeaux and continued for two days until the swathe of sinking sand that passed for a road reached the outskirts of Bayonne. Travellers sometimes reported seeing tall, spidery figures passing over the horizon, a few ancient tile-kilns and ramshackle huts of wood and clay, and very little else.


As late as 1867, after more than a century of agricultural improvements, a national census estimated that 43 per cent of land that could be cultivated was ‘dominated by the forces of nature’: grasslands, forests and moors. Wolves were still a threat in several central regions, including the Dordogne, at the end of the nineteenth century. In 1789, when the Revolutionary parliament discussed the division of the old provinces into départements and communes, there was some concern that they were creating phantom districts in which a hypothetical population would be governed by a non-existent mayor.


This disconcertingly spacious world, whose inhabitants will begin to emerge in the following chapter, is almost unimaginable without a drastic recalibration of the scale of populousness and isolation. The two hundred thousand square miles of Europe’s biggest country were still magnified by medieval time. On the eve of the French Revolution, France was three weeks long (Dunkirk to Perpignan) and three weeks wide (Strasbourg to Brest). Journey times had barely changed since the days of the Romans, when wine-merchants could reach the English Channel from the Mediterranean ports in less than a month. When speeds increased in the late eighteenth century, they did so only for a handful of rich people, and luck still played a big role. Marseille was less than two weeks from Paris, but only if certain conditions were met: perfect weather, a recently repaired road, a modern coach with full suspension, healthy horses, and a fast but careful driver who was never thirsty and never had an accident. These times, moreover, refer only to the transport of human beings. Goods transport was even slower and less predictable. In 1811, overseas produce entering France through the port of Nantes would not be expected in Paris for another three weeks. A merchant in Lyon would be surprised to receive it in under a month.


France was, in effect, a vast continent that had yet to be fully colonized. No one who crossed the country on minor roads would have found it hard to believe that Julius Caesar had been able to march an army for several days through Gaul without being spotted by the enemy. Fugitives made journeys that now seem incredible. In 1755, during the official persecution of Protestants in Languedoc, the pastor Paul Rabaut, who was one of the most wanted men in France, travelled from Nîmes to Paris and then to L’Isle-Adam for a secret interview with the Prince de Conti. He returned to the south without being captured or seen. During the royalist reprisals known as the White Terror, a republican lawyer fleeing for his life left the Paris–Lyon road and walked into the hills and forests to the west of the Rhône. From there, he made his way safely back to Paris on the main road from the Auvergne. His route would have taken him through the forest of Bauzon, which was practically a separate principality, ruled for several centuries by a succession of robber kings known as the ‘capitaines de Bauzon’.


The appalling isolation in which some feral human beings managed to exist gives some idea of how lonely a remote area could be. In the wooded hills of the Aveyron, where only an occasional column of smoke might betray a human presence, the boy who came to be known as Victor de l’Aveyron lived alone for several years before he was captured by peasants in 1799 and put on display as a freak of nature. The ‘wild girl’ of the Issaux forest, south of Mauléon in the Basque Country, had been playing with friends when she got lost in the snow. She wandered in the gloom of the green desert for eight years before she was discovered by shepherds in 1730, alive but speechless. Further west, on the edge of the Iraty forest, a naked, hairy man who could run like a deer, and who was later thought to be the remnant of a Neanderthal colony, was spotted several times in 1774, indulging in his favourite pastime: scattering flocks of sheep. On the last occasion, when the shepherds tried to catch him, he ran away, giggling, and was never seen again.


Even in apparently civilized parts, it was possible to cover large distances undetected. In the mid-eighteenth century, the bandit Louis Mandrin and his three-hundred-strong band of smugglers roamed over an area one-fifth the size of France, from the Auvergne to the Franche-Comté, attacking large towns and successfully evading three regiments for a year and a half. He was eventually captured only because his mistress betrayed him. For years after the Revolution, banditry remained a problem in the Somme département. Until the 1830s, even the relatively industrialized northern départements were a thieves’ paradise.


Tales of isolation and ignorance tend to be associated with spectacular exceptions and with regions that lie beyond what some French historians have termed ‘an enlarged Paris Basin’, which accounts for more than one-third of the country – an enormous parallelogram stretching from Lille to Clermont-Ferrand and from Lyon to Le Mans, where ‘men, ideas and merchandise’, all identifiably and self-consciously French, had supposedly been pumping through the system since the Ancien Régime. In this view, modern France existed long ago, in a virtual form, as an enormous Parisian suburb, and was simply waiting for the bicycle, the steam engine, and the automobile to bring it to life.


If a mischievous muse of History deposited a group of these historians by the side of a route nationale at any time between 1851 and 1891, they would see, on average, fewer than ten vehicles an hour, travelling at speeds between 3 and 13 mph. Further back in time, the influence of those radiant towns and cities would be almost imperceptible. Accurate traffic censuses are unavailable for earlier periods, but since only a few hundred private vehicles were using the national road system at the end of the eighteenth century, it can hardly have been prone to traffic jams.


In 1787 and 1788, the English farmer Arthur Young was amazed to find ‘the wastes, the deserts, the heath, ling, furze, broom, and bog that I have passed for three hundred miles’ continuing to ‘within three miles of the great commercial city of Nantes!’ The outskirts of Toulouse were just as empty: ‘not more persons than if it were a hundred miles from any town.’ Surely, he thought, the capital itself, ‘where so many great roads join’, would prove that, if the body was sluggish, at least the heart was beating. But on a May morning, for the first ten miles of the great road south to Orléans, the total count was two mail-coaches and ‘very few’ sedan chairs. And when he drew near to Paris on the northern road from Chantilly, ‘eagerly on the watch for that throng of carriages which near London impede the traveller, I watched in vain; for the road, quite to the gates, is, on comparison, a perfect desert.’


*


THE SEEMINGLY RIDICULOUS QUESTION then arises: where was the population of Europe’s most populous country?


Despite the impression of many travellers, most French people did not live in towns. At the time of the French Revolution, almost four-fifths of the population was rural. Over half a century later, more than three-quarters still lived in a commune of fewer than two thousand inhabitants. (This was the definition of ‘rural’ in 1846.) But these people were not necessarily aware of each other’s existence. A ‘commune’ is not a village or a town but the area controlled by a mayor and a council.1 Some, like the commune of Arles in the Camargue plain, stretched across large, sparsely populated regions. Others, like Verdelot, forty miles east of Paris in the Brie, contained dozens of tiny settlements, none of which could be described as a town or even a large village.


After the Revolution, almost a third of the population (about ten million people) lived in isolated farms and cottages or in hamlets with fewer than thirty-five inhabitants and often no more than eight. A peasant girl who went to work in Paris might, when looking through the scullery window at the street, see more people at a glance than she had known in her entire previous life. Many recruits from the Dordogne in 1830 were unable to give the recruiting sergeant their surnames because they had never had to use them. Until the invention of cheap bicycles, the known universe, for many people, had a radius of less than fifteen miles and a population that could easily fit into a small barn.


The distinction between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ might suggest that some citizens at least were connected to the rest of the world. In reality, most towns were half-dissolved into the surrounding countryside. Before the gates were locked at night, people and animals came and went from field to street. Mud carpeted the cobbles and created its own miniature geography of hills and ravines. Agriculture resided in the city in the form of vineyards, vegetable plots, pigsties, paddocks and mounds of manure.


In many minds, the clearest demographic distinction was not ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ but ‘Parisian’ and ‘provincial’. Travelling through France in 1807 ‘by a route never before performed’, Lieutenant-Colonel Nathan Pinkney of the North American Native Rangers found himself back on the frontier as soon as he left Paris (‘as retired as in the most remote corner of England’) and subsequently discovered that ‘there are absolutely no interior towns in France like Norwich, Manchester, and Birmingham’. French towns were confined and corseted by their customs barriers, and the population remained almost static from the early nineteenth century until after the First World War.


Even before it became the goal of most internal migrants, Paris seemed to drain the country. In 1801, more people lived in Paris (just under 550,000) than in the next six biggest cities combined (Marseille, Lyon, Bordeaux, Rouen, Nantes and Lille). In 1856, Paris could have swallowed up the next eight biggest cities, and in 1886, the next sixteen. Yet Paris accounted for less than 3 per cent of the population until 1852 and, until 1860, covered an area of only 3,402 hectares (thirteen square miles), which is not even twice the size of the Eurodisney site.


The hidden population of France was obviously not to be found simply by looking through a carriage window. Tax collectors, missionaries, and early ethnologists had to branch off onto tracks that no coach would ever follow. Even then, without the panoramic, X-ray vision of a statistician or a poet, vital signs might be scarce. Victor Hugo’s description of the west of France might look like science-fiction anthropology, but Hugo had covered more miles on foot than any historian of France and he knew how to read a landscape:




It is difficult to picture those Breton forests as they really were. They were towns. Nothing could be more secret, silent and savage than those inextricable entanglements of thorns and branches. In those vast thickets, stillness and quietness made their lair. No desert ever appeared more deathlike and sepulchral. Yet if those trees could have been felled at a single blow, as if by a flash of lightning, there would have stood revealed in those shades a swarming mass of men.


Some curious statistics make it possible to comprehend the powerful organization of the great peasant revolt. In Ille-et-Vilaine, in the forest of Le Pertre . . . there was no sign of human life, and six thousand men were there under the leadership of Focard. In Morbihan, in the forest of Molac, not a soul could be seen, and there were eight thousand men. Those two forests are not among the largest in Brittany.





Hugo’s fantastic vision of a densely populated desert is confirmed by the map (here). The population predictably appears to be densest along the main corridors of trade: the Rhône valley and the Rhineland, Flanders and the Channel coast, Paris and its zone of supply, a few Mediterranean ports and the fertile valley of the Garonne from Toulouse to Bordeaux. But there are also some curiously high concentrations in areas that seemed to many travellers to be almost uninhabited.


It was quite possible to pass through some densely populated regions, close enough to smell the pigs, without seeing a single human being. Jacques Cambry, who explored Brittany in 1794–95 (‘for no one, I believe, has ever gone to Brittany in order to study it or to satisfy their curiosity’), claimed that only a few hunters had ever seen ‘those houses that lie hidden behind ditches, in tangles of trees or bushes, and always in the lowest parts so that water will collect and help to rot the straw, scrub and gorse that they use for manure’. Settlements could be isolated by mud and thorn as effectively as by canyons and cliffs.


South of the Loire, in the Vendée, unmapped tracks ran for hundreds of miles through deep tunnels of vegetation. An aerial view would have shown a typical bocage landscape of fields marked off by trees and bushes. On the ground, it was a muddy labyrinth sunk in a limitless wood. On a sunny day, a traveller could walk for hours and emerge from the bocage as pale as a ghost. Openings in the hedgerow were closed with hurdles made from the same material as the hedge. A peasant could slip into his field, close the leafy door, and leave no trace of his passing.


In the Vendée, a hundred and seventy thousand people lived in groups with an average size of fifteen. There were twenty thousand tiny places in the Ille-et-Vilaine département, the same number in the Sarthe, and twenty-five thousand in Finistère. In the hills of the Cévennes, some parishes had more than a hundred hamlets. This explains why the extermination of Protestants in the Cévennes at the end of the seventeenth century was such a long and arduous task, requiring a large army and the biggest road-building programme since the Roman conquest. It also explains how the royalist rebels in the Vendée were able to hold out for so long against the republican troops who were sent to ‘cleanse’ the west of France. Until the bleak, rectilinear town of Napoléon-Vendée was created as an imperialist outpost, only one town in the département had more than five thousand inhabitants.
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The faceless millions who lived in this vast and largely undiscovered country belonged to an earlier stage of civilization than the three hundred or so people who make up the usual cast list of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century French history. Their patterns of settlement were a guarantee of ignorance and illiteracy, since a scattered population was just as difficult to educate as it was to conquer. But they were, after all, the inhabitants of France.


Even today, the labourers, land-owning peasants, artisans, and uncategorized women and children who made up the ‘rural’ three-quarters of the population are often described collectively as though they were proto-French beings, too remote and nebulous to feel the gravitational forces of centralization. They received historical rather than anthropological attention only when they began to think of themselves as French, when they heard about Paris and wanted to see it, or when they asserted regional identities and separatist desires and thus acknowledged the effective primacy of Parisian France. One of the quotations most frequently used to evoke this mass of population is Jean de La Bruyère’s depiction in 1688 of the ‘wild animals that one sees in the countryside’ – sun-blackened beasts, both male and female, ‘attached to the earth that they stubbornly dig’: ‘They make sounds that resemble articulate speech, and when they rise up on their feet, they show a human face . . . At night they creep away into lairs where they live on black bread, water and roots.’


Similar descriptions of the ignoble savages of modern Gaul can be found by the hundred. Some of these picturesque insults are better known than the most basic facts of daily life in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They belong to the history of that internecine racism that still plays a major role in French society. These administratively inconvenient millions belong to French history as much as American Indians belong to the history of America. Not all of them were mud-caked field-hands. They were provincial aristocrats and tribal chiefs, mayors and councillors, migrant workers, merchants, magicians, hermits, and even local historians.


When they murdered the young geometer on Cassini’s expedition, the people of Les Estables were acting ignorantly but not irrationally. They were defending themselves against an act of war. If a local sorcerer had shown them on the surface of a pond or in the flames of a bonfire their home as it would appear in the twenty-first century – a second-rate Nordic ski resort ‘on the confines of three attractive regions’, ‘thirty kilometres from the nearest hospital’, ‘waiting to seduce you with its hospitality and its customs’ – they would have been amazed at the mysterious forms that their punishment had taken.
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The Tribes of France, I


AT THE SOUTHERN END of one of the lovely flat valleys that spread out from the Pyrenees like the rays of the sun, when the cloud is not too low, the hamlet of Goust can be seen on a rocky platform fifteen hundred feet above the chilly spa of Eaux-Chaudes. Until the early twentieth century, it was considered to be an autonomous republic. The smallest undeclared nation in Europe consisted of twelve granite houses and about seventy people, who were ruled by a council of old men. There were no beggars, no servants, and, to the envious delight of the travellers who discovered this spartan Shangri-la, no tax-payers.


The hamlet-nation of Goust had been known to the outside world since at least the fifteenth century, but the people were left to their own happy devices, ‘an entirely isolated tribe, which has conserved its simple, primitive customs’. The frighteningly steep, rubble-strewn road that leads up to the hamlet was built less than forty years ago. In 2005, Nathalie Barou, the great-granddaughter of one of the women in the photograph of 1889 (here), showed me the medieval door-lintel that bears the original name of her family: Baron. A Baron of Goust is known to have existed in the sixteenth century. One of his ancestors, impoverished by the crusades, may have sold the land to his serfs, who never saw the need to join the confederations that would one day form the province of Béarn and eventually become part of France.


The people of Goust had no church and no cemetery. When someone died, the coffin was attached to ropes and lowered to the valley below. In fine weather, the living clambered down the mountain to sell milk and vegetables, to have their children baptized or to look at the ladies who came to take the waters at Eaux-Chaudes. When a road was dynamited through the gorge below the hamlet in 1850 and the skimpy wooden ‘Bridge of Hell’ was rebuilt in stone, Goust became a picturesque excursion for a few bored invalids and travel writers. Without them, it might have passed into oblivion like the hundreds of other ‘autonomous republics’ that once existed within the borders of France.


Goust was an exception mainly because it was relatively well known and because geographical force majeure held it in its patriarchal pose well into the steam age. Compared to other small, remote places, it was really quite well connected to the outside world. Its seventy inhabitants, some of whom were said to have celebrated their hundredth birthday, could hardly have thrived in total seclusion. Their communal treasury contained wool from Barèges and ribbons from Spain, and their genes too must have contained mementos of trips to the world beyond. Even the dead of Goust were comparatively well travelled. Their counterparts in high Alpine villages, if they gave up the ghost during the six or seven months of isolation, were stored on the family roof under a blanket of snow until spring thawed the ground, releasing the body to the grave and allowing a priest to reach the village.


Spectacular sites like Goust came to play a vital role in the creation of a French national identity. For the postcard-buying public with return tickets to modern civilization, tribes belonged to remote places – the further from the city, the further back in time. Teetering on the rocky perimeter of France, villages like Goust in the Pyrenees or Saint-Véran in the Alps were the national parks and reservations of the educated imagination. The truth was soon forgotten when cheap travel and national newspapers had telescoped the country and erased the old tribal divisions. Goust was in many respects a normal community in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century France. As the economist Michel Chevalier told the readers of a Parisian journal in 1837 after a visit to the eastern Pyrenees and Andorra:




Each valley is still a little world which differs from the neighbouring world as Mercury does from Uranus. Each village is a clan, a kind of state with its own form of patriotism. There are different types and characters at every step, different opinions, prejudices and customs.
here




If Chevalier had travelled from Paris on foot, instead of taking a high-speed coach on a modern road, he might have found that his description fitted most of the country.


Visiting these clans and tiny states involves a long journey into undiscovered France, from towns and villages to hamlets and other forms of settlement that are not so easily defined. France itself will begin to look like an almost arbitrary division of Western Europe. Later, nationwide patterns will appear and the inhabitants will turn out to have something more than geographical proximity in common, but if the historical road signs of later generations were allowed to dictate the journey from start to finish, most of the country and its inhabitants would remain as obscure as the origins of Goust.


*


BEFORE THE RAILWAYS blurred the landscape and reduced its inhabitants to faces on a platform and figures in a field, travellers were often bemused by sudden changes in the population. On fording a stream or turning at a crossroads, the occupants of a carriage could find themselves among people of radically different appearance, with their own style of dress and architecture, their own language and their own peculiar concept of hospitality. The colour of eyes and hair, the shape of heads and faces and even the manner of watching a coach go by could change more abruptly than the vegetation.


When the differences were exaggerated by speed, tribal frontiers were often startlingly obvious. On the left bank of the river Adour, in the Chalosse region east of Bayonne, the natives were said to be tall, strong, well fed and welcoming. On the right bank, they were skinny, miserable and suspicious. Climate, water and diet, ancient and modern migrations, clan rivalries and all the inexplicable variations of habit and tradition could turn the smallest area into a maze of unmarked borders. Even supposedly civilized regions were carved up like provinces after the fall of an empire. In Burgundy, according to Restif de la Bretonne, the neighbouring villages of Nitry and Sacy were so dissimilar (respectively courteous and brutish) that a certain Comte de S* ‘chose them especially so that he could see a lot of country without travelling very far [about three miles] and thus produce an abbreviated description of rural life throughout the entire kingdom.’ Restif’s own mother was always treated as an outsider in Nitry because she came from a village on the other side of the river Cure, ten miles to the west. ‘According to custom, her children-in-law disliked her, and no one took her side in the village because she was foreign.’


It is easy to imagine the bewilderment of wealthy urban travellers who set out to discover their country only to find a crazed human landscape of tribes and clans. Even a brief journey through northern France could make it impossible to form a clear impression of ‘the French’. At Dieppe, the Polletais or Poltese fisher-folk spoke a dialect that was barely recognizable as a form of French. Cross-Channel tourists, who bought their ivory carvings and gawped at the women in their bunched-up petticoats and knee-length skirts, wondered why they looked so different from the rest of the population. (No one knows to this day.) Further up the coast, at Boulogne-sur-Mer, the suburb of Le Portel had a separate population numbering about four thousand, remarkable for its height and its handsome, vigorous appearance. In 1866, an anthropologist suggested that the people of Le Portel were of Andalusian origin, but his study of the heads, hands, feet and breasts of the female population (the male population was out at sea) proved inconclusive. Thirty miles inland, at Saint-Omer, the ‘floating islands’ to the east of town were farmed by a community which had its own laws, customs and language. They lived in the low canal houses in the suburbs of Hautpont and Lysel, which still look like a Flemish enclave in a French town.


To many travellers, the various populations of France seemed to have little in common but their humanity. There were doubts even about this. Even at the end of the nineteenth century, there were reports of distinct, autonomous tribes on the borders of Brittany and Normandy. On the Côte d’Azur in the hills behind Cannes and Saint-Tropez, wild people were said to descend into market towns wearing goatskins and speaking their own incomprehensible language. In 1880, in the forest around Villers-Cotterêts (Alexandre Dumas’s birthplace, forty-five miles north-east of Paris), an anthropologist discovered ‘some out-of-the-way villages whose inhabitants are of a completely different type than those of the surrounding villages and who seem to bear the mark of a particular race, predating the Cimmerian invasions with which our historical era begins’.


Now that another century has passed and the Villers-Cotterêts forest is a well-publicized excursion for Parisians, forty-five minutes from the Gare du Nord, its ‘prehistoric’ population will remain forever mysterious. As far as French anthropology is concerned, prehistory did not end until the Revolution. Before then, the state took no interest in the cultural and ethnic diversity of the masses. Statistics are scarce until Napoleon and unreliable even then. Sciences that made it possible to analyse populations according to physical and cultural traits evolved only when the tribes they hoped to study were turning into modern French citizens. But the troubling question was at least asked by inquisitive travellers: who were the inhabitants of France?


*


IN POLITICAL HISTORY, the answer seems quite simple. The people of Dieppe, Boulogne, Goust and Saint-Véran all belonged to the same nation. They were answerable to provincial parlements and ultimately to the King. Most of them paid taxes – in money, labour (maintaining roads and bridges) and eventually, when systematic conscription was introduced at the end of the eighteenth century, in human life. They had locally appointed officials – an agent to collect taxes and a guard to police the community. But laws, especially those relating to inheritance, were widely ignored and direct contact with the central power was extremely limited. The state was perceived as a dangerous nuisance: its emissaries were soldiers who had to be fed and housed, bailiffs who seized property and lawyers who settled property disputes and took most of the proceeds. Being French was not a source of personal pride, let alone the basis of a common identity. Before the mid-nineteenth century, few people had seen a map of France and few had heard of Charlemagne and Joan of Arc. France was effectively a land of foreigners. According to a peasant novelist from the Bourbonnais, this was just as true in the 1840s as it was before the Revolution:




We had not the slightest notion of the outside world. Beyond the limits of the canton, and beyond the known distances, lay mysterious lands that were thought to be dangerous and inhabited by barbarians.





The great cathedrals of France and their numberless flock of parish churches might appear to represent a more powerful common bond. Almost 98 per cent of the population was Catholic. In fact, religious practice varied wildly. (This will become quite obvious later on.) Heavenly beings were no more cosmopolitan than their worshippers. The graven saint or Virgin Mary of one village was not considered to be the same as the saint or the Virgin down the road. Beliefs and practices centred on prehistoric stones and magic wells bore only the faintest resemblance to Christianity. The local priest might be useful as a literate man, but as a religious authority he had to prove his worth in competition with healers, fortune-tellers, exorcists and people who could apparently change the weather and resuscitate dead children. Morality and religious feeling were independent of Church dogma. The fact that the Church retained the right to impose taxes until the Revolution was of far greater significance to most people than its ineffectual ban on birth-control.


The smaller divisions of the kingdom paint a different picture of the population that turns out, however, to be just as unreliable. For a long time, the provinces of France were widely thought to be the key to understanding the national identity. The idea was that these historical, political divisions corresponded to certain human traits, like the segments of a phrenologist’s head.


There are some good examples of this geo-personal approach in the travel accounts of François Marlin, a Cherbourg merchant who treated the naval-supplies business as an excuse to explore his native land and covered more than twenty thousand miles between 1775 and 1807: ‘The people of Périgord are lively, alert and sensible. The people of Limousin are more sluggish and constricted in their movements.’ Commercial travellers supping at the tavern in Auch could easily be told apart like different breeds of dog:




The Lyonnais acts high and mighty, talks in a clear and sonorous voice, is witty but also arrogant and has a filthy, impudent mouth. The Languedocien is gentle and courteous and has an open face. The Normand spends more time listening than speaking. He is suspicious of other people and makes them suspicious of him.2





However, as Marlin discovered, even if the assumptions were flattering, most people refused to be identified with such large areas. They belonged to a town, a suburb, a village or a family, not to a nation or a province. The common cultural heritage of certain regions was more obvious to outsiders than to the people themselves. Brittany would have to be subdivided several times before an area could be found that meant something to the people who lived there. Bretons in the east spoke a dialect of French called Gallo or Gallot; Bretons in the west spoke various forms of Breton. The two groups almost never intermarried. In the west, the people of Armor (‘the Land by the Sea’) had little to do with the people of Argoat (‘the Land of Forests’). And in Armor alone, there were sub-populations so diverse and antagonistic that they were assumed by various writers to have their origins far beyond the granite coast, in Semitic tribes, in ancient Greece or Phoenicia, in Persia, Mongolia, China or Tibet.


*


SINCE FRANCE HAD BEEN pieced together by treaties and conquests, and since two-thirds of the territory had been French for less than three hundred and fifty years, it is not surprising that there was no deep-rooted sense of national identity. Before the Revolution, the name ‘France’ was often reserved for the small mushroom-shaped province centred on Paris. In Gascony and Provence, anyone from the north was a ‘Franchiman’ or a ‘Franciot’. Neither term was registered by the official dictionary of the Académie Française. However, there was little sense of regional identity either. The Breton, Catalan, Flemish and Provençal populations of France developed their political identities only much later, in reaction to the national identity that was imposed on them. Only the Basques seem to have been united against the outside world, but the figures of hate in their public masquerades were not Frenchmen or Spaniards but gypsies, tinkers, doctors and lawyers. Inter-regional games of pelota aroused greater passions than the victories and defeats of Napoleon.


The propaganda of French national unity has been broadcast continuously since the Revolution, and it takes a while to notice that the tribal divisions of France were almost totally unrelated to administrative boundaries. There was no obvious reason why these people should have formed a single nation. As Hervé Le Bras and Emmanuel Todd wrote in 1981, referring to the extreme variety of family structures in France, ‘from an anthropological point of view, France ought not to exist’. Ethnically, its existence was just as unlikely. The Celtic and Germanic tribes who invaded ancient Gaul and the Frankish tribes who attacked the ailing Roman province had almost as many different origins as the population of modern France. The only coherent, indigenous group that a historically sound National Front party could claim to represent would be the very first wandering band of pre-human primates that occupied this section of the Western European isthmus.


The Cherbourg merchant, François Marlin, eventually found that the best answer to the question, ‘Who are the inhabitants of France?’ was no answer at all. He wanted his travel accounts to be an antidote to all the useless guidebooks written by armchair plagiarists and so tried simply to observe the physical differences that mirrored the changing landscape. If his observations were combined with those of other travellers, the result would be an unpublishable map of France divided into zones of ugliness and beauty. Basque women were ‘all clean and pretty’. ‘All the cripples, one-eyed people and hunchbacks seem to have been shut up in Orléans.’ ‘Pretty women are rare in France, and especially here in the Auvergne; but one does see a lot of robust women.’ ‘The most beautiful eyes in the provinces can be found in Brest, but the mouths are less attractive: the sea-air and a great deal of neglect in that department soon tarnish the enamel of the teeth.’


This would hardly satisfy a historical anthropologist, and it gives only the vaguest idea of the social geography of France. No one could tell whether these physical differences were signs of ancient ancestry or simply an effect of the trades people practised and the food they ate. But at least Marlin had seen the population (or the part of the population that lived near a road) with his own eyes:




I quite like the way in which women and children come running up to see a traveller pass. This enables a curious man to see all the beauties of a place, and I could tell you exactly how many pretty women there are in Couvin.





In Marlin’s mind, this was the kind of eye-witness description that could usefully be kept in the leather pockets of the diligence. The other guides, with their bogus erudition, could be left under the flapping canvas on top of the coach to be soaked by the rain and blown away by the wind.


*


AN EXPEDITION INTO tribal France could begin almost anywhere and at almost any time. A hilltop in the Aveyron, for instance, where the limestone plateaux of the Causses turn into a crumpled map of rocks and gorges. The year is 1884. The priest of Montclar has found an exciting diversion from the monotony of life in a small town. His telescope is trained on a battlefield in the valley below. An army of men, women and children, wielding cudgels and lugging baskets of stones, is advancing on the village of Roquecezière. But scouts have been posted. Another army has already emerged from the village and is preparing to defend its territory.


On the bare rock that towers above the village, turning its back to the battle, is a colossal cast-iron statue of the Virgin Mary. The statue has been funded by public subscription – something of a miracle in this impoverished region – and has recently been placed on the rock to commemorate a successful mission.


Incensed to see the sacred effigy pointing its bottom at their village, the invaders have come to turn it around. The battle rages for hours. Several people are seriously injured. At last, the Roquecezièrain lines are breached and the statue is worked around to face the other village. To prevent a full-scale war, the Church authorities find a compromise. The Virgin is rotated ninety degrees, supposedly so that each village can see half of her face. However, she now looks east-north-east, towards Saint-Crépin, which contributed more than half the cost of the statue, and still has her back turned to the little clutch of houses at her foot.


The Battle of Roquecezière, like thousands of other tiny conflicts, is not mentioned in any history of France. Village wars had no perceptible effect on national security and their causes were often ancient and obscure. Yet they were a normal part of life for many people well into the nineteenth century. A ‘very fat file’ in the archives of the Lot département describes village brawls between 1816 and 1847: ‘bloody scenes, combats, disorders, serious wounds, treaties of peace and rumours of war’. Villagers settled their differences in pitched battles rather than waste their time and money in court. Half-forgotten insults and territorial disputes culminated in raids on neighbouring villages to steal the corn or to carry off the church bells. Sometimes, champions were appointed and their battles entered local legend. Usually, a single battle was not enough. The Limousin villages of Lavignac, Flavignac and Texon were at war for more than forty years. Texon ceased to exist as a commune in 1806, but this bureaucratic technicality did not prevent it from behaving as an independent state.


Caesar’s famous description of Gaul as a country ‘divided into three parts’ must have struck many travellers as a breezy oversimplification. Caesar, however, went on to observe that Gaul was also subdivided into innumerable tiny regions: ‘Not only every tribe, canton, and subdivision of a canton, but almost every family is divided into rival factions.’ The basic division was the pagus, the area controlled by a tribe. Two thousand years after the conquest of Gaul, the pays (pronounced pay-ee) was still a recognizable reality. The word pays – usually translated as ‘country’ – referred, not to the abstract nation, but to the tangible, ancestral region that people thought of as their home. A pays was the area in which everything was familiar: the sound of the human voice, the orchestra of birds and insects, the choreography of winds and the mysterious configurations of trees, rocks and magic wells.


To someone with little experience of the world, the pays could be measured in fields and furrows. To a person far from home, it might be a whole province. The term has since acquired a more precise and picturesque meaning. It was revived in the 1960s to promote local development and tourism: ‘Pays de la Loire’, ‘Pays de Caux’, ‘Pays de Bray’, etc. These geographical areas are larger versions of the ‘Petites Régions Agricoles’ which were devised in 1956 to serve as a basis for agricultural statistics. The National Institute of Statistics currently lists 712 of them. The Brie, for instance, is divided into ‘wooded’, ‘central’, ‘Champagne’ (three zones, distinguished by postcode), ‘eastern’, ‘French’ (two zones) and ‘humid’. The part of Champagne once known as ‘pouilleuse’ (flea-bitten or beggarly) no longer officially exists.


This was the puzzle of micro-provinces that General de Gaulle had in mind when he asked, ‘How can one be expected to govern a country that has two hundred and forty-six different kinds of cheese?’ This famous phrase, now usually inflated to ‘one cheese for every day of the year’, has become part of an unofficial catechism of national pride. It is often recited to foreign visitors, even in regions that are dominated by a single, economically buoyant cheese. But it was a puzzle that any modern-day marketing-board official could easily solve. In earlier days, no one could have put a figure on the pays of France. Even in 1937, when publishing a very long list of pays in his nine-volume Manual of Contemporary French Folklore, Arnold van Gennep warned that the list was incomplete because ‘some pays are still unknown’. Throughout the nineteenth century, functionaries at every level complained of this fragmentation of the territory with no trace of irony. The pays rather than the state was the fatherland of the benighted peasant.


Secret army reports of the 1860s and 70s show that ‘patriotism’ on a national level meant very little to natives of a pays. In most of the Auvergne, the army could obtain help only ‘by payment, requisition or threats’ (1873). In a town near Angers, the men would fight only if they were close to home: ‘They are still Angevin, not French’ (1859). ‘The peasants of the Brie are timorous and have little guile, and all resistance on their part would be easily put down’ (1860). Spies returning to Caesar’s camp on the banks of the Saône in 58 BC must have delivered very similar reports.


*


WITH DIFFERENT MAPS and sensors, it is still possible to explore the labyrinth of tiny regions without getting lost. At certain times of day, even if the boundaries are invisible, the approximate limits of a pays can be detected by a walker or a cyclist. The area in which a church bell can be heard more distinctly than those of other villages in the region is likely to be an area whose inhabitants had the same customs and language, the same memories and fears, and the same local saint.


Bells marked the tribal territory and gave it a voice. When the bell was being cast by a travelling founder, villagers added heirlooms to the metal – old plates, coins and candlesticks – and turned it into the beloved embodiment of the village soul. It told the time of day and announced annual events: the beginning and end of harvest, the departure of flocks for the high pastures. It warned of incursions and threats. In the 1790s, recruiting sergeants marched across the Sologne through overlapping circles of sound to find, when they arrived in each village, that all the young men had disappeared. Bells were thought to dispel the thunder and hailstorms that destroyed the crops, which explains why so many people were electrocuted at the end of a bell-rope. They chased away the witches who piloted storm clouds and summoned angels so that prayers said while the bell was ringing – as in Millet’s painting L’Angélus – were more effective than at other times. In foggy weather, rescue bells were rung to guide travellers who might be lost.


The number of bells and the size of the bell tower often give a fairly accurate measure of population density. Hardly anyone complained about excessive ringing, but there were countless complaints about bells that were too faint to be heard in the outlying fields. When migrants talked nostalgically of their distant native clocher, they were referring not only to the architectural presence of a steeple in the landscape but also to its aural domain.


A map of these spheres of audible influence would show the tiny size of tribal domains far more accurately than a map of communes. A study of communes in nineteenth-century Morbihan (southern Brittany) appears to show that the population was quite adventurous. By 1876, more than half the married people in Saint-André had been born in a different commune. In almost every case, however, the commune in question was adjacent. According to the study, ‘sentimental determinants’ (love) might have played a role, but most people married in order to consolidate inherited land rights, even if it meant marrying a first cousin. The choice of partners was guided by the ancient system of hamlets whose frontiers – banks of earth, ditches and streams – have either disappeared or become unnoticeable. Official boundaries were scarcely more significant than garden fences in the territories of birds.


The same agoraphobic settlement of the open spaces of France can be seen all over the country. As late as 1886, over four-fifths of the population were still described as ‘almost stationary’ (living in the département where they were born). Over three-fifths had remained in their native commune. But even the expatriates in other départements had not necessarily strayed from the local group of hamlets: the neighbouring hamlet may simply have lain on the other side of a departmental boundary.


Some communities were forced by low numbers or by local feuds to look further afield, but even they were unlikely to travel far. The widowed ploughman in George Sand’s The Devil’s Pond (1846) is appalled at the thought of finding a new wife three leagues (eight miles) away in ‘a new pays’. In an extreme case, the persecuted cagots, most of whom lived in scattered hamlets (see here), might find a husband or a wife more than a day’s walk from home, but this was very unusual. Records of six hundred and seventy-nine cagot couples from 1700 to 1759 show that almost two-thirds of the brides came from within shouting distance of the bridegroom. The others were close enough to cause little inconvenience to the wedding guests. In Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port, all but four of the fifty-seven women had married less than five miles from home. Only two of the six hundred and seventy-nine were described as ‘foreign’. This was not a reference to another land. It meant simply, ‘not from the region’.


*


EVEN WITH STATISTICS and a proper sense of scale, descending into the land of a thousand pays is a disconcerting experience. The broader patterns that will eventually appear are not much in evidence, but nor is the expected anarchy. Many places turn out to be fully functioning jurisdictions with their own parliaments and unwritten constitutions. Nearly every village had a formal assembly of some kind, especially in pays d’état such as Burgundy, Brittany and Provence, where royal influence had always been weak. In the south, where taxation was based on land, the need to measure and record holdings had given rise to some quite sophisticated village institutions that not only regulated the use of common land but also managed assets and ran a budget. When agents of the Revolution came to administer the kiss of life to the supposedly moribund towns and villages of provincial France, they found the body in surprisingly good health.


Some of these towns and villages were flourishing democracies when France was still an absolute monarchy. François Marlin ran into such a place on his journey through Picardy in 1789. The conspicuously clean and tidy village of Salency, he learned, was governed by an old priest. The children were never sent away to become servants, and they were not allowed to marry outside the parish. There were six hundred people with only three surnames between them. All were considered equal, and everyone worked the land, using spades instead of ploughs. As a result, their harvests were abundant, their children – even the girls – were taught to read and write by a salaried schoolmaster and his wife, and everyone was healthy, peaceful and attractive. ‘The very notion of crime is unknown to them . . . The story of a girl who sinned against modesty would sound to them like a tale invented by a liar.’


This is a fairly typical account of a self-governing village. The chief, as in Salency, was often a priest, acting as an administrator rather than as an agent of the Catholic Church. On the Breton islands of Hoedic and Houat, the priest, mayor, judge, customs officer, postal director, tithe collector, teacher, doctor and midwife were all the same man. The arrival of two deputy mayors in the 1880s – one for each island – made no difference whatsoever. Some places were run by councils that were perfect miniatures of a national administration. The town of La Bresse, in a valley of the western Vosges, had its own legislature and judiciary until the Revolution. According to a geographer writing in 1832, ‘the judges of this town, though clumsy and common in appearance, showed a great deal of common sense’. A visiting lawyer who quoted in Latin in his speech for the defence was fined by the court ‘for taking it into your head to address us in an unknown tongue’ and was ordered to learn the law of La Bresse within a fortnight.


Some village states covered many square miles. A clan called Pignou occupied several villages near Thiers in the northern Auvergne. They even had their own town, which apparently boasted all the comforts of modern civilization. A leader was elected by all the men over twenty years of age and titled ‘Maître Pignou’. Everyone else was known by their Christian name. If the Maître Pignou proved inept, he was replaced. There was no private property, and all the children were brought up by a woman known as the Laitière because she also ran the communal dairy. Girls never worked in the fields but were sent instead to a convent at common expense. People who married outside the clan were banished forever, though they all eventually begged to be readmitted.


If so many tiny places declared independence at the time of the Revolution, it was because they were already partly independent. Their aim was not to develop the local economy and become part of a larger society. Change of any kind generally meant disaster or the threat of starvation. The dream of most communities was to sever ties, to insulate the town or village, which is partly why measures varied from one village to the next: standardization would have made it easier for outsiders to compete with local producers.3 They wanted to refine and purify the group. The boast that no one ever married outside the tribe was as common in France as it is in most tribal societies. Local legends often referred to a special dispensation granted by the Pope (or, more likely, the local bishop) that allowed them to marry close relatives. Prudent management of village resources could prevent the population from abandoning the tiny fatherland. Sometimes, daughters as well as sons were paid to remain. The ‘Chizerot’ tribe on the banks of the Saône in Burgundy had a communal fund that was used to give poor girls a dowry so that they would not have to look for a husband elsewhere.


Self-government was not an idle dream. It was the unavoidable reality of daily life. People who rarely saw a policeman or a judge had good reasons to devise their own systems of justice. Hard-pressed provincial governors had equally good reasons to turn a blind eye. By most accounts, local justice was an effective blend of psychological manipulation and force. In Pyrenean villages from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, claims were settled in a series of three meetings, at the first of which both parties had to remain silent. Cases rarely reached the third meeting. In Mandeure, near the Swiss border, when something had been stolen, a meeting was called on the main square. The two mayors held a stick at either end and the entire population of several hundred people would pass underneath to prove their innocence. No thief had ever dared to pass under the stick. ‘Had he done so, and was later found out . . . he would have been shunned like a wild animal and the dishonour would have redounded on his family.’


*


THESE LOCAL SYSTEMS of justice might explain the apparently bizarre fact that, according to some nineteenth-century criminal statistics, France had an almost entirely law-abiding population. Crime in some départements seemed to have died out altogether. Sometimes there were ‘white sessions’, when courts sat but heard no cases. In 1865, in the Aveyron département, where the Battle of Roquecezière took place, there were eight convictions for crimes against the person and thirteen for crimes against property. In the Cher département (population: 336,613), the figures were three and zero. Nationally, excluding Paris, the 1865 figures suggest that it took eighteen thousand people to produce one criminal.


It does not take a cynic to suspect that most descriptions of village republics are a misty image of the truth. Thieves, murderers and rapists did, of course, exist. François Marlin had picked his way through too many dung-obstructed, priest-forsaken places not to be impressed by Salency, but its cleanliness and the absence of crime were the public face of a necessarily despotic government. The self-proclaimed virtue of the people of Salency must have wrecked the lives of many people – ‘foreigners’, homosexuals, ‘witches’ and, perhaps more than any other category of undesirable, unmarried mothers. About ten times as many illegitimate children were born in Paris than anywhere else, not because Parisians were more promiscuous but because girls who ‘sinned against modesty’ were often forced to leave their pays.


Village justice was not always benign or fair. Slight deviations from the norm – a man or a woman who married a younger person or who married for a second time, anyone who married a stranger, a man who beat his wife or allowed himself to be beaten by her – was likely to be punished with a ‘charivari’: a noisy, humiliating and often bloody serenade or procession. According to an anthropologist, adulterers in Brittany were ‘the object of insulting vegetable bombardments’. A cart containing the victim would make the rounds of neighbouring villages, turning him into an object of ridicule throughout the known universe. Bad roads prevented produce from leaving the region, but they also prevented fear and envy from evaporating into a wider world.


In the eyes of the educated minority, there was no real difference between village justice and mob rule. When a ‘witch’ was burned to death in 1835 at Beaumont-en-Cambrésis, in the industrial Nord department, with the collusion of the local authorities, it seemed as though the Middle Ages had never ended. But to people who lived their whole lives in a small town or village, French imperial justice could be just as shocking and incongruous as it was to the people of colonial North Africa.
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The Tribes of France, II


THE SENSE OF IDENTITY attached to these little pays was more potent than any later sense of being French. The paysans had no flags or written histories, but they expressed their local patriotism in much the same way as nations: by denigrating their neighbours and celebrating their own nobility.


The vast and vulgar repertoire of village nicknames is the best surviving evidence of this sub-national pride. A few flattering names have been officially adopted, like Colombey-les-Belles – now said to refer to the local women but perhaps originally applied to cows. But if all the nicknames had been adopted, the map of France would now be covered with obscenities and incomprehensible jokes. In one small part of Lorraine, there were the ‘wolves’ of Lupcourt, whose local saint was Saint Loup, the ‘greencoats’ of Réméréville, whose tailor had once produced a batch of jackets in green cloth that never wore out, and the ‘big pockets’ of Saint-Remimont, whose tailor cut his coats much longer than anyone else. There were the ‘shit-arses’ (culs crottés) of Moncel-sur-Seille, whose mud was unusually clingy, the ‘hoity-toitys’ (haut-la-queue) of Art-sur-Meurthe, who lived near the big city of Nancy, and the ‘sleepers’ of Buissoncourt-en-France, who dug a mighty moat around their village and lived in happy seclusion behind a drawbridge.


Some names referred to famous events in village history: the ‘rôtisseurs’ (‘roast-meat sellers’) of Ludres, who had once turned out en masse to watch their adulterous priest being burned at the stake, or the ‘poussais’ (‘chasers’) of Vigneulles, who took up pitchforks and routed their neighbours from Barbonville when they came to steal their miracle-working statue of the Virgin. Most names were deliberately offensive. The ‘oua-oua’ (pronounced ‘wa-wa’) of Rosières-aux-Salines had a speech defect, caused by a local thyroid condition, which was considered hilarious. Some nicknames lasted into the twentieth century. The most insulting were probably never recorded except, when education had reached the village, in the form of graffiti. ‘Les mangeurs de merde [shit-eaters] de Lautenbach’ was inscribed in a Lauten bach bus-shelter at the foot of the Grand Ballon mountain in Alsace in 2004.


In a world where filth stayed close to home and the subterranean odysseys of today’s human waste were unimaginable, coprophilia was a common theme. The people of Saint-Nicolas-de-Port were known as ‘loudmouths’. Their neighbours at Varangéville across the river liked to assemble on the banks of the Meurthe to bombard them with a chorus of




Booyaî d’Senn’Colais,


Tend tet ghieule quand je . . .4




While insults were the language of village foreign policy, domestic propaganda proclaimed the unsullied honour of the tribe. Many communities claimed prestigious forebears. The powerful Pignou clan of Thiers traced itself back to a single omniscient ancestor who, in the year 1100, had set down all the rules by which they still lived. (The actual date was probably 1730.) In Mandeure, which boasts a Roman amphitheatre, the dominant group believed itself to be descended from a Roman general. They had the carved lintels and the mosaics to prove it. Outsiders who tried to settle on their territory were repulsed as barbarians. Claims to ancient nobility were also made by a visibly distinct part of Issoudun’s population, as Balzac explained in The Two Brothers (1841):




The suburb is called ‘Faubourg de Rome’. Its inhabitants, whose race, blood and physiognomy are indeed distinctive, claim to be descended from the Romans. Almost all are wine growers and remarkably strict in their morals, no doubt because of their origin, and perhaps too because of their victory over the Cottereaux and the Routiers,5 whom they exterminated in the plain of Charost in the twelfth century.




Some of these claims to ethnic distinction were based on historical truth. The Foratin people of the Berry were descendants of Scottish mercenaries who were given forest land between Moulins and Bourges in the fifteenth century by Charles VII. (Some nineteenth-century visitors claimed to detect a slight accent.) A hamlet, a château and a forest clearing called ‘Les Écossais’ still exist, and the town of Aubigny-sur-Nère hosts an annual ‘Franco-Scottish’ festival on Bastille Day. The Gavaches or Marotins were a separate sub-population in the Gironde, east of Bordeaux, numbering about eight thousand in the late 1880s. They had been brought from Poitou and Anjou in the sixteenth century to repopulate a region devastated by plague and retained their separate identity into the twentieth century.


Most claims – especially those relating to the Romans – were pure fantasy. The blood of the Romans would not have filtered down unmixed through fifty generations. ‘Romans’ were the aristocrats of the common imagination, the lost rulers who had clearly been far better than the local lord. Some of their bridges were still in use and their buildings were often the most impressive in town. Many villages in the south named their local officials ‘consuls’ in imitation of the Romans. It was partly thanks to this genealogical conceit that the Roman remains of Orange, Nîmes and Arles were preserved at a time when ancient monuments were treated as a handy source of building material. History in the usual sense had very little to do with it. In the Tarn, ‘the Romans’ were widely confused with ‘the English’, and in parts of the Auvergne, people talked about ‘le bon César’, not realizing that ‘good old Caesar’ had tortured and massacred their Gallic ancestors. Other groups – the people of Sens, the marsh dwellers of Poitou and the royal house of Savoy – went further and traced their roots to Gallic tribes who had never surrendered to the Romans.


Even if this was oral tradition, the tradition was unlikely to be very old. Local tales rarely date back more than two or three generations. Town and village legends had a rough, home-made quality, quite different from the rich, erudite heritage that was later bestowed on provincial France. Most historical information supplied by modern tourist offices would be unrecognizable to natives of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. After a four-year expedition to Brittany, a folklorist returned to Paris in 1881 to report – no doubt to the disappointment of Romantic lovers of the misty Armorican peninsula – that not a single Breton peasant had ever heard of bards and Druids.


*


THESE LOCAL LEGENDS began to disappear just when they were most likely to be written down. A region that could be reached by tourists and ethnologists could also be reached by education and newspapers, which homogenized most people’s sense of the past and made the old tales sound ridiculously local. This is why the voice of tribal history could only be heard in relatively remote regions with a tradition of hostility to governments and friendliness to strangers.


A long stretch of the French Atlantic coast, in the former provinces of Aunis, Saintonge and Poitou, is still a midge-infested wilderness of partially drained marshes. Two hundred years ago, the Marais Poitevin was known to the outside world as a bleak backwater with a population of criminals, misfits and deserters from Napoleon’s armies who had headed west, marooned themselves in the reeds in decaying boats, and never returned to civilization. A few visitors who braved the fevers that came off the marshes were surprised, therefore, to see signs of a lively and well-organized society: livestock floating serenely across the flat horizon and families setting off for church in plank boats light enough to be carried under the arm. They found children whose long-legged beds were lapped by the water at high tide and who learned to sail almost before they could talk. Most surprising of all, these people, who called themselves Colliberts, seemed to be happy with their watery homes and refused to be moved when the canal-builders offered them homes ‘in the plain’.


The Colliberts were also known, disparagingly, as ‘Huttiers’ (hut-dwellers) because they lived in shacks that looked like half-submerged islands in the swamp. The musky smoke of sun-dried dung filtered through a roof of reeds. Tables and chairs were made from bundles of reeds and bulrushes. A network of channels connected the marshes to dry land and the open sea. Many of the Colliberts made a living by selling fish at Les Sables-d’Olonne. There were more of them than anyone supposed. In the early twentieth century, the fleet on the Poitou swamp still numbered almost ten thousand.


Detailed descriptions of the Colliberts’ life are sadly scarce, but we do know that they had their own history and traditions. An educated Collibert called Pierre told the tribal story to a visitor in the 1820s. Pierre or his interviewer may have added some Romantic, Ossianic touches, but the elements of the tale are convincingly typical.




I was born a Collibert. This is the name that is given to a class of men who are born, live and die in their boats. They approach dry land only to sell their catch and to buy the bare necessities.


We are a separate race and our origins go back to the first days of the world. When Julius Caesar appeared on the upper reaches of the Dive and the Sèvre, our ancestors, the Agesinates Cambolectri, who were allies of the Pictavi, occupied the territory that would later form part of Bas-Poitou and which is now known to everyone as the Vendée.


The Roman conqueror, not daring to set foot in our forests, considered us defeated and passed on his way.




According to Collibert lore, Goths and Scythians who fought in Roman legions married the more civilized Agesinates, who had taken to farming the land.




To rid themselves of the earlier inhabitants, who still led a nomadic existence in their midst, they hunted them out of the Bocage and drove them back into the swamps along the Ocean, trapping them between dry land and the stormy sea. . . .


We were given the name Collibert, which means ‘free head’. Having robbed us of our forests, our conquerors left us our freedom . . . Yet as they wandered on the shores and in the swamps, our fathers ever had before their eyes the land they had lost. This painful sight gave the sad Colliberts an implacable hatred for the human race. . . .


Such is the race into which I was born. Our ways have not changed since the first days of our exile. As they were in the fourth century, so are they now, and our close marriages have perpetuated in almost all their purity the unhappy remains of the ancient Agesinates Cambolectri.




The loss of land and exile, the radical distinction from the world beyond, pride in unchanged ways and the ancient purity of the race – all this is typical of tribal lore. The origins were invariably dated to the dawn of time, and sometimes still are.6
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