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About This Book


This is a history of the region on the western edge of the Asian continent which is currently referred to as France. It begins in the earliest days for which written records exist and ends in the distant future. The scenes of wars and revolutions, from the plains of Provence to the slums and boulevards of Paris, may be familiar; some of the protagonists are well known in a real or legendary form – Caesar, Charlemagne, Louis XIV, Napoleon Bonaparte, General de Gaulle. Many other events, places and people have never before appeared in a history of France.


Historical explorations are unpredictable. This book was to have opened with the indigenous legend of the origins of Gaul, which predates the Roman conquest (58–51 BC). The protohistorical tale of a wandering hero led to a discovery which grew into a book on the scientifically advanced civilization of the Iron Age Celts. The discovery was confirmed by a decoded ancient map in a second book, dictated by other, equally compelling circumstances.*


By then, ten years had passed since the cloud shape of a social, political and geographical history of France had come into view on the mental horizon. Several expeditions had been undertaken in libraries and on the ground. I was happy to note that the idea was already a decade old. Another four full years would be spent writing the book I had come to think of as a slow history (‘slow’ as in ‘slow food’).


Despite the mortal disadvantages, the passing of time is the writer’s friend. To recover rather than simply tabulate the past calls for some reliable means of self-estrangement besides the miraculously mnemonic bicycle and the inspirational wine which first reached Gaul by the Mediterranean, the Rhone and the highway that was created by transhumant herds and upright apes between the Pyrenees and the Alps.
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The walls of the room in which this book was written are bare apart from a relief map of France and neighbouring territories published by the Institut Géographique National. The map is exactly one millionth the size of the real land mass, which is nothing compared to the compaction that would be required to fit two thousand years of history into a single volume. On this map, I have marked in white correction fluid all the routes which Margaret (my wife) and I have cycled, omitting the journeys made by train and – in times almost beyond recall and scarcely worth recalling – by car.


The map used to reassure me that I had seen quite a lot of the country beyond Paris, including many grim and graceless towns and regions which no informed tourist would deliberately visit. Before the continent rediscovered the plague walls and cordons sanitaires of previous centuries, the total distance covered in western Europe was approaching thirty thousand miles, most of which had been ridden within the borders of modern France. Now, the map looks like a record of things unseen, even from a distance. Assuming an average eye-span of five miles either side of the white line, that still leaves a vast expanse of terra invisa.


In the early days, we travelled to particular areas, and then, by ever more circuitous routes, to particular periods. Gentle cycling for weeks on end gave the scrolling landscapes a binocular intensity and deepened the journey’s fourth dimension. The gathering and sorting of precise local information in preparation for each journey always took longer than the journey itself.


With their amnesia-inducing blur of facts and dates, general histories soon proved no more useful than small-scale maps which depict only major roads and railway lines. I longed for the authors of those histories to leave the express train at any randomly chosen spot, to engage with a native, living or dead, to share an enigmatic meal, to ponder inexplicably relevant minor details, and especially to ask more questions.


Eventually, everything sounded so familiar that it was hard to believe that this was the real past. I imagined the existence of a ‘French History’ kit which allowed serviceable examples of the genre to be swiftly assembled. In the rush to reach the chosen terminus, entire provinces and populations were erased by speed and one place looked much like another. Physical geography was often absent, left to some other dimension or discipline. Some histories of ‘France’ never strayed beyond the outer boulevards of Paris, except when driven out by war. In one case, ‘women’ were sectioned off and dealt with in a framed box. Each period lived in strict chronological lockdown and was permitted to interact only with itself and its immediate neighbours.
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The Discovery of France (2007) described the charting and colonizing of France from the Revolution to the First World War. This only slightly longer book, spanning nearly ten times as many years, demanded a more symphonic or operatic arrangement. I looked for a closer match of experience and history, knowing how much otherwise unmemorable information can adhere to one intimate encounter with a person or a place.


The marshalling of historical data is unthinkable without conventions and some recognizable uniformity, but it is a sad adventure that offers no hope of getting lost. Sooner or later, the data takes on the characteristics of its uniform. In this rigid state, it can serve as the raw material of propaganda or a politician’s speech. Tactical deviations from the prevailing forms of presentation can then impart an air of suspect foreignness to historical truths.


The identity papers and luggage labels of any outlandish or seemingly delusive details can be inspected in the notes and references in the back pages. Along with primary documents in the languages of Gaul, Francia, Occitania and France, scholarly studies of specific events and people are the foundation of this book. Scholarship provides the authors of general histories with well-made roads to the past. It also reveals the unfathomable voids on either side of the carriageway and conveys that thrilling sense of ignorance which gives exploration its raison d’être.












Previously . . . 


The history of France begins like the crackle of a wireless or the flickering of a film strip so decayed that it is hard to tell whether this is supposed to be an adventure story or a record of events which actually took place.


A man dressed in a lion skin is driving a herd of cattle across a plain. Behind him, the pyrocumulus clouds of a forest fire or the fogs of a distant ocean are billowing over a jagged range of mountains. As he strides along with the sun in his eyes, the skies darken and the scene is obliterated by a hail of stones. When daylight returns, that scarred footage from the Iron Age shows the unmistakeable sight of the pebble-strewn plain of the Crau and the Rhone at its delta spreading out into the Mediterranean.


To the Greek and Roman writers who recorded the fragments of a Gaulish legend, the traveller was Herakles/Hercules. To Hannibal, whose army marched in his footsteps from the Pyrenees to the Alps in 218 BC, he was the sun god, Melqart. Five centuries later, Christians re-carved his graven images into semblances of Saint Christopher. But to the tribes who had come from the east in the sixth century BC and who told this story to their children and then to their oppressors, the herdsman and the Celtic princess he impregnated in the fertile interior were the grandparents of their multi-ethnic nation.


The name of this founder of the land that became France was Ogmios. In the extinct language of the Gauls, ‘Ogmios’ meant ‘guide’ or ‘man of the roads’, because wherever he walked, a safe pathway appeared.
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The fabled birth of a nation on the shores of the Western Ocean belongs to protohistory, but the legend itself is real: its geographically coherent scenes can be spliced together from fragments preserved by twenty different ancient authors.


Ogmios himself may once have existed as a late Bronze Age prophet or cattle-rustling warlord. His phantom footsteps fell on familiar, solid ground. In the dry lowlands traversed by the Heraklean Way, sherds of Gaulish pottery and tile can still be picked up and the route can be retraced from the alluvial plain of the Crau to the vineyards of the Rhone, then up into the chaotic country where the sun carves deep gullies of shade into the limestone.


On reaching the impassable wall of the Alps, he felled a pine forest, set fire to the trunks and brash and waited for the miracle. The rock exploded and a portal opened up. Through that portal, numberless armies, traders, fugitives, slaves and brides from either side of the mountains travelled to and from Gaul and Italy. When the Roman proconsul who became the destroyer and the historian of Gaul marched with five legions through that wide pass on his way to the Provençal Alps in the spring of 58 BC, the road was already several centuries old.










PART ONE


Ancient Gaul to the Renaissance












1


The Hedge


A tall man with piercing black eyes was staring at an impenetrable hedge. The year was 57 BC; the hedge stood near a riverbank in northern Gaul; the man was Julius Caesar.


This was the second year of a potentially lucrative war against Rome’s transalpine neighbours. The first campaign had been fought in the southern half of Gaul, where the barbarians lived in beautifully walled hilltop towns served by roads and bridges. Now, the legions were marching through an unexplored land inhabited by ‘wild men of great courage’. The wind brought the smell of a boundless ocean and the water clocks showed the summer days growing longer.


Like so much else in Outer Gaul, the hedge was too exotic for an educated Roman to form an accurate impression of it. In his annual report to the Senate, Caesar would have to describe it in some detail in order to explain to the senators exactly how a Roman army came to find itself thwarted and intimidated by vegetation.


A tidy and punctilious man, Julius Gaius Caesar manipulated Latin with precision and economy, just as he wielded the comb, the shears and the razor, ruthlessly plucking out any superfluous hairs. But the language of civilization offered only the pastoral word saepes, which denoted a small barrier or fence of twigs and foliage.


There, as of old, your neighbour’s bordering saepes


Oft shall lull you with the hum of the bees


Which sip its willow flowers.*


Those gargantuan Gaulish saepes had not been created to keep livestock out of gardens and cornfields: they were there to neutralize the Roman cavalry and to serve the enemy as a cloak of invisibility. The best way to describe the hedge for a Mediterranean reader would be to define the manner of its construction:


They cut notches in tender saplings, then bend the dense branches which the trees fling out on either side and thread them through with brambles and thorns. The resulting hedges provide them with a wall-like fortification through which it is impossible not only to pass but also, indeed, to see.
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Caesar was the first Roman commander to enter this far-flung region to the west of the lower Rhine. The only fully Romanized part of Gaul was the province of Gallia Transalpina, founded in 121 BC and later renamed Gallia Narbonensis. A narrow strip of land along the Mediterranean coast, bounded by the Alps, the Jura, the Cévennes and the Pyrenees, it provided a safe corridor between Spain and Italy along which Gaulish gold, wheat and slaves could be channelled to Rome.


The rest of Gaul was a vast hinterland stretching away to the northern ocean. One third of it was occupied by the tribes known collectively as Belgae. It was not even certain that Belgica formed a true part of Gaul: the Belgic tribes had Celtic names but claimed to be the sons and grandsons of Germanic invaders. No merchant was allowed to cross its borders, especially if he dealt in wine and other Roman luxuries which the Belgae believed had weakened the moral fibre of the tribes who lived along the Rhone and the Seine.


Most of what appeared to be known about the region was hearsay, yet the rumours were all too credible. A year before, at Vesontio (Besançon), Caesar had seen his soldiers quaking with fear and almost mutinous after listening to the tales of spies and traders. Men who had encountered Germanic tribesmen on their travels or in battle had found them brave and disciplined and ‘prodigiously large in body’. ‘They had often been unable to withstand the sight of their countenance and their staring eyes.’ Legionaries who claimed to be unafraid of a human enemy felt an insidious dread of Nature, which, like its feral offspring, seemed to conspire against the Romans: they feared ‘the narrowness of the roads and the vastness of the forests’.


Beyond the Rhine, according to Greek and Roman travellers and geographers, the sunless Hercynian Forest, which was as old as the world itself, ran so far to the east that it could not be crossed in under sixty days, and then only by following the flight of the forest bird which shed its luminescent feathers in the gloom. In the far north, where Caesar had led his eight legions, another great forest, the Arduenna, ‘the largest in all of Gaul’, was said to be ‘more than five hundred miles wide’. This was the eroded mountain range now called the Ardennes, which straddles the Franco-Belgian border.*


The land of monstrous hedges lay on the western rim of the Arduenna. Deep in the forest, in ‘out-of-the-way locations’ and ‘latebris’ (lurking places), the Gauls convened their war councils. The Arduenna was a bandits’ lair the size of a country. Invisible paths led by labyrinthine routes to secret valleys and ravines. In certain parts of the inner forest, there were dense plantations of oak and yew where human sacrifices were performed by Druids, a priestly caste of scientists and intellectuals. The weavers of military-strength hedges could also fashion pliant willow stems into ‘enormous effigies, the limbs of which they fill with living men before setting them on fire’.


Nearer the coast, the forest was defended by morasses and a peculiar terrain which was neither land nor sea. The ocean tides formed temporary islands which looked like shipwrecked vessels in the fog, and then the surging waves would send giant oaks and their understorey sailing dangerously out into the shipping lanes, their crooked limbs spread like rigging.
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As the legions advanced through Outer Gaul that early summer, the threat of the northern warriors appeared to have been exaggerated. Some of the more sophisticated tribes – the Aedui of the Morvan, the Treveri of Trier, the Remi of Reims – had diplomatically pledged allegiance to Caesar. Having attended the latest war council, the Remi were able to provide him with impressive statistics on the size of the Belgic armies. According to the Gaulish census, a total of 298,000 soldiers belonging to fifteen different tribes were ready to take up arms against the Romans.


Thus far, only one battle had been fought. Belgic warriors had besieged the Remian town of Bibrax, twenty miles north-west of Reims, but the Romans had easily prevailed. Seemingly indifferent to their losses, the Belgae had observed the tactics of the Romans, retreated to their camp – which, to judge by the smoke of their fires seen at a distance of two miles, was fully eight miles wide – then returned home to fight on their own ground. Three other tribes had since surrendered to Caesar, most recently the Ambiani of Amiens.


In that fertile part of northern Gaul, the legions had rested for a week or so, consuming the grain and livestock, and imposing an early harvest on their hosts, who would suffer a hard winter. Then they set off across the plains of Picardy and marched east for three days until they reached the edge of the Ambiani’s territory.


After crossing the deserted buffer zone, they entered the dominion of a different people. The Nervii were said to be ‘the most barbarous and remote of the Belgic tribes’. To a Roman eye, the marshes and thickets were signs of brutish neglect, but the well-engineered hedges showed that Nature had been assisted rather than abandoned. The ground became wetter and the long baggage-trains called impedimenta were living up to their name.


On the third day, some Gaulish prisoners informed Caesar that a river called the Sabis lay ten miles to the east. Scouts were sent ahead and reported back that the Nervii were lying in wait on the far side of the river. They had been joined by their Belgic neighbours, the Atrebates and the Viromandui, and were expecting the forces of the Aduatuci to arrive at any moment.


The Romans pushed on to the river and, cresting a ridge, stationed themselves on the upper slopes of a low hill. From there, Caesar was able to examine the barrier-hedges which had been planted in strategic positions, presumably several years before, like a trap set for a gigantic beast. The hill ran steeply but evenly down to the river. As he later ascertained, the river was very wide but no more than waist deep. On the opposite bank, a hill with a similar gradient rose from the valley. On the Roman side, between the foot of the hill and the river, there was a clear, flat area about two hundred feet wide.


A few sentries on horseback were spotted along the riverbank, but ‘the higher part of the hill was so densely wooded that it was hard to see into the interior’. If a bank of woodland is kept under observation, a human presence will eventually be betrayed by the wheeling of a bird of prey, the clatter of a wood pigeon or a breeze which affects only one or two branches. But no sight or sound gave the Romans any clue that sixty thousand warriors were lurking in the forest.
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The battle that was about to be fought on the banks of the Sabis between sunrise and sunset has lost its place in history. This obscure act of genocide on a summer’s day in the late Iron Age is the earliest recorded event in the two-thousand-year-long saga which saw the centres of European power shift from the Mediterranean to the North Sea. It was here that a Roman army first fought hand to hand with warriors who lived on the edge of the Oceanus Germanicus.


In the vanished world of small places where most people lived their lives, this is also the first ordinary location to be plucked from the infinite mass of earthly detail. Nothing proclaims its importance: there are no commemorative plaques, let alone a visitor centre; the only hint of carnage is the name of the Rue de l’Abattoir. No monument or settlement distinguished the site in 57 BC and no Celtic or Roman remains have been found. It was chosen by the chaos of war and would have slipped into oblivion along with all the other people and places of protohistory if Julius Caesar had not described it with such myopic concentration that it can still be identified today.


The legions arriving from the region of Amiens had reached what is now Hautmont, a suburb of the industrial town of Maubeuge, six miles from the Belgian border. They camped on the edge of a wood which belongs to the profusely littered but still ecologically valuable Mormal massif.


Some of the native trees on the rising ground above the River Sambre are probably remnants of the Arduenna Forest, but the hedges which shield the houses of Hautmont are privet and conifer – species that would have been familiar to the Romans but not to the Nervii. The hedges are tended by householders armed, in defiance of injury and futility, with hedge trimmers, leaf blowers and chainsaws. The ArcelorMittal steel factory has planted itself on the conveniently flat ground which extends two hundred Roman feet from the river. Cycling to Hautmont in the spring of 2018, I was surprised to see how swiftly the modern scene could fade when confronted with the muscular evidence of the original topography.


In studying De Bello Gallico, Napoleon Bonaparte was puzzled by Caesar’s tactics. The camp was still being fortified and the baggage-trains dragged into position when Caesar sent a squadron of cavalry with archers and slingers splashing across the river towards the wooded hill. No one had been ordered to scout the woods and plumb the dark interior. As the advance guard reached the other bank, a band of half-naked warriors rushed out at the cavalry then vanished into the trees ‘where no one dared to follow’.


From the rim of the plateau, near the upper end of the present-day Rue du Vélodrome, the Romans would have seen only the wall of vegetation, but for the Nervii, with the sun at their backs, the deciduous woodland offered countless observation posts from which to track the glint of Roman armour. Scanning the top of the opposite hill, they spotted the leading baggage-train lumbering into the camp from the west.


With such incredible speed that they seemed to be almost simultaneously in the woods, in the river and close at hand, they rushed up the hill to our camp which the men were busy fortifying.


. . . 


There was no time to attach the insignia or even to don helmets and remove the shield covers . . . The view, moreover, was obstructed, as I previously pointed out, by the very thick hedges which were in the way.


Inexplicably, Caesar had launched an attack on an unseen enemy before all the troops and their impedimenta had arrived. The camp was overrun and the legions nearly surrounded. In his annual bulletins, Caesar rarely confessed to incompetence, but he knew that, in this case, the senators would be able to compare his report with other eyewitness accounts.


For a reason he had yet to discover, news in Gaul travelled faster than a Roman messenger could ride. The Treverean auxiliaries saw the cavalry and infantry flee in all directions like mice from a nest and sensibly ran away. They rode through the Arduenna Forest until they reached the Moselle. Once back in their chief oppidum near Trèves (Trier), they informed their Senate that the Romans had suffered a shambolic defeat. From there, by the Saar and the Rhine, word would soon reach Rome. In the circumstances, Caesar could hardly pretend that victory over the Nervii had been a foregone conclusion.
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With the enemy now close at hand, he was able to observe the tactics of warriors from another world:


So great was their courage that when those in the front rank fell, the men behind stepped onto their prostrate forms and fought on from their bodies. And when they in turn had been hacked down and the heap grew higher, the survivors used the mound of corpses as a platform from which to throw darts at our men and to hurl back the spears which they snatched out of the air.


Even in that mayhem of his own making, unnerved by the alien terrain and a suicidal foe, Caesar had an eye for ethnological detail. Throughout his eight summers of campaigning and three winters of recuperation in Gaul, he collected intelligence on the civilization he had come to plunder and destroy. He had local informants, a travelling library and a Gaulish friend, Diviciacus the Aeduan, a Druid intellectual and politician who had addressed the Roman Senate. Faced with the Belgic corpse-rampart, he knew that he was witnessing the military potential of a belief in reincarnation – for a Celtic warrior, death in battle was the doorway to a new life, and ‘the dread of death is thereby negated’. He also knew the Celtic name of his opposite number and its ominous connotations: ‘The Nervii rushed towards the camp under the command of their supreme leader, Boduognatos.’


Boduo-gnatos or ‘Crow-born’ was the Son of the Crow. In its other forms, ‘branos’ and ‘brennos’, the all-seeing, never-dying Crow was familiar to Romans in the guise of two great Celtic generals: the Brennos whose army had entered Rome in 387 BC and massacred its population, and the Brennos who had ravaged the temple of Delphi in 279 BC. In the collective memory of Romans, the Celts were the ancestral threat which hovered over the fortress peaks of the Alps.


That Celtophobia is evident everywhere in Caesar’s account. With their pan-Gallic federations, democratic institutions, meritocratic education system and advanced vehicular technology, the Celtic tribes were in several ways more sophisticated than the Romans. They, too, traced their descent from the Trojans and a demi-god who appeared to be an avatar of Hercules. But in Caesar’s patrician mind, they belonged to a primeval wasteland. His vision of Gaul was a waking nightmare: private, habitable space was infinitely contracted and accessible only by ‘unknown and hidden routes’, while all around, distance and time expanded to the edges of creation.


The towns of the Gauls, called dunon in Celtic and oppida in Latin, were perched on hilltops from which entire regions could be mapped and memorized in a moment. Caesar himself spent several months in the wealthy Aeduan town of Bibracte, with its panorama embracing the Alps and the Massif Central. But in the reports later published as De Bello Gallico, views are either restricted by vegetation or narrowly focused on the smoke of enemy campfires and the dust of an approaching horde.


The continent-spanning legends of the Gauls and the geometrical organization of their oppida suggest a mastery of space which the Romans lacked, sometimes to a ludicrous degree. Roman maps were so poor that, without the aid of native scouts, Caesar sometimes had little idea where he was in relation to the mountain ranges of Gaul and the road back to Rome. Why he believed that the territory of the Carnutes (the region of Chartres and Orléans) formed ‘the central region of the whole of Gaul’ remained a mystery until, after reconstructing the chaotic Roman map of Gaul from Ptolemy’s coordinates and written descriptions, I saw Carnutia exactly where Caesar imagined it to be, in the middle of the misshapen land mass. (Fig. 1.)


The vocal telegraph of the Gauls could transmit a complex message in several directions at once over one hundred and sixty Roman miles at a speed of fifteen miles an hour. This implies a precisely surveyed network of listening posts covering about two hundred thousand square miles. Away from the main arteries, Roman messaging was crude by comparison. Three years after the Battle of the Sambre, in a neighbouring district of Belgica, two of Caesar’s generals and their troops were tricked into entering a wooded ravine: warriors emerging from ‘a hidden place’ cut them off at both ends. When news finally reached him, Caesar sent orders to a third beleaguered general, Quintus Cicero. His letter was ‘written in Greek characters’ in case it was intercepted – a questionable ruse, since the Gauls used the Greek alphabet. The messenger was supposed to circumvent the blockade of Cicero’s fort by attaching the missive to the thong of a spear. Creeping as close to the camp as he dared, he flung the spear. It stuck high up in one of the watchtowers and remained there unnoticed for nearly three days.


In the dreamlike spaces of Outer Gaul, the meticulous description of a particular location provided a certain psychological comfort: at least one minuscule part of the map could be magnified into an exact picture of reality. In the miniature world of the battle scene – two hills, a riverbank, some hanging woodland and a maze of hedges – Caesar knew exactly where he was.


[image: Scene break image]


While the Nervii were impaling Romans on their own spears, the two legions led by Caesar’s second-in-command, Titus Labienus, had crossed the river and occupied the enemy’s camp. ‘From that higher spot they gained a view of what was going on in our own camp.’ The whole battle could now be comprehended at a glance – the panicked horses, the encirclement of the overcrowded camp, the Nervii springing from the spongy morass of their comrades’ corpses. At Caesar’s side, the men of the Seventh Legion turned their backs on the Twelfth to form a double front.


Only from the top of the Rue d’Alsace and Rue de la Fontaine is there a clear line of sight to the Roman position, between the hedges and brick houses of Hautmont. From somewhere near that vantage point, ‘sacrificing everything to speed’, Labienus sent the Tenth Legion clattering down the hill and up the other side. Cars entering the precipitous street from left and right and the sweeping bend at the supermarket car park before the bridge make it easy to imagine the fear and the force of the charge.


Bravery and renewed resolve may have played a role in the reversal of fortunes, as Caesar says, but his account of the later stages of the battle suggests a more decisive factor. Even without artillery, a wooded area fought over by forty thousand Romans and seventy thousand Gauls (including the Nervii’s allies) would have been ravaged and exposed. The dénouement clearly implies enhanced visibility. This was the key to the Roman victory, and perhaps it was here on the banks of the Sambre that Caesar discovered the solution to the problem of the impenetrable hedges.


The enemy to be vanquished above all was the Gaulish terrain. The following year, late in the season, just before the first storms of autumn, Caesar was fighting the Belgic tribes who lived in the rolling country of fields and forest between the Pas-de-Calais and Flanders. The final engagement took place somewhere north of Amiens. Like their Nervian neighbours, the Menapii and Morini rushed from ‘their uninterrupted expanse of forest’, attacked the legions and retreated into the woods. ‘Some of our men were lost as a result of pursuing them too far into those tangled abodes.’ Then Caesar ordered his soldiers to exchange their swords for axes, and they set about the job of felling the silent army of trees. ‘In only a few days, a great open space was cleared with incredible speed.’


With Nature disarmed, the human threat could more easily be neutralized. On the banks of the Sambre, the legions completed their victory with a massacre. While the killing proceeded, Caesar was deciding what to do with the women, the old men and the children who had taken refuge in the flood plains and the swamps. In a single day, the Nervii had lost ‘all but three of their six hundred senators’; the sixty thousand warriors were reduced to ‘scarcely five hundred able to bear arms’.


‘In order to be seen to show clemency to those who were wretched and begging for mercy’, Caesar spared the survivors. He could afford to be merciful because, in any case, according to the post-battle estimates, ‘the race and name of the Nervii had been well nigh eradicated’.
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There are photographs of helmeted soldiers trudging through the rutted mud on the outskirts of Maubeuge. The wrecked landscape is almost treeless – precisely the kind of fighting conditions that Caesar would have wanted. In August 1914, Maubeuge, which guarded a key invasion route to Paris and the Marne, was besieged by the German First Army. The wooded hills on either side of the Sambre where Caesar had annihilated the Nervii in 57 BC were one of the main centres of resistance. After two weeks of bombardment, large numbers of French soldiers (variously estimated at thirty, forty and fifty thousand) were taken prisoner. But as General Joffre reported at an inquiry into the catastrophic surrender, the Germans would have broken through the line much sooner were it not for the men of Maubeuge who, ‘at the first call to arms, had left their families and firesides and rushed to the aid of the fatherland’.


A generation after Caesar reduced the united tribes of Gaul to slavery and murdered approximately one million people, most of the hilltop oppida of the Gauls were abandoned for new towns in the plain. A well-maintained system of long-distance roads made it look as though the inexplorable tracts of forest and mire evoked in De Bello Gallico had ceased to exist. (Fig. 2.) The Gaulish villages, cosily surrounded by cool and shady woods, as Caesar had observed, were subsumed into the large estates called villae. Rectangular wheat fields, usually unhedged and unfenced, ran perpendicular to the roads that would carry the surplus wealth away to Rome. When travellers saw the smoke of a great fire in the distance they would think of burning stubble rather than rampaging barbarians.


Long after the pacification of Gaul, when the old Celtic language was dying out and could be heard only in forgotten, isolated places, and when the Druids who escaped the imperial purges taught at universities instead of officiating in groves of oak, even the Gallo-Roman citizens who took pride in their Celtic ancestry knew little of the ancient ways. The natives of the land once referred to by the Romans as Gallia Comata (‘Hairy Gaul’) were associated, as they are today, with mysticism and magic. To the Romans, they were an enigmatic people, just as the Romans in turn would be a mystery to generations who grew up in the ruins of their temples and amphitheatres.


Caesar himself would come to be seen as a hero of legend, a builder of roads and castles who had brought civilization to a benighted world. Most of the ancient fortified sites called ‘Camp de César’ had actually been small or medium-sized oppida of the pre-Roman period. They tend to be found on low hilltops, near rivers and away from any later settlement.


The Gauls’ understanding of the landscape is hard to recapture without an aerial view. These ‘Caesar’s Camps’ can sometimes be identified on a map, but on the ground, they can be surprisingly elusive. I have sometimes been standing in the camp itself, checking the coordinates, when the arc of an earth bank gradually became perceptible and the roundness of the Gaulish oppidum emerged from the jumble of mounds and vegetation.


In the absence of walls and foundations, the historical treasure of these sites is the location itself with its comfortable adaptation to the topography and its unexpected vistas. If the ground is bare or stony, there may be fragments of pottery and scatters of pebbles used in slingshots. It is not unusual to hear wingbeats or the scurrying of a creature that has made its home in a thorny hedge. Since the Gauls rarely built in stone, these living hedges are practically the only Gaulish structures to have survived for two thousand years.
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A Home in Gaul


For a wealthy family in late-Roman Gaul, choosing a home in the country was, in theory, a simple affair. The villa had to be near a well-made road so that slaves and provisions could be brought in. There should be a vineyard unchoked by barbarous brambles, sweet-smelling gardens with trellises and arbours and a waving sea of wheat. Hardly any new villas were being built, but the second-hand residence should at least be in a solid state of repair, preferably endowed with original features such as Italian marble cladding, built-in glazed bookcases and functioning baths or, failing that, a warm spring where a vapour pit could be dug under a roof of wattled hazel and filled with red-hot stones.


Estates in Gaul were on the large side – sometimes more than two thousand acres – which meant that, in remote or hilly regions, they were exposed to wandering bands of thieves. Some were designed to withstand a siege, others were defended by the difficulty of finding them. The rural domains of Gaulish aristocrats were widely scattered and their visitors often came from far away. Local maps were non-existent and if the main roads had become impassable, it could be hard to provide clear directions, as a guest invited to two neighbouring villas on the edge of the Cévennes politely hinted in a letter written in the early 460s:


Sharp-eyed scouts had been posted to look out for us, not only on the public roads but also on the winding shortcuts and the sidetracks used by shepherds, so that it was quite impossible for us to slip past the friendly ambush.


Satisfying all these criteria – comfort, security, elegance and productivity – was practically out of the question. It was advisable, in fact, to abandon the dream of rustic tranquillity and to acquire a suburban property, just far enough from town to escape the smells of tanneries and the effects of any civil disorder such as a slaves’ revolt. Much of the Gaulish countryside was now in the hands of barbarian Visigoths, Burgundians and Franks, who had either fought as allies of Rome or been invited to colonize farmland that would otherwise be ravaged by even wilder barbarians from east of the Rhine. (Fig. 3.)


The towns themselves, where political power resided, were reassuringly Gallo-Roman. Their high-ranking inhabitants proudly proclaimed their Celtic ancestry: major cities such as Lutetia, Durocortorum and Augustonemetum had regained their tribal identities and were now called Parisius, Remis and Arvernus. As Roman citizens, Gaulish nobles were, by definition, Christian. The quaint customs of their forefathers had long since been abandoned. No visitor would now expect to find his Gaulish host festooned with heavy gold jewellery, insisting on sharing his own bed and showing off the severed head of an enemy preserved in cedar oil. The beautiful timber mansions and temples of the ancient Gauls were just a memory. Their aedificia (houses or villas) were mentioned twenty-three times in Caesar’s Gallic War, and in thirteen cases, the noun was attached to the verb incendere (to burn). But it was not unusual for a modern house to contain echoes of past splendour in porticoes and painted walls and even mosaics depicting mythical heroes grappling with savage beasts or Christian martyrs suffering unspeakable torments with a smile.


The public buildings were in a state of barely arrested decay. Not even the former capital of Gaul, Lugdunum (Lyon), could mirror the luxurious grandeur of Caesar’s Rome. But since the Eternal City had been vandalized by Alaric and his Goths in 410, Gaul was probably the safest part of the tottering empire. With its ancient traditions of internal migration and inter-tribal cooperation, it was well equipped to reach an accommodation with barbarians.


In 414, when this tale of two very different ideal homes begins, Goth and Roman had lain down together in an uneasy peace. Alaric’s successor Ataulf had crossed the Alps from Italy with an army of Goths. But Ataulf, it was said, had wearied of his own people’s ‘unbridled barbarism’, and so, instead of turning southern Gaul into a Gothic kingdom, he had married the half-sister of the Roman emperor Honorius at Narbonne. In one form or another, the empire would persist. As though to anoint the alliance, a rival emperor, Jovinus, who had been supported by some prominent Gaulish aristocrats, was obediently disposed of by the Prefect of the Gauls, who made a point of personally cutting off his head.
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In this long evening of the Roman Empire, when more than half of Gaul was occupied by trouser-wearing Goths with little interest in Latin culture, villas could still be found on the outskirts of Narbonne which a land agent would have had no difficulty selling to a discerning customer. On a shady terrace with a glass of Falernian wine to hand or some acceptable local substitute, it was possible to imagine that Rome’s power had never dwindled. The Gallo-Roman poet and diplomat Sidonius Apollinaris described the home of his friend Consentius, nine miles west of Narbonne, between the coastal lagoons and the first undulations of the Corbières hills. The year was 478, but the prose and the vision it yearningly evoked in flattering exaggerations belonged to a period when the sun of the empire was still rising over the fertile lands between the Ocean and the Alps.


Situated near town, river and sea, it yields a rich crop of visitors and food with which to feed them. When first approached, it has a charming aspect, with very high walls artistically constructed in accordance with all the rules of architectural symmetry. Then there are the chapel, the majestic porticoes and the baths which can be seen shining from afar, as well as fields and streams, vineyards and olive groves, the entrance court and esplanade, and a most delightful hill. In addition to the abundant store of furniture, there is the treasure of a well-stocked library. When the master himself is in residence, devoting himself equally to the pen and the plough, it would be hard to say which is better cultivated: the land or its owner’s mind.


A hundred years after Sidonius celebrated this idyllic domain, the villa was abandoned. Nothing now remains of Consentius’s paradise but a corrupted place name – ‘Conscience’ – attached to a farmhouse and a piece of ground, a straight road running through the vines, and the fragments of dinner plates and wine amphorae which sometimes come to the surface of the stony soil.
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Not long after the marriage of Ataulf the Goth and Placidia the emperor’s half-sister, a man and his wife, with their servants, slaves, tenant farmers and men-at-arms, left the craggy fortress-town of Segustero (Sisteron) and headed into the high, hilly region above the left bank of the Durance.


Segustero was a former tribal capital near the border of the old Roman provinces of Gallia Narbonensis and Alpes Maritimae, which now formed part of the Diocese of Vienne. It was served by a road which ran from the Mediterranean to the Rhone, but to the east, there were no roads and scarcely any signs of settlement.


Tracing the torrents up through a puzzle of gorges and ravines, in the deep shadows under dazzling walls of limestone, they came to a narrowing pass. This is the point at which a walker who intends to spend the night in a civilized place might decide to turn back. Here, in the early fifth century, a cart track was pickaxed through a cliff, then lost to landslips for over a thousand years.


When I first saw it in 2008, I mistook it for a modern replica: skilfully carved into a rippling rock face, a long inscription records a house removal which took place in about 414. Unvandalized after sixteen hundred years, the inscription can be read quite easily with a slight craning of the neck.


CLAUDIUS POSTUMUS DARDANUS, A NOBLE OF PATRICIAN RANK, FORMER CONSUL OF THE PROVINCE OF VIENNE, KEEPER OF THE OFFICE OF REQUESTS, HEAD OF THE IMPERIAL COUNCIL AND PRAETORIAN PREFECT OF THE GAULS, AND HIS WIFE, NEVIA GALLA, A MOST HONOURABLE AND NOBLE WOMAN, FURNISHED THE PLACE WHOSE NAME IS THEOPOLIS WITH ROADS CUT THROUGH BOTH SIDES OF THE MOUNTAIN AND GAVE IT WALLS AND GATES. THESE WORKS WHICH THEY CARRIED OUT ON THEIR OWN LAND WERE INTENDED FOR THE SECURITY OF ALL.


In that lonely spot where the only sounds are the cries of eagles and the skittering of stones falling from the bare slopes, this trumpeting of Roman dignity is like an eerie echo of something unheard. The clue to a mysterious Theopolis or ‘City of God’ lying somewhere to the east might have been dreamt up by a Gallo-Roman Jules Verne were it not for the fact that Claudius Postumus Dardanus existed: this was the man who had personally executed the usurper Jovinus. As Prefect of the Gauls, he was the second most powerful official in the empire, and his wife Nevia was probably a relative of the emperor’s half-sister Placidia.


So little is known of this twilight age that the wealth of information on a particular moment in an anonymous location looks like a practical joke. Why, after retiring from duty, did Dardanus acquire a seemingly worthless estate in the untravelled hills between Sisteron and Digne? When he and his wife might have lived in luxury, why did they have a track cut through solid rock to make their home in stony highlands where vines and olives would struggle to survive and the corn would shrivel before it ripened? And where – and what – in that wilderness was ‘the place whose name is Theopolis’?


Dardanus had at his disposal the best intelligence sources. He is unlikely to have feared reprisals for his execution of Jovinus, but he knew that shortly after the marriage ceremony, Ataulf had fallen out with the Roman emperor. Eighty miles to the south, Emperor Honorius’s commander-in-chief was blockading the Mediterranean ports with ten thousand mercenary Huns. Barbarians threatened Gaul from without and within. As Dardanus felt the quaking of the empire at his feet, he might have wanted to flee the approaching tide of anarchy. But there were many other, more convivial places where he and his family could have sheltered from the storm.


By an extraordinary stroke of luck, two other clues to this obscurest of late-Roman odysseys have survived. We happen to know that, at that pivotal moment in his life, Dardanus had begun to consider the official religion a matter of urgent, personal concern. As an experienced administrator, he naturally applied for information to the best authorities. His letters must have been taken by a foot messenger either to Segustero or Dinia (Digne) and then by the imperial post to Bethlehem in Judea and Hippo Regius in Numidia.


The first was addressed to Jerome of Stridon, who had translated the Bible into Latin, and the second to the theologian Augustine of Hippo. The letters have been lost, but the substance of his queries can be deduced from the replies he received. Like house-hunters before and since, but in his case quite literally, the former Prefect of the Gauls was looking for paradise on earth.
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The former province of Alpes Maritimae was one of the least Romanized parts of Gaul. It seemed to exist in a different age. The Trophy of Augustus (c. 6 BC), the ruin of which still towers above the sea on the former border of Italy and the Roman Province, listed the names of forty-five ‘conquered Alpine tribes’, but at least twenty-five other tribes were missing from the list. Some, such as the Capillati (the ‘Hairy Ones’), were known only by the name that was given to them by the Romans. Others belonged to the Ligurian race which predated the civilization of the Celts. The scantily mapped hinterland was still yielding sightings of uncontacted ‘half-savages’ in the 1830s:


They have sometimes been seen, perched atop a lofty crag, leaning on a stick, scarcely moving, and clad from head to foot in animal skins . . .


Seen from a distance or suddenly jutting out of a contorted landscape, certain rock formations have an appearance of weirdness which tends to give rise to chilling folk tales and eyewitness reports of alien visitations. In the early fifth century, as the towns and cities became unsafe, habitations created by wind erosion and volcanic extrusion attracted monks in search of a refuge or a locus where heaven seemed to communicate directly with the earth. Caverns deserted since the Stone Age were converted into hermitages. Thirty miles south-east of ‘Theopolis’, the Grand Canyon of the Verdon, which remained unknown to the outside world until 1905, had a scattering of troglodytic recluses clinging to its dizzying verandas. In that mazy terrain, a man with engineers and labourers at his disposal had a wide choice of retreats.


Beyond the inscribed stone, after another four miles of gradual ascent, the wind grows stronger and the tang of thyme and fennel no longer hangs in the air. The eastern horizon then reveals the pinnacles and chasms of the Alps: they look like a frozen ocean at the ends of the earth. The land falls away to the south and there are two curiously shaped bluffs resembling the half-scrolls of a Celtic ‘pelta’ design. This is all that remains of a steep-sided outcrop which a document of 1030 calls the Castellum Dromone (now the Rocher du Dromon).


The crescent-shaped crags could be mistaken for the monumental gateway of a city that was never built. There is just enough pasture beneath the rock and on the hillsides opposite to feed a small community. Traces of a minor oppidum of the first to third centuries have been found, but there is no sign of the ‘walls and gates’ and no other inscription to confirm the suspicion that this natural ruined castle was once a fortification of Theopolis.
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Dardanus had been brought to this numinous place by a mixture of coincidence and deduction. He had noticed references in the Psalms to a ‘City of God’ or, in Greek, ‘Theopolis’: ‘the city of God, in the mountain of His holiness’; ‘the city of God, the holy place of the tabernacles of the Most High’. In all his experience of the wide empire, he had never learned of its whereabouts, but since it was mentioned in the sacred texts, there was every reason to believe that it existed.


He was especially intrigued by the words spoken by Jesus on the cross to the penitent thief almost four centuries before: ‘Verily I say unto thee, Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.’ Was the paradise of which Jesus spoke the same as Heaven, or was it somewhere else, and if so, where? Was it related to the ‘promised land’ sought by the Jews? The inscription implies that, when Dardanus learned of its existence, the place in the hills ‘cui nomen Theopolis est’ already bore that beguiling name. He may have wondered whether, in this quiet corner of Gaul where hermits made their homes, he had stumbled on the gateway to another world or even found the true City of God.


Augustine and Jerome knew that the sober judgements of scholarship might come as a sad disappointment to this excited seeker after truth who was also a man of sweeping influence. Addressing him as ‘the most noble of Christians and most Christian of nobles’, Jerome gently suggested that the promised land which, to Jews, was a geographical reality, was not to be found on earth. However – since a purely allegorical reading might be deemed heretical – he did not absolutely deny its physical presence. Augustine similarly conceded that when Jesus talked of ‘paradise’, he might have been thinking of a particular location in the lower world.


Their letters were not entirely discouraging . . . With the empire on the brink of collapse, it took no great leap of the mind to visualize a cataclysmic end to civilization and to believe that somewhere in its ruins might be found the first signs of a kingdom of heaven on earth.
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The reality that cannot be doubted is the place itself. I saw it again in 2015 after finding a description of the area published by the provost of a local monastery in 1664. This was the account which first revealed the existence of the inscribed stone. Archaeologists and treasure-hunters have concentrated on the atmospheric Rocher du Dromon, but the provost, knowing the ins and outs of the landscape and the propensities of hermits, believed Theopolis to have been located in the environs of a hermitage called Trenon, ‘where there are the remains of a very large town, and gold and silver coins are every day discovered’.


On the Trenon mountain opposite the Rocher du Dromon, a rough track leads to the site of the hermitage, which was last shown on a map in 1814. Now, there are only thorn bushes and bare rocks, but there is, quite unexpectedly, a magnificent view, extending far down the lower valley of the Durance towards Aix-en-Provence and the port of Marseille.


From that natural watchtower, a powerful man in a crumbling empire watched for the coming of Christ or an army of Huns swarming up the valley towards the Rhone and the city of Lugdunum. As the southern horizon turned red, that crepuscular state of the world might have been the thickening of night or the glimmer of a new dawn.


The ‘remains of a very large town’ seen by the provost in 1664 were probably used to build the neighbouring village of Saint-Geniez and the Chardavon monastery. No other inscribed stones have come to light, but names are subject to slower processes of erosion, and it is not quite as remarkable as it might seem that a clue to the original Theopolis is embedded in the place itself. Below the mountain where the hermitage stood, wedged into a side valley, there was once a hamlet called Theous. A small farm now bears the name. Dardanus might have heard the name or seen it written and, as wishful thinking worked its wonders, drawn his own conclusions.


‘Theous’ may well contain the Greek for ‘god’ (theos). In the fifth century BC, some traders from the Greek colonies on the Mediterranean coast might have established an outpost in the hills above the Durance. But a more likely origin of the name is the Celtic word ‘tauus’ or ‘tauius’. Since Gaulish was on the verge of extinction, only a scholar familiar with the ancient tongue could have told Dardanus that the meaning of that word which held such promise was ‘silent’.
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One morning in 467, fifty years after Dardanus and his wife immured themselves in the ‘City of God’, Sidonius Apollinaris, the proud son and grandson of prefects of Gaul, was leaving his native town of Lugdunum on a hundred-mile journey to his estate near Arvernus, formerly known as Augustonemetum. The estate had come to him by marriage to the teenage Arvernian princess, Papianilla, whose father, Avitus, had reigned briefly over the Western Roman Empire. Now that the old tribal territory of the Arverni was an isolated enclave of the empire, with the Vandals called Burgundians to the east and Visigoths in every other direction, Gallo-Roman aristocrats were more than ever inclined to consider themselves the true heirs and defenders of civilization.


The usual dawn fog must have lifted since, when his horse reached the top of Fourvière hill and he looked down towards the confluence of the Rhone and the Saône, he could clearly see the old cemetery with its burial mounds, both pagan and Christian, flattened by years of rain and snow. Some men were hard at work with spades: he could make out a patch of black earth where the soil had been disturbed.


On such a splendid morning, despite the dilapidation of Lugdunum and the neglected graveyard of his ancestors, the glory of Rome still seemed to shine. His grandfather Apollinaris had been buried there. He remembered his tales of Jovinus, the emperor who had been brought to power by the noblest of Gallo-Roman families, and of his executioner Dardanus, whom his grandfather had execrated as ‘the sum of all vices’.


It struck him all at once: it was on the very spot where the men were digging that his grandfather had been laid to rest. He wrote to his nephew the following morning from a staging post on the road to Arvernus:


I put my horse to a gallop and raced across the intervening space – o’er flat and steep at equal speed – impatient at the slightest delay. The cries I sent before me stopped them in their insolence even before I had reached the scene. Caught in the act, the villains were still wondering whether to stand or run away when I was upon them.


This desecration of a tomb by ignorant slaves was an insult to the family and a baleful sign of the times: if such crimes went unpunished, there would be no peace even for the pious dead. He saw the black sods piled up on the untended grave and his outrage was sharpened by a pang of conscience: neither he nor his father had ever thought to restore the collapsed mound or to mark the site with a stone.


Unless he happened to be travelling with ropes, lead weights and a wooden frame, the process of torturing the offenders would have occasioned some delay. Because Sidonius later became Bishop of Arvernus and a saint of the Catholic Church, the phrase ‘torsi latrones’ has been delicately translated, ‘I gave the villains a trouncing’. But the word ‘torsi’ (‘I tortured’ or ‘put to the rack’) is unambiguous. A Roman law, which had been adopted by the Visigoths, required violators of tombs to be tortured and put to death, whether or not they had been following orders. His only misgiving was that he had acted without informing their master, the Bishop of Lugdunum, who was notorious for his leniency to inferiors. Fortunately,


this just and holy man not only absolved me, he praised me for my righteous rage, declaring that in the eyes of our forefathers a deed of such audacity would have merited death.


The Bishop’s discreet hint that torture belonged to a time of heathen savagery went unremarked.


Later on the same day, in a roadside tavern, Sidonius composed a long verse epitaph for his grandfather. He pictured himself (with all due modesty) as Alexander sacrificing to the shade of Achilles, and as Caesar paying homage to his presumed ancestor, Hector of Troy. Of course, the epitaph would also have to stress his grandfather’s Christian credentials: ‘after governing the Gauls’, ‘he was the first of his race to purify his brow with the sign of the Cross and his limbs with the water of baptism’.


Sidonius instructed his nephew to have the lines engraved on a slab of polished marble and to make sure that the stonemason spelled everything correctly. Arvernians were at last ‘abandoning the scabrous Celtic dialect’, but the Latin spoken in Gaul was still ‘blighted with the mould of vulgar barbarisms’.


His duty fulfilled, his thoughts could turn to the goal of his journey, Avitacum, ‘a name which sounds sweeter to my ears than my own father’s name because it came to me with my wife’. Another day on the great west road would bring him within sight of the mountains where the Gauls had held out against the armies of Caesar. Then would come the busy outskirts of Arvernus and, beyond the city, between a steep hill and a serpentine lake, the estate where his wife and children were waiting to greet him.
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Reading the only surviving letter from Sidonius to his ‘affectionate’ wife Papianilla, one suspects that the daughter of the last Gaulish Roman emperor sometimes wondered whether she had drawn the short straw in the marriage lottery. ‘I am sure you were never quite so gratified by any of my own honours’, he wrote to her on the occasion of her brother’s promotion to the rank of patrician. Ecdicius was the sort of soldier who would cheerfully lead a small band of trusted men against a whole army of barbarians.


As a diplomat and courtier, Sidonius took a softer approach. To him, a barbarian in whom a spark of interest in Latin culture could be kindled was preferable to a barbaric Roman like the hated Dardanus – the man who had fled a just punishment and disappeared into parts unknown. Shortly after his marriage, Sidonius had met the Visigothic king Theodoric II at his spartan court in Toulouse and, bravely enduring the lumbering conversation and the lack of music, wine and second helpings, had perfected the noble art of losing convincingly at board games: ‘I am glad to be beaten by him when I have a favour to ask.’


Papianilla’s impatience with her unheroic husband can hardly have been eased by the obsequious mini-epic he had written in praise of Emperor Majorian, the Roman general who had deposed her father. When Sidonius reluctantly accepted the post of Bishop of Arvernus in 469, she would be driven to distraction by his bishoply behaviour. Having never shown any interest in the moral teachings of Christianity, he began to act like a candidate for sainthood. According to Gregory of Tours,


He would often remove silver dishes from his house without telling his wife and bestow them on the poor. And whenever she found out, she would be scandalized, and he would bring the dishes back and then go and give the paupers their equivalent value in money.


Now in his late thirties with no official function, he was spending a great deal of time at home. He played ball games and went hunting, composed poems in the classical style and corresponded with like-minded friends. He lived in his own little Roman Empire like a man slumbering peacefully in a collapsing building. Instead of treating the Avitacum estate as a power base, he used it as a holiday retreat.


One day during the summer heatwave, and for several days thereafter, Papianilla found him in the north-facing drawing-room writing to a friend.


The ice is melting on the Alps; the parched earth is covered with the scribble of gaping cracks . . . We are all perspiring in fine linen and silks.


He was inviting the friend to Avitacum, but, as usual, he wrote with an eye to publication. The letter would be a well-crafted example of the epistolary art, bejewelled with erudite allusions to his favourite authors. While Papianilla’s brother was campaigning against Visigoths, her husband was conversing with posterity. He was painting a verbal self-portrait of the Gallo-Roman noble in his domestic kingdom, seated in the comfort of a well-stocked mind with the scrolls and codices on their wooden shelves, savouring the best that this beleaguered remnant of the empire could offer. How much of this famous evocation was the description of a fantasy, I discovered quite by chance.


The villa, he wrote, lies at the foot of a mountain and faces north and south, with baths to the south-west. More than half the letter was taken up by the bath complex: ‘the sobbing of hot water as it surges through the supple lead pipes’, the brilliant light of the tepidarium ‘which makes the bashful bather feel something more than naked’, the frigidarium with its cone-shaped roof of tiles and simple stone instead of pretentious marble, the piscina or baptisterium where ‘a stream enticed from the brow of the hill’ roars deafeningly through the mouths of sculpted lions.


Bathed and perfumed, the visitor then has a choice of pleasant rooms. After the ladies’ dining-room, a portico on the east side overlooks a long, curving lake. Then comes the winter dining-room with its arched oven, followed by another dining-room offering a panoramic view of the lake. To fill the idle moments between each course, the guests can watch ‘the small boats furrowing the ever-changing field’ and the fishermen spreading their trout nets. Maids, nurses and valets are always close at hand, snoozing but not asleep. After the meal and a stroll down to the wooded banks and the little lakeside harbour, the guests recline in the summer drawing-room while the chirp of cicadas, the twittering of swallows, the tinkling of cow-bells and the peeping of the shepherds’ seven-holed pipes ‘lull you into ever deeper slumbers’ . . . 


But I shall say no more, lest this letter’s end become so distant that ’twould be autumn ere thou finished.
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It was impossible to resist this invitation to a luxurious Gallo-Roman villa, and so, a year after cycling to ‘Theopolis’, I added the presumed site of Sidonius’s domain to another itinerary. The detour to Avitacum would fit nicely with a trip to Arvernus (Clermont-Ferrand) and the neighbouring mountain oppidum of Gergovia, where the Gauls had won a famous victory over Caesar. Using ancient texts to plan an expedition usually generates an adventure of some kind. There is, obviously, a risk that when the visitor arrives fifteen centuries late, the place will turn out to be unpleasant, boring or even dangerous, but in this case, there seemed to be general agreement that Avitacum is now the pretty holiday village of Aydat with its boating lake and its eleventh-century church of Saint Sidonius.


As we lunched by the peaceful lake in the noon-day sun, picturing Sidonius and Papianilla feeding the ducks, the vision faded: had that feeble rivulet which supplies the Lac d’Aydat ever ‘foamed white against rocky barriers and plunged into the lake as it won clear of the crags’? There would have to have been some seismic rearrangement of the landscape, but the last volcanic eruptions in these parts occurred nearly nine thousand years ago.


Ever since the Auvergne began to market itself to tourists, the lovely Lac d’Aydat has been judged the best match for Sidonius’s domestic Eden. But the topography is radically different, and the carved stone in the eleventh-century church which records the burial of ‘two Innocents and Saint Sidonius’ refers to a different saint: this was the Provençal Sidonius, believed to be the blind man healed by Jesus, who drifted miraculously to the coast of Gaul in an oarless, sail-less boat along with Lazarus, Martha and the three Marys.


The lake of Avitacum was ‘seventeen stadia’ (two miles) long. The Lac d’Aydat is only half a mile long, and all the other natural lakes of the Auvergne are smaller. Perhaps Sidonius had been describing the villa of his dreams . . . Leaving the phantom Avitacum, we cycled on to Arvernus, noting the implausible inconvenience of living fifteen hilly miles from the city in an area devoid of Roman roads. That evening in the hotel, I looked at the maps I had brought in preparation for the visit to the oppidum of Gergovia.


[image: Scene break image]


The quietest and flattest route out of the city appeared to run through the charmless suburb of Pérignat. The road skirts a large plain, partially industrialized but mostly vacant. On my printout of the nineteenth-century État-major map, a faint caption explained this surprising emptiness four miles from the city centre. There, sprawling at the foot of Gergovia, with a network of pale blue lines indicating drainage channels, was the ‘Ancien Lac de Sarliève’.


The ‘former lake’ at the foot of Gergovia had been drained by the Gauls a century before the Roman conquest. Sidonius’s letter mentions a ‘subterranean tunnel’ by which the river left the lake: this was probably a relic of the old Roman drainage system. In the days of the first barbarian invasions, when infrastructure fell into disrepair, the channels had become blocked and the lake had returned. When Sidonius arrived in the 460s, the lake had been standing on the southern edge of Arvernus for more than a hundred years. It remained there until it was re-drained by a Dutch engineer in the seventeenth century.


The size of the lake and the local topography match the description in the letter. The foundations of a Roman villa at Le Pré du Camp, recently spotted from the air between a housing development and a road junction, could well be those of Avitacum itself. The archaeologists have found unusually little evidence of imported marble. ‘My poor huts and hovels’, wrote Sidonius, ‘unenriched by the rigour of exotic marble, nonetheless convey a certain civic chill’.


In the noise and gracelessness of that zone industrielle, I heard the voice of Sidonius Apollinaris: he was vaunting the makeshift splendours of his earthly paradise in euphemisms wryly redolent of the Golden Age of Latin literature. It took this visit to the outskirts of Clermont-Ferrand to excavate the subtle ironies of the text. To a guest arriving from Lugdunum, the villa might have been a splendid sight in the middle distance; close up, there were signs of penny-pinching and decay: the lack of costly marble (‘neither Paros, Carystos, Proconnesos, Phrygia, Numidia nor Sparta have installed their mosaics of varied stone’), no saucy coloured frescoes on the bath-house walls, a portico ‘propped up with rounded wooden pillars instead of desirable monolithic columns’, the winter dining-room ‘often stained with black soot’.


The undrained lake of Sidonius’s day was nothing like the leisure lagoon at Aydat: lashed by the wind, it spattered the house with spray. Some stretches of the shore were clogged with reed, sedge and algae; others were slimy and voraginous (full of bog-holes). The disagreeable details are almost smoothed away by the gracious prose, but the smile can be seen wilting on the visitor’s face: would it really be possible to sleep through that chorus of frogs, cicadas, swans and geese, cocks crowing at dead of night, ‘prophetic ravens saluting the purple torch of rising dawn in three-part harmony’ and the ‘frequent nocturnal song-contests of the unsleeping Tityri* of our hills’?


The oppidum of the Arverni on the mountain above the villa had been abandoned centuries before when the Gaulish confederation was crushed to form the foundations of the three Roman provinces, Gallia Aquitania, Gallia Belgica and Gallia Lugdunensis. (Fig. 2.) Now, in the interminable sunset of another empire, the seeker of domestic bliss had to make the best of a bad job. For Papianilla, the daughter of a Gaulish emperor, perhaps the bitterest blow was the loss of privacy. The grove by the lakeside was open to the public, and much of the estate had passed into the private ownership of those insomniac shepherds.
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Sidonius eventually earned the admiration of his Arvernian princess. In 469, the Bishop of Arvernus died. Impelled by a sense of patriotic duty (and certainly not by personal inclination), Sidonius agreed to take his place. The Church represented tradition and continuity. In the parts of Gaul that were now controlled by Visigoths and Burgundians, it was the only stable expression of Roman authority, and its bishops had the trust of the common people. Unless a bishop was openly antagonistic to his new overlords, he could act as an intermediary between the barbarian kingdoms and what remained of a Roman state.


Reshelving his beloved Roman poets, Sidonius forced himself to study the inferior prose of the Gospels and the Christian liturgy. Though he was embarrassed by his unworthiness, he made a good impression. Arriving one day at the Saint-Cyr monastery in Arvernus, he found that ‘someone had maliciously stolen the book he used to conduct the service’. ‘Yet he was so well versed in the ritual . . . that he led the service without pausing for a moment.’ Since the future Saint Sidonius lacked the usual credentials and was neither an eminent theologian nor likely to become a martyr, this feat of memory would be hailed as a minor miracle: ‘It was a source of wonder to everyone present, and they thought that it must be an angel speaking rather than a man.’*


Six years later, with an army of the ever-expanding Visigothic kingdom at the gates, Bishop Sidonius organized the resistance of the besieged city of Arvernus. It was the last stand of the Roman Empire in southern Gaul against the barbarians. Five hundred years before, on the mountain of Gergovia above the villa of Avitacum, Vercingetorix had won a victory over Julius Caesar. Knowledge of the location of Gergovia had been lost, and Sidonius had always avoided the dangerous field of History. (‘Historical writing begins with a grudge, continues with drudgery and ends in hatred.’) He was unaware, therefore, that he was fighting the second Battle of Gergovia, but he knew that he was standing in the footsteps of his ancestors.


Like Dardanus, Sidonius lived in the ruins of a world which was still in the process of vanishing and which would continue to vanish for the next five hundred years. Except when writing to other bishops, he showed no interest in that theological controversy of almost indescribable complexity called the Arian heresy: to the ‘Arian’ Visigoths, Jesus of Nazareth was a mortal man who had been born at a certain earthly moment; to the Roman Church, Christ was eternal and of the same essence as God. The practical function of condemning ‘Arians’ was to establish an absolute distinction between Christianity and Judaism, and, as the empire decayed, to affirm that the cultural wall between Romans and barbarians stretched through all creation.


The Sidonius who risked his life to defend Arvernus was the heir to a different tradition. When the Arvernians surrendered to the Visigoths, the root of his grief was not the victory of unorthodox Christianity but the sight of the Arverni – ‘the brothers of the Latins and descendants of the Trojans’ – reduced to starvation. Though he owed his authority to the Roman Church, he was acting like one of the priestly scholars of ancient Gaul.


Druids had formed the political, religious and intellectual bedrock of the Gaulish federation for at least eight hundred years. Outlawed and persecuted by imperial decrees, they had come to be seen as a subversive sect of mad magicians, but it was the institutions of the Druids that would guarantee the long-term stability of the Church in Gaul. The ecclesiastical boundaries which survived until the French Revolution were the tribal boundaries set and maintained by Druids. Their schools were the forerunners of universities and monasteries; important elements of their liturgy and rituals survived in the Christian Church. Like Sidonius, they had sometimes stood between two opposing armies to prevent a bloody conflict. They, too, professed a belief in the immortality of the soul.
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Sidonius in his villa and Dardanus in his mountain retreat had no long view of the road ahead. For all they knew, the end of civilization and time itself was at hand. In 403, Jerome had rejoiced in the fact that, even in Rome, the old pagan temples were ‘covered in soot and cobwebs’. Their stone gods were visited only by ‘hornèd owls and birds of the night’, while ‘the crowds hurry on past their half-ruined shrines to the tombs of the martyrs’. In 472, Sidonius observed a similar situation in Visigothic Gaul, but the abandoned temples were those of the Christian faith:


Diocese and parish lie desolate and untended. One sees the rotten roofs of churches fallen in, the flapping doors with their hinges torn away, the approaches of basilicas obstructed by prickly brambles, and, saddest of all, cattle recumbent in courtyards half open to the air and munching the grass that grows up around the altars. And this desolation reigns not only in the rural parishes, for even the congregations of urban churches are dwindling.


Yet in some parts of Gaul, even in those which had fallen farthest from the heights of imperial grandeur, there were signs of a brighter future. After his appointment as Bishop of Arvernus, Sidonius made a return journey to his home town of Lugdunum. By the cemetery where he had witnessed the desecration of his grandfather’s grave, a new church had been built. The Bishop of Lugdunum had asked him to write a dedicatory poem that would be inscribed on a wall at the far end.


The foundations of the church were excavated in the 1970s. The ground plan was marked by coloured plastic blocks in a ‘jardin archéologique’. As in the days of Sidonius, there is a view over Lyon towards the Alps, with ‘the noisy public highway on one side and the Saône running up against the Rhone on the other’. The gaudy virtual reality of Sidonius’s poem completes the fifth-century scene:


High stands the shining church, undeviating in its rectitude. Its towering front faces the sunrise of the equinox. Within, the light sparkles and the sun is enticed to play on sheets of sun-coloured gold. Vault, floor and windows are bright with varied marble, and beneath the multi-coloured paintings, a mosaic of vernal green makes sapphires bloom in a field of verdant glass. The entrance is a triple portico set on proud Aquitanian columns; a similar portico stands beyond the atrium, and the middle portion of the church is filled with a forest whose pillars of stone stretch far away.


While the villa at Avitacum was a parody of Roman luxury, the new basilica at Lugdunum was the ultimate ideal home, with marble walls and columns, its treasures untainted by irony, ‘for here is the place that all men seek, and the way that leads to salvation’. It had been built on the site of an earlier church, which probably replaced an even earlier Celtic temple. The neighbouring cemetery is such a confusion of pagan and Christian cremations and inhumations that archaeologists have been unable to distinguish the periods to which they belong. With its artificial forest and spangled meadow, the basilica itself might have been inspired by a Gaulish shrine or a Druids’ grove.


It was only when measuring the angle of the foundations that I noticed Sidonius’s luminous mistake. He naturally assumed that, like most Christian churches, the basilica faced due east, towards the rising sun of the equinox. In fact, the church was aligned so that the sun which shone through the middle of the forest of pillars on a particular day of the year was the pagan sun of the winter solstice. The alignment is so precise – with a tangent ratio of 11:7, which is the ratio of half a circle’s circumference to its diameter – that the Druidic nature of the design is beyond doubt.
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Except in costume dramas, no age is consistent with itself or privy to its own history. The Christians of Lugdunum were praying in a church which had been constructed according to the beliefs and practices of another religion. For its unknown architects, ‘the way that leads to salvation’ lay in a different direction. Before the Druids, in times older than legend, there had been the builders of dolmens and menhirs, then a nameless Bronze Age civilization of which only a few mysterious place names and implements had survived the Celtic invasions. The gods and language of the Celts were disappearing in their turn, but the Roman deities who had usurped their shrines had been defeated by Christ, and now Christ himself, as Sidonius feared, was about to be ‘ambushed’ by heretical Goths.


The only unbroken line which runs through that muddle of traditions is a profound sense of place. When a home in Gaul could no longer be called home, by some mystical triangulation of geography, history and faith, somewhere in the great temple of Nature might be found ‘the place which all men seek’. For some, it would be a portal to a better world, for others, the earthly paradise itself.


Four hundred years after the death of Sidonius, in the environs of ‘Theopolis’, five stone coffins on an east–west alignment were found under the rubble that had fallen from the Rocher du Dromon. In Charlemagne’s empire, early Christian burials had acquired an aura of the days when Jesus and his disciples walked the earth and sailed to the coasts of Gaul and Britannia, and so it was presumed that, long ago, a saint and his followers had been buried in that remote spot. A small chapel was built for the pilgrims who came to the ‘City of God’ in search of a miraculous cure.


An undocumented excavation in the 1950s revealed the top of a staircase which is thought to have led down to the original, unexcavated crypt of the fifth-century mausoleum. The diminutive seventeenth-century chapel which stands there today is still occasionally visited by pilgrims, but there is no longer any trace of Dardanus and his household. Neither they nor the sainted Sidonius, whose remains were venerated in the church of Saint Saturninus in Arvernus, had discovered the terrestrial paradise, but in the ruins of the world they had known and in the blessed ignorance of death, they became the trusted guides who might show others the way.
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The Invisible Land of the Woods and the Sea


I was walking as fast as I could in total darkness along a road near the coast of north-western Brittany. I had a bottle of water, a handful of cooked chestnuts and a leather bag containing some recently published American novels, most of which were set in the Wild West, present as well as past. This was in the late spring of 1987. It was half-past two in the morning and there was no moon. There were, I knew, every five hundred yards or so on either side of the road, small hamlets and isolated cottages, but no lights were visible. After climbing the hill out of Lannion, I still had ten miles to go. I was wearing a green Loden coat (which, at that time, was practically a uniform of French scholars). In effect, the coat was black, and I was hoping that my thumb would be sufficiently luminous to be noticed by a passing driver.


Seven hours before, I had been sitting in an elegant Second Empire drawing-room near the Place de l’Étoile in Paris, eating a comfortingly maternal but stylish Provençal stew composed primarily of chestnuts, the traditional staple of much of southern France. The Sorbonne Professor of French Literature – officially a friend but still mostly a mentor – had produced some unheard-of wine from ‘derrière les fagots’ which had the savour of a lost manuscript. I had come to Paris to collect some more books from a publisher in a street near the Odéon who flatteringly supposed that I might know which novels were worthy of translation into French. Those reader’s reports were my only source of income. The return train fare from Lannion to Paris had already consumed more than half a dozen novels.


My plan was to take the midnight train from the Gare Montparnasse and arrive at Lannion in time to catch the first morning bus to Tréguier, a mile from the cottage we had borrowed. Since a second magical bottle had just been uncorked, this seemed an especially good plan. Claude (as I was not yet quite able to call him) stubbed out his bidi and exclaimed, ‘Le train de minuit? Ah non! Mon cher Graham . . .’ The train would stop at every station, and I would be unable to read or sleep for the clucking of Breton fishwives and their hens. Claude’s wife, who came from Aix-en-Provence, objected to this Parisian caricature of savages infesting a remote peninsula. ‘Mais si,’ he insisted, refilling my glass: the aisles would be clogged with drunken fishermen and their lobster pots. ‘Et la puanteur! . . . Non. On va vous trouver un hôtel.’


I pointed out that Margaret was expecting me back by morning, and so Vincenette was sent to check the train times. She returned with the timetable and a small bag of chestnuts. A taxi was ordered and paid for, and I left just in time to catch the earlier, slightly faster train to Brittany. The taxi driver who took me to Montparnasse had his own opinion of the revised plan: Lannion was a long way from Paris; he doubted that there would be a taxi at the other end, if they even had taxis there. ‘You should have taken the midnight train. That way, you could’ve slept on the train and arrived in the morning.’
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Rennes, the capital of Brittany, lies far to the east of the Breton-speaking region. It was once a border town between the empire of Charlemagne and the petty kingdoms of Armorica. (Fig. 4.) Culturally and geographically, it seems closer to Paris than to the granite land of ragged coasts and gloomy forests, of ‘Celtic’ monoliths and the chapels of seven thousand local saints.


After Rennes, the ‘train express régional’ was almost empty. (The TGV network had yet to reach Brittany.) I changed at Plouaret for a rhubarb-and-custard-coloured diesel train which sounded like a very large and reluctant lawn mower. The only puanteur was that of the diesel fumes. I reached Lannion without having seen or heard a single hen. I had no intention of taking a taxi, which would have cost at least another two novels. In any case, the station forecourt was deserted. Half an hour later, I was out on the open road.


Several sections of the D786 from Lannion to Tréguier follow the line of a Roman road, but to someone who has suddenly lost the power of sight, no road is straight. In a novel, the stranger in a Loden coat would have struck a match, spotted the metallic sheen of a hazel stem and cut himself a handy walking stick with which to tap his way confidently along the asphalt. Instead, I limped along with one foot on the road and the other brushing the verge. At that rate, it would take nearly four hours to reach the cottage, with one chestnut every thirty minutes.


Somewhere before, or possibly after, a hamlet called La Ville Blanche, a light swept over the trees up ahead. A long, low van squealed to a halt. The passenger door was pushed open by a man in an oilskin cap. He inspected my face, gestured to the rear of his van and said, ‘I warn you: you might not want to ride with me . . .’ I took this to be a reference to my incongruously metropolitan appearance and told him that anywhere closer to Tréguier would do nicely. I clambered aboard and was hit in the face by a powerful smell of putrefaction. The dustman was delighted: ‘Heh heh! Impressive, eh? It’s waste from Lannion – mostly meat and veg.’


The stinking missile surged through the night and the miles fell away with merciful speed. The jolly dustman dropped me off on the main road, half a mile from the cottage, still chortling: ‘Hein? C’est votre femme qui sera contente de vous revoir . . .’ (‘Your wife’ll be glad to see you, eh?’)


Tottering down the dark lane towards the hamlet of Le Guindy, I could smell the pigs from the other side of the little river. Since the pigsties were invisible from the cottage, the inexplicable stench had occasioned some anxious investigations of our primitive sewage system. A light was shining from one of the cottage windows. A minute passed, during which I became aware of my aura, then Margaret opened the door and uttered a phrase normally addressed to someone who has arrived late rather than several hours early: ‘Where have you been?’
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The cottage in Le Guindy was dark even in the daytime. It crouched under a wooded slope on the cold side of a horseshoe valley. In Wales or western England, the valley would have been called ‘World’s End’. In Brittany, the name is applied to the entire western third of the peninsula: Finistère or finis terrae, with its innumerable bays and inlets, frayed and gnawed at by the sea. The valley was formed by a tidal tributary of the River Jaudy, which ferries the mud of the ocean seven miles inland. Here, the two traditional divisions of Brittany come together – Armor, the land of the sea, and Argoat, the land of the woods. The place had been chosen several years before by a Professor of French from Long Island as a textbook example of Breton culture:


People think they know the country because they’ve seen a postcard and eaten in a crêperie. The French! . . . The French have no idea. You know Brittany? I’ll show you Brittany. Take the cottage. Stay there as long as you like.


Professor Raymond Poggenburg had an unerring sense of typicality. Our immediate neighbour was a spindly woman dressed eternally in black. She was neither friendly nor hostile: she never communicated with us in any way. When she passed us in the lane, it was as though she believed herself to be invisible. The hospitable matriarch of the hamlet, Angèle Le Dû – whose name means ‘dark’ or ‘black’ – lived in a larger cottage on the corner. She explained to us that the silent one, her servant, spoke only Breton. Enthroned by arthritis, Mme Le Dû had afternoon tea served to us in a lamp-lit room filled with carved wooden objects and albuminous photographs of ectoplasmic figures who looked as though they predated the invention of photography.


Just before we arrived in Le Guindy, Mme Le Dû had had a nearby fountain restored. Its stone surround was only four feet high: veiled by the dripping ferns of the hillside, it looked like the monumental gateway of a dwarf’s mansion. The spring was said to have been blessed by the patron saint of Brittany, Saint Yves,* but the ulterior and perhaps only purpose of Mme Le Dû’s act of devotion was to confront the drinkers who staggered home from the Bar du Guindy with a reminder of their disgrace.


The professor, the son of an encyclopaedia salesman, had ‘sold’ us the hamlet as a place of tremendous significance. Had we but eyes to see, what might we not learn? . . . After a few weeks in what had seemed the dullest of backwaters, I began to think that he might be serious. This inconspicuous cul-de-sac was strangely important in Breton history. I later realized that this in itself was typical: we could have lived almost anywhere in western Brittany and still found ourselves at a nodal point of Armorican culture. Historical interest in Brittany is not concentrated in a few prestigious sites but scattered throughout the peninsula. With few exceptions, the prehistoric stones, sacred wells and Christian crosses commemorating forgotten battles or marking the graves of unknown heroes are so common as to be unremarkable, like the illiterate Breton lairds who could barely be distinguished from their serfs.


The lower part of the hamlet was called Le Merdy. In French, the name suggests ‘Shitty Place’, but before Parisian cartographers imposed their insulting orthography on Breton place names, it was the maer ty or ‘steward’s house’. A few minutes’ walk downstream stood the manor which the steward had served. It was famed for two valiant knights who had fought the English and a medieval bully who was buried in a peat bog. His tortured spirit was said to live on in the guise of a large, presumably toothless black mastiff which had a nasty habit of jumping out at passers-by and knocking them over.


Saint Yves himself was born one mile to the east of the cottage in 1253. He was a relative latecomer to Brittany. Before him, beginning in the fifth century, flotillas of saints, including Tudwal, the first Bishop of Tréguier, had sailed with their flocks from Ireland, Wales and Cornwall, supposedly fleeing Saxon invaders. Eventually, so many seaborne immigrants had arrived that the Armorican peninsula was renamed ‘Britannia minor’ or Lesser Britain. Their boats, which legend said were made of stone, pushed up the long estuaries into the forested interior, where, typically, the saints were directed by wood-dwelling swineherds to the secret places which became their hermitages.


These expatriate explorers turned inwards from the stormy sea and headed for the low, heathy ‘mountains’ of central Brittany. They followed the old Roman highways which intersected at crossroads deep in the woods. Those who made landfall above Tréguier would have passed under the diminutive oppidum upstream of Le Guindy until the tug of the tide abated and they smelled soil and leaf mould instead of brine. None of the primitive parishes, which date from the 500s, were centred on a port, and none of their place names refer to the sea by which the saints and their followers had arrived. The maritime tribes known to Caesar as the Armoricans – ‘the people by the sea’, whose navy had ruled the waves from the mouth of the Loire to the coast of Britain – became the people of Argoat, the land ‘by the woods’. The sea retreated into legend and, like the Breton fishermen’s cottages with their windowless seaward walls, the peninsula turned a blind eye to its own geography.
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Nothing explains this strange desertion of the Breton coast – neither piratical raids nor a changing climate. No reliable records have survived. The evidence, if it can be called that, consists of the lives of the saints, none of whom were ever canonized by the Catholic Church. Their miracles (crossing the ocean on a leaf, turning pagans into stone) were considered too miraculous and their very existence was in doubt. The oldest hagiographies were written three centuries after the fabled migrations. The ‘saints’ themselves are so numerous that there must have been, on average, one saint for every two square miles. In reality, they were probably figments of collective memory conflated with local gods from Celtic or even older times.


Until the age of migrations, the history of Brittany had been the history of Gaul. Armorican tribes had fought in the pan-Gallic coalition against the Romans. After the conquest, Armorica had taken its place in the empire as a part of Gallia Lugdunensis. The Roman road on which I had hitched a ride was one of several links in the north-western sector of a network which covered most of Europe. When Gaul was being swallowed up by Visigoths and Franks, ‘Little Britain’ had become a desirable destination. Sidonius Apollinaris knew a ‘king of the Bretons’ called Riothamus. He wrote to him in 472 on behalf of a friend whose slaves had been lured away to Armorica. Evidently, in those days, the far west was a land of opportunity, ripe for colonization and safe from barbarian invaders.


As the empire decayed, Armorica turned its back on Gaul. The scanty records suggest that it was ruled by regional ‘kings’ or ‘chieftains’ who spoke a language more closely related to British than to continental Celtic. Its contacts with the expanding kingdom of the Franks were sporadic. In the mid-500s, the Franks began to establish border forts and watchtowers in the region later known as the Breton March. From then on, Brittany was practically an island, and so it would remain until the rickety but long-lived Duché de Bretagne was defeated in 1488 and incorporated into the Kingdom of France in 1532.
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Even indoor historians have resorted to physical geography to explain this exception to the national narrative. In the geo-historical view, the original sin of isolationism was committed by the Armorican Massif, which includes the Vendée, the Cotentin peninsula, the Channel Islands and the western borders of Normandy. The geographer Vidal de la Blache described Brittany in 1903 as ‘a two-hundred-and-fifty-kilometre wedge between the English Channel and the Atlantic, heading out ever farther from the main routes of the interior and continental France’.


The other ancient land mass which dominates the geological map of France is the Massif Central. Between the two lies the watershed region of the Seuil du Poitou (the Poitou Gap). Here, the lanes are a poorly mapped maze. Panels by the side of the main roads which show the local section of maze look like diagrams of printed circuit boards and have to be photographed or memorized if the ‘shortcut’ is not to add several hours to the journey. To the north and west, ‘the rocks grow darker, the trees close ranks, the fields and meadows break up into smaller units and take cover behind the hedges’. Instead of winding lanes, there are deeply shaded tunnels of vegetation called chemins creux (hollow ways), which stretch for miles without any visible exit.


These are the outlying defences of an enormous natural fortress. Its approaches were once protected by forests: Andaine, Brocéliande, Héric and Molac. But even when the forests had wizened, the bare moors and eroded mountains offered few vantage points from which to survey the whole country. The Monts d’Arrée, which are the highest hills in Brittany, never exceed thirteen hundred feet. No cols or passes connect one tight valley to the next, and no great river provides a convenient route to the interior. It is easier to plot an unexhausting cycle route through the Alps than it is to find a comfortable passage from one end of Brittany to the other.


This obstructive topography had a peculiar result. When the Revolutionary government began to quantify its resources at the end of the eighteenth century, western Brittany was found to be one of the most densely populated regions in France, yet much of it appeared to be deserted. There were twenty-five thousand hamlets, farms and isolated cottages, which accounted for two-thirds of the population. The average settlement contained only twelve inhabitants. They were bedded down in muddy hollows like Le Guindy where enough vegetable matter could be collected to produce fertilizer for the thin soil. Sometimes, the only clue to a human presence was the smell of pigs.
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Brittany’s ‘non-nucleated’ pattern of settlement made it virtually unconquerable. Nature had created the ideal habitat for hermits, smugglers and guerrillas. In few regions are geology and society so obviously connected. The rock is mostly schist, which requires regular manuring, and granite, from which nothing sprouts but standing stones. In porous limestone country, where the water seeps away into sponge-like caverns, humans congregate around the rare sources of water. On the impervious bedrock of Brittany, water is always close to the surface and settlements are smaller and more scattered.


While the population was hidden from view, the land itself seemed to vanish. Nearly all of Finistère and the Cotentin peninsula, which account for about half the coastline of the French mainland, are missing from French maps of France until the late sixteenth century. Sailors had always known that a promontory stretched for a hundred miles or more into the Atlantic Ocean. But the Roman geographer Strabo doubted its existence, and so it seems did every French map-maker until the late Middle Ages. It has been suggested that the expanding Kingdom of France was so slow to claim and conquer the West because this cartographic cloak of invisibility blinded it to its size and territorial importance.


In the blank spaces on the map and in the silence of history, almost anything can be imagined. The ‘land of myth and legend’ has been fictionalizing itself for the last sixteen hundred years. Its forests were the settings of medieval romances which are now an ineradicable part of its ‘heritage’. Its innumerable micro-cults with their shrines to unofficial saints and deities have never quite been stifled by incredulity.


Near the northern edge of the forest of Paimpont, which is one of the largest remnants of the primeval Brocéliande Forest, the ruin of a prehistoric chambered tomb has been identified for more than a century as the tomb of Merlin the Enchanter. Prayers are regularly inserted into a cleft of the granite rock. On Easter Day in 2006, I unfolded one of those slips of paper. It was written neatly in French and signed with a woman’s name:


Dear Merlin,


You have made me happy. Please give me some magic spells so I can make others happy too.


The Merlin who is supposed to have lived and died in the Brocéliande Forest was no more real than the Lady of the Lake. Even his name is a fabrication, a dainty alteration of the original British ‘Myrddin’ with its unfortunate hint of merde. But the wizard lives on in the minds of his devotees, and so the only prayer a historian could offer up would be a kind of sacrilege: ‘Dear Merlin, though it would mean denying your own existence, please give me some hard facts so that I can share them with other people.’
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As though by magic, a figure emerges from the forest – a small man with a swarthy face, weighed down by a shield and a sword. He has waded through swamps and clumped along old Roman roads. Though timorous by nature, he has a cheeky sense of humour, which probably explains why he has been sent to this God-forsaken land a hundred miles north of his native Aquitaine. The name of this jesting chronicler is Ermold or, as he signs his published works, Ermoldus Nigellus.


‘Little Black Ermold’ is not the sort of emissary from the past a historian might have chosen: his four-part chronicle, Poem in Honour of Louis, the Most Christian Caesar Augustus, is written in flowery, sing-song Latin verse which matches his talent for warping the truth. But until the late ninth century, Ermold is the only direct witness to Brittany who is not a ghost of legend. Only he can speak with the authority of a man who has muddied his boots on Breton soil.


Since the days of Sidonius, the Germanic tribes known as the Franks have established an enormous realm called Francia. In 818, four years after the death of Charlemagne, the Frankish king and ‘Emperor of the Romans’, Francia covers an area equivalent to most of modern France, Germany, the Low Countries, northern Italy and territories as far east as Bohemia. Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious, has conquered Barcelona – ‘a den of Moorish bandits’, according to Ermold – and the country of the ‘rabid Basques’ beyond the Pyrenees. Only one part of ancient Gaul has held out against the Franks and retained its independence.


Louis the Pious, the first of thirty-five kings and emperors to be crowned at Reims, has discovered that his father’s claim to have subjugated ‘all of Brittany’ is a vast exaggeration. (‘All of Brittany’ is the phrase routinely used whenever Frankish soldiers exchange blows with border Bretons and conquer a few feet of bog.) Frankish power in fact extends no farther than the no man’s land called the Breton March, whose first governor was Charlemagne’s general, Roland, the hero of the eleventh-century epic poem, La Chanson de Roland, who was killed by ‘Saracens’ (Basques) at the Pass of Roncevaux in 778.


This natural buffer zone, which still served a strategic purpose in the Second World War, was a waterlogged, unproductive swathe of country running from the tidal island of Mont-Saint-Michel to Rennes, then down the Vilaine to the river port of Redon and the coast near Vannes. Defence policy on both sides of the March consisted of launching occasional border raids, with the Bretons agreeing in principle to pay tribute or to show loyalty to Francia, for example by refraining from laying waste to Frankish lands east of the March and around the estuary of the Loire.
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Part Three of Ermold’s chronicle describes an expedition led by Louis the Pious in 818. A Breton king called Murman (or Morvan), whose stronghold stood somewhere north of Vannes among trenches and swamps, was refusing to pay tribute to the Franks. In the usual way of propagandists operating as historians, Ermold justifies the invasion by dividing the people of Brittany into two contrasting groups: the inherently honourable natives and a noxious immigrant population of evil opportunists. This is one of the essential texts of early Breton history and the most detailed secular evidence for the legendary migrations.


In days gone by, that country was conquered by a hostile race which skimmed over the sea in their stealthy little boats. The Britanni, who came from the outermost edge of the world, are called Brittones in the Frankish tongue. Lacking land and battered by wind and rain, they took possession of farmland, though they did pay tribute to the Gauls, who, of course, were the inhabitants of the country in the days when the Brittones were driven here by the waves.


In this politically expedient view, the ‘hostile race’ which refused to bow to the Carolingian empire was not authentically Gaulish or Armorican. While the Franks were conquering territory to the south and east, the asylum-seeking Brittones had been left to breed and multiply until ‘they filled up the fields’. The native population had been swamped by aggressive foreigners who, in their ‘ignorance’ and ‘arrogance’, dared to attack the Frankish state.


This crucial historical document is, by its nature, extremely suspect. Legends of migrant saints and reports of British mercenaries brought across the Channel by the Romans in the fourth and fifth centuries were used to justify annexation. Since Armorica could claim the honour of being the only true remnant of independent Gaul – and since the Franks themselves were immigrants from beyond the Rhine – it was necessary to prove that the ancient land had been corrupted by aliens. The Brittones, ‘baptized and anointed with oil’, could not be reviled as pagans; however, says Ermold, they were ‘Christian only in name’.


Brothers rape each other’s wives and they all live incestuously together, behaving in unmentionable ways. They make their homes in briar patches and sleep in bogs. They also delight in scavenging like wild animals.


This was the imperialist Frankish view, which Ermold puts into the mouth of Lantpreth, Count of the Breton March. Ermold was writing in Strasbourg, to which he had been banished for making an ‘offensive’ remark about King Louis. (He tells us this himself, without specifying the offence.) The king was not noted for his laxity or his sense of humour: his first act as emperor had been to purge his court at Aachen of debauchees. But having reached this delicate point in the narrative, Ermold was warming to his task . . . 


The Frankish ambassador, an abbot whose estate borders King Murman’s domain, is about to obtain the king’s submission when Murman’s bewitching queen reminds her drunken husband of his duty:


Thereupon, from the bridal chamber, with venom in her heart, issued forth the cunning wife of Murman, imploring his embrace. First, she kissed his knee and then she kissed his neck. Another kiss she planted on his beard and pressed her lips to his mouth and hands. She twirled and turned around him and he felt her practised touch. The artful woman yearned to serve him . . . At last, the wretched man grabbed hold of her, squeezed her with his brawny arm and, yielding to her desire, found pleasure in the actions of his wife.


This lingering scene of conjugal (and, therefore, legitimate) sex in which the muscly brute is expertly reduced to a state of post-orgasmic quiescence was hardly a dish to set before the Pious One. Even more imprudently, the recently disgraced Ermold steps through the frame of his narrative and we are listening to a living witness of that dark and distant world on the edge of the empire.
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He appears as though in an ancient photograph. The year is now 824. Six years after the defeat of King Murman, the Franks have invaded Brittany once again. This time, they are led by Louis’s son Pippin, ruler of the sub-kingdom of Aquitaine. The details are smudgy, but the image contains clues which allow it to be traced to a particular region.


Under Pippin’s command, the Franks marched along wide roads, and the realms of the Bretons, criss-crossed in all directions, lay open before us. I fought there myself, with a shield on my shoulder and a sword strapped to my side, but no one suffered from my blows. Seeing this spectacle, Pippin burst out laughing and said, in amazement, ‘Put that sword away, brother, and stick to words.’


Then the Franks spread out through the fields and woods and the trembling swamps, and the population was obliterated, all their livestock perished, the wretched prisoners were led away and hacked to death.


This postcard from the early ninth century appears to depict a region just beyond the western border of the Frankish empire. The ‘wide roads’ suitable for marching are certainly Roman; the fields and livestock indicate agriculture, but there are also woods and swamps – all of which suggests the Breton March in the watery area south of Redon, where several Roman roads intersected.


Drafted into the Frankish army for this latest harrying of the Bretons, Ermold pops up in his own poem in an oddly self-incriminating cameo. The savage police action on the borders proves that Louis’s defeat of Murman had been an episode rather than a conclusion, while the farcical ineptitude of the sword-wielding scribbler hardly inspires admiration for Frankish military efficiency.


In the background of Ermold’s selfie can be seen the horrors of war – the destruction of livelihoods, the killing of prisoners, the vicious humiliation of a culture. Ermold had grown up by the River Charente, several days south on the same Atlantic coast, and his eccentric eulogy of Louis the Pious expresses something akin to ethnological interest and the empathy of a traumatized conscript.


While the countryside filled with Frankish soldiers, the Bretons took to secluded paths in the woods. They sought out the food they had placed in swamps and ingeniously stored in furrowed earth.* Those poor wretched men were rounded up, along with every cow and calf. There was no escape; no clever tricks could hide them. . . .


Wherever one looked, there was a Frankish soldier destroying treasures. As Caesar [Louis the Pious] had instructed, they respected the churches, but all other buildings were consigned to the flame-vomiting pyres. . . . 


A few of you Bretons appear in the distance, camped among thorns or dense bracken, giving battle only with a cry. Like the oak leaf which falls at the coming of frost, or in autumn showers, or when it rains on the warmest days of summer, the pitiable Bretons filled up the bogs and swamps like slaughtered beasts. There were violent skirmishes along the narrow paths, but those who were shut up in their houses offered no resistance.
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With this, the vision dissolves and the chronicle moves on to King Louis’s pious mission to reform the monasteries and to proclaim the Christian unity of the empire. There is no further trace of Ermold, our principal guide to this period of Breton history.


Like some devilish enchanted manuscript, this priceless document not only reveals our ignorance of early Armorica, it half-erases what we did appear to know. Those glimpses of the Breton borderlands are blurred by Frankish propaganda and the spurious justification of military aggression. They therefore beg the question: did those migrations from Britannia and Hibernia ever take place on such a scale?


There is a historical reality behind the legends, but it belongs to a much earlier period, when the Bronze and Iron Age peoples of the western coasts traded precious metals, jewellery, tools and eventually wine. Ireland, south-western Britain, western Gaul and Galicia were the trading nations of a Celtic Mediterranean. Busy sea lanes connected Fisterra, Finistère, Land’s End and Hibernia. In that lost world of commercial and cultural exchange, Armorica had been the crossroads of an Atlantic civilization.


Centuries later, when Gaul had become Francia and a curtain had descended between the Armorican Massif and the rest of the continent, a folk memory of that long-lasting civilization survived in tales of noble pioneers and holy migrants. Like the Stone Age menhirs which were carved into the shape of Christian crosses, the stories were reworked for a new, more inward-looking age. As the peninsula turned in on itself, legends of inspired adventurers gave a sense of common heritage to those scattered, land-locked settlements whose inhabitants were trapped by mud and rain in their tiny domains for months on end.


When France itself, that finis terrae on the edge of a continent, had come to view itself as the centre of the civilized world, and the shadow of the Eiffel Tower fell across the country as far as the western coasts of Finistère, Brittany would be seen as the opposite of what it once had been – monocultural, mono-ethnic, never changing. The strength of that dispersed society lay in its ability to resist conquest, but this was also its weakness. Even in the days of Ermold, the food ‘placed in swamps and ingeniously stored in furrowed earth’ implied a mole-like existence in murky hollows and leafy tunnels which could easily become a prison.


Not long after we left Le Guindy, the TGV finally reached Brittany. Many small communities that were bypassed by the new rail system felt the fear of increasing isolation. Homemade signs appeared on country roads protesting at this new invasion of Brittany by France.


The high-speed trains would cut through the capillary networks maintained by women like Angèle Le Dû. The French capital would suddenly be much closer in time, and in that backwater which revealed its fascination to us only in retrospect, the fountain of St Yves, the haunted dog and the silent servant would seem quaint and pathetic. A few months later, and I would not have met the happy dustman or navigated a Roman road in darkness, and I would have returned to the cottage in Le Guindy still smelling of a tobacco-scented drawing-room in Paris.
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