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ABSTRACT 

Warfare and defense have often been called upon to account for 

certain architectural features and settlement forms found in archaeo

logical sites. This study attempts to examine rural settlement pat

terns and evidence of fortification in a remote part of southeastern 

France in relation to documentary accounts of their role in the 

military history of the area between 1200 and 1750. It is hoped that 

some of the ideas about the nature of war and fortification presented 

here may be applicable to similar problems in prehistoric archaeology. 

The Var valley system, formed by the tributaries of the Var 

river which flows into the Mediterranean near the city of Nice, was, 

throughout most of its history, a cultural, linguistic and political 

borderland. A poor and fragmented region, of rugged mountains and 

unpredictable streams, its lower valleys specialized in such luxury 

items as olive oil and wine, while the mountain hinterland produced 

wheat and animal goods. The unity of the Var valley system was main

tained by intensive exchange and transhumance. 

Since the 11th and 12th centuries, the predominant form of 

settlement has been the 'perched' castrum, or compact hilltop village, 

which persists today in spite of rural exodus. Most of the villages 

appear to have been walled, or enclosed by the outer row of contiguous 

houses forming a blind facade. Inside, the houses were usually arranged 

in concentric rows around a castle, or sometimes a church. The castles, 

xv 



xvi 

rather crude complexes built around a single tower, or donjon, are 

generally located at the highest point within the village confines and 

contiguous with the outer wall. In more important sites -- commercial 

and administrative centers more accessibly located — the castle is 

outside the village, dominating its approaches. Like the castles, 

village fortifications in the Var valley system aire crude, even those 

modernized in the l?th and l8th centuries. 

The documentary evidence suggests that perching arose in the 

climate of internecine warfare of the high Middle Ages (1000-1300), 

contemporaneously with the growth of urban centers all over Europe. 

In the 14th and 15th centuries, war, famine and pestilence contributed 

further to the maintenance of the settlement pattern. Throughout the 

Middle Ages, armies and garrisons were very small and siege weaponry 

unsophisticated, and the simple fortifications served their purpose; 

the village-fortresses withstood military sieges and were rarely taken 

by storm. 

By the time of the great European weirs in the l8th century, 

however, the village fortifications, although they persisted in form, 

were no longer trusted by their inhabitants who were more likely to 

surrender or flee than to resist. This change in the efficacy of rural 

defenses began in the l6th century, around the time of the introduction 

of gunpowder. But firearms cannot be held accountable for the obso

lescence of village fortification in the Var valley system whose moun

tains made it virtually impossible to bring in heavy artillery until 

late in the l8th century. The decrease in the defensibility of rural 



xvii 

fortification can better be attributed to the dramatic increase in the 

size of armed forces and, especially in the scale and scope of war. 

The village, which played an active part in shaping military events in 

the Middle Ages, became no more than insignificant pawns in the inter

national wars that rocked all of Europe in the Modern Period. 

If defense had been a major factor in the genesis of the 

perched village, it was later superseded by other factors, derived 

from the same cultural context, which contributed to the persistence 

of the settlement type into the present. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

We must know that war is common to all and strife is justice, 
and that all things come into being and pass away through 
strife. War is the father of all and the king of all; and 
some he has made gods and some men, some bond and some free 
(Heraclitus c. 535-̂ 73 B.C.). 

War is certainly one of the most intriguing aspects of human 

social behavior and the subject of much controversy. It is a form of 

intraspecific aggression peculiar to man. Warfare seems to have 

existed to some extent in all human societies above the 'band'-level. 

Within that range, from tribe to industrial state, some societies seem 

to have been more warlike than others, and it has been a task of 

archaeologists all over the world to search for clues to the "warlike-

ness" of the extinct groups they studied. In the absence of written 

records, evaluation of the importance and even of some of the effects 

of war on a people is very subjective and must depend on finding such 

evidence as weapons, armor, fortification, even mutilated bodies, and 

on interpretation of signs of burning and other destruction as well as 

of representational art and abstract motifs. 

There is something particularly fascinating about the manipu

lation of the landscape and habitat wrought in anticipation of war. 

Where the topography is flat, wooden palisades and stone walls were 
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raised to encircle and protect communities, moats excavated to rein

force the barrier between them and the outside world. In hill and 

mountain areas, inaccessible locations were often selected for building 

castles and towns. 

The hinterland of Nice, in the southeasternmost corner of mod

ern France (Fig. 1,.p. 1*0 the foothills of the Alps, is a highland dis

trict with rugged peaks and craggy ridges studded with aerie-like 

"perched" villages, their dwellings huddled together in tight compact 

settlements built around the church or the remains of a castle. Some 

villages have been abandoned, but most survive, even though often kept 

alive by the presence of only a few remaining farmers, who have refused 

to leave this harsh and thankless land, choosing to stay behind and 

maintain their ancient traditions. 

The history of this region was a turbulent one, rife with in

testine struggles and punctuated by international wars that sometimes 

ravaged the countryside for several years at a stretch. And, even 

when it was not directly under attack, its position as a corridor 

linking France, the Alps and Italy, made it a well-traveled passage for 

foreign armies. 

The Problem and Its Setting 

The topic of this study is a survey of some of the possible 

relationships between warfare and village life as reflected in rural 

settlement patterns in a valley of southeastern France from the Middle 

Ages to the Early Modern Period. It is preliminary and is far from 

exhaustive. It is also exploratory in that it attempts to apply some 
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methods of anthropological archaeology to a source of data not tradi

tionally associated with it: the material and documentary remains of 

Medieval Europe. 

Its aim is two-fold: first, to examine archaeological remains 

of fortification within a single restricted area said provide a rela

tively detailed description of the defense situation in space and time 

within that limited area.; and, secondly, to study within this context, 

the use and function of the various elements of fortified sites located 

in a given area, geographically limited by the valleys of the Var river 

and itB tributaries, whose waters flow into the Mediterranean Sea a 

few miles west of the modern resort city of Nice, on the French Riviera. 

Data are drawn from historical sources as well as from field notes 

taken on visits to the villages. Some of these findings are inter

preted in the light of known historical occurrences bringing into 

relief patterns of archaeologically observable features corresponding 

to historically documented types of military activity. 

Political and military history is most readily available for 

cities and larger administrative units. By contrast, the Var valley 

system, because of its marginality to larger political regions and the 

absence of any major population centers, is strictly a rural setting. 

In other words, the individuals whose life and reactions and decisions 

are being investigated here are peasants acting under local leadership, 

rather than rulers able to determine major policies. This was par

ticularly true of the Medieval Period. 

These considerations make the task of documentation more diffi

cult in some ways than if the subject matter dealt with warfare between 
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important rulers and the defense of cities. But, at the same time, the 

dearth of precise information on rural fortification, by reducing the 

sheer volume of available data, makes it possible to undertake such a 

broad study. 

Warfare and, consequently defense, must, like most aspects of 

human behavior, be seen within a total cultural context. The more that 

is known about the social organization and cultural system of a site or 

group of sites, the more accurate and complete can presumably be a re

construction of past behavior. At the same time detailed analysis of 

a single aspect of societal behavior may in turn provide insight to 

deepen our understanding of the workings of a particular cultural 

group. 

Defense is a response to the threat of aggression, and the 

identification of fortified sites is a clue to the nature of certain 

forms of interaction and social organization of the cultural group to 

which the site can be ascribed. It is in this sense that the confirma

tion of the defensive nature of an archaeological site by independent 

corroborating evidence can provide a useful technique for studying the 

interrelations of the various features of a site. These may then help 

in the formation of more rigorous and complete sets of verifications 

('test implications') in support of hypotheses concerning warfare in 

other parts of the world and in other time periods. 

Some societies have been more warlike than others, and, it 

could be assumed that this trait would manifest itself in a variety 

of ways ~ that it would in a sense permeate the culture. 
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Warfare and Archaeology 

All known, and many fictional, civilizations have indulged in 

war. History presents us with the undeniable fact that armed hostility 

always has represented, and perhaps always will represent, a signifi

cant portion of human interaction. Even in the absence of written 

records, the physical remains of past civilizations, in nuclear Amer

ica, Europe, the Near East, etc., have been interpreted as indicating 

considerable military activity. 

It is my impression that many archaeologists have used the con

cept of warfare rather loosely: the location of a site in a poten

tially defensible position, or the mere presence of a wall, its foun

dations or above-ground remains, are often taken as proof of fortifi

cation, further assessment of the importance of warfare in the cultural 

system of the inhabitants of the site being obtained by recourse of 

historical sources (when available, even if they are only vaguely 

applicable), interpretation of artistic motifs or, most tenuously, 

postulation of the diffusion of certain traits. Innumerable examples 

of the uncovering of what are assumed to have been "walled cities" and 

"mighty fortresses" cam be gleaned from the literature. And, while one 

group of archaeologists may support such facile interpretations, they 

have created a reaction among other scholars who look for different 

explanations. 

The history of civilizations, in its most usual form, has been 

largely a sequence of battles and treaties, battles as elements in a 

chronic rivalry, decisive battles in which the winner is conqueror, 

etc. Battles in themselves may have little effect on settlement 
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patterns since they often take place away from habitation sites, and 

it is the broader range of activities of war that concerns us here: 

sieges, raiding and other acts of aggression more likely than battles 

to have left a permanent mark on individual sites, as well as signs 

of military activity that can be inferred from the archaeological 

record left by villagers. It has been suggested that there may ac

tually be no correlation between warfare and village settlement pat

terns. This may be true in areas where war is very occasional, not 

requiring any long term adaptation to a relatively permanent set of 

circumstances. But, by the same token, in areas such as the one 

selected for this study, where border disputes seem to have been con

stant, the relationship of warfare to village level defense is worthy 

of investigation. 

Documentary evidence including records of the involvement of 

particular villages in warfare activities at particular times will be 

needed to understand the structure of political organization and 

alliances. From an analysis of these data, there should emerge a 

typology of armed hostility based on available historical information 

for the area as well as on inferences from elsewhere in the history of 

Western Europe. Ideal conditions would produce a situation where his

torical research and archaeological evidence could combine to allow 

for a complete and accurate reconstruction of defense for a set of 

particular sites. This sort of reconstruction would then permit an 

analysis of the function of defense-associated features of the site, 

and comparison to other sites with and without the same defense needs 
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and use. Unfortunately, such ideal conditions exist only for a limited 

number of sites, if at all* 

Defining War 

Comparative warfare is not well studied — a jarringly incon
sistent state of affairs in an age in which war is of major 
concern. Like so many other social activities, the matter has 
to be left to technicians and to moralists, /indeed, the 
whole multicentric power system is not well studied -J the 
very problem has long lain camouflages under nineteenth-
century ideas about the "balance of power" (Bohannon 1963s306). 

The study of war is, in itself, a complex phenomenon. Since 

war, like religion, is still widely practiced today in this modern, 

'multicentric1 world of ours, and contemporary governments and their 

subjects still devote a large proportion of time and energy and money 

to preparing for war, engaging in it and repairing some of its damages, 

it remains an important subject for discussions, treatises and disser

tations. Writing on war fall into two basic categories: (1) practical 

manuals; and (2) theoretical analyses. The former are of interest here 

primarily insofar as documents and historical works illustrate how 

materials, artifacts and features were, or should have been, used in 

military encounters. The latter have traditionally dealt with the de

velopment of Western warfsire from early historical origins in the Near 

East all the way up to 20th century global conflicts. There are also 

a number of particular studies of "primitive" warfare (see Divale 1973)i 

but there exists as yet no unified "theory of warfare," although a 

number of recent attempts have been made to lay the groundwork for one 

(e.g., Fried, Harris and Murphy 1968; Nettleship, Givens and Nettleship 

1975). 
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Although archaeologists have frequently been accused — often 

deservedly — of resorting to facile military explanations drawn from 

superficial acquaintance with European history, there has been an in

creasing tendency to caution and rigor in applying ethnographic analogy 

in archaeological interpretation. One of the most interesting theoret

ical perspectives on war concerns its role in the rise of the state, 

in which "cyclical conquest" (e.g., in Steward 1958:178-209) plays an 

integral part in the development and maintenance of civilization, or 

•coercion' — or "circumscription" — makes "force ... the mechanism 

by which political evolution has led, step by step, from autonomous 

villages to the state" (Carneiro 1971)• In other cases, though, ex

cessive warfare may have been significant in discouraging the develop

ment of civilization (Braidwood and Willey 1962:357)* Traditionally, 

archaeology has preferred to deal with origins instead of maintenance, 

except in terms of cyclical phenomena. It is not my purpose here to 

discuss the relative merits of the various theories, but rather to 

give a definition of war and proceed with the material at hand. 

Paraphrasing some of the varied definitions presented in the 

well known works of Wright (1964) and Bouthoul (1953)» let us define 

war as a contest between two or more hostile groups, carried on by 

force of arms in a manner consistent with the sociocultural system of 

the groups involved. While this concept is very broad, it allows for 

the analysis of war within its larger social and cultural context 

which is often the only clue available to the archaeologist. And this 

definition is further narrowed, in terms of this study, by the types 
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of warfare we can expect to find in southeastern France from the 13th 

to the 18th centuries. 

Most European people known through historical documents were 

very warlike and remained so, in spite of the introduction and general 

adoption of a religion whose basic tenets condemned aggression, ven

geance and most forms of violence. In this sense, primitive Christian

ity was in striking contrast to the native polytheistic religions as 

well as to its mother-faith, Judaism, all of which glorified war. 

But the people who converted to Christianity had been warlike before 

and their attitude modified the new beliefs, rather than the other way 

around. 

Warfare, Fortification and Settlement 

Because of the archaeological nature of the problem posed here, 

the organization of this essay will present the physical evidence 

(from geography, climate and archaeological observation) for rural for

tification before proceeding to the complementary data drawn from local 

history. This should allow for the comparison and contrast of the 

military development of the Var valley system from 1200 to 1750 and 

what is generally known of European history with the purpose of iden

tifying some of the factors responsible for the particular nature of 

these local defense systems. 

The underlying principle, or theme, is based on the notion that, 

if a set of relations can be identified between site type, fortifica

tion remains and military activity in one area, similar correlations 

can perhaps be drawn elsewhere in the world. Much of historical 
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archaeology often involves little more than the elaboration of pre

viously recognized sequences of stylistic change which are interesting 

in themselves but whose value is necessarily restricted in being only 

very narrowly applicable. I have tried to resist this tendency, and 

my descriptions may consequently appear superficial, but I have sought 

to broaden the scope of this study by viewing an area as a whole and 

relating specific events to major political and social shifts as well 

as to technological innovations. 

I began with the idea that the scale on which defense could be 

considered would be related to the degree of centralization of govern

ment (Turney-High 1971). In other words, the more fragmented a society, 

or, rather, the smaller the political units, the greater the likelihood 

of finding fortifications in small-scale sites. Worded in still an

other way: fortification could be expected to occur at the seat of 

power of any political unit threatened with war. Where there existed 

many local lords, we could expect to find many local fortresses, while 

with increasing centralization, we would look for fortifications 

limited to major cities and other important sites. By the same token, 

a multitude of fortresses could be an indication of fragmentation, 

whereas fewer and more powerful defense works would imply concentration 

of political authority and decision-making. Moreover, the degree of 

specialization and sophistication of the fortifications themselves is 

equally significant since it is a reflection of military specialization 

in government. Gorenstein (1963, 1973) suggests that such military 

specialization is actually a prerequisite to governmental specializa

tion. 
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Within the context of European history from the Late Middle 

Ages to the present, we cam then expect that old castles and walled 

villages would be abandoned or neglected in favor of larger cities and 

forts. This trend is further emphasized by technological change, i.e., 

the increase in size and complexity of fortification sis well as in its 

cost. As we shall see, this almost truistic statement is confirmed, in 

a general way, in the Var valley as it is in Europe as a whole. Trans

lated into archaeological terms, we might postulate that a proliferation 

of fortified sites suggested fragmentation (political and, consequently, 

also social and cultural), while concentration of fortification in im

portant sites entailed abandonment or general lack of maintenance of 

smaller ones. 

A second hypothesis is really a corollary of the statement that 

defense — and fortification — must be interpreted as being a response 

to the threat of attack. In such a case, assuming different types of 

attack, we could expect to find correspondingly different types of 

defense. The closer and more immediate the threat of attack, the 

greater the elaboration of fortification. In other words, in the 

Middle Ages, a time of political fragmentation and frequent small-scale 

warfare, villages and isolated castles and churches were fortified, and 

with considerable variety and even art, reflecting the development of 

a complex 'science' of defense. Attack and defense reached a stale

mate in Late Medieval Europe. It was broken only by the introduction 

of firearms into the arsenal of siege weaponry. This technological 

advance accompanied the emergence of national states and increasing 

government centralization. The responsibility for fighting was 



concentrated into the ranks of professional armies; consequently, the 

need for local defense became obsolescent. New principles of fortifi

cation were introduced and when defense works were constructed, it was 

around cities and a few strategic points. Local — or village — de

fense became less specialized, more haphazard, less selective, more 

'monotonous,' subject more to the whims of style and other needs of 

the community and its inhabitants than to its military calling. 

We can combine these two hypotheses and reword them: from 

the Dark Ages, when the absence of a central unifying authority led to 

fragmentation and the predominance of local government, the villages 

(as the smallest political and residential units) were more likely to 

be fortified with considerable variety and even refinement. On the 

other hand, the neglect and simplification of these rural defense sys

tems in favor of more systematic, organized and strategically posi

tioned ones gradually shifting away from habitation sites, were symp

tomatic of the political changes that took place after the Late Middle 

Ages. The data presented in this study generally confirm this concept, 

although, as we shall see, other factors complicate the picture. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE VAR VALLEY SYSTEM: GEOGRAPHIC 
AND ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

The county of Nice extends about fourscore miles in length, 
and in some places it is thirty miles broad. It contains 
several small towns, and a great number of villages; all of 
which, this capital ice"J excepted, are situated among moun
tains, the most extensive plain of the whole country being 
this where I now sun, in the neighbourhood of Nice. The length 
of it does not exceed two miles, nor is the breadth of it, in 
any part, above one. It is bounded by the Mediterranean on 
the south. From the sea-shore, the maritime Alps begin with 
hills of a gentle ascent, rising into mountains that form a 
sweep or amphitheatre ending at Montalban, which overhangs 
the town of Villa Franca. On the west side of this mountain, 
and in the eastern extremity of the amphitheatre, stands the 
city of Nice, wedged in between a steep rock and the little 
river, Paglion, which descends from the mountains, and wash
ing the town-walls on the weBt side, falls into the sea, 
after having filled some canals for the use of the inhabi
tants (Smollett 1766, letter XIII from Nice on 15 January 
176*0. 

The Var, which divides the county of Nice from Provence, is 
no other than a torrent fed chiefly by the snow that melts on 
the maritime Alps, from which it takes its origin. In the 
summer it is swelled to a dangerous height, and this is also 
the case after heavy rains; but at present the middle of it 
is quite dry, and the water divided into two or three narrow 
streams, which, however, are both deep and rapid. ... 
(Smollett 1766, letter XII from Nice on 6 December 1763)- • 

The setting for this study, the Var valley system, is made up 

of the sinuous course of the Var river and of its tributaries, which 

include the Vaire and Coulomp, the Roudoule, the Cians and the three 

largest, the Tinee, V̂ subie and Est̂ ron (see Fig. 1). 

The Var flows south on its circuitous course and the entire 

drainage basin covers a lozenge-shaped area of about eighty by seventy 

13 



^ ' 
iJ.vUiXFMGVR̂  

^ • L̂j' .ram v 

ffTWWnc, 
RRNCb 

A1 

/•SWITZERLAND* v-

' 1.IA. > ~~~1 AV*liW>X 

Tur>« 

SllWiuM. 
rtM««',u>¥f?ite 

UX̂ ICO-

SareliVivft: 

SFfl 

•fc O 

?Rr«E/ Genâ v̂  Vfl̂ lS / 
(  ̂ / 
't FBM̂ /V/'"VC'r 

/ " \ %v 1 

-,£n/oy \poMoVr \ 

QfeneMt*" v 

r̂ iJDffMPHir/E" 

COrtT̂ I 

tfn'ahSW 

ErnbfW1}/̂  aL.̂ 7*"'' v'/̂ T"y ~ ~ 
'<sniucrs» cw \ * 

"'̂ 'r̂ — y 

~ 15!"̂ Jv -At, J«-
^ R m  

OVENCF 
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Figure 1. The setting of the Var valley system in France, Provence and Savoy. 
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kilometers covering an area of about 2750 square kilometers. The 

highest peaks in the northern reaches of the valley exceed 3000 meters 

above sea level and some villages and hamlets are situated at such 

altitudes as 1500 to 2000 meters. The water courses themselves are, 

for the most part, no more than seasonally active torrents whose irreg

ular flow has sometimes had catastrophic effects on the settlements. 

Defining the Var Valley System 

The Var valley system is bounded to the south by the Mediter

ranean sea, to the west by the plain of Grasse and the valley of the 

Verdon, to the north by the valley of Barcelonnette along the Ubaye 

river, all in Provence, and, to the east by the chain of the Argente'ra-

Mercantour in the maritime Alps and smaller mountain ranges separating 

it from the valleys of the Upper Roya and of the Paillons (Fig. 2). 

Compan (1961a:30-32) describes the region as made up of the 

juxtaposition of three types of terrain, well defined and often 

isolated: 

a coastal strip made prosperous by trade and by the intro
duction of the cultivation of vegetables (primeurs) and of 
flowers, and by some investment of capital. Secondly, the 
zone of rolling hills comparable in some respects to the high 
country of the arrondissement of Grasse with its stands of 
wheat and rye, and olive-groves, as well as herds of sheep 
and goats and, finally, the least known area, that of alpine 
mountains par excellence, characterized by breeding of sheep 
and transhumance. 

The climate is essentially of the Mediterranean type, charac

terized by a dry summer and rainy fall and spring, although it quickly 

becomes alpine in the high valleys. Because of the great variation in 

altitudes there is a considerable range of microenvironments within 
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this relatively small region. The upper valleys could be snowed in for 

several months in the days before modern roads opened them to traffic. 

The vegetation is equally variable, with a number of types of conifers 

and hardwoods, herbs and brush. It can range from almost desertic 

brush to lush mountain prairie, brightened by summer wild flowers, and 

some of the slopes are covered with thick forest, subject to frequent 

and extensive fires in the summer months. As we shall see, an impor

tant distinction must be made between the sunny, south-facing slopes, 

or adrets, and the north-facing slopes or ubacs, parts of which are 

never exposed to the rays of the sun, even in mid-summer (Blanchard 

19̂ 5» 19̂ 9, 1955). 

The rugged relief of the alpine foothills is largely the re

sult of the intensive tectonic activity that led to the formation of 

the Southern European mountain ranges. The lower Var cuts into the 

poudingue formed in a Pliocene delta. Much of the stone in the sur

rounding area is good limestone, quarried for building in the past and 

present. The coast around Nice is steep and rocky, except along the 

plain of Grasse. The highest peaks crown the crystalline range of the 

Argentera-Mercantour, and, in between, the sedimentary formations, with 

their steep anticlines, tortured folds and sinuous plates. Among the 

most spectacular formations is a strip of bright red Permian sandstone, 

cut into narrow gorges by the waters of the Cians and of the upper Var 

(at Daluis) and appearing also in the Roudoule and Tine'e valleys 

(Blanchard 19̂ 5, 19̂ 9, 1955; Paschetta 19̂ 8). 

Each valley unit is separated from its neighbor by high moun

tain passes or narrow gorges, and Blanchard attributes the erratic 



layout of the entire drainage to violent shifts that have altered 

already existing water courses. Occasional earthquakes as well as 

frequent rockfalls and landslides point up the continuing instability 

of the land in the present (e.g., Latouche 1931s9; P» Isnard 1928). 

The overall appearance of the landscape is extremely rugged and craggy, 

not unlike a scaled-down version of the mountains of central Arizona, 

compressed and compacted. Although, by New World standards, the peaks 

are not very high (the Argentera rises to just above 3000 meters, 

about 10,000 feet), the altitude rises sharply in relation to the 

coastline. 

Culturally, the Var valley system once again shows both unity 

and many differences that can be attributed to its marginal position 

and to the vicissitudes of political history. The languages spoken 

here are all dialects of the langue d'Oc, or Occitan, which includes 

Provencal (a major literary tongue in the Middle Ages, revived in the 

last century by the movement of the Felibrige under the leadership of 

the great poet, Fr̂ d̂ ric Mistral) and Nissard, the language of Nice 

itself. The linguistic province of Occitania is said to stretch from 

Gascony and Aquitania through the Limousin and Languedoc to Provence 

(Taylor 197̂ ) and even into the mountain portions (Val de Stura) of the 

Piedmont, and around Coni, in Italy where it is called 'Provencal' 

(Doro's comment on Baratier 1971:260-261). Occitan is also closely 

related to Catalan. Some local people claim that the languages spoken 

in the villages of the old comt£ de Nice differ less among themselves 

than from those spoken in eastern Provence, and it is said that, toward 

the east, the nissard speech adopts some of the lilt of Italian. But 
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the variants spoken within the Var valley system, although differing 

slightly from one community to the next, are all mutually intelligible. 

In other respects, the peoples of the Var valley have adopted 

elements from the surrounding areas, particularly, from Provence to the 

west, the Dauphine and Piedmont to the north, and the Ligurian coast 

to the east, and these are evident in all aspects of life, such as 

religious and culinary practices, popular art, etc. For instance, the 

high valley villages of the Var valley share elements of subsistence 

with the alpine tradition of the Dauphin̂  and Savoy, as well as archi

tectural features, communal social organization and a preference, par

ticularly in the western part of the region, for the use of French. 

While the appearance of the villages in the Valre, mid-Var and Est̂ ron 

valleys is generally similar to that of upper Provence, further to the 

east, beginning in the Val de Lantosque, the typical settlement pattern 

tends to the much larger, but as compact, agglomerations so characteris

tic of the Italian/Ligurian landscape. Such readily observable details 

serve to underscore the trsinsitional character of the Var valley system 

and its settlement patterns. 

Politically, the Var valley system seems to have straddled at 

least two units throughout most of its history. For protohistoric 

times, it is hard to determine how the various Ligurian and/or Celtic 

"tribes" were distributed, or even what these groups, named in count

less Roman documents and monuments, really were. It seems, super

ficially, at least, that they corresponded to the smaller valley units, 

in a manner not very different from what exists in the ethnographic 

present. 
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When the Greeks settled along the coast in the 7th and 6th 

centuries B.C., it seems that they did not venture much into the 

hinterland. Not so with the Romans who quickly spread everywhere, 

set up military outposts in the mountains and began dividing up the 

whole of Gaul into administrative provinces. The administrative posi

tion of the Var valley was shifted several times from one province to 

another (Narbonensis-Alpes Maritimae-Provincial), whose borders were 

most frequently defined by rivers. Throughout most of antiquity and 

the Dark Ages, the Var valley was lo6t within larger amorphous politi

cal units. The emergence of feudalism contributed to the political 

organization and stabilization of Western Europe, and Provence began 

to take shape, as did some of the German and Italian states, still 

loosely connected to the Holy Roman Empire. In this process, Nice and 

its hinterland were somehow attached to Provence, but continued to 

maintain ties with cities on the Ligurian coast, to the east* 

Under the Catalan dynasty of Provence (12th and 13th centuries), 

it became the eastern limit of the countship, the baillie d'Outre-

Siagne (a juridical unit beyond the Siagne river from the heartland 

of Provence). As a result of the Angevin east- and northward expansion, 

it ceased to be a borderland, but, in 1388, an international boundary 

was set up winding down its middle, and the Terres-Neuves de Provence, 

later to become known as the comt£ de Nice, were born, only to become 

a bone of contention between rived princes and, by the l8th century, a 

key pawn in the game of international politics. The 1?60 Treaty of 

Turin modifying this international border clearly points up the arbi

trariness of its configuration up to that time, but even the new 
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division did not take into account the actual nature of the valley 

system. 

During the Second World War, the Italian dictator Mussolini 

tried to claim more of the comte de Nice than had been Italian in the 

19th century by extending the natural boundary from the Var to the 

Siagne river, harking back to the juridical divisions of the 12th and 

13th centuries. But, after the war, the 19̂ 7 agreement restored the 

Var valley and the comt£ de Nice to its traditional form, by returning 

to France the sections of Valdeblore, St-Martin-V£subie and Belv̂ d&re 

amputated in i860, as well as the entire communities of Tende and la 

Brigue. Today, the Var valley system falls into two modern d̂ parte-

ments, the Alpes-Maritimes and the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence (known, 

until 1970, as the Basses-Alpes). 

The Units 

The Comt£ de Nice and the 
Alpes-Maritimes 

The Var valley system falls largely within a region known as 

the comte de Nice. This appellation, while it is found in documents 

as early as the 11th century in reference to an ecclesiastical unit 

(Latouche 1931s 1+0)1 did not acquire its present meaning until the l6th 

century when Duke Charles III of Savoy lost almost all of his territory 

and was left with only Nice and its hinterland until 1559. Doublet 

(193M lists seven occasions on which the term comte de Nice was used 

before coming into general use in the 16th century. Since then, this 

area, acquired by France for the last time in i860, has always been 



referred to as the comte — the Countship — of Nice. Except for 

Charles II and King Louis XIV of France (around 1700), there was never 

actually a Count of Nice and, under Provencal rule, the area was 

governed by Viscounts and viguiers and, later, by a governor appointed 

by the Duke of Savoy. 

The comt̂  was first called the Terres-Neuves (New Territories) 

de Provence when Count Amadeus VII of Savoy wrested it from the claim

ants to the Provencal inheritance in 1388. Its sinuous and confusing 

boundary (see Fig. 3) remained unchanged (except for periods of mili

tary occupation) until the negotiations at the end of the War of 

Spanish Succession gave France the Val de Barcelonnette and Entraunes 

and St-Martin d'Entraunes in 1713- Five years later, after the Ver

sailles court decided that it would be more to its advantage to own the 

village of le Mas, em agreement was signed between the French Regent 

and Savoyard Victor Amadeus II, King of Sicily since 1713* exchanging 

le Mas, without ever consulting its inhabitants for the two communes in 

the Val d'Entraunes (Cappatti 1932). The comtl de Nice was again lost 

to the Savoyard ruler, King of Sardinia since 1720, during the period 

of the Gallispan occupation (17̂ -17̂ 8), but restored to him by treaty 

in 17̂ 9. 

In 1760, negotiations were undertaken between the French and 

Sardic governments to attempt to alleviate some of the hindrances to 

communications caused by the unwieldy boundary, and the comtd' de Nice 

as it appeared after the 1760 Treaty of Turin, represents what is 

generally called the comte de Nice today, and has become the modern 

arrondissement of Nice in the departenent of the Alpes-Maritimes. 
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My own use of comte de Nice, throughout the text, applies to 

that political unit as it existed at whatever time period is being dis

cussed. Since the dates for this study fall theoretically between 1200 

and 1750, the form of the comte with which I shall be most concerned is 

obviously the old one, as it existed between 1388 and 1713- The 

Provencal portions of the Var valley system will simply be referred to 

as eastern Provence, 

The term Alpes Maritimae was first given to the Roman province 

whose capital was Cimiez. After 1793» the comte de Nice was conquered 

by the French Revolutionary Army and annexed to the Republic as the new 

departement of the Alpes-Maritimes. The third "Alpes-Maritimes" were 

born in i860 when the comt̂  was once again annexed to France and, this 

time, the portion of the Provencal departement called Var under the 

jurisdiction of Grasse was attached to it. It is in this sense that I 

will use Alpes-Maritimes, to designate the modern departement, as dis

tinguished from the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence and the Var. 

Blanchard also uses Alpes-Maritimes to designate a geographical 

area, north of the middle Var, including the valleys of the upper 

Vesubie, Tinee, middle and upper Var, Valre and upper Verdon (a tribu

tary of the Durance which flows into the Rh6ne, and, therefore, i6 out

side the Var valley system). And I shall use the term maritime Alps, 

in English, in reference to this geographical unit, the southeastern-

most portion of the French Alps. 
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Modern Administrative Units 

Since the Revolution of 1789* France has been divided into 

administrative units called departements, whose seat of government, or 

chef-lieu, is the prefecture. Today, there are just under one hundred 

departements in "Metropolitan" France (i.e., the mainland and the 

Island of Corsica). 

The next level is the arrondissement, administered from a sous-

prefecture. The departement of the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence is made up 

of four arrondissements: under Digne (prefecture), Forcalquier, 

Castellane and Barcelonnette. That of the Alpes-Maritimes had three 

arrondissements from i860 to 1926 when Puget-Theniers's was merged with 

the arrondissement of Nice. The remaining unit, with its administra

tive seat at Grasse, had been part of the departement of the Var, named 

for the river which originally had bounded it to the east. In i860, 

when the comte de Nice became part of the French Empire as the new 

departement of the Alpes-Maritimes, the arrondissement of Grasse was 

added to it (and the Var acquired the dubious distinction of being the 

only river flowing entirely outside the territory of the dlpartement 

named after it). 

The arrondissements, in turn, are divided into cantons (not to 

be confused with the Swiss cantons), each with its administrative cen

ter simply identified as the chef-lieu (chief-town), a generic term 

applying to any central place, or capital, as we shall see for the 

communes. Because of population shifts, cantons are constantly chang

ing. Some are disbanded, like that of Beuil, whose villages were 

divided up between Guillaumes and St-Sauveur. Utelle started out as 
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chef-lieu of a canton including only itself and Lantosque, both very 

extensive communes, with several hamlets. The village of Utelle is 

situated high on a hill, nine kilometers from the modern road in the 

valley, while Lantosque is on a low knoll right on the valley floor, 

almost on the highway, so the chef-lieu of the canton was moved there 

in I960. The chef-lieu of a canton is usually the most important town 

around and is expected to provide goods and services essential to the 

life of the outlying villages. 

The cantons are made up of communes, or townships, the smallest 

territorial unit in this hierarchy and one which has been officially 

recognized for many centuries. The commune includes all the lands 

associated, by possession of usufruct, with a particular group of 

villagers. Because of the importance of this unit in the political 

and economic history of the area, much more will be said of it in later 

pages. Today, the commune covers all lands administratively dependent 

on a particular municipal government. 

Feudal Divisions 

These were hierarchically ordered political units. In theory, 

the Emperor was the ruler, or suzerain, of all men in Christendom, in

cluding Kings, Dukes and Counts, all of whom, in turn, had their own 

dependents, or vassals. 

The Countship of Provence. The Countship of Provence emerged 

some time in the 10th century, and was loosely tied to the Holy Roman 

Empire in that the Count of Provence was theoretically a vassal of the 

Emperor. In actuality, Provence was independent and sovereign, although 
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somewhat constricted by some of its more powerful neighbors, such as 

the Kingdom of France and the Countship of Toulouse. After the 12th 

century, Provence was ruled by a series of foreign dynasties, from 

Catalonia (1112-12̂ 5) and from France, the first Angevin (12̂ 6-1382) 

and the second Angevin (1382-1483), and then willed by its last Count 

to King Louis XI of France, It thus became a province of that Kingdom, 

although it was no longer governed by a hereditary Count, but rather 

by a royally appointed intendant. In the Middle Ages, the Count of 

Provence had among his vassals other Counts as well as Viscounts, 

Barons, Lords (seigneurs) and other noblemen (nobles, chevaliers, 

damoiseaux). As time passed, these titles lost much of their signifi

cance and were almost meaningless by the l8th century. 

The Terres-Neuves de Provence. In the course of the dynastic 

wars that followed the demise of the first Angevins at the end of the 

l̂ th century and in which the second Angevin dynasty of Provence tri

umphed over the pretenders of the house of Durazzo, this portion of 

eastern Provence was cut off from the rest of the patrimony of the 

Counts of Provence by the rulers of the house of Savoy. This area, 

which included most of the Var valley system, then became the equiva

lent of a province of the Duchy of Savoy, placed under the jurisdic

tion of an appointed governor. From the l6th century on, the Terres-

Neuves were known as the comte de Nice. 

Administrative Divisions. Raimon-Berengar V (1209-12̂ 5), the 

last of the Catalan Counts of Provence, set up several stable, per

manent units, called baillies, each under the jurisdiction of a baile. 



Originally, all of eastern Provence had been lumped together in the 

baillie d1outre-Siagne (that is, beyond or east of the Siagne river). 

The baile was a representative of Countal authority along with the 

judges and clavaires (treasurers), who were directly responsible to the 

Count and thereby freed of the cumbersome reliance on feudal vassals in 

the execution of judicial and administrative functions. 

In some cases, the baile's authority might clash with urban 

consulates, some of which (like those of Nice and Grasse) had become 

quite powerful in the early 13th century, and another official, the 

viguier, was appointed to work alongside the municipal government 

rather than above it. Nice was strong enough to resist and acquired 

special privileges. The consulate of Grasse, on the other hand, was 

suppressed in 1227, and the viguerie of Grasse became once again a 

baillie. 

Charles I (12̂ 6-1235) added a seneschal, borrowed from the 

French system, whose duties extended to the entire Countship of Pro

vence, as had that of the 11th century baile. Gradually, the system 

changed as the vigueries grew in importance, so that the baillie of 

Grasse was attached to the viguerie of Nice, then withdrawn and pro

moted to an independent viguerie in 12̂ 6, and the small baillies of 

Vence, Lantosque and Peille were administratively dependent on the 

viguerie of Nice. When a powerful lord, like Boniface de Castellane 

in 1278, was punished for insubordination and relieved of his fiefs, 

his holdings might become the basis of a new administrative division, 

baillie or viguerie, directly dependent on the authority of the Count. 
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As the maps indicate, these units were not unchangeable and their im

portance and configuration fluctuated with political needs. 

The Economic Structure of the Var Valley System 

The economy of Provence, and of much of the Mediterranean basin, 

has been based on the interaction of high mountain exploitation with 

lowland ~ coastal and riverine — production. This relationship was 

even more intense in the impoverished areas dealt with here. On the 

simplest level, the coast produced the Roman 'trinity' made up of olive 

oil, wine and fruit, mostly luxury items, while the mountains special

ized in the production of grain and animal goods including meat, dairy 

and wool. 

Figures ̂  and 5 show the major divisions within the Var valley 

system, based roughly on Blanchard's (19̂ 5» 19̂ 9i 1955) classifica

tions: 

I The Lower Var valley 

II The Prealpine Zone 

A. The Lower Valleys 
Prealps of Nice 
Lower Est̂ ron 

B. The Middle Mountains 
Mont-Vial 
Val de Chanan 
Val de Chalvagne 
Upper Esteron 

III The Maritime Alps 

A. The Middle Valleys 
Lower Tin£e 
Middle Var 
Lower Cians 
Roudoule 
Gueydan-Var 
VaSre 
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Figure 4. The Var valley system: modern administrative units. 
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B. The Upper Valleys 

The Lower Var 

Val de Lantosque (Upper Vesubie) 
Upper Tinee 
Upper Cians 
Upper Var (Val d'Entraunes and Guillaumes) 
Valdeblore 
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Although the actual villages of the lower Var valley are really · 

located in the prealpine zone, their special position overlooking the 

wide -- up to seven kilometers -- floodplain (22 kilometers long from 

the gorges of La Mescla to the mouth of the Var) makes it necessary to 

draw them into a single category. The modern course of the river 

meanders through the poudingue of the Pliocene delta through which the 

Var now flows. Since the middle of the 19th century, dykes have been 

built to contain the Var; and the valley floor was used for grazing and, 

more recently, for truck-farming. West of the Var, the rivers run 

parallel to the mainstream which is bordered by an unbroken ridge of 

poudingue on which sit the modern town of St-Laurent-du-Var and the 

ruins of the castle of la Gaude. To the west of that and south of the 

mountains, lies the broad coastal plain of Grasse, which comes to an 

abrupt end against the foothills of the prealpine ranges, most notably 

the chain of the Bacus -- a Proven~al word meaning 'rock' -- dominating 

St-Jeannet and Vence. Behind it, and reaching a height of over 1700 

meters, looms the range of the Cheiron which, to the north, looks down 

onto the valley of the Esteron, tributary of the Var. 

To the east of the lower Var stand the Prealps of Nice, crad-

ling the capital city of Nice itself, and several high peaks, such as 

the Bal d Mountain above Aspremont, less than ten kilometers from the 



sea and over 800 meters tall, that inspired a famous orchestral work by 

Moussorgsky. 

Although the Var valley has always been poor, the only truly 

fertile lands on the valley floor were left untouched until the last 

century for two reasons: lack of security, and the marshy conditions 

of the coastal riverbeds. Only the iscles, patches of the riverbed of 

the lower Var that remained dry most of the time, were exploited for 

collecting wood, planting and grazing (see Chapter 10). 

In the rest of the Var valley system, agricultural techniques 

remained very primitive, and even today, are relatively unchanged since 

Roman times (Blanchard 19̂ 5; Costamagna 1971: hO-kk). In a land with 

almost no flat areas, it was necessary to adapt the slopes for agri

culture. Many of the terraces (planches or taoulas) that scar these 

mountains could date back to Ligurian times and the massive Cyclopean 

masonry discernible in some of their retaining walls betray their 

ancient origins. These walls were made of dry-stone and followed as 

much as possible the contour of the slope. The width and depth of the 

terracing was directly a function of the angle of the slope. 

In such a rugged environment, draught animals and heavy equip

ment were of little use. The light araire, or Roman plough, continued 

in use because it could be easily carried and was convenient for til

ling the soil in limited space. Only the broader valleys, Chanan and 

portions of the high mountain valleys were amenable to more advanced 

techniques. Almost all the work was done by hand, using one- or two-

pronged picks, heavy spades and sickles. Even today, hand tools sure 
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often preferred, since they are thought to produce better quality re

sults (Blanchard 19̂ 9:̂ 25; Fodere' 1821, 11:11-26). 

Irrigation was practiced to some extent as early as the Middle 

Ages. As evidenced by occasional references to canals in Medieval 

documents, for example in the fields of la Roquette and St-Blaise (C.-A. 

Fighiera 1973:23)i the need for irrigation was felt in the 17th century, 

but it was not until the 19th century that it came into widespread use, 

particularly in the floodplain of the lower Var. 

The use of the land was wasteful in that, in some cases, as 

little as one third of arable land within a commune was in production. 

The two-year fallow cycle was most common, although a three-year cycle, 

with only one year of complete fallow, followed by smother in which 

there was some reduced planting, was adopted in some places in the 

modern period. Elsewhere, fertilizer was widely used. It was usually 

made up of manure, human or animal, especially sheep and pidgeon dung, 

mixed with earth, plants, leaves, boxwood, etc. (Blanchard 19̂ 5s320). 

In some other cases, the slash-and-burn technique for clearing land 

called essartage allowed it to be farmed for more than one year, but 

it had to lie fallow for several years after the soil had been exhausted. 

The Prealps 

These are the foothills of the Alps which are transitional be

tween the lowland and riverine areas to the south and west and the high 

mountain zone (Blanchard 19̂ 5)- The Var valley system includes portions 

of the Prealps of Nice, east of the lower Var, and of the Prealps of 

Grasse, west of the Var and north of the plain of Grasse. Blanchard 
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further subdivides this part of the Prealps into two vegetation zones 

which he identifies as, 

1. the lower valleys, the home of the olive and the live oak; 
it ranges in altitude from 0 to 900 meters above mean sea 
level, with an average agrarian altitude of k23 meters 
(Blanchard 19̂ 5:366); 

2. the middle mountains, ranging in altitude from 500 to 2000 
meters, and averaging about 900 meters (Blanchard 19̂ +5?3̂ 7) • 

V/hile the lower valleys had an impoverished and restricted 

economy, the middle mountain zone enjoyed the advantages of both valley 

and mountain production. A variety of grain was grown in the mountains, 

including several kinds of wheat, rye, barley and oats (Blanchard 19̂ 5: 

327, 388-393)# Many kinds of beans were also grown and, as their im

portance in the diet increased, they came to rival grain (Blanchard 

19̂ 5s330). The sale of fruit and the products of gathering, most of 

which were sent to the lowlands, allowed the villages to make a real 

profit. In the valleys, the major crops were from trees; walnut, 

almond, plum, apple, pear and figs, and, most important of all, olives. 

Grapes were grown throughout the Prealps, as they were within the en

tire Var system, where only Soleilhas was situated too high up to grow 

its own. 

Olive and vine thrive in similar environments. Although, be

ginning in the 15th century, the cultivation of olives spread and 

pushed back grapes; more recently, the olive has seriously declined 

and the vine, in some areas at least, has held its own (Blanchard 19̂ 5: 

367-369; Jeancard 1952:109-110). The olive tree, so prominent in the 

landscape of Provence, is extremely vulnerable to cold, parasites and 

disease (Trastour 1971:29-31)• Its crop is unpredictable, its yield 
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precarious, yet the oil was such am essential part of the traditional 

economy that a number of villages, particularly those of the lower 

valleys, were almost totally dependent upon this single crop. The 

miserable conditions of life in the lower Est£i*on, which has been al

most completely abandoned in the last few decades, are at least par

tially attributable to reliance on the single crop of olives. Today, 

although oil is still one of the major export goods from the Alpes-

Maritimes, many of the planches are overgrown with weeds and brush, 

choking the trees. 

In addition to domesticated varieties, some wild plants were 

collected. Acorns were picked for fodder and to be mixed with grain 

for bread, carob-beans, mushrooms and honey were foremost among the 

items gathered. V/ood was another wild resource which, in addition to 

what was used locally, was floated down the river to Nice. It was used 

primarily for burning. The sale of charcoal was still another source 

of revenue for the villagers as was oak-bark used in leather tanning 

(Blanchard 19̂ 5*. 376-377). 

Herding, a key resource of Provence, rested primarily on the 

raising of a hardy breed of sheep, whose value was measured in terms of 

manure and wool, meat and cheese. Goats provided household milk, 

cheese and meat. Pigs were the only regular source of meat for the 

rural table. Horses, though rare, since donkeys and mules were gener

ally preferred to them, were kept for their manure, and transport and 

work. Finally, cows, a fashionable commodity according to Blanchard 

(19̂ 5:351), were usually not raised in the Var valley itself but 

rather purchased from Auvergne and the Dauphine. They served as 
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draught animals and as milchcows, although butter was not used in 

cooking until quite recently. Their manure was highly prized. While 

this livestock was rare in the lower Est̂ ron, it was plentiful every

where else, in the Prealps of Nice and the mountains (Blanchard 19̂ 5: 

375-379). 

The small-scale industry of the Prealps was for subsistence, 

with almost no export other than in barter. There were pottery-works, 

and limestone and gypsum, and even some iron mining. In addition, 

there were tiny enterprises for the manufacture of soap and of rope; 

small wooden objects were carved at St-Auban and Brianqonnet in the 

upper Esteron. V/eaving, as in the mountains, was a part-time occupa

tion during the winter months, but all for domestic use, with the ex

ception of silk production in the l8th and 19th centuries (Blanchard 

191+5i<+06-i+08). The Prealps sent wine and oil and salt to the moun

tains, grain fruit and nuts, walnut oil to the lowlands, and served 

as passage for transhumant herds in fall and spring. 

The Lower Valleys. The lower valleys of the Prealps include 

two seemingly disparate parts, the lower Esteron valley and the Prealps 

of Mice. The lower Esteron is deep and narrow and, with the exception 

of Roquesteron, all its villages are perched high above the river. In 

the fall, the valley is filled with thick morning fog (Blanchard 19̂ 5! 

33)* The traditional crop was the olive, almost to the exclusion of 

anything else. Today, however, the forest has reclaimed many of the 

narrow terraces and steep slopes and the jagged peaks with their shark's 

tooth appearance. The Prealps of Nice, most of which lie outside the 



38 

Var valley system, are a more versatile land, in a confused and in

credibly rugged mountain setting that topples directly into the sea 

east of the Var. The mountains rise consecutively higher towards the 

crystalline range of the Mercantour and the Col de Tende on the divide 

separating the French from the Italian face of the southern Alps. The 

land is inhospitable, although the weather is mild and, in order to 

make it amenable to agriculture, it has been necessary through the ages 

to build terraces all over. Because of the range of altitude here, the 

economy is actually quite varied, although it has always specialized in 

the inevitable olive oil and wine. 

The Middle Mountains. The middle mountain area rises above the 

steep gorges and clues of the EstSiron in either the arid adret of the 

Mont-Vial or the green valleys of Chanan and the upper Est̂ ron. The 

ruined fortress of Ascros, last outpost of Savoy overlooking the 

Provencal Val de Chanan, looms menacingly from its barren slope over 

the rolling country surrounding the perched villages of la Penne, St-

Antonin, la Rochette and the ruins of Puget-Figette (St-Pierre). 

The subdivision of the Var valley system is characterized by 

parallel valleys separated by ranges that gradually blend into the con

fusion of the high peaks of the Alps. The steep ubacs are densely 

wooded, providing ideal conditions for modern hunters and mushroom 

gatherers, while the tiny plains and slopes exposed to the sun are all 

modified and adapted for agriculture, corn, wheat, vegetables and pas

ture as well as fodder for the plentiful livestock, sheep, goats and 

milchcows. 
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The Maritime Alps 

The mountain districts, or maritime Alps, are located north of 

an imaginary line drawn just below the horizontal course of the middle 

Var, thereby including the upper Verdon and Roya valleys which fall 

outside the range of this study. This zone includes peaks reaching 

above three thousand meters, separated by wide glacial valleys, as well 

as some of the most rugged country in Europe, and the grand adret du 

Var, a fine wine and olive-growing stretch of land (Blanchard 19̂ 9)• 

The Middle Valleys. The middle valleys of the maritime Alps 

are similar to the lower valleys of the Prealps, deep and narrow, with 

few, if any, open spaces. The landscape is made up of forest, agricul

tural terraces both abandoned and in use, bearing olive trees, vine and 

a variety of other crops, or of bare rock, usually revealing its sedi

mentary origin in an array of parallel layers that can rise up out of 

the valley floor in massive anticlinal slopes, or wind their way in 

maze-like contortions. The mid-Var and Valre are the cheeriest of 

these valleys, the former being the home of one of the most renowned 

vineyards of the comt̂  de Nice, around Villars-sur-Var, as well as 

growing a great many fruit on the valley floor recently rendered arable 

by the taming of the Var, while the latter is a broader valley which, 

in the past, was more given over to animal husbandry and today special

izes to some extent in the growing of potatoes and lavender. The lower 

Tinee and Vesubie, on the other hand, are dank and the habitations hang 

high above the river bed as close to the sun as possible. The weather 

once again is mild, although, even today, winter snows hinder communi

cation on occasion. 
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The Upper Valleys. The upper valleys are separated from the 

lower courses of their rivers by deep and narrow gorges (clues), the 

most colorful of which are cut into a red Permian sajidstone by the Var 

(at the gorges of Daluis), to a lesser extent the Roudoule and, most 

spectacular of all, the Cians. The distribution of U-shaped glacial 

valleys is illustrated on the map; some of these have been considerably 

altered by erosion from mountain streams. Up here the narrow agricul

tural terraces tend to give way to small irregular fields bounded by 

amorphous rockpiles (clapiers), just as the population has a tendency 

to spread out a little into hamlets that can be relatively independent 

of the main village. In the winter most of the land is covered with 

snow, patches of which remain throughout the year. In the summer a 

carpet of wild flowers adds color and charm to the lush valleys of the 

upper Cians, Tinee and Ve'subie. Only the upper Var is bleak and barren 

with its badlands of exposed black marl (terres noires). On the whole, 

the cheerful impression given by these mountain valleys « which has 

made them popular tourist attractions for winter sports and, in summer, 

for the pure mountain air and greenery — contrasts with the starker 

aspect of the rest of the region. 

Although agricultural conditions in the maritime Alps were not 

unfavorable, due to the great variety of lands ranging in altitude from 

200 to 3000 meters above sea level, production was basically on a sub

sistence level with few export items (Blanchard 19̂ 9ŝ 20). The crops 

included tree crops (pitted fruits and figs) and grape. Wine was pro

duced in most of the valleys as far into the mountains as Meailles, 

Guillaumes, St-Sauveur and Roquebillifere, wherever south-facing adrets 
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could grow the precious vine. The wine of the mid-Var, and of Villars 

in particular, was highly prized. Wine was traded locally, although 

the communities of the val d'Entraunes imported their wine from Pro

vence. Olives and figs grew as high up as vine, olives were exported 

to the upper Var and Tin̂ e from the middle valleys (Blanchard 19̂ 9: 

k25). Also grown in this zone were hemp, fava beans, lentils, beams, 

peas, vetches (gesses and vesces), turnips and onions (Blanchard 19̂ +9: 

*+22). 

In the mountains, bread wheat was grown, as well as walnut, a 

more reliable, if culturally less desirable, source of oil than the 

olive, and chestnut, most common in sandy soil above 1100 meters. 

Among wild resources, honey was an important item for export to cus

tomers ranging as far afield as northern Europe (Blanchard 19̂ 9:̂ 28). 

Mushrooms and wood were also exported from the mountain districts. 

Industry, not surprisingly, never grew to any great importance. 

Silk-related products were a small part of the economy from the 16th 

century, expanded in the 19th and disappeared in the 20th. Wool, the 

major element in the mountain textile industry was mostly traded in 

barter between lowlands and highlands. Until the 19th century, there 

was a fairly substantial weaving cottage industry in the upper valleys, 

which was transformed into one based on workshops and gradually dimin

ished until, after i860, the importation of British woolen virtually 

wiped out local production (Blanchard 19̂ 9! ̂3) • 

The high valleys of the maritime Alps share characteristics 

with the middle mountain districts of the Prealps. The entire mountain 

economy could be characterized by production of grain and livestock, 
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which, despite harsh climatic conditions, enjoyed a solid base of pro

duction (Blanchard 19̂ 5:379-387) • In the local system of barter within 

the maritime Alps, the middle valleys sent up wine and oil in exchange 

for wood, chestnuts, the cloth and livestock and the grain the high 

valleys had to offer (Baratier 1969; Blanchard 19̂ +9: ̂5) • 

Subsistence and Trade 

Trade was in some ways deceptively simple: luxury goods, like 

oil and wine were sent up to the highlands in exchange for staples like 

grain. Salt, and spices and manufactured items which came to the ports 

of Nice and Villefranche and along the Provencal coast, were added to 

this lowland inventory. 

The staples of the Provencal menu consisted of bread, wine and 

meat. Of these only wine was plentiful, and the makings for bread had 

to be brought in from outlying districts. Few vegetables were eaten. 

On the coast, of course, fish, particularly salmon, cod and herring, 

formed an important part of the diet, and was eaten either fresh, dried 

or salted (Baratier 1969:251; Boniffacy 1912:370-1+12; Singer et al. 

1956:123-126). 

Trade was a necessity because, except in some of the more 

favored mountain communities, agricultural production was not self-

sufficient. Baratier (1969:278) characterizes Provence as having had 

"an agricultural economy of numerous but very minor local markets 

restricted to a modest range of traffic." The economy of the villages 

was based on subsistence agriculture and trade most often in the form 

of barter. In the lower prealpine valleys, the surplus from the sale 
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of luxury goods was used to buy food (Blanchard 19̂ 5:375)• In the 

Kiddle Ages, the high country villages were pretty much outside the 

network of trade, participating only to the extent that they could 

bring their meagre surplus to the nearest local center to barter for 

salt, clothes and iron (Baratier 1969:182). 

Some of these local centers held fairs, usually no more than 

once or twice a year. These were primarily occasions for the sale of 

livestock, but also, to a lesser extent, of cloth suad other manufac

tured goods. The fairs were held around the same date every year, and 

could draw merchants sometimes from very distant parts. With the Var 

valley system, only the agglomeration of Puget-Theniers had any real 

importance as a trade center, a distinction it has retained to this 

day (Barbier 1966; Miege 1966). The important fairs were held outside 

the Var valley, particularly at Grasse, Castellane, Draguignan, Digne 

and the much smaller Seranon and Colmars-les-Alpes, in Provence, and 

Barcelonnette north of the comt£, and a number of centers in the south

eastern part of the comtg de Nice and in the Piedmont (Baratier, Duby 

and Hildesheimer 1969 "• #86, 122; Blanchard 19̂ 5: ̂2̂ , 19*+9: M+l; Grassi 

1970; Sclafert 1959:69-86). 

In 17th century St-Sauveur (lower Tinee), peasants bought only 

what they could not make themselves: some manufactured goods, wine, 

iron ingots to be worked by the local blacksmith. The wealthier bur

ghers could purchase silk and firearms and objects of copper, tin and 

even silver (Colletta 197̂ :21). Although the bulk of everyday trade 

among the villagers of the Var valley system was hardly more than simple 

barter, there was some use of money and merchants lived and operated in 
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most communities. The bustling border and river-crossing town of St-

Laurent-du-Var in the 17th century had two shops selling wine and oil, 

two bread-bakeries, a butcher's shop and a kind of grocery store or 

magonerie (Garidelli 1929)• 

For example, the will of Jean-Antoine Bianchi, the wealthiest 

citizen of St-Sauveur, composed in the first quarter of the 17th cen

tury, clearly indicates that this merchant's business branched into at 

least four areas (Colletta 197*+:#21). The inventory of his storerooms 

shows that he dealt in the sale of wine, oil and other foodstuffs; he 

was also involved in banking and had debtors in all of the neighboring 

communities and as far away as St-Jeannet, Antibes, Castellane and Alios 

in Provence, and possibly even Brian̂ on, a city in the Dauphine", accord

ing to Colletta (197̂ :#21), although I tend to think that it more 

likely refers to the village of Brian̂ onnet in the upper Esteron; the 

Bianchi family also sold wood, to Nice and the Piedmont; and, finally, 

animals of all kinds were rented out to villagers in all the surrounding 

communities. In addition to all of this, the family owned considerable 

property around St-Sauveur and, later in the century, acquired an oven 

and some mills. 

Merchants radiated from Nice and the coast into lower and upper 

Provence, the Dauphine' and Savoy and the Piedmont, along the trade 

routes outlined in the map. One of the most important commodities they 

carried was salt, originally brought to Nice from Hy&res in Provence 

and, in the l8th century, from Sardinia, the only raw material of any 

value produced on that island. Salt was subject to a special tax, the 

gabelle, and its sale was very strictly controlled. At St-Sauveur in 
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the 17th century, for instance, it was purchased directly in Nice for 

the use of the entire village (Colletta 1974:r*21). Salt was particu

larly in demand as a seasoning and food supplement, for use in the 

preservation of foodstuffs, as an ingredient in the processing of 

leather, and as an essential dietary supplement for the livestock so 

numerous in the mountain districts (Grassi 1970:85; Imbert 1938:104-113; 

Singer et al. 1956:155)• The gabeliers, tax collectors in charge of 

the distribution of salt, had ample opportunity to grow rich and one of 

them, Paganino dal Pozzo of Nice, is particularly well known for having 

backed the construction of the Pagari trail from Nice into the Pied

mont through the upper Vesubie. 

At important centers, like St-Martin-Lantosque on the Pagari 

trail, warehouses held some of these goods; in 1470, for example, a 

large quantity of this stored merchandise that had been destined for 

trade in the Piedmont was destroyed, along with two-thirds of the vil

lage when a huge fire struck St-Martin (Imbert 1938:104-113; Raiberti 

1898:12-14). The sorts of articles the merchants carried included a 

great variety of 'dry' goods, cloth and leather, hemp, metals, stone 

(e.g., marble), pottery, soaps, a variety of tools and machinery, as 

well as foodstuffs, oil and wine, dried and cooked fruit, dried and 

salted fish and meats, fresh and dried chestnuts, etc., and, of course, 

flour and grain, and, equally important, livestock (Blanchard 1945* 19̂ 9» 

1955; Grassi 1970:217-140; Imbert 1938; etc.). Of course, as every

where else until the last century, weights and measures were in no way 

standardized and varied greatly from district to district (e.g., Forien 

de Rochesnard and Lavagne 1966). Since many merchants carried luxury 
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goods with them, they were particularly vulnerable to attack by rapa

cious local feudatories, like the lords of Tende, and by brigands, 

whose exploits were the plague of mountain travel well into the 19th 

century (Fod̂ re 1821,11:370; Garidelli 1930a; Grassi 1970:209; Hilde-

sheimer 1952; Raiberti 1898; Salomone n.d.; etc.). 

Wood was another commodity handled through merchants. Although 

most wood grown in the Var valleys was not suitable for construction, 

it was quite in demand for firewood. Logs were floated down the rivers 

from the high valleys with their stands of tall trees to Nice and it, 

too, was sometimes the object of thievery and litigation (e.g., Sclafert 

1959:33-̂ 3). 

The barter in which the majority of the people engaged was much 

simpler, a matter of making arrangements to fill the immediate needs of 

a community. Grain, in particular, was procured in this manner, each 

village being more or less assured of supply from the surplus of sui-

other, in relationships somewhat similar to those between transhumant 

villages (Baratier, Duby and Hildesheimer 1969s80-85; Blanchard 19̂ 5: 

371-175* 19̂ 9: M+5-M+9; Canestrier 1952). The wider the range of trade 

networks, the more effectively these could be used in easing or avert

ing the effects of famine. The Countess of Provence had been able, for 

example, to import grain from Naples to feed the starving people of 

Nice in 1364 (Maurandi 1931s20), while during the terrible freeze of 

1708-09 the French administrators of the comte managed to alleviate to 

some extent the situation by bringing in supplies from the Languedoc 

(Compan 1973:11,66-67). On a local level, in the difficulties that 

accompanied the French occupation of the Var valley during the War of 
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the League of Augsburg, in 1696, the town of Villars-sur-Var sold to 

the people of the neighboring village of Bairols, bran and olive-dregs 

(murcia or amurca) to make a facsimile of bread (Magnan 1953:175-180). 

Finally, we cannot forget another form of trade which, although 

not officially recognized, was lucrative for its perpetrators: smug

gling, the bane of customs officials, which, like brigandage, was an 

evil that persisted for centuries, despite severe persecution. By the 

mid-l8th century, the impossibility of policing the border between Pro

vence and the comte de Nice led to the formulation of the Treaty of 

Turin in 1760, by which the sinuous boundary was simplified (see Fig. 

3). But that did not hamper the passage of contraband, including salt, 

and smuggling continued rampant for still another century, until the 

annexation of the comte de Nice in i860 did away with the international 

border. In 19̂ 7, the communities of Tende and la Brigue, grown fat 

from contraband trade between France and Italy, resisted annexation to 

France for that reason, but to no avail (Andreis 1973; Hildesheimer 

1967a:38; etc.). 

Transhumance 

Animal husbandry was obviously a very important element in the 

life of Provence. It seems to have had at least four significant func

tions: it served as a source of nourishment (from milk products and 

meat); of raw material for clothing (wool and skins); of manure; and 

finally, as a means of establishing and maintaining the vital links 

between highland and lowland districts. While the first two contribu

tions are obvious and have been covered previously, the last two are 

worthy of discussion here. 
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One of the most serious agricultural problems was that of soil 

depletion and, traditionally, the permanent fields had to follow a 

simple -- and wasteful — two-year fallow cycle. These unfavorable 

conditions made the procurement of fertilizer a major objective for 

farmers who responded to the challenge in a variety of ways (Blanchard 

19̂ 5:320-321; Compan 1961b; Fodere' 1821,11:27-̂ 0; Sclafert 1959; etc.). 

Although animal manure « particularly that of cows and sheep — was 

the richest and most valuable, it was not easily enough available and 

agriculturalists had to resort to using human waste. Until quite 

recently, the contents of the latrines of the old city of Nice were 

collected and sold to enrich the surrounding fields and modern vil

lagers fortunate enough to have still a cesspool, tap it regularly to 

help their garden grow. Travelers in upper Provence in the l8th and 

19th centuries recorded that, in some places, all manner of organic 

refuse, including plants and leaves gathered from the surrounding 

countryside were piled up in village streets to be trampled on, rained 

on, etc., until these public compost heaps reached the proper state of 

maturation, and were then taken out to the fields (Blanchard 19̂ 5:320-

321). 

The most effective means of acquiring animal manure was to have 

the animals graze on village lands. However, the sheer volume of traf

fic by transhumant herds tended to put a strain on the land and result 

in overgrazing with dire consequences, and, in some cases, additional 

food had to be sought. In summer, the vegetation was quickly depleted 

by grazing and shepherds sometimes went to extraordinary lengths to 

feed their flocks, even stripping live trees of their leaves, small 
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branches and bark, thereby causing them to die (Sclafert 1959:176). 

In the winter, the animals were usually taken to the low country, al

though they could also be stabled locally and this, while it provided 

manure for the farmer, presented for the shepherd the problem of col

lecting sufficient fodder. Too often, the animals — except for preg

nant females who received preferential treatment — had to make do with 

low-grade straw and various inadequate forms of nourishment (Blanchard 

19̂ 5:3̂ 1-3̂ ; Sclafert 1959:171-177). 

In the Prealps of Nice, bandites were rented or sold; these 

were lands which were used for grazing in the winter. Since no con

trols were exercised over grazing, and every kind of land was used for 

this purpose, indiscriminate destruction of vegetation resulted in the 

wet season when the environment was most vulnerable, and should have 

been allowed to regenerate (Blanchard 19̂ +5:153) • Many villages, in 

desperate need of money, permanently sold their rights to the bandites 

on their territory, particularly in the 17th century, and, consequently, 

fell deeper into poverty (Blanchard 19̂ 5:153; Salomone n.d.; Trastour 

1971:35)* Everywhere, herds were subject to a great variety of legal 

prescription and controls in an attempt to lessen the damages they in

flicted on the landscape (Sclafert 1959:150-161). 

Transhumance followed very simple patterns. The herds win

tered in lowland pastures, and traveled to mountain grasslands 

(alpages) to graze over the summer months. Usually, there was an 

arrangement for reciprocal exchange between villages in each area. 

Still, there was often conflict where it was feared too many animals 

might converge and consume everything in sight. The proprietors of 
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the grazing land collected taxes from herdsmen, and most onerous were 

the fees incurred in the fall and spring when thousands of head of 

stock were driven along the clearly defined trails (drailles and 

carraires) in search of food. The villages not only received payment 

for grazing privileges and tolls for passages, but they also inherited 

the precious droppings left behind by the itinerant livestock (Blan-

chard 19^9!^85-^93; Compan 1961b; Sclafert 1959s69-83)• In the l8th 

century, the Sardic states, including the comte de Nice, tolerated, and 

even invited for political reasons, much larger herds than were per

mitted to graze in Provence, a practice which resulted in a worsening 

of the effects of overgrazing (Blanchard 19̂ 9: *+31) • 

The social and cultural effects of transhumamce are far more 

complex. The reciprocity of the arrangements between pairs of villages 

has been mentioned. Favorite winter grazing lands were sought in lower 

Provence and the RhOne valley, but many herds roamed the prealpine 

pastureland and the lower valleys of eastern Provence and the comte de 

Nice. 

It has been suggested that the transhumance paths led to the 

seasonal, then permanent, migration that eventually drained upper 

Provence and the comt6 of its human resources, and data from the l8th 

and 19th centuries bear this up (Blanchard 19̂ 9092-419), for the rela

tionship between the communities exchanging the flocks and shepherds 

formed permanent bonds. By the l8th century, because the taxes levied 

on transhumants were so high, some shepherds had to spend several years 

in exile to accumulate enough money to return to their homes (COLmpan 

1961b). 
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From the Middle Ages, the drailles formed the framework for the 

communication network of Provence; transhumant shepherds pioneering the 

most practical trails and creating a need for travel facilities at 

stopping points along preferred routes, thereby bringing more pros

perity to villagers along the way. The relationships based on the 

movement of herds remained stable despite the vicissitudes of political 

and economic circumstance (Sclafert 1959)• 

Transhumance provided a mechanism for the exchange of ideas as 

well as of goods and helped to cement the bonds created by trade. To

day, it still exists to some extent, but, although a herd of sheep and 

goats can occasionally be seen scuttling alongside the autoroutes under 

the watchful eye of a shepherd and his dogs, this is a rare sight. The 

hard life of the transhumant herdsman holds little appeal for young 

people who may be even less tempted because of the rather unsavory 

reputation attached to this occupation. Shepherds are regularly blamed 

for many of the forest fires that plague the entire area throughout the 

dry summer months; they are even accused of setting the fires in order 

to clear the brush which robs them of some of the precious wool of 

their flocks. Although herding, like all traditional occupations, is 

on the decline, the bovine population of the upper valleys, however, 

has remained stable, actually increasing in proportion to the dwindling 

human population (Blanchard 19*+9: ̂85). 

Blanchard (19̂ 5:663-673) points out the shift in emphasis from 

the "thin sheep" (mouton maigre) whose value was measured in wool and 

dung, to the "fatted lamb" (agneau gras) raised for slaughter. To cut 

down on time and on wear and tear on the stock, most of the animals 
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another. Still, some traditional shepherds remain and they can be 

seen, in the continuance of their age-old trade, winding their way up 

and down the old trails with their sheep and goats, avoiding as much 

as possible the dangers of modern automobile traffic. 

Deforestation and Reforestation 

Deforestation and torrentiality became a serious menace in the 

16th century. Disasters occurred as a result of erosion and flash 

flooding and the local and central authorities began to be concerned 

with remedying the problem and averting the dangers of landslides and 

floods. The causes were thought to be related to overuse of the land, 

mostly by grazing herds of sheep and goats and by the practice of 

essartage said general clearing of woodlands (Blanchard 19̂ +5; 157-1&9; 

Sclafert 1959:167-180, 193-203). 

There is no question that deforestation was one of the most 

serious problems in Provence from the late Middle Ages to the last 

century, as it has been in much of the circum-Mediterranean region 

where it is usually attributed to overgrazing over several millennia. 

In the Provencal case, a controversy has raged between proponents of 

two basic arguments, placing the blame either on overgrazing, or on 

essartage. 

Essartage refers to the process by which land is made arable, 

cutting down trees and brush to clear a plot, and burning the debris 

to help enrich the soil; it was used for short-term cultivation 

(Blanchard 19̂ 5:15*0 • Blanchard (19̂ 5:13̂ -189) places the blame 
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squarely on this destructive practice which produced long-term changes 

in the local flora, particularly since it was often done haphazardly 

and contrary to regulations (restrictions by feudal or communal law) 

and nothing was done to reduce or repair the damage. 

After the 13th century, essartage became illegal in some places, 

but, despite such measures against it, the relation between the prac

tice of this slash-and-burn technique of farming said the resulting 

torrentiality was correlated with population growth; in other words, 

the spread of essartage was an effect of overpopulation. The poorer 

folk had to resort to it as the good lands were all used up. When 

population declined following periods of crisis, war and famine, essar

tage also declined and the natural vegetation, taking advantage of this 

respite, grew to heal the wounds inflicted on the slopes by the agri

culturalists. 

Sclafert (1959) has written numerous articles on the subject of 

overgrazing, culminating in her comprehensive work on medieval pastoral-

ism in upper Provence (1959). She also discusses essartage at some 

length, particularly in connection with the terre gaste (literally: 

waste-land), cleared forest replaced by secondary growth, and of little 

use to the community except as land to prevent the ravages of erosion. 

For Sclafert, the real cause of widespread deforestation was overgraz

ing (la surcharge pastorale), the abuses of which she described in 

detail. The dangers of overgrazing and similar abuse of the land were 

recognized as early as the Medieval Period, although their effects were 

temporarily minimized by the sudden severe depopulation that occurred 

in the late l̂ th century and actually resulted in a long hiatus in the 
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transhumance patterns in Provence. After the Kiddle Ages, when the 

population began once again to increase beyond the carrying capacity 

of the land, the villagers of the Var valley system were again faced 

with the problems of reaping as many benefits as possible from their 

own herds as well as those brought in by transhumance, while offsetting 

the threat of depletion of the land and forests, by overgrazing of 

thousands of animals. Despite attempts to put a legal stop to this 

abuse of the land, it continued illegally, since it was difficult to 

enforce such laws on wandering shepherds. 

The most prevalent view today, on the subject of deforestation, 

subsequent erosion which led to landslides and torrentiality of moun

tain streams, is one of compromise, recognizing that, although over

grazing was a factor in creating these problems, it cannot be held 

solely responsible for them (Coulet's comment on Baratier 1971*158-160). 

In the last few decades, Provence has been able to restore much 

of its woodland. Systematic reforestation has been part of the govern

mental policy for the last several centuries, but, as Blanchard (19̂ 5* 

165-189) is quick to point out, it has been most successful in tracts 

outside the official plantations, where natural conditions, no longer 

burdened by overpopulation, have simply been allowed to prevail. 

Modern Economy 

The traditional economy of the mountains was considerably 

altered by the introduction of new elements in the l8th and 19th cen

turies. Foremost among these was the potato, a South American contri

bution to the European economy which, once adopted, wrought profound 
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provided a predictably steady source of nourishment, thereby reducing 

the threat and ravages of famine which had been almost endemic in upper 

Provence until then. Moreover, the preparation of the ground before 

planting and the enrichment of the soil by the plants themselves bene

fited the growth of other crops. Although the potato was being culti

vated in areas under French jurisdiction by the end of the l8th century, 

it was not until the mid-19th century that it became a staple crop in 

the comte de Nice (Blanchard 19̂ 5s35̂ -355« 601). 

Silk production had been introduced much earlier, but it was a 

risky business, and not practiced by the peasants until the 19th cen

tury, although the mulberry trees on whose leaves the silkwork fed, 

were being grown in this area as early as the late Middle Ages. By the 

l8th century, a number of communities were exporting the leaves and, 

by the 19th, the actual production of silk had become lucrative enough 

so that almost every village in the Prealps of Nice, and many of those 

higher in the mountains, took it up, the women actually keeping the 

cocoons warm inside their clothing. But, by the turn of the century, 

this little industry had been completely abandoned, and only an occa

sional mulberry tree is left as a reminder to times past (Baratier 

et al. 1969:̂ 123; Blanchard 19̂ 5:355-359). 

Other gradual changes brought about in the last century include 

the spread of artificial pasture, planted with lucern, sainfoin and 

clover which, since the end of the century, have become an important 

part of the agricultural scene of upper Provence. Chemical fertilizers 

were also slow in being accepted in place of natural ones and, even 



56 

today, autumn leaves as well as animal and human manure are used in the 

greatly reduced agricultural production of the Alpes-Maritimes. In a 

parallel manner, the use of farm machinery, rapidly adopted in Provence, 

was slow to spread to the mountains of the comte where, even today, such 

equipment is unwieldy and impractical on the narrow terraces built into 

the steep slopes. The political boundary between Provence and the 

comtg was the demarcation line between the areas opting for progress 

and those which fell behind (Blanchard 19̂ 5s363-36̂ , 602-609). If the 

valleys of the Valre and of Chanan grew fodder and used artificial fer

tilizers and machines, it was in large part due to the more open 

topography, but it has also been suggested that the people of the 

comte were simply lazy, lacking in imagination and used to begging 

(e.g., in Latouche 1931s175)• 

Finally, flowers became an important cash crop in all of the 

area after the l8th century. The plain of Grasse and the lower Var as 

well as the coast of the Prealps of Nice have been producing flowers 

for perfume and for decoration. In the hinterland, the most important 

of these was lavander, grown commercially, around Forcalquier in Pro

vence, as early as the l6th century. In the Var drainage, only in the 

Valre valley is it grown in sufficient quantity to be profitable but, 

at high enough altitudes, lavander grove wild sill over the mountains 

where it is harvested for local use, and there are references to plan

tations of it at Ascros in the l8th century (Blanchard 19̂ 5:362-363). 

At the same time as these positive changes, there were negative 

ones. As most elements of the traditional economy went into decline, 

grain production decreased as did that of olive oil, while phylloxera 
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killed most of the French vine (Baratier et al. 1969:̂ 215, 216; Blan-

chard 19̂ 5:362, 629-631)« The difficulty of working the land dis

couraged continuation in the face of hard times when more attractive 

and permanent alternatives were available. As a result of the de

population of the area, the tree crops fell into neglect, the walnut 

trees, whose oil had never been particularly highly prized, were cut 

down and sold for their wood, and, in general, the high country of Nice, 

which had always been poor enough, became no more than a shadow of its 

former self. Only the coast continues to thrive, as it always had, 

but on a totally new and different economic base, representing a sharp 

break with the past. 

In the 19th century, attempts were made to contain the violent 

floods of the coastal rivers. Dykes were built along the lower Var, 

although the laborers were plagued by a mysterious illness known as 

the "fever of the Var" (Barucchi 1933)« due to the insalubrity of the 

marshy floodplain. Work on the east bank was completed by 1869, and, 

thereafter, the valley floor was open to agricultural exploitation, 

first as pasture, then for truck-farming, thanks to the use of irriga

tion and the erection of greenhouses. This production extends up onto 

the slopes of the delta poudingue where the ancient terraces, now re

inforced with concrete, support the cultivation of fruit (including 

vine), vegetables, and, especially, flowers (Blanchard 19̂ 5:803-821; 

Compan 1961a:32-̂ 5)• In addition, there has been a recent growth in 

industry, from the gravel quarry to electricity-generating plants, to 

a variety of modern electronics companies. 
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Today, tourism provides a major source of revenue for Nice and 

the Alpes-Maritimes. The capital, of course, became a winter resort in 

the l8th century after the destruction of the fortress of Nice opened 

up the city. In the hinterland, modest mineral springs were maintained 

at Puget-Tĥ hiers and, especially, at Berthemont-les-Bains (in the 

township of Roquebillifere in the upper Ve'subie) which, even today, en

joys some limited popularity (Baratier et al. 1969! **26l-263; Musso 1907). 

While the coast of the Riviera, the COte d'Azur, is one of the most 

popular year-round resort areas in Europe, and is invaded by thousands 

of tourists drawn from sill levels of society, little of this prosperity 

has touched the hinterland, The visitors there are usually made up 

either of residents of the coast who buy a weekend or summer retreat, 

or else descendants of local people who have kept their ancestral home, 

or bought another house in the same village, to which they return on 

their annual month of vacation. The situation is slowly changing, 

however, as city-dwellers from faraway buy up abandoned houses all 

over rural France (Landry 1970). The departement of the Alpes-

Maritimes is particularly in favor among Belgian vacationers who have 

actually formed summer colonies in southern France, for example taking 

over the village of Peyresq in the VaSre. 

Fortunately, for archaeologists, the very backwardness of the 

hinterland of Nice has served to preserve some of it6 past that might 

otherwise have disappeared more rapidly, and, in addition to providing 

a fascinating and colorful landscape, furnishes some clues to an 

earlier way of life. 
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Poverty and Depopulation 

Because of the relative wealth of census data from the 13th 

century onward, Provence, like many parts of V/estern Europe, has been 

the subject of a number of demographic studies (Baratier 1953; Blan-

chard 19̂ 5: **31-561, 19̂ 9? 392-'+l6; Devun 1966; Fevrier 1956; etc.). 

More recently, the great historian of Provence, Edouard Baratier, has 

compiled many of these data into a comprehensive study of the popula

tion of Provence in the medieval period, a very thorough and carefully 

researched work (Baratier 1961). He has included the entire comt£ de 

Nice, excluded from most works on eastern Provence, thereby providing 

as complete a demographic history of the Var valley system as is pos

sible at this time. 

The validity of the census material for the Middle Ages has 

traditionally been questioned since it was collected for taxation pur

poses only and as part of feudal inventories, but Baratier, using 

complementary data from other sources, shows how the expected inaccu

racies can be foreseen and compensated for. 

Briefly, what the census data show is a trend toward increasing 

population, interrupted by hiatus, such as the dramatic depopulation 

that occurred in the late Middle Ages (roughly between 13̂ 5 and 1*4-50) 

followed by stabilization and prosperity until the recent past when 

rural exodus has seriously depleted the number of permanent inhabitants 

in the Var valley villages. The picture presented by Baratier con

firmed hypotheses that had been set forth by scholars long before 

(including Blanchard), only, surprisingly, certain features of 
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demographic change seem to have been even more drastic than historians 

and geographers had previously dared believe (Baratier 1961:31-61), 

Poverty is, of course, the prime cause for the dramatic depopu

lation that has occurred in the eastern Provencal hinterland in the last 

hundred years. The Alpes-de-Haute-Provence is today one of the poorest 

and most backward denartements in France, its only hope at present 

being in the attraction of pastoral vacations for urbanites and, if 

the Alpes-Maritimes as a whole is a rich and populous administrative 

unit, this is entirely due to its value as a seaside resort, from which 

have arisen its other characteristics as a center for gambling and 

entertainment. For decades, it has been the playground for the affluent 

and, today, in July and August of every work year, it is so overrun 

with tourists that campers' tents sprout even on the dividers of the 

freeways near Antibes and Nice. 

All this glitter camouflages the fact that there is little left 

in the hinterland, except the carcasses of villages, some sporting the 

garish facades of a few 'restored' houses, their shutters tightly 

closed except for one month in the year when their owners drive down 

from the capital to occupy their 'secondary residence.' Some of the 

villages are totally abandoned, like Peyresq, already mentioned as a 

Belgian summer colony, whose lands have been annexed to those of the 

adjoining commune of la Colle-St-Michel. In the fall, on weekends, the 

woods of Peyresq/la Colle and many others, are alive with visitors from 

the coast, come to hunt and gather mushrooms and wild raspberries. 

Some communities have strictly forbidden mushroom picking to all out

siders or else issue, for a price, special licenses for that purpose. 



In 197U, the situation in northern Italy was so bad, that villagers 

actually blew up bridges to prevent the incursions of Sunday mushrooms! 

Poverty in the Var valley system is not a modern phenomenon. 

The people here never did have much of a surplus to fall back on, and 

disasters resulting in crop failure invariably took a heavy toll 

(Baratier 1969:192, 276; etc.). The villagers were barely able to 

scrape up enough to live on and, in lean years, could be faced with 

only two solutions: migration or begging (Baratier 1961:75-9̂ ; Blan-

chard 19̂ 9:̂ 8). 

Begging, almost a profession in cities, was not a regular part 

of country life, but the census reports from the late 14th and 15th 

and from the l8th centuries, indicate that many unfortunates had to 

resort to begging in order to provide a livelihood and, quite often, 

the men would seek work elsewhere, either accompanied by the families 

if they could help to supplement their income or else leaving these 

less able-bodied kin behind to fend for themselves or live on charity 

(Baratier 1961:75-9̂ ; Blanchard 19̂ 5:̂ 56-561, 19̂ 9:392-̂ 16). 

Inequality had always existed between villagers, a few of whom 

were rich, others very poor. It was not an unusual practice on certain 

holidays, for the more fortunate to share food with all (e.g., Filipot 

1950:54). By the 17th century, the cities had formed an institution 

for the care of the poor, the Charite, while, by the end of the cen

tury, many villages had set up a store, called the Mont-de-Piete, for 

surplus food and grain to be redistributed to the needy (Hildesheimer 

1967a:39; Latouche 1931:136-137; Salomone n.d.). Charitable organi

zations had become a part of Western life. 
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One of the more important consequences of this rampant and en

demic poverty became seasonal migration, noted in upper Provence as 

early as the l'+th century, when, already some doubt was expressed as 

to whether the migrants would return, as planned, in the spring (Bara-

tier 1971:2k2-2k3\ Jeancard 1952:kj-kk). These early migrations were 

genersilly restricted to the winter months, when there was no planting 

to be done in the mountain districts, while the lowlands afforded 

plenty of opportunity for the hiring of teams of itinerant workers. 

In the devastating period of the late l̂ th and the first part 

of the following century, there is ample evidence of wholesale aban

donment of villages. Many people died, others were forced to leave, 

moving to more prosperous neighboring communities, or to greener 

pastures farther away, swelling the ranks of city-dwellers, or working 

on farms in lower Provence or other regions (Baratier 1969:189-200; 

Durbec 1953* 1968; Verrier and Magnien 1957:̂ 6-̂ 7; etc.). This popu

lation decrease, a result of the miserable conditions brought on by 

wars, disease and general turmoil, that plagued the late Middle Ages 

in Europe, was accompanied not only by a rise in migration, seasonal 

and otherwise, but by another index of hard times, a sudden increase 

in the frequency of indebtedness which virtually disappeared from the 

countryside at the end of the 15th century, with the return of pros

perity (Lavoie 1973). A number of villages, particularly in the plain 

of Grasse, had to be repopulated by importing families from the outside 

by governmental action (Aubenas 19̂ 3; Jeancard 1952; Letrait 1968). 

By the 17th and l8th centuries, temporary migration had reached 

startling proportions, and almost every community of the Var valley 



lost a number of its citizens at certain times of the year. Most of 

the people went to Provence, some to France, the Piedmont and else

where in Europe; some, although they could not be expected to return 

so soon, went to Canada (Blanchard 19̂ 9:392-398; Canestrier 1933-3̂ : 

202-206). In the 17th century, the proportion of migrants could range 

from none at all in a rich community like la Roquette (Hildesheimer 

1967a:37) to one third in Beuil and Roure to "almost all" at Lieuche 

(Blanchard 19̂ 9:39*0. Blanchard(19̂ 9:395) suggests that in the mid-

l8th century corate de Nice, only Puget-Theniers and the textile-rich 

val d'Entraunes were able to hang on to their population in the winter 

What attracted these folks away from home was, in addition to 

an opportunity for begging, the availability of jobs, mostly agricul

tural, such as the fall grape harvest (vendange) and in winter har

vesting of grain said other crops done by itinerant teams (called 

soques) of reapers. In the spring, particularly around Grasse, the 

task of picking orange blossoms and other flowers brought villagers 

down from the Tinee and upper Vesubie valleys among others. Shepherds 

for many of whom this was a full-time occupation, also accounted for 

seasonal migration, others went in for lumbering, and still others 

hired themselves out as domestics, or as porters, masons, etc., in the 

cities. Still others, usually from the high valleys, made a living 

performing as organ-grinders (joueurs de vielle) and marmot-trainers 

(montreurs de marmottes) (Blanchard 19̂ 9:392-̂ 16; Costamagna 1971:58-

60; Daumas 1967-1968; etc.). 

The majority of these expatriates returned to their villages 

of origin often, if not annually, but even in the Middle Ages, some of 
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them remained away (Fevrier 196̂ :1̂ 1-152). Still, it was not until the 

19th century that this emigration was felt in any substantial way. 

Before then, population shifts were a reflection of birth and death 

rates, but, in the last century, depopulation became the result of a 

true exodus. Most of those who abandoned their homelands simply re

mained in the places which they had frequented outside the upper 

Provencal mountains, so that some Var valley villages had actually 

formed small colonies in coastal and Rhodanian cities, like Toulon, 

Marseille, Lyon, etc., and some went to colonies as far away as Algeria 

and Mexico (Blanchard 19̂ 95̂ 05-̂ 10). 

The marginality and poverty of the Var valley and upper Provence 

are persistent themes in the literature of the region. These have led 

to the complex trade relations linking the various districts and to the 

patterns of seasonal migration, then permanent emigration that have 

marked the demographic history of the Var valley system. Throughout 

most of its history, the hinterland of Nice was probably overpopulated 

in terms of the ability of the land to support a relatively large num

ber of inhabitants, except for a period in the late l*+th and 15th cen

turies, and the poverty and demographic instability have been inter

preted as results of this overcrowding. It is only the dramatic 

changes of the last century that have produced the present state of 

underpopulation (Baratier 1961:95-107; Blanchard 19̂ 9*397» b2?~b28). 

Communications: Fragmentation and 
Patterns of Interaction 

The fragmentation of the Var valley system and the inaccessi

bility of many of its parts made communications difficult. Although 
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the area was at a crossroads between France, the Alps and Italy, the 

major axes of travel and trade bypassed the Var valley rather than run

ning through it, and the most favored routes were along the coast or 

by sea. 

Some of the villages were connected with the outwide world by 

no more than chemins muletiers as late as the beginning of the 20th 

century. In the l8th century, the only carriage road went up the lower 

Var valley to le Broc and it was not until the second half of the 19th 

century that roads and, of course, railroads, were built in the major 

valleys. The coastal roads are much older, their general directions 

dating back to pre-Roman times and they were relatively open to wheeled-

vehicles throughout the historical period. But the localities in the 

hinterland were connected by numerous footpaths as well as by chemins 

muletiers and transhumance drailles; some of these roads were neatly 

paved in the l8th century, complete with steps strategically placed to 

facilitate transport. 

The roads of the comte and upper Provence had always been pre

carious, difficult to construct and treacherous by virtue of the ter

rain. Many of the trails were impracticable even on horseback and one 

had to be thoroughly familiar with the complex network of trails and 

paths winding their way over the mountains and valleys to make effec

tive use of them (Blanchard 19̂ 9:352; Costamagna 1971s23; Grassi 1970). 

Roman Roads 

In Roman times, the Via Juliq Augusts ran from Piacenza to the 

mouth of the Var through la Turbie, the dale of Laghet, to Cimiez, 



then rode up and down to cross the Var at Agrimons (which became St-

Laurent-du-Var in the 15th century). From there one road went to 

Antibes, another up to Vence, through the col de Vence and on to 

Greoli&res, Caille, ending up at Castellane. Yet another road left 

Cimiez to what is now the St-Pancrace quarter of Nice, crossing the 

Var at Gattî res, just below the old village of la Gaude, and, from 

there, reaching Vence. It must be kept in mind that Cemenelum (Cimiez) 

was the Roman town, so Nice, founded by Greek colonists, and adminis

tratively independent, was connected by a different set of roads to 

the hill of Cimiez. 

The layout of the Roman road system can be reconstructed from 

documents, as well as from traces of the roads themselves and scattered 

finds of milestones (see Fig. 9» p. 125). The road connecting Nice, 

or rather Cimiez, to Ventimiglia and Genoa was a treacherous cliff-

hanger, that made sea travel far more profitable and popular. Nice's 

connections toward the west went to Antibes on the coast through St-

Laurent, and from Cimiez to Vence fording the Var at Gatti&res, and 

from there down to Frejus (Forum Julii) and to Castellane (Salinae). 

Going inland, there was a trail from Cimiez to Rigomagus 

(Barcelonnette) and Embrun, through Tourette-Levens, la Tour, and up 

the Tinee river, as well as another through Glanate (Glandevez near 

Entrevaux) and Vergons to Castellane, roughly following the course of 

the modern highway. A branch of the Vence-Castellane road hooked up 

into the Esteron valley to the elusive Roman town of Brigomagus, the 

location of which has been the subject of much controversy, which may 

have been on the territory of Brian̂ onnet (see description in Appendix B). 
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The major routes have changed little since Roman times and con

tinue to connect the more important settlements. The Greek colonies, 

founded as ports for the most part, had been connected by waterways, 

but the Roman occupation went deep into the land and new roads had to 

be built to ensure communications for military and commercial purposes. 

The smaller settlements along the roads were simply stopping points 

along the way and some became nuclei of later residential sites 

(Baratier 1971? Blanchard 19̂ 5: Fevrier 1964). The literature 

based on local tradition is rife with stories of the first days of 

their communities, founded alongside a Roman military camp (e.g., 

Colletta 1972; Jacquet n.d.a). 

Medieval Roads 

In the high Middle Ages, one shift of major importance took 

place. Vence, once an important Roman civitas, was eclipsed by the 

medieval market town of Grasse which, by the l4th century, had become 

the major inland commercial center of eastern Provence (Ffevrier 1964: 

29; Grassi 1970:68). The events of the end of the century further in

creased its importance in relation to the foreign port of Nice. As a 

result of the rise of Grasse and of the breaking of its administrative 

ties with Nice, much travel was rerouted through Grasse and away from 

Vence (Fig. 6). 

The inland routes were also somewhat altered by the political 

changes of the end of the ibth century. The Var was crossed at St-

Laurent and at St-Martin-du-Var (at the foot of la Roquette) to le Broc 

and to Bonson, by ferry, while the best place to ford the river had 
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Figure 6. Hedieval and modern roads in eastern Provence. 
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always been the crossing at Gattieres, which was under Savoyard control 

after 1388. The preferred route from Nice to Puget-Theniers followed a 

treacherous path (essentially unchanged over the centuries) suspended 

along the south-facing slope of the Mont-Vial between Gilette and 

Ascros and entering the middle Var valley over the col St-Raphafcl, a 

pass separating the Mont-Vial from its westward projection, the ridge 

of Gourdan. The road up the Tin£e was probably close to the Roman one, 

while the favored route into the Piedmont bypassed the Vesubie and, 

following what is known today as the route des cols (col de Nice at 

ifOO meters to l'Escar&ne, the col de BraUs at 1000 meters to Sospel, 

the col de Brouis at 900 meters to Breil and the upper Roya valley, 

and, finally, the col de Tende at 1900 meters into the Piedmont via a 

tributary valley of the P6). As we shall see, the route to the col de 

Tende did not come into regular use until the end of the l6th century, 

for political reasons, shunting the heavy traffic from the coast to 

the mountains through the upper Vesubie. This particular course be

came all the more important after the Dedition of Nice in 1388, and 

then when the House of Savoy acquired the Piedmont in l*f23» A gabelier 

from Nice, Paganino dal Pozzo, contracted to stabilize the road through 

the Vesubie, and the Pagari salt trail, as it came to be called was 

completed in the middle of the 15th century. Although it fell into 

almost total disuse after the acquisition of the comte de Tende by the 

Duke of Savoy in 15791 impressive traces of its existence were still 

evident to travelers in the 19th century. 



The Use of the Roads 

The major function of the road system was the furtherance of 

trade, through transhumance and commerce. The roads connected and 

passed through villages; although inns were rare, traveling merchants 

could stop on their way to distant markets (Compan 196la:32-̂ 5; Grassi 

1970). Fairs, already mentioned as a significant element in local 

trade, were held at fixed dates in towns along the highways, usually 

coinciding with administrative centers. Most of the roads laid out in 

Roman times have remained major axes, linking different areas. Many 

of the modifications of the ancient communications that developed in 

medieval and modern times were actually an adaptation of trainshumance 

paths. 

The political boundaries that imposed themselves on the estab

lished road system at the end of the l'+th century produced only minor 

effects. After 1388, the main "highways" had to cross repeatedly the 

borders from one country to the other and heavy tolls were levied on 

travelers, particularly by France and Provence, sometimes forcing them 

to resort to more circuitous passages that made them lose time (Andreis 

1973; Grassi 1970:75, 2*0.-17*0. 

In times of war or plague epidemics, the borders were sealed 

off, and alternate routes had to be resorted to with greater incon

venience to the users. Major trade routes were made more precarious 

by their proximity to the international border, particularly when there 

was a threat of war. The Pagari trail, according to Salomone (n.d.) 

was easily cut off by hostile troops, a further reason for its aban

donment when the passage to the col de Tende was reopened at the end 
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of the 16th century. Disruption of trade in wartime, however, went 

deeper than the precariousness of road travel. 

When fear of epidemics struck, the borders were sealed off. 

For example, in 1720, when the plague entered Provence through Mar

seille, no one was allowed to cross the lower Var, except at Gattî res, 

and all the passes were closed to traffic from the outside; the roads 

were barricaded. However, the efficacy of such drastic measures is 

obviously questionable (Doublet 1907:1̂ 5; Malausskne 1909:200-209; 

Raiberti 1898:252-262). 

An effect of the political border on communications was smug

gling since this situation automatically provided a (black-)market for 

goods more heavily tauced or even outlawed on one side of the border smd 

not on the other. Another hazard of the roads, already mentioned, was 

banditry, which was not always politically motivated. That perpetrated 

by the Lascaris of Tende (see Appendix C) in the Medieval Period cer

tainly was, but brigands were often no more than local folk, perhaps 

seeking to supplement their meagre income and increase their sense of 

power by highway robbery. 

In addition to the political divisions of the Var valley sys

tem, the area was integrated into the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic 

Church. At the head of a diocese was a bishop who presided over a 

cathedral church. Uniting several such dioceses was an archbishop who 

had spiritual jurisdiction over the entire ecclesiastical province. 

The five dioceses to which the villages of the Var valley belonged did 

not coincide with political boundaries. They were all within the 

province of Embrun, a Roman town dominating a high cliff overlooking 
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the Durance. Only the bishopric of Glandeves had its cathedral, on the 

Var river, and all its parishes within the confines of this particular 

valley system (Baratier et al. 1969:#̂ 1» 6̂ -66, 70-72). 

The bishops were expected to visit their flock at regular in

tervals, and this involved traveling to individual parishes, which was 

not always a pleasure due to the condition of the roads. The tours of 

duty of the archbishop outside his own diocese were less frequent. 

There are accounts of the travels of the prelates whose relationship 

with their parishioners differed from one place to another. The 

bishops of the relatively small diocese of Vence had a fairly close 

relationship with the people but, because the See was held by a series 

of rogues, who openly used the office for personal gain and the ad

vancement of their own friends and family, the history of the diocese 

is often a stormy one, and village gates sometimes remained closed to 

the Episcopal party for years at a time (Doublet 1905, 1907; Garidelli 

1930a; Raynaud 1908-1909). At Glandeves, on the other hand, because 

of the political divisions that halved the diocese in the 14th century, 

it was the people of Entrevaux who dealt most closely with the bishop 

who ventured into the comte infrequently (Canestrier 195̂ a; Pillorget 

1967). Obviously, the more distant the bishopric, the less direct the 

contact between villages and their spiritual overseer. 

The roads were also used for religious purposes by the villagers 

themselves for a variety of ceremonies. In each village, the ceremonial 

calendar always included annual processions, whose predetermined course 

could either be restricted to the village confines or lead far afield 

to remote worshipping places. These processions followed traditional 



routes which had evolved from the communal network of trails; others 

used more important trade routes, such as the one leading from St-

Kartin-Lantosque to the sanctuary of the Madona of Fenestres (Baratier 

et al. 1969:̂ 212; Nice historique 1952:36; Raiberti 1898:214-218). 

Throughout Provence, there were a number of places of worship 

with more than local attendance. Three of these were located in the 

comtg de Nice. The shrine of Notre-Dame de Laghet is by fair the most 

important of these. Situated on a major route from Nice, in the modern 

commune of la Trinite-Victor, it drew the faithful from well outside 

the cont̂  and the Piedmont. The remaining sanctuaries were those of 

the f'adona of Utelle, on a long narrow plateau dominating the village 

of Utelle and most of the surrounding Var valley system and visible 

from the sea, and Notre-Dame de Fenestres, high up beyond St-Martin-

Vesubie in the val de Lantosque, at the foot of the high passes of 

the Mercantour range. The former was near a major trade route while 

the latter was, from the l̂ th to the 16th centuries, a stopping point 

along the major trail into the Piedmont. Their importance as re

ligious centers has survived until today, along with many legends and 

traditions associated particularly with the site of Fenestres and its 

biannual pilgrimage in which villagers from both sides of the alpine 

divide participate (Alleau 1970:k3S-kk2; Raiberti 1898:21̂ -218). 

The religious use of communications seems to have adapted to 

a road system created for other purposes, rather than the other way 

around, and was thoroughly integrated into the multifold aspects of 

life in the eastern Provencal region. 
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Communications played an important part in times of war in both 

hindering and facilitating the advance of armed forces. In the l6th 

century, for example, it was possible for a local militia to block the 

invasion of a band of mercenary soldiers by closing off the mountain 

pass of Fenestres leading from the Piedmont into their valley (Raiberti 

1898:252-262). In the 17th century, the transportation of heavy 

artillery to lay siege to a rebellious feudal lord had to be abandoned 

because of the condition of the roads (Sardou l88l:V7), while at the 

end of the same century, the armies of Louis XIV of France were helped 

in their marches of conquest across the land by the widespread erection 

of signposts pointing out the way to war (Bouttin 1953-1957). Roads 

often had to be improved for the passage of troops, and the soldiers 

were put to work. Vauban (Archives du Genie, letter from Antibes, 19 

November 1700) reflected on the ease with which some of the valleys of 

the region could have been opened for the use of enemy forces. 

Summary 

The Var and its tributary rivers flow through rugged alpine 

and pre-alpine mountain districts. The area is highly fragmented, 

broken up into small units each made up of a few village communities 

and separated from its neighbors by high ridges and deep gorges. The 

traditional economy was one of subsistence, although barter between 

districts was necessary for survival. Very little surplus was produced 

except in the high valleys which were able to make a profit from the 

sale of grain and animal products. The lower areas, producers of 

luxury items like wine and olive oil and fruit, had to channel their 

surplus into obtaining food by exchange. 
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The Var valley system, taken as a unit, presents great variety 

and, because of fragmentation and topography, communication was very 

difficult and precarious until the 19th century. But there existed an 

internal unity, due to the commercial ties that linked its diverse and 

even disparate parts within a system of hierarchically-ordered rela

tionships. Even if it had never been a discrete political unit, my 

choice of the Var valley system was based on geographical criteria, 

selecting the entire drainage complex of that coastal river, which does 

seem to have had a certain cohesiveness that came from the sharing of 

a variety of goods. It may also be valid culturally, if only on the 

basis of traits not shared with neighboring regions, a unity based on 

the area's anomalous character, perhaps. 

The very marginality of the comte and of eastern Provence is 

reflected in the manner in which each particular unit of the Var valley 

was involved with communities and areas outside, in Provence, the high 

Alps and the Piedmont, bringing it within the fold of European history 

and development, although its part there was so tiny as to appear in

significant, and it lagged behind the mainstream of European cultural 

and social evolution. 



CHAPTER 3 

HISTORICAL SKETCH 

Tis now become a history little known (V/illiam Cowper, M0n 
Receipt of My Mother's Picture") 

The history of the Var valley system is difficult to grasp 

from general histories of France, or Italy, or even of Provence. For

tunately, a number of local historical accounts are available, some of 

which are quite accurate, and it is primarily from these that the 

following pages have been drawn (e.g., Baratier 1969; Baratier et al. 

1969; M. Bordes 1976; Cals de Pierlas 1898; Compan 1973; Latouche 1931; 

etc.). 

The history of Nice itself begins in the 7th century B.C., when 

Phocean Greeks founded the maritime colony of Nikaia. In the 2nd cen

tury B.C., they requested the help of Roman armies to quell distur

bances caused by the indigenous people (Celto-Ligurians) of the hinter

land. By the end of the 1st century B.C., these "tribes" were com

pletely subjugated by Rome and the decline of the Greek cities of the 

Provencal coast was well on its way. 

Roman Provence 

The eclipse of Greek hegemony said the rise of Rome were re

flected here as in the rest of the Mediterranean world. Although the 

Phocean colonies survived as independent entities, Nice saw her 
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supremacy constantly threatened by the presence, only three kilometers 

away, of the Roman camp which grew into the town of Cemenelum. Some 

historians dwell on the long rivalry that is supposed to have existed 

between these two "mighty" cities and which ended only with the (per

haps apocryphal) destruction of the Roman settlement by the Lombards, 

in the 6th century A.D. Today, Cemenelum is represented by some ruins 

in the sector of Nice called Cimiez, where Queen Victoria, among other 

celebrated guests, took up winter residence. 

Despite claims to the contrary, Cimiez was probably never more 

than a frontier outpost, a stopping point on the Via Julia Augusta, the 

great coastal road to the local Roman capital of Aix, which was to re

main the administrative center of Provence until the French Revolution. 

Archaeologists point to the rather poor quality of masonry associated 

with the site as an indication that it was not the brilliant regional 

capital claimed by some. Roman settlement of the hinterland of Nice is 

attested to by relatively isolated archaeological finds (such as mile

stones, bits of road), as well as place-names. There were also the 

important town of Vence in the plain of Grasse, as well as lesser 

centers at Brigomagus (Brian$onnet in the upper Esteron) and Glanativa 

or Glandeves (at la Sedz in the commune of Entrevaux). None of the 

brilliance of Gallo-Roman civilization as it was known further west 

in Provence proper is apparent in the always marginal area of the Var 

valley system. 

The first centuries of the Christian Era, following the Roman 

conquest, were militarily uneventful for the Var valley system. This 

was the time of pax romana, a time of peace and prosperity throughout 
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the land. The land around Nice was Christianized early, the first 

bishop of Nice being mentioned at the end of the *+th century. The 

monastery of St-Pons was dedicated to a martyr from Nice; it was 

founded at the foot of the hill of Cimiez in the reign of Charlemagne, 

and was to have a wide influence on the whole region. 

There is no point in detailing here the numerous administrative 

changes that occurred during the Roman period. At one time, Cimiez was 

the capital of the Alpes Maritimes, but the province always remained a 

borderland, marginal both to Provence and to Liguria. The Romans, too, 

left behind their legends; the wife of the Emperor Gallienus (260-268) 

is said to have been cured of a deadly ill v/hen she bathed in the sul

phurous v/aters of Berthemont-les-Bains (in the commune of Roquebilliere), 

today a very modest thermal station. 

The Dark Ages 

The tranquillity of Roman rule began to be shaken in the ̂ th 

century with the Barbarian Invasions. Provence, somehow, managed to 

hold on to some semblance of Roman civilization through Ostrogothic, 

Burgundian and Frankish rule. Without ever actually being unified, 

Provence succeeded in keeping some of its integrity, and Nice and the 

Alpes-Maritimes continued to hold their borderland position. 

Merovingian rule (̂ 81-751) was as chaotic in the south of Gaul 

as everywhere else. In the 6th and 7th centuries, Lombard raids, along 

with pestilence and political disorder, became endemic. In the 8th 

century, the Muslims began to make their appearance, at the same time 

as a new unifying force throughout Gaul, in the person of Charles 



Martel (732-7̂ 1). Then the remarkable reign of his grandson, Char

lemagne (768-81*0 brought real unity, if not peace, to the entire 

Provencal region, along with a good part of V/estern Europe. 

Charlemagne was crowned Emperor by the Pope in 800, and his 

successors became rulers of the Holy Roman Empire, A grandson of 

Charlemagne, Charles the Bald (ruled 8̂ 3-877)1 created the Kingdom of 

Aries which included Provence. With the decline of the Carolingian 

dynasty, this "kingdom" became, by the 10th century, a march of the 

(Ottonian) Empire and, eventually, a Countship which owed allegiance 

to the Emperor in only the remotest way. 

The Saracen presence on the Provencal coast, and even inland, 

during this period has, according to many modern authors, been ex

tremely exaggerated, but it obviously left a deep impression on local 

tradition. 

The Provencal Period (10th Century to 1388) 

In the middle of the 10th century, Provence was once again 

divided up, into three parts, each ruled by a Count; the Durance river 

served as boundary between the Countships of Avignon and of Aries in 

western Provence, while the third had its seat at Glandfeves, in the 

modern commune of Entrevaux. 

The First Dynasty of Provence 
(973-1112) 

In 9731 a Provencal nobleman, William the Liberator, having 

ousted the Saracens from their strongholds along the coast, became the 

first Marquis of all of Provence. Soon after, the province was again 
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subdivided and the Var valley system became part of the new Countship 

of Aries (south and east of the Durance river). 

The Second Dynasty of Provence — 
The Catalan Counts (1112-12̂ 37 

In 1112, the Countess of Aries married Raimon-Berenger, Count 

of Barcelona, thereby founding a new dynasty, the Catalan, with a 

broader set of interests. These Catalan rulers were treated as in

truders by some of the local Provencal nobility and their accession 

brought about a series of civil wars, in particular the Baussenque wars 

(named after the lords of the fief of les Baux, who led the rebellion) 

between 11̂ 2 and 1162. The Catalan Counts had not only to contend with 

the hostility of local feudatories, but also with the growing indepen

dence of the cities, including Nice and Grasse which had formed their 

own consulats, a form of municipal government on the model of the 

Italian city-states. By the end of the 13th century, even this chal

lenge to the authority of the Counts of Provence and Barcelona had been 

successfully crushed. The Catalan Counts were able to reunite the 

three parts of Provence and to organize and consolidate the territory. 

The First Angevin Dynasty of 
Provence (12V6-13S2) 

Count Raimon-Berengar V died in 12̂ 5, leaving only four daugh

ters, the youngest of whom married Charles of Anjou, brother to King 

Louis IX (Saint Louis) of France, thereby making him Count of Provence. 

Count Charles I of Provence had to contend with a coalition of re

bellious lords which he successfully put down. In 1265, he was made 

King of Naples and Sicily by the Pope and met even greater resistance 



in his new Kingdom. His attempts to make good his claim to it cul

minated in the general massacre of Provencal colonists, known as the 

Sicilian Vespers (1282), At Charles I's death in 1285, his son and 

heir, Charles II, was a prisoner of the King of Aragon, the Angevins* 

rival to the crown of Naples. The new Count of Provence was released 

in 1288, after having renounced his claim to the Island of Sicily, 

although he did retain the empty title of King of Naples. 

Charles II of Provence then concentrated his efforts on the 

governing of Provence proper. In 1295, he created the city of Ville-

franche, just east of Nice, fortifying its harbor and populating it 

with families brought in from the Ligurian coast. In 1309, Charles II 

was succeeded by his son Robert, and, in 131̂ 1 Robert, who had retained 

the title of King of Naples, tried to retake possession of Sicily, with 

the usual disastrous results. Despite his Neapolitan ambitions, Robert 

was a strong ruler of Provence. He died in 13̂ 3 and was succeeded by 

his eldest granddaughter, Joan. 

Queen Joan I of Naples. This Countess of Provence has left an 

indelible, if ambiguous mark on popular history. Her weak and inde

cisive rule, as well as her scandalous life-style brought turmoil to 

her demesne. She has struck the romantic fancy of writers and common 

folk alike, and her inadvertent contributions to the emancipation of 

cities and villages (by selling them rights and privileges when she 

needed money) have added to the development of a remarkable mythology. 

She was married four times and the murder of her first husband (prob

ably by her lover and second husband) brought down on her the wrath 



of her brother-in-law, the King of Hungary. To add to the inauspicious 

beginnings of her reign, the plague broke out in 13̂ 7, decimating the 

population. This was also the time of the Hundred Years' War (1337-

1̂ 53) between France and England which had repercussions on neighboring 

states including Provence. 

Since none of her own children survived, Joan had adopted a 

cousin, Charles III of Durazzo. When she became aware that Charles 

openly sought the support of the King of Hungary, Joan's former brother-

in-law and still her sworn enemy, she adopted in his place, in 1380, 

Louis of Anjou, brother of Charles V, King of France, who was to be

come the founder of the Second Angevin dynasty of Provence. 

In the next two years, a rapid sequence of events brought 

things to a head. Charles of Durazzo took Joan prisoner and, after 

keeping her incarcerated for two years, had her smothered to death in 

1382. Two years later, Louis of Anjou died, leaving his widow in 

charge of his seven-year-old heir, Louis II of Provence, and, in two 

more years, Charles of Durazzo also died, leaving an eleven-year-old 

heir, Ladislas, in the hands of his widow. Thus, in a few years, all 

the adult claimants to the Countship of Provence were gone and the 

only legitimate contenders were too young to validate their claim very 

effectively. Most of the people of Provence, loyal to the memory of 

Queen Joan, threw their support to the Angevin pretender, Louis II. 

The people of Nice, on the other hand, leaned towards the Durazzo heir 

who, as King of Hungary, was more likely not to interfere in their in

ternal affairs. There was, however, in alpine Europe, another growing 

power, the House of Savoy, which controlled territories that are now 
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part of Savoy and Switzerland. The ambitions of the Counts of Savoy 

led them to lay a covetous eye on the beleaguered Countship of Provence 

and they found ready allies in the equally ambitious governor of Nice, 

Jean Grimaldi, Baron of Beuil, about whose family much more will be 

said in later chapters. 

The "Dedition" of 1388 

Ladislas of Durazzo, King of Hungary though still only a child, 

was not in a position to come to the aid of Nice and the people of 

eastern Provence who had pledged their loyalty to him, when Angevin 

loyalists attacked them. Amadeus VII of Savoy, the "Red Count," 

offered his assistance and a contract was drawn up, in which Amadeus 

was to hold Nice for Ladislas and afford it proper protection from his 

enemies for three years, after which the young Durazzo would be re

quired to reimburse the Count of Savoy for his trouble, or forfeit the 

land. The word "Dedition" refers to the forfeiture clause in the con

tract. Although Amadeus VII died suddenly, just before the end of the 

three years, in 1391» the Durazzos were, as expected, unable to settle 

their debt and the people of Nice and of most of the villages of its 

hinterland paid homage directly to the House of Savoy which was to 

rule their land for over four centuries. 

The land that went to the House of Savoy after 1391 became 

known as the Terres Neuves (New Territories) de Provence and was made 

up essentially of the lands which were later called the comte de Nice. 

The rest of Provence remained in the hands of the Second Angevin 

dynasty, namely the very young Count Louis II of Provence and his 
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mother, the regent Marie de Blois. Warfare along the border between 

Provence itself and the Terres Neuves lasted until the end of the cen

tury. 

The Fifteenth Century (1̂ 00-150*0 

The Durazzo-Anjou rivalry continued between Ladislas of 

Durazzo, King of Hungary, and Louis II of Provence who battled each 

other for possession of the Kingdom of Naples. This personal conflict 

came to an end in l4l4 when Ladislas died of poisoning; Louis II died 

a few years later, definitively thwarted in his attempts to reconquer 

southern Italy. While the Angevin Counts of Provence were preoccupied 

with their Neapolitan inheritance, the Counts of Savoy became Dukes in 

1*0.6, by the grace of the Emperor Sigismond and, in 1̂ 19, Duke Amadeus 

VIII of Savoy received from Yolanda of Aragon, widow of Louis II of 

Anjou and now regent of Provence, official legitimation of his claims 

on the Terres Neuves de Provence. 

In 1440, Duke Amadeus VIII, who had been (anti-)Pope Felix V 

for six years, abdicated the Dukedom of Savoy in favor of his son Louis, 

who spent much of his reign trying to claim the Island of Cyprus on be

half of his wife, a Cypriot princess. During this period, there was a 

kind of rapprochement between Louis of Savoy and the King of France, 

Louis XI, which continued between their successors until the end of the 

century. In the time between the death of Louis of Savoy in 1̂ 65 and 

the accession of Charles III in 150̂ , no less than six Dukes followed 

each other in rapid succession, thereby hastening the decline of the 

once vigorous Savoyard dynasty. This decline, like that of the 



Proven9al rulers in the l̂ th century, was a result of overly-ambitious 

foreign policy, chronic warfare and disease, and the vicissitudes of 

succession. 

In Provence, the 15th century had been ushered in by the 

troubles consequent to the succession of Queen Joan I and the uprising 

of the local nobility. It was marked by the continuing preoccupation 

of the Provencal rulers with their Italian claims, until 1̂ 70 when 

Count Rene of Provence turned his attention almost exclusively to 

Provence which was still suffering from the aftermath of a century of 

plague and warfare. Rene's heir, Charles III of Provence, reigned only 

a year and a half and, on his death in 1̂ 8l, left the Countship to King 

Louis XI of France who annexed Provence. The province did retain some 

of its administrative autonomy and the parliament of Aix did not 

officially accept the domination of the King until 1̂ 88. 

The Sixteenth Century (150**-1580) 

The alliance of France and Savoy continued willy-nilly, but the 

acquisition of Provence by the Kings of France included pretensions to 

parts of the Italian peninsula and led them to adopt an increasingly 

ambitious foreign policy. In 1515, Francis I became King of France 

and, using his friendship with the Duke of Savoy, Charles III, invaded 

Italy as had his two predecessors. But, with Charles V Habsburg's 

accession to the Imperial throne in 1519, Savoy was to be torn between 

its loyalty to the King of France and the Holy Roman Emperor, its tra

ditional suzerain, who became sworn enemies. This divided loyalty, or 

conflict of interest, marked three centuries in which the comte de Nice 



(as it came to be called in the l6th century) would be repeatedly con

quered and occupied by French (or other) troops, then returned, always 

by treaty, to the Savoyard Duke or, after 1720, the Sardic Kings. 

Nice and its hinterland were subject to several invasions in 

the course of the century, culminating in the siege of Nice itself in 

15̂ 3 by the "Unholy Alliance" of France and the Ottoman Empire, a siege 

which was lifted thamks to the timely arrival of the troops of the Holy 

Roman Empire. 

Provence, too, suffered greatly from the rivalry between 

Francis I and the Emperor Charles V and, like its neighbor, the comt& 

de Nice, was twice invaded by Imperial troops (in 1524 and 1536). In 

the second half of the century, the Religious Wars of France affected 

Provence as much as the rest of the Kingdom. 

The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 
(15̂ 0-1792) 

France and Savoy were to clash at the end of the 16th century 

when the accession to the French throne of the Protestant King Henri 

IV prompted the Catholic faction (the Holy League) in Provence to turn 

to the Duke of Savoy, Charles-Emmanuel I, a faithful son of the Church, 

to save Provence from the rule of a heretic. Charles-Emmanuel was 

proclaimed Protector of Provence at Aix in 1590 and crossed the Var to 

make good his claim. Border skirmishes continued through the last 

decade of the 16th century. Savoy was forced to turn over to France 

some of its land to the north of the comte de Nice and it was only be

cause of the assassination of King Henri IV in 1610 that the comte de 

Nice was not soon annexed to France. 
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The European Wars 

The 17th century was a time of strengthening and consolidation 

for the Kingdom of France, in spite of its involvement in ever costlier 

and more destructive wars. Savoy suffered from political conflict 

among its rulers but maintained a relatively stable alliance with 

France until the outbreak of the War of the League of Augsburg (1688-

1697) when the Duke of Savoy, Victor-Amadeus II, suddenly switched 

allegiance from King Louis XIV of France to the members of the European 

coalition that had formed against him. The French soon invaded the 

comte which they occupied until the end of the war. 

Not very many years later, the War of Spanish Succession (1701-

1713) saw the Duke of Savoy pitted once more against Louis XIV of 

France. Border skirmishes preceded the French occupation of the comte 

de Nice which lasted from 1705 to 1713 with a brief interruption in 

1707, when the Savoyards temporarily routed the French and even at

tempted to invade Provence. Once again, the comt6 de Nice, the for

tress of its capital city destroyed by the French, was returned to the 

Duke of Savoy as part of the conditions for the final treaty. At the 

same time, Victor-Amadeus II of Savoy was made King of Sicily, but, in 

1720, he was forced to exchange Sicily for the much poorer Island of 

Sardinia and, henceforth, the lands previously belonging to the Duchy 

of Savoy became known as the Kingdom of Sardinia, or the Sardic States. 

In the middle of the l8th century, another European war, the 

War of Austrian Succession, broke out, involving the comte de Nice. 

The comt£ was occupied almost continuously by the French and the Spanish 

from 17̂  to 17̂ 8, then restored by treaty to the King of Sardinia. 
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In 1760, an agreement was arrived at between France and the 

Kingdom of Sardinia to rearrange the sinuous border separating Provence 

and the comte de Nice, ten Provencal communities being exchanged for 

six Sardic ones. 

After 1792 

The French Revolution had important repercussions everywhere in 

western Europe, and left the poor King of Sardinia, for twenty-two 

years, with not much more than his lonely, savage island. In the midst 

of nation-wide unrest, the Revolution broke out in Paris in July 1789, 

and the southern nobility and royalist sympathizers fled in droves to 

the Sardic states, making Nice the meridional seat of French aristoc

racy. Their presence in Nice created some tension within the comte, 

but three years later they were sent scuttling off to safer havens when 

French warships made their appearance in the harbor of Nice. The 

French Republican armies, crossing the Var, soon controlled all the 

coast, but the mountains remained Sardic in government and in fact. 

There were frequent skirmishes and it was not until 179̂  that the 

comte de Nice came fully under French control. 

The international military free-for-all that ensued continued 

between France and her combined enemies until the establishment of the 

Consulat under Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799. Under this regime, and 

until 1814, an excellent prefect, Du Bouchage, was installed in the 

Alpes-Maritimes (post-Revolutionary name for the comte de Nice). He 

did much to rebuild the economy, particularly flagging at this time, 

after more than a century of costly wars. 
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With the fall of Napoleon I, in l8l*f, Nice was returned one 

more time to the House of Savoy, again by treaty. Y/ithin a few years, 

the pre-1792 order of things had been restored. Unfortunately for Nice, 

the Republic of Genoa was annexed to the Kingdom of Sardinia in 1815 

and Nice lost her monopoly on sea trade; in comparison with Genoa, Nice 

was but a very mediocre seaport. 

King Charles-Felix (1821-1831) devoted considerable attention 

to the city of Nice, but failed completely to pay attention to the rest 

of the £omt£. Except for the tourism that had been initiated a century 

earlier and v/as beginning to flourish in spite of terrible communica

tion and travel conditions, the region was rapidly declining. At the 

same time, 19th century nationalism was raising its head among the 

people of the comtl de Nice, contributing further to the political un

rest. 

Under his successor, Charles-Albert, the unification of nor

thern Italy became the goal of the Sardic government, raising passions 

on all sides. In Nice, there were three factions, those favoring 

annexation to the future Italian states, those preferring annexation 

to France, and those who wanted independence. Charles-Albert abdicated 

in 18̂ 7, but Nice's lot did not improve. Its free-port was cut off in 

1853, and commerce dwindled further. The back country, despite more 

than a half-century of promises to the contrary, remained, through the 

lack of proper roads, as remote and isolated as ever from the outside 

world. 

The plan to unite all of Italy materialized finally by 1858. 

It met with the support of the French Emperor Napoleon III who was to 



receive in exchange for his assistance the chance to annex Savoy and 

the comte de Nice. In i860, the people of these two former provinces 

voted "yes" almost unanimously to the referendum proposing annexation 

to the French Empire. A small portion of the comte, including the 

communes of Tende, la Brigue, and portions of St-Nartin-Vesubie, 

Belvedere and Valdeblore remained Italian on the pretext that they 

were "Royal Hunting Grounds." This land was not restored to the comte 

de Hice and France until after the Second World War in 19̂ 7• 

Reunion with France brought a new prosperity to the old comte. 

The city of Nice was renovated and many new public buildings were 

erected, outsiders began to move into the area and money became a 

brand new commodity for the peasants of the hinterland of the comt& 

who sold their land and property in a massive exodus to the coast. 

Roads were built into the mountains and the railroad network was 

widened. The people of Nice were delighted to be French. 

The 19th and 20th centuries were marked by the same problems 

that touched all of Europe: growing nationalism, social troubles, and, 

principally, the decline of small-scale agriculture in this heavily 

agricultural region. Fortunately, the increase in tourism and some 

specialized industries (such as hydro-electric plants, the growing of 

lavender and other flowers) are helping to stabilize part of the econ

omy. The Var valley system, except the coastal strip which includes 

the growing metropolis of Nice, is still marginal to the mainstream of 

European life. 



CHAPTER b 

TOWARD AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF DEFENSE 

Si vis pacem, para bellum /if you want peace, prepare for war7 
(Ancient Roman saying). 

This rather ambitious title means nothing more than a discus

sion of what can be said of the nature of wairfare and its variations 

and of what we can look for on the sites themselves. In other words, 

it is an attempt to generate from a few basic principles, a checklist 

of traits of fortification. Although it was conceived in terms of the 

fortified systems of medieval Europe, it is hoped that it may even

tually contribute to the fashioning of a model for all fortified sites. 

Defense is a rather vague term, referring to the fending off of 

attack and, when that is not possible, the avoidance of some of the con

sequences of attack. The character of military confrontations depends 

on such factors as duration, frequency, purpose and scale, all of 

which will be discussed in Chapter 9* To summarize,.they may be 

single occurrences, or recur at regular or irregular intervals, either 

as part of a pattern of chronic rivalry, or only occasional competition. 

They may be the result of friction between small groups of individuals, 

between groups of communities, all the way up to international con

flicts that can involve thousands of participants and years of mili

tary campaigns. 

91 
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Warfare consists of confrontations — including attacks — 

which must have an offensive component, and may include a defensive 

one. In other words, offense does not necessarily imply defense, since 

the warring parties can both be on the offensive. Some military en

counters, such as certain pitched battles, need not necessarily have 

any defensive element, for instance when matched forces engage in con

tests where neither is dominant and whose outcome is relatively unim

portant except as a show of strength on both sides. This is not unlike 

the behavior observed between some animals (Lorenz 1963)• Defense is 

a response to attack or to the threat of attack, while offensive action 

-- or attack -- is motivated by far more complex factors. 

Responses to Attack 

There sure at least three basic mechanisms to minimize some of 

the hazards of attack: submission, flight, and resistance. These are 

not mutually exclusive categories. 

Submission 

This is the usual outcome of many military encounters, in 

other words, it is the result of defeat. It can also occur at the 

outset, when the attacked choose not to resist, thereby bringing about, 

in some cases, an immediate stop to the aggressive action by surrender, 

or, on the other end of the spectrum, a massacre. 

Flight 

Particularly for sedentary populations, flight means that the 

people, possibly with some of their goods, may be saved from the 



attackers, although leaving behind their land, stores, homes and most 

of their private possessions, to the mercy, or the rapine, of the 

attackers. After the danger has passed, the people may be able to re

turn, conditions permitting, or, having escaped death or capture, may 

settle elsewhere. Flight can involve the entire population of a com

munity or area, or only part of it (for instance, women and children 

as opposed to able-bodied men). It may be the standard acceptable 

response to attack, or may follow, as a last resort, a defensive stand. 

In the mountainous area like the Var valley system, flight was not par

ticularly easy, but pursuit by an outside enemy was far more difficult 

unless, of course, the attackers were thoroughly familiar with the 

territory or were led by native guides. 

Resistance 

This can take the form of a line of defense made up of armed 

men, in hand-to-hand combat. This includes pitched battles, sallies 

from a besieged site or even ambushes of the attacking party. Resis

tance can be enhanced by taking advantage of the protection of immov

able obstacles, whether natural or man-made. Fortification is the 

construction of such physical obstacles, whether improvized or care

fully prepared in advance. It is the latter which is of most interest 

to archaeologists for the obvious reason that it alone leaves tangible 

evidence to be uncovered long after the events that caused them to be 
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Levels of Resistance 

The choice of one or more of these three responses to attack 

(submission, flight and resistance) is affected by the priorities 

placed by the participants on what should be protected. Protection 

can be extended to at least three levels in the sphere of the communi'ty: 

residential, territorial, and regional, and the response to attack 

involves a decision as to what is more expendable. 

Residential 

Village communities consist of people, their houses and many 

of their possessions. They can range in size from very large ~ cities 

and towns — all the way down to small groups of structures — hamlets 

or farm complexes — and even individual isolated houses. They can 

also range from permanent to seasonal to very temporary. And the 

building materials used on residential sites cam vary from flimsy and 

inexpensive, where the structures are easily destroyed but just as 

easily rebuilt, to more substantial wood and stone architecture which 

is costly, requiring a great expenditure of energy, raw material, time 

and money. The choice of more resistant construction is based on the 

same principle that leads to fortification. Concealment, or remoteness, 

is still another alternative, where houses and possessions are tucked 

away in inaccessible places in the hope that they may escape attention 

by an outside force, or else require too much effort to be worth 

attacking. In terms of the initial investment in protection of resi

dential sites against military attack, it can be said that, while 

flight might save lives (or freedom, as in the case of slave raids), 
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fortification would provide a considerably better chance for preserving 

houses and property. 

Territorial 

The territory of residential sites, i.e., their supporting 

lands, is also vulnerable to attack from raids to steal crops and live

stock for the use of the attackers, and for the purpose of cutting off 

the residents' supplies. The non-residential property of the community 

— or family in the case of isolated houses — includes food stores, 

fields, pasture and wood, roads and waterways. In most instances, if 

the nucleus, or focal point, of a community, e.g., in Provence the 

village or castrum, falls to an enemy, whether by surrender, by default 

(through flight of the population), or by military defeat, the rest of 

the territory will fall with it. 

The fate of the residential community and of the lands on which 

it depends for survival are closely intertwined. Relatively little can 

be done to assure the actual protection of these dependencies of a 

community, besides keeping watch, trying to anticipate attack, mini

mizing the element of surprise, and, in case of attack, being prepared 

to resist the invader by force of arms. This might entail the erection 

of fortified structures at certain points in the territory to indicate 

the residents' intention to defend themselves: such fortifications 

could be built at watchtowers and other sentinels' posts, or to defend 

passes, fords, bridges and other communications points, as well as 

mills and farms, and even cemeteries. 
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Regional 

The defense of the village territory is closely tied with that 

of the region, that is, the territory of a group of related communi

ties. The defense of the region, like that of the territory, involves 

the use of non-residential sites for the main purpose of surveillance 

of an area and coordination of the resistance effort of the several 

communities. These forts which serve as focal points for military 

activity in the region are the principal fortified unit of this level 

of defense. Their function is purely military and, although they may 

house garrisons of soldiers, they are distinct from residential sites 

per se. 

Fortification: Attributes 

The preceding paragraphs have been em attempt to set up a frame

work in which to place defense in general and fortification in particu

lar. Fortification is one form of defense. It can consist of tem

porary or permanent construction, involving techniques for: 

1. Protection. The site should be selected, where possible, on 

the basis of defensibility, and can be adapted for physically prevent

ing easy advance and entry of an enemy. 

2. Retaliation. The site may incorporate features allowing for 

counter-attack by the defenders. 

3. Survival. The site may include features designed to help the 

inhabitants survive a prolonged period of siege, including provisions 

for escape, and storage facilities for food and water. 
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Protection 

The primary purpose of village fortifications is to keep out 

intruders and their weapons. In order to do this, it is necessary to 

put as much distance as possible between the attackers and their prey 

by means of barriers which impede enemy advance either vertically (a 

cliff, a hill or a wall) or on the horizontal plane (a ditch or water 

course). These can be provided by natural topography or by man-made 

features. They are not mutually exclusive and can be combined into a 

great many forms. 

Vertical Barriers. This feature is provided topographically 

by location of a site on high places, such as an isolated peak or hill

top, or, somewhat less protective, a promontory, the spur of a mountain, 

or a narrow ridge. This is an important part of the 'perching* pattern 

of villages in the Mediterranean area. It facilitates defense by 

making the assailants visible to the defenders and rendering approaches 

to the site more difficult since access is possible only through paths 

which could fairly easily be blocked (Fig. 7-A). 

The man-made equivalent is the wall, which can be used to com

plete the work of nature, by closing off sites located on promontories 

and peninsulas and/or by reinforcing the weak points of the natural 

defense. In open country, sites may be surrounded by a wall, usually 

encompassing the entire residential area, which acts as a substitute 

for the lack of natural elevation. Most often, the wall at least em

phasizes the natural rise on which residential sites tend to be located 

and where succeeding occupation levels accumulate to raise the height 

of •street level.' 



A. Vertical Barrier B. Horizontal Obstacle 

paLLbadeA 
batteA 

V' - v" loopholes 
»* 
jt 

Earthwork Ditch and Wall D. Modification of Base of Wall 

O 

k 
CUH&ULn 

•JTWI 

JLJ 
E. Machicolation 

6-tanke/u 

F. Flanking Structures 
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Still another defensive location which may combine natural and 

artificial features, is found in caves and rock shelters, often hidden 

in a sheer cliff, and whose entrance can often be easily sealed by a 

wall. The wall may be intended to enclose animals as well as men, or 

to prevent the exit from the cave of some animal or other feared crea

ture concealed therein. 

Horizontal Obstacles. In nature bodies of water, deep valleys 

and canyons, and other chasms provide such obstacles to advance (Fig. 

7-B). The ideal site would seem to be an island, whether in a river, 

a lake or the sea. A similar effect can be obtained by the excavation 

around a site of a ditch which can either be left dry or be filled 

with water, whether from a well or by diverting a water-course. When 

natural conditions do not provide sufficient protection, they can be 

complemented by artificial ones, for example, a site located on a pen

insula or on the loop of a meander can be sealed off by the addition, 

on the unprotected side, of a ditch or a wall. Such ditches become 

extremely important in Western fortification of the Modern period, as 

part of the complex system of ouvrages avances (outworks) that sur

rounded forts after the l?th centaury. The ditch, like the wall, could 

serve as well to keep animals inside its enclosure as to keep enemies 

out (Beresford 195̂ 56), or to act as a measure against natural menace 

from flood or fire. 

In general, man-made obstacles tend to have been added to en

hance already existing natural ones, i.e., artificial ditches are more 

likely to occur in conjunction with natural chasms, rivers, streams. 
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They are also found in conjunction with the raising of man-made heights, 

particularly in earthworks, where excavation of the ditch is actually a 

step in the building of a wall or mound. The classic motte-and-bailey 

of early medieval Europe is just an example, as are the earthwork ring-

forts of pre- and protohistoric Europe. The ditch built around a 

natural or man-made rise or wall not only creates horizontal distance 

but also increases the height of the vertical barrier (Fig. 7-C). 

While horizontal obstacles are not always present, some type of 

vertical barrier is essential to all fortification. Wall construction 

is part of the technology of house building and does not necessarily 

require great alteration of the environment. The mechanics of exca

vating ditches and canals, on the other hand, may entail quite a differ

ent series of steps, for instance in sites located on hard bedrock. In 

other words, while it may be assumed that in most cases the existence 

of a wall is a requisite of fortification, that of a ditch is not; it 

is more likely to appear either as a supplement to natural topographic 

features or as a step in the raising of a wall. 

The Wall. The wall is the primary element of fortification. 

The simple enclosure, an earthwork embankment, wooden palisade, brick 

or stone wall, provides what Rocolle (1973:3*0 calls shelters for pas

sive defense (abris de defense passive), simple refuges which allow the 

besieged to sit out an attack and hope — or pray ~ for the best. 

The very concept of fortification implies planning, and more 

specifically in the case of permanent residential fortification, town-

planning, even in a small village site. Considerations of economy, 
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efficiency and control play an important part in the form, use and 

creation of fortifications. While these elements of planning are 

shared by villages and towns (cities), it is necessary to draw a line 

between the needs of these kinds of settlement. Town walls serve to; 

. . .  p r o t e c t  a g a i n s t  t h e f t  o r  d e s t r u c t i o n  a n d  a g a i n s t  i l l e 
gitimate use (of tools). ... While one tends to think of 
them in terms of siege, with the militia behind the crenella-
tions pouring boiling oil on ascending invaders, the everyday 
and even more important purpose of walls should not be neg
lected: control of entry and exit in peacetime. ... The 
wall was an insurmountable obstacle to normal transit (Saalman 
1968:22). 

While surveillance of transit is important for large populations, it 

does not seem imperative in communities of, at most, a few hundred 

people. The regulatory function of walls, in controlling passage in 

and out of the village, may be important if only in defining village 

space, by delimiting the residential compound, separating it from the 

rest of the territory. 

In order to be effective against penetration by an enemy, an 

enclosing wall, palisade or rampart, must conform to certain basic re

quirements, which constantly tax the technological (particularly the 

engineering) skills of its designers and builders, and involve an 

ability to respond to changes in offensive technology. The wall should 

be high enough to block out enemy projectiles and strong enough at the 

base to withstand battering. It can be very thick and massive, or else 

reinforced by means of other techniques of construction, like the 

timber-framed brick defenses (murus gallicus) that protected many 

Celtic forts (Piggott 1965:202-207, 216). Shape, curvature of the wall, 

is stressed as an important factor in medieval fortification, it is 



102 

pointed out that rectilinear structures are more vulnerable than those 

with rounded sides for structural reasons as well as because it is 

almost impossible to eliminate 'blind spots' in rectilinear buildings. 

The outer face of the wall can also be as smooth as possible 

or it can be incrusted with sharp objects destined to discourage 

scaling, or certain perishable materials — which usually leave no 

archaeological traces — such as pointed wooden stakes and thorny vege

tation, etc., can be placed on the top of the wall. 

At the base, the masonry can be strengthened by way of a bat

ter (fruit, in French) constructed so that projectiles dropped from 

above ricochet from the angle of its slope onto the enemy below (Fig. 

7-D and E). When possible, it could be built on bedrock as a measure 

against sapping. 

Choice of location should be in accordance with such consider

ations. In Western Europe, it is obvious that, as the power of pro

jectiles and the distance over which they could be propelled increased, 

a site that had originally been out of reach of neighboring heights 

became increasingly vulnerable. When this occurred, it was not usually 

possible to move the fortified community to a more secure spot, and one 

solution was the building of forts on the threatening heights as a 

measure against their occupation by an enemy. This contrasts with the 

opening up of settlements and the tendency for villages to "sub-perch" 

that also characterized the rural scene in the modern period. 

The wall itself can present a variety of forms, according to 

its height and the area it encloses. These modifications constitute 

the basis of many fortified structures. The wall can take the form of 
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an enclosure, like a palisade or rampart, which can range in size from 

such monuraental structures as the Great Wall of China and Hadrian* s 

Wall in Britain, to the more modest ones enclosing mere villages, and 

even farm compounds. The enclosing wall is the last buffer between the 

residential site and the outside world. 

When a wall encloses a small area it may be roofed and can be

come a room, a house or other covered structure. Whether it was built 

as a kind of fortification must be judged on the basis of certain 

qualitative and highly subjective criteria, such as thickness of wall, 

location and type of features as well as difficulty of approach and 

entry, few and inaccessible doors and windows, which give a general 

impression of "security" suggesting that the purpose of these walls 

was defensive. 

A wall is a man-made separation that can serve both to keep in

truders out and/or to keep inmates in. The •inmates' can include 

people (the residents of the site) and their animals. In the somewhat 

particular case of prisons, a complex system of corridors, doors, locks 

and bars is devised to reduce the possibility of escape. Obviously, 

many of the features related to this function apply to what is inside 

the wall and may not be reflected in its external appearance. 

Retaliation 

The wall can present a solid surface or be modified by the 

piercing of apertures (doors, windows, loopholes), the addition of 

various flankers (sentinel towers, bastions, recesses, buttresses) and 

of supports for turrets, machicolations, wooden galleries (hourds, 
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breteches). The features incorporated in fortification to allow the 

defenders to counter-attack in case of siege, have at least three main 

functions: surveillance, short-range retaliation and long-range re

taliation. 

The first of these can be accomplished by means of apertures 

in the wall, windows or platforms on the roof which afford a view of 

the attackers and may help in predicting their strategy and acting 

accordingly in planning defensive tactics. These observation posts 

can double as points from which retaliatory shots can be fired. 

Some features can also enable the defenders to protect the 

immediate approaches of the compound, by overhanging constructions 

with openings in the floor allowing projectiles to be discharged di

rectly onto the assailants below. In Western Europe this form of de

fense culminated in the elaborate machicolations that became an inte

gral part of late medieval architecture (Fig. 7-E). A similar function 

was performed by the features on flanking towers, such as loopholes 

(narrow openings in the wall for the firing of projectiles) oriented 

so as to command a view of the wall (curtain) from base to top. Similar 

flankers jutting out alongside a gate, always a weak point in any 

fortification, serve as an added insurance against the use of a bat

tering ram to crash down the gates. Flanking can be considered com

plete when the wall is covered along its entire length by means of an 

adequate number of protruding structures (e.g., Fig. 7-F). 

Long-range fire can be aimed at the assailants from openings 

all along the wall (the loopholes), small turrets, and battlements, 

designed to allow the besieged to aim their own projectiles freely 
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while being somewhat protected by the defense-works. In Western Europe 

this became the chemin de ronde, a rampart-walk wide enough for the men 

to stand, with their weapons if possible, protected by the battlements. 

Unfortunately for the archaeologist, because of their location on the 

top of the wall, these features are the least likely to survive the 

ravages of time and neglect since they are the first defensive elements 

to be obliterated as the wall falls into ruins, leaving very little 

evidence to reconstruct the original appearance of the wall. Even in 

medieval military architecture, their presence on any single building 

is often no more than a matter of conjecture, by analogy with roughly 

contemporary and comparable buildings which have retained more of their 

original features. 

A further means of reinforcement of defense works is the multi

plication of enclosures, usually concentrically. Because of cost and 

size, this sort of fortification is most often found either in small 

fortified structures, such as castles, or else in association with im

portant cities. In addition, various outworks outside the residential 

compound and its enclosing wall can assist in slowing down the progress 

of the attackers. 

Survival 

The duration of attacks is greatly variable; some cities and 

forts have been besieged for weeks and months at a stretch (Rocolle 

1973i360-365). The purpose of such drawn-out sieges was usually to 

starve the inhabitants and weaken their morale in order to force their 

surrender. It could also serve to hold the members of a community at 
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bay, leaving the assailants free to raid, pillage, wreak destruction 

or otherwise take over the surrounding districts. In order to be able 

to bide their time in the course of the siege, the inhabitants had to 

be able either to obtain goods from the outside, or rely on their 

stores of food and water. 

Escape. One way of breaking through the blockade of a siege 

involves getting out, under cover of night for instance, either to 

send messengers or to allow portions of the population to escape, or 

to receive provisions, surreptitiously brought in from outside sources. 

The favorite method, in much of the literature, is by way of tunnels 

which are often popularly believed to have been located in some of the 

unlikeliest places. This is not to deny that tunnels exist in associ

ation with fortified sites; where it is possible to construct them, 

they may serve sis an excellent means of escaping from a site, as well 

as provide a refuge in case the defense has been unsuccessful and the 

site is overrun or set on fire. Unfortunately, such means of escape 

and of obtaining outside relief are not always feasible and any com

munity that anticipated having to withstand a siege might be expected 

to include within its compound stores of food and water. 

Water Preservation. Water sources can exist within a village 

compound, if there is a spring or if a well can be dug (or from a 

river, in some large cities). These present the advantage of a regular 

and almost impregnable and uncontaminable source of water. Water can 

also be brought in from the outside, by means of aqueducts of various 

types from a river or a lake in the vicinity. Unfortunately, canals 



or aqueducts can too easily be cut off or the water fouled from the 

outside. Finally, there are collection and storage techniques, such 

as cisterns which receive the runoff from rainfall, on which they are 

of course dependent, and which need to be cleaned regularly to clear 

them of algae and other contaminants of stagnant water and, for smaller 

quantities, storage vessels, such as jars, pitch-lined baskets and 

other containers which have the advantage of being more or less por

table, but, at the same time are not as easily replenishable. 

Food Storage. Food, being of more varied type and provenance, 

presents a number of storage problems and possibilities. Grain, dried 

fruit, cured meat and salted fish can be stored in specially designed 

structures or features, or in vessels or other facilities, as can other 

relatively non-perishable items, such as wine and oil. In addition to 

granaries and barns which can be found almost anywhere on the village 

territory, dwellings may include special storage areas (rooms or cor

ners of rooms) and pits and vessels, which can also exist outside the 

houses. These facilities can be made of any or all of the materials 

found within the cultural inventory of the villagers. While it is 

obvious that such storage facilities may exist anywhere on the terri

tory exploited by a residential community, for purposes of sustaining 

a siege, some of these would have to be concentrated in readily acces

sible locations in relation to the village. In case of flight, scat

tered storage areas may be useful where the escaping population could 

avail itself of their contents if the assailants had not already done 
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Perishable goods can be kept in live form. Plants can be grown 

in small gardens, in some instances, while animals can be coralled and 

some of them, particularly rodents and fowl (like rabbits and chickens 

in the Old World) are easily kept in small spaces within the villages 

confines, even in dark rooms and cellars, and fed scraps. Animals, un

like most stable plant crops, can be raised indoors as well as in open 

air enclosures which take up a good deal more precious space. 

The forms these features took in medieval Western Europe and 

particularly in the Var valley system, will be described in more detail 

later in Chapters 7 and 8 with special reference to developments in 

Western European military architecture which will give some idea of the 

variety of fortification that could have existed in other parts of the 

world as well. 

This checklist, at best the sketch of a model, has been pre

sented to suggest some of the traits that may be useful in interpreting 

the function of sites that may or may not have been fortified or have 

served a defensive purpose. Some sites may superficially appear de

fensive in that they share some of the attributes, such as location or 

configuration, mentioned above, and yet closer examination shows 

clearly that it is very unlikely that they could have been effective 

in fending off military assault. Among these are some of the 

castellaras (e.g., Cheneveau 1966) of southeastern France, and many of 

the so-called •hillforts* so characteristic of Western Europe, particu

larly in the Iron Age (see pp. 122-123 )• It is hoped that the 

attributes of the sites themselves, as outlined in the preceding pages, 
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should clarify the description of the material presented in the follow

ing chapters. 

Communications 

In addition to the attributes of the sites themselves, it should 

be kept in mind that communication always played an important part in 

defensive systems, particularly since fortification implies the antici

pation of attack. Road systems would provide vital links between com

munities. They could be used for travel and the transport of goods and 

people, including armies. Further, the exchange of information of any 

kind between communities, part of communities and individuals was 

essential to the life of the region, in peace as in war. There are 

at least four means of accomplishing this end: by messenger, and by 

means of auditory, visual or mechanical signals. 

Messengers 

In most cases this would involve the use of roads. The road 

system of the Var valley and its tributaries has been described in 

Chapter 2 above (pp. 6̂ —7̂ -)- Most authors (e.g., Blanchard 19̂ 5, 19̂ 9, 

1955; Grassi 1970) point out the predominance of a dense said intricate 

network of trails in the Var valley system connecting villages and 

within each commune rather than major axes of communication. These 

trails would lend themselves to rapid conveyance of messages by run

ners who, familiar with the paths, could accomplish their mission with

out unwanted encounters. This system is obviously the most flexible 

since either oral or written messages of amy length or content can be 

transmitted in toto. However, a carrier can be intercepted and the 
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message lost without its intended recipient being aware of what hap

pened. In the case of human messengers, the cutting of vital communi

cation points, such as bridges, could have disastrous results. Written 

messages could also be carried by animals such as pigeons and dogs. 

Signals 

Signals, unlike written or oral messages, can convey only 

limited information, according to prearranged conventions. Their 

transmission permits bypassing traditional communication routes, and 

more rapid diffusion, advantages that may outweigh the reduced content 

of information. 

Auditory Transmission. This method allows signals to be car

ried by relay over great distances in a short period of time, thereby 

acquainting a wide area of an impending danger, for instance. Almost 

the only interference can come from wind direction, or loud noises. A 

disadvantage is the possibility of attracting the attention of an 

enemy. 

The media used for transmission of auditory signals can range 

from percussion (drums, bells) to the blowing of horns, whistling and 

yodeling. In the Var valley system, the sound of church bells could 

carry over long distances and the abundance of scattered rural chapels 

made up an adequate relay or backup system. 

Visual Transmission. This kind of signal depends on time of 

day. Like auditory signals, they can be relayed over great distances 

fairly quickly. Because the signals themselves attract less attention 
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than sound, more watchfulness is required for receiving them and 

weather conditions are very important: fog, rain, clouds can seriously 

impair visibility as can natural topography. In the daytime, trans

mission could consist of smoke signals, display of flags or other ob

jects of prearranged shape, color or position, or even flashing bright 

lights. At night, a fire or lights, steady or flashing, again accord

ing to a pre-set pattern, can convey the appropriate information. 

Mechanical Signalization. By this I mean signals propelled by 

mechanical means. They range from a projectile (an arrow or a stone), 

carrying a written or symbolic message, to the more sophisticated 

flares and rockets which came into use after the introduction of gun

powder. These can convey messages by a difference in color, number, 

direction or other prearranged combination of moving signals. Their 

transmission is less hampered by time of day and natural relief than 

the more conventional visual signaling. However, they may be affected 

by weather conditions and can attract the attention of am enemy. 

The Aftermath 

Finally, we must make some mention of the aftermath of war. 

Battles are fought, prisoners taken, soldiers slain and their bodies 

either buried, at home or in special gravesites, or left to rot, some

times leaving skeletons for archaeologists to dig up and over which to 

ponder. 

The evidence of warfare in village sites can be extremely 

variable. If resistance to siege were successful, it might result in 

maintenance of status quo, with little or no change, or else in 
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modification of the site: expansion or reduction of surface area and 

of scale of fortifications, in response to, or in anticipation of, a 

somewhat different situation. Even if resistance were successful, 

warfare often led to a state of general misery, and an inflated death 

rate that could show up in historical records and perhaps in burial 

practices, might also be the result of other war-related events. 

If resistance to siege were not successful, it may have re

sulted in partial or total destruction in the site which may or may not 

have been followed by reconstruction. But it must also be remembered 

that the takeover of a site may have left no measurable physical evi

dence, and that destruction can also be due to any number of other 

natural causes, fire and flood, etc., as well as administrative decision 

to rebuild or simply to abandon a site or parts of it. 

In short, just as the presence of an enclosing wall cam do no 

more than alert the archaeologist to the possibility of fortification 

of a site, evidence of its destruction is meaningless unless it is part 

of a pattern occurring within a horizon and in association with other 

traits suggestive of war, or is supported by well-founded historical 

documentation. Isolated occurrences of destruction such as are found 

in the Var valley system, can provide the groundwork for at best spec

ulative interpretation, which cannot stand alone and must be tested 

against other evidence. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have attempted to point out the major attri

butes of fortification in order to better understand the defensive 
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needs of fortified sites, before proceeding to a description of settle

ment patterns in the Var valley system, and of the sites and fortifi

cations themselves. 

In as mountainous an area as the hinterland of Nice and the 

foothills of the Alps in general, it seems likely that many of the 

agglomerations should be situated on high points, away from the waters 

of the river. It is therefore necessary, before pronouncing a site 

"fortified," to determine the sorts of elements that contribute to its 

time fortification, enabling it to resist the military technology and 

tactics with which it is likely to be assailed. With these needs in 

mind, we can proceed to a discussion of settlement patterns and of the 

sites, walls, castles, houses and other structures found in the villages 

of the Var valley system. 



CHAPTER 5 

SETTLEMENT PATTERNS IN THE VAR VALLEY SYSTEM 

At almost any point along the road you can stop and, if you 
know where to look, you can see four or five villages, perched 
five hundred or a thousand feet up on the edge of the moun
tain, their limestone houses fading into the limestone of the 
background. ... 

V/hen you first see these villages they all look alike, and 
they look rather like the "perched" villages characteristic of 
all of southern France. In most of them there is the old 
quarter of the town surrounding the ruins of a modest chateau 
at the peak of the hill. The older houses look as if they 
were massed in layers on the hillside, the red tile roofs em
phasizing their horizontal lines. The newer quarter of the 
town straggles farther down the leeward slope of the hill and 
even ventures out into the valley. In some villages the old 
"perched" quarter has died completely and lies a mass of 
ruins above the new quarter. In other villages, the process 
is almost completed. It seems to be the inevitable fate of 
these villages. It is as though they had tired of hanging on 
to their perch and slipped down to a more comfortable posi
tion (Wylie 1964:7). 

In this chapter, I shall turn from general background material 

to the sorts of evidence that should be more directly relevant to the 

problem of defense and fortification in the Var valley system, by de

scribing the settlement patterns of the area and some of the arguments 

relating them to the practice of warfare that may have given rise to 

the characteristic "perched" village. 

The Village-Community and the Village Lands 

The smallest 'real' unit dealt with here is the commune, the 

result of centuries of use of land by groups of agriculturalists, 

114 
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farmers and herdsmen. The concept of commune, the lands belonging to a 

community of people (communaute d1habitants, discussed by Hildesheimer 

1966), is an old one and, in eastern Provence, as elsewhere in Europe 

(Baratier et al. 1969:#6l; Beresford 195̂ *260), its borders have re

mained essentially stable since the Middle Ages. The commune is the 

township, made up of a village and adjacent territory which provide 

for the subsistence of the population (Fig. 8). The lands of the 

commune fall into a variety of categories. 

The Castrum and the Hamlets 

The commune includes the village itself; in modern terminology, 

this is the chef-lieu, 'main-town' or administrative center. The 

characteristic chef-lieu in the Var valley system, is the compact 

perched village, called castrum, or armed camp, since the 11th and 

12th centuries. There is usually a single castrum to a commune, al

though changing conditions resulted in shifts in settlement pattern, 

producing, for example, the twin castra of Tourette-Hevest (divided 

into separate communes at the end of the 19th century) or the triple 

chef-lieu (administratively equal) found in Valdeblore since the l8th 

century, when the hamlets of la Bolline and la Roche grew large and 

powerful enough to rival their mother-village, the castrum of St-Dalmas-

du-Plan (see p. 337). 

As administrative center of the commune, the chef-lieu need be 

no more than the town-hall (mairie), but in the Var valley system, it 

usually coincides with the residential center for all community activi

ties and as such is co-terminous with the castrum, the medieval name 



Figure 8 The villages of the War valley system. — Alphabetical list
ing of modern communes, their location on the base map and 
abbreviations used on all maps and tables. 

A1 Alglun f.4 IP la Penne e.5 

Ao AolraC f.3 P Peone c.4 

An Annot e.2 Py Peyresq d.l 

As Ascros f.5 PI Plerlas d.6 

A Aspremont g.8 Pf Pierrefeu f.6 

Au Auvare e.4 PR Puget-Rostang e.4 

Ba Bairols e.7 PX Pugec-Theniers e.4 

B1 Belvedere d.9 Re Revest-les-Roches f.7 

B Beuil d.5 Rg Rigaud e.5 

Bz Bezaudun-les-Alpes g.6 Km Rimplas d.7 

BV la Bollfene-Vesubie e.9 1R la Rochette f.4 

Bn Bonson f.7 R Roquebilliere d.9 

By Bouyon g-7 RG Roquesteron-Grasse f.5 

Bx Braux e.2 RP Roque s teron-Puget f.5 

B? Brianfonnet f.3 RV la RoqueCCe-sur-Var g-8 

IB le Broc g.7 Rb Roubion d.6 

C Carros g.7 Rr Roure d.6 

Ca Castagnlers g.8 SAn St-Antonin f.5 

CC Cascellet-St-Cassien f.3 SA St-Auban f.2 

CS Cascellet-lfes-Sausses e.3 SB St-Benoft e.2 

CE ChSteauneuf d'Encraunes c.3 SB1 Sc-Blaise g.8 

CI Clans e.7 SDS Sc-Dalmas-le-Selvage a.4 

CSM la Colle-St-Michel d.l SE St-Etienne-de-Tinee b.5 
Co Collongues f.4 SJ St-Jeannet g.7 

Ca Colomars g.8 SLV St-Laurent-du-Var h.7 
Cg Consegudes f.6 SL St-Leger e.3 

IX la Croix-sur-Roudoule e.4 SME St-Marcin d'Entraunes 
Cb Cu£bris f.6 (St-Martinet) c.3 
Da Daluis d.3 SM St-Marc in-du-Var g.7 

D Durapus f.8 SMV St-Martin-Vesubie 
En Entraunes c.3 (St-MarCin-LanCosque) d.8 

E Entrevaux e.3 SP St-Pierre-Figette f.4 
IsF les Ferres f.6 SST St-Sauveur-sur-Tinee d.6 

IF le Fugeret e.l Sa Sallagriffon f.4 
Ca Gars f.3 Ss Sausses e.3 

Gc Gactiires g.7 Sz Sauze d.3 

1G la Gaude h.7 S Sigale f.5 
Gi Gilette f.7 So Solellhas f .1 
G Guillaumes d.4 Th Thiery e.6 

11 Ilonse d.6 T Toudon f.7 

I Iscla c.6 TV TouHt-sur-Var e.5 

La Lantosque e.9 IT la Tour-sur-Tinee e.7 

L Levcns f.8 TR Tourette-du-Chateau 

Li Lieuche e.5 (Toure tte-Reve st) f.7 

Lu Luctfram f.9 Tf Tournefort e.7 
Ml Malaussfene e.7 Ub Ubraye f.2 

Mr Marie-sur-Tin£e d.7 U Ucelle f.8 

1M le Mas f.4 VB Valdeblore d.7-8 

M Massoins e.7 Ve Venanson d.8 

M£ailles d.l W Villars-sur-Vars e.6 
Mo MonCblanc f.3 VE Villeneuve d'Entraunes c.3 
IsM les Mujouls 

NICE 
f.4 
h.8 

V Villevieille f.3 
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Figure 8. The villages of the Var valley system. 
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of the permanent village. Another form of permanent habitation site 

is the hamlet, much smaller, usually made up of farms, rather than con

tiguous houses, and held either by a single large extended family or 

by a handful of nuclear families. 

The permanent residential village is the point from which ex

ploitation of the environment is carried out. A6 such, fields, barns, 

pastures and flocks, and water must be close enough to be available 

when necessary. 

In as varied and rugged an environment as these mountains, the 

ideal settlement pattern could be expected to include a number of 

family dwellings allowing each unit to exploit fully the various types 

of land available. Today, this sort of life can be seen (at Braux and 

Peone and, to a lesser degree, Beuil and other upper valley communi

ties) , but never totally independent of the permanent nucleus where 

everyone has strong ties and a residence, this is, of course, the chef-

lieu. In other communes, there are permanent hamlets alongside the 

chef-lieu, which serves as capital of the township. All trade occurred 

essentially in the chef-lieu, drawing the periodic visits of the ham

let dwellers, in summer and in winters when they often had to travel 

on snowshoes or skis (Blanchard 19̂ 9t186-196). 

At the opposite extreme is the situation where the entire 

population of the commune lived within the castrum, or chef-lieu, and 

returned there every night after working in the fields, some quite far 

away. We know that, quite recently, farmers thought nothing of walking 

two hours or more to spend part of the day farming, hunting, collecting 

wood. It appears that concentration is a function of commune size 
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which seems to increase with general altitude and distance from the 

coast, or even from major axes of communication, such as navigable 

rivers (totally absent from the Var valley system) or other continental 

travel ways. 

The distribution of communes where the entire population lives 

permanently in the castrum or chef-lieu is in the more southern areas 

where the lands belonging to each village are smaller in extent and the 

relief is craggier, while the more scattered settlements occur more 

readily in the high valleys, usually among the larger communes. 

Temporary Habitation. In addition to the permanent village and 

hamlets, there may be temporary or seasonal living quarters, that go by 

a variety of names — ecarts, campagnes, granges, forests, guartiers, 

even hameaux (Blanchard 19̂ 9:388, 1955̂ 71). Their usage varies from 

place to place. They could serve as scattered short-term shelters when 

it was not convenient to return to the village. For example, the chef-

lieu of Beuil and the hamlet of les Launes were primarily winter resi

dences while in the summer, most of the population moved up to secon

dary residences high on the mountain slopes, closer to their summer 

activities. In the commune of Braux, one of the richest in the entire 

Valre valley, every family has a home in town plus up to three or four 

seasonal ones allowing the villagers to exploit more fully every cor

ner of the land. The old castrum of Peone (Miege 1968) is occupied 

for two months in the winter, and on Sundays for the rest of the year, 

as the Peonians scatter all over the township during the week attending 

to their various occupations (Blanchard 19̂ 95 389). Only the prosperity 
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brought to the people of Beuil and Peone by the increasing popularity 

of the winter and summer resort of Valberg has begun to break this 

pattern. 

Non-residential Structures. These are also strewn about the 

landscape. The granges (barns), stopping points in the yearly trek 

over the land, were places where tools as well as agricultural products 

could be stored. Animals were usually kept closer to residential areas 

or in special enclosures where they could be watched over, sheep and 

goats in the bergeries, cows in the vacheries. 

There are a number of distinctive types of barn which, except 

where there is a scattered settlement component, do not include resi

dences. On the south-facing slopes or adrets of the Esteron and middle 

Var valleys the barns, isolated or in groups, are characterized by the 

southern facade whose upper storey is open to serve as a drying loft 

for the fruit, mainly figs, that have long been a stable crop here. 

In the fruit-growing valleys to the east and north, including the 

upper V^subie, or Val de Lantosque, the open storey drying area is 

replaced by balconies. In the upper valleys, the barns become more 

substantial, built of stone and wood (more plentiful and of better 

quality as building material), some of them precariously perched at 

the top of high ridges. 

The_Tg£goi£» The lands of the commune, rather loosely divided 

into hearts or quartiers, come under the rubric of terroir which, 

literally, means •soil.' The terroir usually includes arable land, 

either under cultivation or fallow, pasture and woods. Except in the 



120 

high valleys on whose gentler slopes small trapezoid "fields" have been 

cleared and are bounded by clapiers (massive, often irregular piles of 

stones removed from the ground in preparing it for cultivation), the 

arable lands are arranged in terraces (called planches, taulas, etc.) 

which become higher and narrower as the slope steepens. The origin of 

these terraces seems to be very ancient and in some areas the retaining 

walls incorporate elements of the prehistoric cyclopean building tech

nique. These terraces have been lovingly cared for over the centuries, 

their retaining walls regularly mended, connecting paths and steps 

cleared and constructed, and, even after several decades of abandon

ment, it often seems that with relatively little work, they could be 

restored and put back to use. Even where the retaining walls have all 

but collapsed, surviving patterns of vegetation and relief betray the 

presence of neatly arranged horizontal strips of formerly cultivated 

land. 

Terracing is found wherever it was possible to shape planches 

from the relief, sometimes on high ridges or the side of a wash, holding 

up a tract of land less than a meter wide and no more than a couple of 

meters long. In addition to these terraces and small fields, which aire 

usually at a distance from the village, garden plots bedeck the slopes 

immediately below it. The river valley floors were not put under cul

tivation until very recently, for reasons of defense as well as the 

danger of flooding and, in the lower Var valley, because of the in

salubrity of the marshy stretches. 

Pasture land included summer pasture, usually high alpages 

where the flocks grazed in summer, and village vacheries (cowsheds) and 
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bergeries (sheepfolds) which provided more or less crude protective 

structures for the livestock and the herders the year round. Trans-

humance was widespread and large herds moved up to the high valleys in 

the summer and back to the lower valleys and plains of Provence to 

winter, but in a few places the animals were stabled in the winter. 

In the Prealps of Nice, various types of land were rented out as 

bandites to herdsmen for winter grazing (Blanchard 19̂ 9:153)• 

Wooded land was extremely important in supplying fuel, mate

rial for making tools, carts, etc., even for building, as well as food 

for livestock (leaves, bark, acorns, etc.). Since the Middle Ages, it 

was realized how important forests were in preserving the landscape, 

preventing landslides, torrentiality and other destructive forms of 

erosion. They were called, among other things, defens and were pro

tected from overuse very early but not quite enough to control the 

overgrazing and uncontrolled spread of agriculture that destroyed large 

expanses of it (Blanchard 19̂ 5!157-189; Sclafert 1959)* 

Finally, the terroir included terre gaste, literally 'wasteland,' 

a catchall term for land that had once been cleared and burned for 

cultivation (essartage) and become covered with a secondary growth of 

vegetation. This was the property of the commune and, although it was 

jealously guarded, its use was never sufficiently controlled to provide 

protection against abuses. 

History of Settlement Patterns 

The archaeological record in southeastern France is very 

ancient, going back as far as the Lower Paleolithic, at least on the 



122 

coast (e.g., F. Bordes 1968; Lumley 1969a, 1969b), and there are 

scattered remains from the Neolithic and Bronze Age (Baratier et al. 

1969:#?; Cheneveau 1966, 1970-71; Sivade 1970-71; etc.). The best 

known remains from the hinterland are located in the remote Val des 

Merveilles (Valley of Wonders) at the foot of the Mont B£go (2873 

meters) in the commune of Tende (Alleau 1970; Baratier et al,1969t̂ 7; 

Paschetta 19̂ 8). 

The Castellaras 

In addition to these remains, the azure coast possesses numer

ous sites lumped together under the vague rubric of "hillforts," wide

spread in protohistoric Europe, al though there is considerable contro

versy as to their actual function (e.g., Octobon 1962; Piggott 1965s 

207» 236). In southeastern France, they are generally called oppida 

or castellaras. There has been almost no excavation and, as a result, 

remarkably little is known about these sites* 

Cheneveau, who has devoted a great deal of study to the subject 

of the mysterious hilltop enclosures known as castellaras, sums up 

their attributes of location. I paraphrase: 

They are found in hign places, on dry, usually rocky ground, 
with a good view of the surroundings for observation and 
signaling, so as to see without being seen. They are always 
near fields and pastures, never on routes that could have 
been traveled by enemies, and never at a water source, as a 
matter of fact, often very far away (Cheneveau 1966:81). 

Although Cheneveau (1966) places most of the castellaras be

tween the 7th and 3rd centuries B.C., they are very hard to date, con

taining for the most part nondescript objects, sometimes bronze, glass 

beads, and pottery, both Roman and indigenous. Some of them have even 
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been shown to be no older than the l8th century (see pp. 303-305). 

There is considerable variation in wall construction; most are basi

cally rubble-core, with cyclopean dressings, sometimes in multiple 

layers. Some may have enclosed villages of up to fifty people, living 

in thatch roof huts (paillottes) built over natural depression or 

against the surrounding wall or natural outcrops. 

While it has usually been taken for granted that these walls 

were built and served as refuges and fortresses, there has been specu

lation that they may have been no more than simple corrals, important 

within the agro-pastoral economy of the Ligurian people to which they 

are attributed. Cheneveau (1966) dismisses the defensive hypothesis 

for most of these castellaras, arguing that the walls are not appro

priate for such a purpose and that the Ligurian social organization 

was unlikely to have been able to support such elaborate defense works 

as these are assumed to have been. 

This is not to say that some of these sites were not used for 

defense. Some of the larger sites undoubtedly were, for instance the 

op-pidum of Entremont in western Provence with its acropolis and bas-

tioned stone walls, overlooking the Roman city of Aix-en-Provence 

(Piggott 1965:223; Benoit 1952; Busquet 1951; Piggott and Daniel 1976). 

It should be noted that, whatever their original function, many 

of the castellaras were reoccupied by medieval villagers, after the 

Roman period in which it is widely assumed that valley floor (or as 

close to it as possible) settlement prevailed. The recent surveys of 

the Alpes-Karitimes carried out by the Institute of Prehistory and 

Archaeology under the direction of Cheneveau and Bodard seem to show 
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that virtually all the perched villages had proto-historic antecedents, 

although their remains in most instances have been all but obliterated 

by subsequent construction. In the coastal area, the castellaras were 

so numerous that only a small proportion actually became villages or 

castles. 

Like most archaeological finds in southeastern France, most of 

the castellaras are located on the littoral (see Fig. 9)« Whether this 

distribution is an accurate reflection of past behavior or merely an 

artifact of modern settlement patterns remains to be determined. If 

the disparity between coast and hinterland is real, then it may reflect 

either cultural differences between the two geographical areas or 

possibly functional specificity within the region. 

The Coming of the Greeks 

In 621 B.C., Phocean Greeks (originally from Asia Minor) 

founded Massilia (Marseille) on the southwest coast of what was to be

come Provence. As this Mediterranean port grew into a thriving colony, 

its founders moved eastward along the coast and set up several new 

centers, including Nikaia (for Victory, according to standard etymologi

cal interpretations of the name of Nice) and Antipolis (on a promontory, 

now the Cap d'Antibes) across the Bay of Angels from Nice. These too, 

became prosperous seaports. Nikaia was built on the top of an isolated 

butte (today the "chateau" of Nice) at the mouth of a swampy little 

coastal river (now the Paillon), as well as on the beach at the foot of 

the hill. The small plain surrounding this rock is enclosed on the 

three remaining sides by the ever-ri6ing foothills of the Alps. 
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The Greeks probably never ventured far inland, preferring mari

time travel and trade with the coastal inhabitants, the 'Ligurians,' 

who quickly became used to their relatively innocuous presence. This 

indigenous population lived in, or at least used, the castellaras, and 

there seems to have been relatively little friction between these two 

groups. The presence of Greek goods in archaeological remains of in

land sites throughout Provence is evidence of trade. 

The arrival of the Celts in the kth century B.C. began to 

create such disturbances that, two centuries later, the Phocean mer

chants applied to the republican armies of Rome for military assistance 

in 15̂  B.C. This resulted eventually in the occupation of a wider 

coastal band by the Romans who sought to subjugate the population 

further inland. 

Pax Romana 

Presumably, during this period of unrest the hilltop 'forts' 

were utilized for defense, although, as we have seen, there is at the 

moment almost no substantial evidence to support any of the existing 

hypotheses. Although the Roman troops had come into the area osten

sibly as allies of the Greek cities, they were here to stay and set up 

permanent administrative and military centers as bases of operations. 

Well within eyeshot of Nice, they established a post on the old 

castellara on the hill of Cemenelum (now Cimiez). 

The official marker of the subjugation of the maritime Alps 

was the erection in the year 6 B.C. of the Emperor Augustus' trophy 

(at la Turbie). This monument, transformed into a fortified stronghold 
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in the Middle Ages, then partially destroyed in the l8th century, 

listed the Latin names of the forty-five 'tribes' conquered by the 

Roman armies. These groups seem to correspond roughly with the valley 

subdivisions and many of them are remembered in modern place-names 

(e.g., the river Tinee from Ectinii, Vesubie from Vesubiani, etc.). 

In the 1st century A.D. began the Pax Romana, evinced by many 

historians as a period of unadulterated bliss and tranquility from the 

conquest to the fall of the Empire in the West, in the 5th century A.D. 

The expected effect of this security on settlement patterns was a shift 

of habitation from the tops and sides of mountains, hills and knolls 

to more exposed and convenient agricultural areas, near or on the 

valley floors, in open spaces, with a relatively scattered population, 

organized into villae, latifundia, mansiones, and the somewhat more 

populous vici. Only a very few of these have been excavated in France, 

although a considerable number of foundations of such settlements has 

been revealed by aerial photography, particularly in the fields of the 

northern half of the country. The buildings of the typical Gallo-

Roman villa are usually regular-shaped complexes of luxury residences 

surrounded by smaller, more modest dwellings as well as storage facili

ties and specialized buildings (LeGlay 1975:209-2̂ +7). Although it is 

generally assumed that this pattern also held true in Provence and the 

Var valley system, there is no evidence of it as yet uncovered in the 

hinterland of Nice. Despite this scarcity of data (textual and archae

ological), what evidence does exist seems to support the suggestion 

that the rural Gallo-Roman population of Provence lived in dispersed 

villae (Baratier 1971:237-239)* In Provence proper, there are many 
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Roman remains as well as a fairly continuous historical record, par

ticularly in the area of religious organization, but, in the Var valley 

system at least, Gallo-Roman sites are poorly known. 

The Middle Ages 

The evidence for settlements from the Dark Ages (6th to 10th 

centuries) is even more elusive. The paucity of archaeological finds 

from this time is due mainly to the generally flimsy building materials 

used and to extensive rebuilding in the high Middle Ages and after, 

when, in some of the more important buildings, almost every century 

brought with it radical architectural alterations which, more often 

than not, totally obliterated traces of the earlier structures. Among 

the very few sites from the Var valley attributable to the Dark Ages 

are so-called Wisigothic sepultures at Irougne (near Ilonse on the 

lower Tinee) and Peille (on the Paillon) and a vanished "treasure," 

supposedly found near the village of Carros (lower Var) where a Mero

vingian tomb was also allegedly uncovered (Octobon 19̂ *0; Verrier and 

Magnien 1957:17-18). 

The Carolingian period (mid-8th to mid-lOth centuries) coin

cided with the formation of the various kingdoms of Provence as well 

as with the endemic incursions of Vikings from the north and Saracens 

from the south and west (Spain) in the 9th and 10th centuries. The 

Saracen presence in Provence left an indelible mark on local tradition. 

It is popularly believed that the perched villages, particularly those 

of the coast — Eze, the point of St-Hospice on the Cap-Ferrat, and 

St-Agnfes which, at 720 meters above sea level, is the highest coastal 
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village in Europe ~ were created as refuges against these marauders. 

Local tradition holds these infidels responsible for having chased the 

entire population out of its comfortable valley floor homes onto the 

hilltops and in the mountains where it remained until the 19th century 

(Baratier 1971:239; Durandy 1919; Durante 18̂ 7; Fode're 1821). There 

are even traditions of Saracen exploitation of mineral deposits high 

in the upper valleys of the Tinee and Vesubie (Paschetta 19̂ 8). There 

is no question that their activities sometimes took them far inland, 

since, in 972, they captured for ransom St-Mayeul, abbot of Cluny, at 

the Great St-Bernard pass in the high Alps (Latouche 1959:85-89). The 

temerity of this act incensed the Christian world but, although it led 

to the definitive ouster of the Saracens from their Provencal strong

holds at the end of the 10th century, Muslim raids continued on the 

coast well into the 18th century (e.g., Cane 1972; Doublet 1930). It 

was not until the Americans, the British, and finally the French inter

vened early in the 19th century that North African piracy was brought 

to sua end in the Mediterranean. 

There is reference in the popular literature to the use of 

signaling towers on the coast (for instance, from the heights of Cagnes 

to Villeneuve-Loubet to the Tower of the Madonna, two kilometers due 

west of Villeneuve) as well as the use of new defunct towers as 

refuges for the populace during the razzias. Such practices are not 

at all unlikely, and there are better documented instances of similar 

defensive behavior in the face of raids, for example in the 'round 

towers' of Ireland (Paor and Paor 1958:151-153)• 
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Although scholars agree that the appearance of the perched 

habitats occurs later than the period of Saracen raiding in Provence 

and that rural population was probably dispersed as it had already been 

for several centuries, there are a few instances of perching, alongside 

the valley floor or plains sites as early as the 8th century (Fevrier 

196̂ :87), but in association with towns rather than villages. Unfor

tunately, as Fevrier (comment on Baratier 1971:2̂ 9-251) points out, 

there are essentially no physical remains from the 10th and 11th cen

tury villages for which we lack information from documentary sources 

such as exists from some cities and towns. Still, it is now generally 

accepted that the perched village, or castrum, does not antedate the 

11th century in large numbers. It is at this time that the term 

castrum, meaning quite specifically a fortified village, preferably 

equipped with at least one gate, gains current usage in inventories and 

documents (Benoit 19̂ 9:̂ 0; J.-P. Fighiera 1971;31). 

The 11th and 12th centuries in Provence were a time of constant 

struggles between feudal lords, each fighting for his own autonomy and 

the expansion of his holdings. The Counts of Provence, like the Kings 

of France and other emerging rulers all over Western Europe, were in

creasingly able to enforce some degree of control by a central authority. 

The accession of the Catalan Counts in Provence was not accepted by the 

local feudatories who responded by challenging the foreigners' rights 

over the province with a long and murderous series of civil distur

bances called the baussenque wars (11̂ 2-1162) in which they were helped 

by their powerful neighbor, the Count of Toulouse. 
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In summary, we can say that the Roman conquest of Provence re

sulted in a resettlement of the indigenous population in low-lying, 

accessible towns and villae, where it remained for the most part, until 

the high Middle Ages. In the uncertain times of the Great Invasion and 

the Dark Ages, the towns were fortified and defended but the rural 

population probably had to fend for itself by escaping as far as pos

sible from major communication routes when the need arose. Although 

defensive works may have existed, residential villages were not usually 

fortified until the period of endemic civil war that followed the end 

of the first millennium of the Christian Era. 

The Perched Village 

The evidence, both archaeological and documentary, supports the 

idea that the perched, fortified village became the most common form of 

settlement only in the high Middle Ages, around the time of internecine 

struggle that accompanied the accession of the Catalan dynasty of 

Counts of Provence. From the 11th and 12th centuries on, the massed 

hilltop village became, as it still is, almost the hallmark of the 

rural landscape of Provence, although it is most certainly not unique 

to this area. It is a compact, dense, nucleated settlement, typically 

located in an inaccessible place, usually the top of a hill, a ridge, 

a spur or a promontory. Not sill the villages in the Var valley are so 

situated but, with very few exceptions, even those that are more acces

sible have retained, or at least share with their perched counterparts, 

the same general configuration. Raymon (1966:139) describes the "type" 

perched village as: • .a rampart enclosed complex where the castle 
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and the village, the network of narrow and winding streets, and the 

houses formed units in which the inhabitants were crammed." Blanchard 

(19̂ 5:7̂ 3-7̂ ) is quick to point out the problems of living in these 

out-of-the-way places, the time and energy lost because of the diffi

culty of access, the lack of water and, very important too, the lack 

of hygiene. He describes the streets as dank and dingy alleyways, that 

made this dense settlement type an ideal spawning place for disease. 

The perched village, he concludes ominously, was a death-trap. 

Perched villages were often provided with a castle, usually 

built on the highest point within the village confines, most frequently 

contiguous with the outer wall of the settlement (see pp. 166-169). I 

will be returning to this principle again in the following chapters. 

The (Counter-)Trend Toward Dispersal 

So far we have described the rise of the perched village up to 

the 12th century when it became firmly established as the preferred 

rural settlement type found in the Var valley system. Its spread has 

been attributed to the consequence of troubled times due to continuous 

internecine warfare. And, in the same vein, the subsequent insecurity, 

particularly in the lA-th and 15th centuries as a result of the Hundred 

Years War that raged in neighboring France, the recurrent invasions of 

armed bands, the endemic plague and famine, and the civil wars associ

ated with Queen Joan's weak rule and the consequences of her mixed-up 

succession, maintained sufficient pressure on the local population of 

Provence to keep up the defensive posture of the villages (Baratier 

1971). 
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Even as the maintenance of the perched habitat continued, there 

was already a tendency toward dispersal, a renewed centrifugal trend 

following the centripetal pull that had brought about the concentrated 

nucleated agglomeration. Some castra were abandoned as early as the 

13th century (Baratier 1971:2̂ 0), particularly in the upper valleys of 

Provence. Dispersal was also a consequence of the depopulation that 

followed the hard times of the late l̂ th and early 15th centuries, as 

the growing population expanded back into abandoned territories without 

necessarily retaining such a tight settlement pattern as before. In 

16th century Provence, after the ravages of the Wars of Religion, the 

villagers simply spread out instead of rebuilding the medieval castrum 

(Baratier 1969)* 

Sous-perchement, or re-perching, refers to the displacement of 

one fortified block from one high place to another, less inaccessible 

(Blanchard 19̂ 5:7̂ 7-763» 1955:*+70-471). In urban areas, this downward 

movement had sometimes started earlier. At Castellane, for instance, 

which was originally sitting atop a high butte (le Roc) overlooking the 

Verdon valley, the Bourg, a suburb growing at the foot of the Roc, was 

first inhabited in the 11th and 12th centuries and, in lM+2, the older 

site was abandoned. Nice underwent a similar change only slightly 

later (Blanchard 1945:746; Fevrier 1964). 

In the villages, this type of settlement change occurred in 

several ways. As a wholesale shift from one perched site to another, 

it tended to happen most frequently between the l4th and 16th centuries. 

But more subtle shifts continued to take place from the late Middle 

Ages to the present. Some of these, such as the movement out of the 
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village compound of barns and stables all the way to the ends of the 

communal territory have been mentioned. Although other scholars (com

ments on Baratier 1971) feel it was a survival from an earlier type, 

Blanchard (19̂ 5:7*+9) suggests that the compact hamlet (hameau serffe) 

which is neither perched nor fortified, was a more recent development 

than the castrum, and, after the 16th century, the tightness of the 

villages was somewhat relaxed as, gradually, certain features moved 

outside the compound. For example, haylofts which had always presented 

the threat of fire, sprouted up in the landscape, and eventually were 

grouped into quartiers d'ecuries-granges (barn-and-stable districts), 

some of them lined up along the trails leading from the castrum (for 

instance at Roubion, St-Dalmas-Valdeblore, Venanson, Ilonse, etc.), and 

others in more remote parts of the terroir, where they were located 

near the vacheries, where the animals were kept. 

The ecarts, seasonally or temporarily occupied areas of the 

villages lands, were probably a later development according to Blan

chard (19̂ 5), stemming from a wider use of the territory said the spread

ing out of the population. By the 17th century, temporary and seasonal 

housing was widespread except near the coast. In the Prealps of Grasse 

and Nice, the stables and barns were usually at the village gates and 

the fields were visited dally. Blanchard (19̂ 5:761) further suggests 

that, in this maritime area, the persistence of the castrum almost to 

the exclusion of any other form of residence, may lie in the fact that 

Barbary pirates raided the littoral well into the l8th century. It 

should also be pointed out that the communes are usually smaller in 

area on the coast. The smaller size also enabled the farmers to spend 
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the day in the remotest part of the commune and still be able to return 

home every night. 

In order to account for sous-perchement, it has been suggested 

that, as the usefulness of village fortification decreased, defense 

lost its importance as a factor in site location. Conservatism, on the 

other hand, would explain the maintenance of tight nucleated settle

ments. Some elements of this type of hypothesis form the subject of 

much of this study and will be considered elsewhere. A more economi

cally oriented interpretation suggests that the shift in location in 

the past was more of a response to changes in subsistence just as, 

today, perched and out-of-the-way hamlets are rapidly losing their in

habitants in the rural exodus that is sweeping the hinterland (Miege, 

personal communication 197*0 . 

The development of historic settlement patterns in eastern 

Provence after the high Middle Ages (11th to 13th centuries) is charac

terized by two opposing trends: a tendency towards the "opening up" 

of settlements with deconcentration and downward movement to more con

venient and accessible spots on the one hand, and, on the other, a 

conservative tendency often found in rural tradition, to maintain the 

compactness of the perched village. Since it is the period in which 

these two trends developed that forms the subject of this study, we 

shall say no more at this point than suggest that the very sudden and 

rapid shift in settlement patterns that occurred after the 19th cen

tury was due to the obsoleteness of the defensive capability of the 

villages and the irresistible attraction of the entirely new road sys

tem introduced into the valleys within the last century and to which 
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the villagers immediately adapted, thereby completing the process of 

deconcentration of settlement well under way in the 17th and l8th cen

turies. 

Deserted Villages 

I have already alluded to the existence of empty villages 

alongside of the presently occupied ones of the Var valley system. 

They are mostly in ruins and their dates of abandonment range from the 

high Middle Ages to the present. Some of these villages had been 

fairly important communities, while others had never been more than 

tiny hamlets. In addition to these larger sites, the entire landscape 

is dotted with the remains of isolated buildings, barns, lofts and even 

residences, in various stages of decrepitude. 

These abandoned — or lost — villages are known from histori

cal records as well as from their ruins, two sorts of evidence that do 

not always concur. The abandoned sites shown in Figure 10 are drawn 

from a variety of sources (Canestrier n.d.b; Cappatti 1956, in par

ticular) ; although the list of sites included herein claims in no way 

to be exhaustive, it is hoped that it can provide a picture of the 

distribution of these settlements. Some attention has been given to 

deserted villages in the literature, but there has been almost no 

formal excavation (except for the work done at the site of Rougiers, 

in the departement of the Var, by Demians d'Archimbaud, e.g., 1966) 

and, unfortunately, very little interest in combining the documentary 

and archaeological evidence at hand. 
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Figure 10. The Var valley system: deserted villages. 



We may be dealing here with two very different phenomena. The 

first might be called actual abandonment, a consequence of general de-

population, such as occurred in the late Middle Ages (Baratier 1969; 

Durbec 1968) in which poverty and disease, among other factors, con-

tributed to more than decimate the entire population of Western Europe. 

When t his difficult period was over, in the late 15th and 16th cen-

turies, many of these communities were repopulated, 

• by the inhabitants of neighboring villages, some of whom 
may have originally come from these abandoned localities. 
This revival often entailed a more scattered settlement pat
tern. J.·lore or less loosely aggregated farm complexes 
(bastides) were established on the territory of some old 
perched villages now in ruins. Sometimes the older village 
was replaced by a new one located in a lower, more favorable 
area; it often retained the same name, but occasionally a new 
one was adopted. • • • In other cases repopulation was the 
work of the lords by means of a rehabitation contract with 
groups of immigrants from the outside (Baratier 1971:246). 

The second type of abandonment which can also be deduced from the above 

quote, is the result of the shifting around of habitation within an 

essentially stable population, exemplified by the shift that occurred 

in the 17th and 18th century cases of sous-perchement. 

What, then, caused these villages to be abandoned? The most 

current -- and obvious -- explanations are 'catastrophic.• In the 

carefully studied 'lost villages' of England, deserted in the wake of 

the spread of enclosures for grazing that took place mostly between the 

15th and the 17th centuries, Beresford (1954:63-64, 98) noted that 

within a few decades after the abandonment of a site, legends arose 

attributing its destruction to catastrophic or "romantic" causes, such 

as a battle or a fire, none of which could be substantiated by the 

evidence. Similar flights of fancy have embellished the history of 
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Provencal cities (e.g., Fevrier 196̂ :88) and villages of the comte de 

Nice (Canestrier n.d.b) where desertion is accounted for by reference 

to floods and earthquakes, plague, the ravages of war, or a simple 

executive dictate (as in the case of Aspremont ̂ Erastour 19727) ̂ see 

p. 250). 

Although few cases of abandonment are documented at all, such 

data generally show that the villages have been gradually deserted, 

over a period of years said even decades. Roccasparviera, for example, 

apparently suffered so much in an earthquake in the 17th century that, 

in the following half-century, its residents, questioning the dura

bility of their houses, moved down to fill up two hamlets, Duranus 

(overlooking the lower Vesubie valley) and 1•Engarvin (near the head 

of the Paillon-de-Contes). By 1700, only the parish priest, Uberti, 

was left in the village until he, at last, obtained official permission 

to have the chef-lieu transferred to Duranus in 1705 (Canestrier 1967; 

Maurandi 1932). Canestrier (n.d.b) has even been able to reconstruct 

the list of the families who left Roccasparviera and to find out to 

which hamlet they moved. Uberti wrote a detailed history of the com

munity up to his time in which he describes the events surrounding the 

transfer of the parish and the abandonment of Roccasparviera. However, 

despite the facts, the site is best known today for its legend of Queen 

Joan I of Naples. Fleeing her vengeful brother-in-law in the mid-l̂ th 

century, she is said to have sought refuge in the castle of Roccaspar

viera, but, on Christmas Eve, she went out to hear midnight mass and, 

upon her return to the castle, found her children brutally slain and 

horribly mutilated. As she fled the terrible scene, she cursed the 



village and predicted its demise (Canestrier 1967; Durandy 1919:133-

139)• It was the curse that brought about the downfall of the once 

mighty castrum of Roccasparviera! 

Still another problem has to do with the identification of 

which village sites were most likely to be abandoned. In Provence, 

some villages were obviously better able to withstand the general de

population of the l̂ th century (Baratier 1971s2kk-2̂ 5)• Beresford's 

study of the lost villages of England (Beresford 195̂ ) clearly shows 

that the villages most vulnerable to changing conditions were those 

less well endowed in natural resources and, most significant, those 

most recently established, or those with the smallest population. It 

is not improbable that, were a similar study to be undertaken in the 

Var valley system, it would yield comparable results. 

In cases where a village (castrum) was totally abandoned, its 

territory might either be wholly annexed to that of a neighboring 

community or divided among two or more. For example, while such vil

lages as Pierrefeu and la Calnee, Soleilhas and Verrayon are easily 

identifiable as physical entities, it would be difficult to draw the 

boundaries that separated them in the past, except in the roughest 

terms. When a village declined, it might become administratively 

attached to a neighbor, or either and fade out. Its territory might 

be sold by the lord or simply left unclaimed, to be taken over grad

ually by 'squatters' until ownership could be officially sanctioned. 

For instance, the people of Sigale and of Roquesteron claimed — and 

fought over — rights to the extinct community of Gerbieres, now in 

the modern commune of Roquesteron-Grasse (Imbert 19̂ 9; Lapeyre 1971)* 
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and the lands of Sauraelongue were divided up between the communes of 

St-Antonin and Cuebris. 

Where widespread depopulation had occurred, as in the coastal 

villages of the plain of Grasse in the 15th century, or when spon

taneous reoccupation did not take place, official repopulation acts 

went into effect, attempting to lure farmers and their families from 

the outside — some from as far away as the Piedmont -- with the 

promise of a better life and ownership of land in these abandoned com

munities. In the Var valley, St-Laurent-du-Var in 1471 and St-Blaise 

after 1607 were thus resurrected (Aubenas 19̂ 3; C.-A. Fighiera 1973s 

38; Jeancard 1952; Letrait 1968). It was also quite possible, when a 

chef-lieu was abandoned, for the commune to remain intact because its 

population simply moved to another part of the territory. Such was the 

case when Duranus replaced Roccasparviera as the administrative center 

of its community early in the l8th century. 

Perchement versus Fortification 

Even the most superficial perusal of literature on perched 

villages, whether in Provence or elsewhere in the world, clearly shows 

that defense is usually given the most weight as a determining factor 

in location and compaction of settlements. For example, in a general 

survey of the historical geography of Western Europe, the parenthetic 

remark is made that "defense /I§7 a factor which finds its most obvious 

expression in the massed hilltop villages of the Mediterranean" (Smith 

1967:262). A few pages later (Smith 1967:29*0* the same author elabo

rates somewhat on this theme without really offering any explanation 
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for why the pattern should have persisted through the l?th and l8th 

centuries: 

The stimulus to the creation of massed, hilltop villages and 
semi-rural, semi-urban towns had frequently been the need for 
defence. Instability continued in many parts of the western 
Mediterranean to the 16th century with the hostilities of city 
states, internal strife, the French wars in Italy, and the 
threats of the Barbary corsairs. It was not until the 19th 
century and recent times that old villages have been deserted 
on a large scale. ... Much of this ̂ recent̂  dispersion 
represents an adjustment to the growth of very intensive land 
use for market-gardening and fruits with irrigation since 
1870, but scattered farms are shown on maps of the early l8th 
century and even in the 15th century conditions were suffi
ciently peaceful to entice a few large landholders and some 
peasants to settle on isolated farms, and squatting settle
ment on formerly unoccupied land was also taking place. 

This 'explanation' or 'accounting' is a good summary of many attitudes 

or opinions on the subject. 

It is useful to draw a distinction between two separate phe

nomena: on the one hand, perching, i.e., the building of compact vil

lages in high places and, on the other, fortification, i.e., the modi

fication of a site to protect it against military attack. The subject 

of this thesis is an attempt to get at the intersection of the two. 

The defense hypothesis must be taken on at least two levels: 

(1) a real capacity for defense, in other words, suggesting that the 

perched village, like any other military outpost, had the ability to 

withstand and even repel attack; and (2) in a less tangible sense, as 

a symbolic barrier to intruders. I believe the evidence provided in 

this study supports the notion that defense, in both senses, played a 

part in the origin and in the maintenance of the perched village in 

the Var valley system. At the same time, it is necessary to mention 

other factors that may have entered into site selection as well, 
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ail though, for the most part, these will not be discussed at any length 

in the following chapters. 

Alternate Hypotheses 

Such explanations can be classified as climatic, economic and 

cultured or sociopolitical. The defense hypothesis referred to above 

belongs in the last of these categories. 

Climatic Factors. I have already mentioned that the valley 

floors are narrow, leaving little room for settlement and that this 

small space was terribly vulnerable to the dangers of the irregular 

flow of the water courses. Even when the suburbs of towns dared spread 

out onto the plain, the houses were often destroyed by flash floods 

until the 19th century when dikes were constructed to contain the 

exuberant waters. 

Another reason for perching in many parts of the world has been 

to avoid marshland, because of its insalubrity in general, and, more 

specifically, because of the danger of malaria. While this probably 

held true of the lower Var valley, as well as the lower Paillon near 

Nice (Latouche 1931:7-12), it is unlikely to have been applicable to 

any of the lower prealpine or alpine valleys. 

A further consideration is directly related to the rugged 

topography of the area, making the exposure to the rays of the sun an 

important factor particularly in winter, for both habitation sites and 

agricultural terraces. Obviously, then, the sites should be located 

on the adrets, which they almost always are, and on the slopes with the 

most southerly exposure, often meaning high up on the mountainside. 



Although this observation is complicated by other, less clearly de

finable factors, it can be safely asserted that villages tend to be 

located where there is 'good' exposure to sunshine. 

In high valleys, on the other hand, where considerations of 

defense are believed to have been less pressing, compactness was more 

likely to have been the result of the need for cooperative efforts in 

an area subject to harsh winters and heavy snowfall (Blanchard 1955: 

7̂9-480). 

Economic Factors. Scarcity of arable land would make it un

desirable that fertile soil be used for guiything so unproductive as 

residences. This idea is supported by the fact that the villages are 

almost always built on bedrock, although some houses have also been 

erected on agricultural terraces, but the foundations of the perched 

village are not usually arable. Moreover, particularly since this area 

is susceptible to earthquakes, bedrock provided a more stable founda

tion for the high and narrow maisons-tours. 

There is no need to dwell upon the importance of the relation

ship of the villages to the resources on which they depend for their 

livelihood: their fields, water sources, woods, pastures and roads. 

There can be little doubt that the perched village was inconveniently 

out-of-the-way of all these things. Still, because of the concentra

tion of the population of an entire commune within a castrum, the 

location of the village had to be as central as possible in relation 

to all these necessities, within the limits of the system. Indeed, 

the placement of the castrum could have been seriously affected by a 
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shift in agricultural practices, e.g., an increase in herding among its 

inhabitants, which could unbalance its relationship to the other parts 

of its territory, as well as to other communes. Conversely, the estab

lishment of permanent hamlets, a consequence of lessening "insecurity" 

(and need for defense), could create a similar disequilibrium between 

residential units administratively and economically dependent on each 

other. 

External factors, such as shifts in major trade centers and the 

routes leading to and from them, as well as the all important trans-

humance drailles and carraires could also have affected settlement. 

Cultural ( or Sociopolitical) Factors. Among these is the need 

for cooperation, for communal labor, alluded to earlier in the climatic 

factors of snowfall, these would include caring for animals, sharing of 

communal property and maintenance activities. Certainly the building 

of stone houses would fall into such a category, as well as the con

struction and maintenance of the retaining walls of terraces, essential 

to the survival of the entire community, thereby drawing the people to

gether as would have the raising of amy fortifications, whether a 

seigniorial castle or a village wall. 

Access to certain common services, such as mills, ovens, owned 

and run either by the lord or a wealthy citizen, or by the village 

itself, the church and chapels, under a separate control, and later, 

schools, would also be expected to have a centripetal effect on settle

ment. But in the Var valley system, none of these seem to have been 

particularly compelling. Although mills, ovens and church were usually 
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near enough the castrum, there is ample evidence that the villagers 

thought nothing of hiking great distances, for several hours, to avail 

themselves of these services. 

The coercive power of feudal lords was unquestionably an im

portant force in shaping every aspect of rural life in the early part 

of the Middle Ages, as is so clearly documented in northern France and 

in Britain. In Provence, feudalism was not so strong, but it is often 

suggested that, just as the Romans had been able to effect a total re

structuring of the society of the people they had conquered, the rise 

and crystallization of feudalism provided local strongmen with an 

occasion for keeping their villeins all in one place where they could 

keep an eye on them. This concept easily combines with the defense 

hypothesis and, in many ways, fits quite convincingly with the evidence 

in the Var valley system and the rest of Provence, at least in provid

ing an impetus, or a starting point for the founding of perched vil

lages. But it is not particularly enlightening in accounting for the 

persistence of this form of settlement. 

The geographer Rapoport (1969) has also addressed this problem: 

Defense has been cited more to account for tight urban patterns 
than to explain the form of dwellings, but even in this respect 
it does not provide a fully adequate explanation. Prehistoric 
Crete provides a good instance of an area where defense could 
not have been the reason for the tightly clustered settlements, 
which must be attributed to the gregarious instincts of the 
people. This gregariousness, which applies to the Mediter
ranean as a whole, still prevails today. ... 

The compact towns in the Greek islands have been attributed 
to the needs of defense, lack of money (so that the houses 
themselves had to form the city wall), lack of arable land and 
the need to conserve it, and the need for shading for climatic 
reasons. Since all of these undoubtedly play a part, no single 
causation is possible; we need to consider the element of 
choice, as exemplified by a love for crowding (Rapoport 1969:31). 
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The 'love of crowding1 has the virtue of explaining the persistence of 

the perched village. It is by choice that the eastern Provencal vil

lagers live close together, whatever may have originally impelled them 

to do so. But this is not an argument particularly helpful from the 

archaeological viewpoint. 

Another sort of explanation might also be sought in the cul

tural — or religious — symbolism of high places. Gorenstain (1973s 

68) discusses this possibility with reference to sites in Oaxaca: 

. . .  w e  d o  n o t  f u l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  a s  y e t  . . .  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  
the hilltop in the settlement pattern of the region. Moun
tains and hills were considered sacred by the Mixtecs, and it 
has been suggested that it was for this reason that ceremonial 
precincts were built there. But the work at Tepexi indicates 
that a reevaluation of hilltop sites in the Mixteca-Pueblo 
region may reveal that more of the settlement than just the 
ceremonial structures was built on hills, and that these hills 
served as fortifications. 

In this sense, her evidence from Mexico is comparable to that of the 

Var valley system, where residential as well as religious structures 

were situated on or near hilltops along with unquestionably military 

forms of architecture. 

Summary 

The history of settlement patterns in the Var valley system is 

one of alternation between compact, massed villages and dispersed, 

scattered homesteads and hamlets, perhaps better suited to efficient 

use of the land. The occurrence of these changes has been tied to the 

degree of "insecurity" manifest in the amount of warfare (military 

activity) at any given time, to major shifts in political control and 

centralization (such as the Roman Conquest, or the emergence of the 



1^8 

Countship of Provence), to the nature and extent of the road network 

and (even) to the introduction of new technologies and subsistence 

items in the exploitation of the environment. 

For roughly the last millennium, the predominant form of settle

ment has been the 'perched village,* the characteristics of which will 

be discussed at greater length in the following chapter. It has re

mained relatively unchanged over the centuries and its very persistence 

has puzzled historians and geographers. I have so far attempted to 

outline the characteristics of fortified sites in general, and have 

briefly described the historical context in which the perched village 

seems to have made its appearance. In the next chapter, we will turn 

to a description of the perched village as a settlement type before 

proceeding to a discussion of the villages of the Var valley system and 

the particular characteristics they possess and some of the problems 

they pose. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE PERCHED VILLAGE 

There is something curious and sweet about these old villages 
wedged into massive rock. They seem to grow part of the ele
ment they sure built upon, and though a close inspection may 
give a little needless anxiety as to their security, from a 
distance they seem firmly and irrevocably welded to the moun
tain side (Elston 1929:208). 

What looked like the crumbled debris of a peak were villages 
(Elston 1929:215). 

The characteristic rural settlement type of Upper Provence, 

including the Var valley system, is the perched village, briefly de

scribed in the previous chapter where some of the ideas on its develop

ment were summarized. Perched villages share three basic character

istics: location on almost inaccessible site6 (readily available in 

this mountainous area); cramped quarters, as well as the concentration 

of population in a single center; and some degree of nucleation (town-

planning) in their configuration. Most of the villages in the Var 

valley system meet all three criteria; the remainder, with very few 

exceptions, meet at least two. 

The Var valley system, as I have defined it in Chapter 2, in

cludes a total of 102 modern communes: 27 in the lower valleys (14 in 

the lower Var, four in the lower V̂ subie, nine in the lower Est£ron), 

21 in the middle mountain zone (six each in the Mont-Vial, Val de 

Chanan and upper Esteron, and three in the Val de Chalvagne), J>h in the 

middle valleys (ten in the lower Tinee, five in the middle Var, four 

149 
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each in the lower Cians, Roudoule and Gueydan-Var and seven in the 

Va5?re valley), and 18 in the upper valleys (six in the Val de Lantosque 

and the upper Var, three in the upper Tinee, two in the upper Cians, 

and the single commune of the Valdeblore with its three individual 

villages). These numbers refer to the modern administrative divisions. 

In the lower Var valley, three new communes (St-Martin-du-Var at the 

foot of la Roquette-sur-Var, and Colomars and Castagniers which were 

carved out of the territory belonging to Aspremont) have been formed 

as a result of recent population expansion near the littoral and do 

not figure at all in this study. 

Table B-l lists 100 sites, most of which are true castra in 

that they are compact, their houses are usually arranged in concentric 

rows, and they are ••perched." These include 85 of the sites listed in 

the table, three of which are labeled "(T)" which indicates that, al

though the present chef-lieu, or administrative center, of the commune 

does not necessarily have these characteristics, the original location 

of the village did. Of the remaining 15 sites, four are labeled as 

"scattered" meaning that there is no real concentration of population 

anywhere in the commune (three are in the Val de Chalvagne where two 

did once have some sort of small castrum, and the last is in the lower 

Var valley where it was repopulated in the 17th century an an official 

act), and 11 are considered "clustered" meaning that there is some 

degree of population concentration in several loose aggregations of 

houses. The latter tend to be found in more open areas (such as the 

Val de Chanan). 
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Castles are found in the large majority of villages; there are 

obvious physical remains in at least 59 of them, and there is evidence 

of others in abandoned sites (such as Loda in the commune of Lantosque, 

Dos Fraires/Fougassiferes in le Broc and castles at la Ca'inee near 

Pierrefeu, etc.), as well as the likelihood of castles having once been 

present in at least ten more villages. In addition, there are high 

status houses, whose function would have been purely residential (at 

St-Jeannet, St-Martin-Vesubie and St-Dalmas-du-Plan in the Valdeblore, 

for instance). Forty-five castles, at least, are located at the highest 

point within the village, and seven in the bourgade pattern. There is 

unquestionable evidence of village fortification in at least 38 of the 

extant villages while more subtle features of many of these agglomera

tions reveal something of the defensive nature of their past. Only 12 

in all show absolutely no defensive elements in their location and 

configuration. 

Identification and Typology of the Castrum 

As we have seen, there may be more than one type of residential 

site in the communes of the Var valley system. To reiterate, the 

commune represents the whole of the territory regularly exploited by 

the people of a community. Although its members may, in theory at 

least, live almost anywhere on that territory, there tends to be a 

single center for community activity, that acts as a clearing house as 

well as an administrative and religious focal point for all the inhabi

tants of that commune. In modern terms, this center is called the 

chef-lieu of the commune and it is this center which coincides with 
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the fortified village or castrua. Most of the present chefs-lieux in 

the Var valley system were castra. Other residential sites in the 

commune range from hamlets of various sizes and configurations to rela

tively isolated houses (lieux-dits)• 

The castrum may be distinguished from these other residential 

units sharing the seune territory in that it is usually larger and more 

complex, with evidence of planning, including public places, a church, 

and, in many cases, fortification, gates, and a castle. While these 

factors contribute to the identity of the castrum, none of them is 

sufficient in that each one may also be found in lesser types of 

settlement as well, or even in isolation. The recognition of a castrum 

is, then, as subjective a matter from the archaeological point of view 

as is the differentiation of a village from a town, or a town from a 

city. In terms of the social organization of the communities, on the 

other hand, the castrua, or the chef-lieu, is a very real unit with a 

clear-cut and unique function in the structuring of the lives of all 

the inhabitants of the commune. 

In the Var valley, most of the chefs-lieux are still noticeably 

larger than their hamlets, but the identification of these sites as 

castra is becoming increasingly difficult as shifting settlement pat

terns obscure the picture. In the commune of la Tour, for example, the 

lower-lying hamlet of Roussillon is now more populous than la Tour 

itself, and it has something of the appearance of a perched village. 

It is reputed to have been founded in the l6th century by Protestant 

refugees from the Roussillon (in the eastern Pyrenees) who established 

their households nearby (Verany 1972). It has since grown into a hardy 
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compact community only a few hundred meters off the main highway that 

runs along the floor of the Tin£e valley. A little higher on the 

slope, another hamlet, called Ripert, has been completely abandoned 

and is hardly accessible today (Cubersel 1973*#19); because its loca

tion made it less adaptable to modern conditions, it did not have the 

capacity to maintain itself, let alone grow, like Roussillon, to rival 

its chef-lieu. The castrum of la Tour is situated on a high ridge 

dominating the valley of the lower Tinfce. Its imposing church, which 

under no circumstances could be mistaken for a chapel, is larger than 

the chapel of the hamlet of Houssillon, itself at least as large as 

many a parish church. Another feature that distinguished the castrum 

of la Tour from the hamlet of Roussillon is the degree of internal 

organization of the former and its relative absence in the latter. 

In a somewhat different setting, the Vaire valley, the compact 

valley floor site of le Fugeret has, on its territory, a large hamlet, 

Argenton, which, although it is situated high above the Coulomp valley, 

does not have the appearance of a castrum in that its configuration is 

looser and less structured them we have come to expect of this kind of 

settlement. 

At Duranus, on the lower Vesubie, still another situation pre

sents itself, where the scattered and somewhat disorganized configura

tion of the present chef-lieu, betrays its recent origin, in contrast 

to what is left of the old chef-lieu, Roccasparviera, whose ruins, 

located high on a ridge, sure arranged in the familiar pattern of 

parallel rows of structures which is so characteristic of the castra; 
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its small church, now only a chapel, is located on the pass to one side 

of the site. In other words, while Duranus is the modern chef-lieu of 

its communet it became so only after the demise of the castrum of 

Roccasparviera in the early l8th century and this distinction is 

clearly reflected in the layout of the respective sites. 

Although the majority of the villages in the Var valley system 

fall into the category we are calling "castrum," there is considerable 

variation among them. In this chapter, the perched village 'type1 will 

be described in terms of its characteristics of location, compactness 

and configuration. Of these, it is the last which appears to be the 

most significant since it seems to correlate with the economic function 

of the villages in this fragmented area. 

TheJJourgades 

This fragmentation of the Var valley system has already been 

emphasized; each little valley segment was in many respects self-

sufficient, its inhabitants and the product of their toil drawn to

gether in local administrative and redistributive centers. These 

market villages, where surplus products could be taken and exchanged 

for goods brought in from the outside, might also hold fairs once or 

twice a year. They were usually no more than a few hours journey on 

foot from most of the residential sites in the valley. These centers 

have remained quite stable through time and, as judicial and adminis

trative control became more centralized in the later Middle Ages and 

in the Modern Period, their importance increased further. 
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Adapting Blanchard's (1955:̂ 97-̂ 99) terminology, I am calling 

these regional centers bourgade which means, literally, 'large village.' 

They are distinguished from bourgs (towns and even cities) in that they 

are less "urban," and from villages in that they are larger and offer 

more services. Like most of the other villages, they are the adminis

trative centers, or chefs-lieux of their commune and are also desig

nated castra. In the Var valley system, they differ from the other 

villages in that they are generally larger and more populous, and that 

they are administratively more prominent. The most interesting fea

ture of these bourgades is that their layout differs from that of most 

other castra in two important respects: (1) they are usually located 

at more directly accessible points on the communication network, and 

are in more open places and likelier to be on or near the valley floor; 

and (2) their castle, present at least in ruins in most of the examples 

in the Var valley system itself, is not located within the village 

confines, but usually on a high point, or a peak, directly above the 

agglomeration, and dominating a wider view around it* 

Today, most of the bourgades have continued to maintain their 

traditional function as regional centers and have become the chefs-

lieux of cantons (see p. 25). These agglomerations are equipped with 

a church (increasingly important in these days of declining population 

and scarcity of parish priests), and a doctor, pharmacist, baker, 

butcher, grocer, a hotel and a cafe and some of the comforts of modern 

life that cannot always be kept available in the smaller villages. The 

most important of the bourgades in the entire Var valley system, today 

as in the past, is Puget-Theniers which has somehow managed to keep up 
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its definitely urban function in relation to the middle and upper 

valley districts, in spite of its rather small population which seems 

to have stabilized at 1500 (Barbier 1966; Mi&ge 1966). 

Location 

The following pages refer frequently to Table B.l (Appendix B) 

which presents data on the location, shape, and altitude (relative and 

absolute) of the villages, the surface area of the communeB and the 

present condition of the castles. 

The absolute altitude of the villages as listed in the table is 

largely a function of where they are situated in the region, whether in 

low or in high valleys; in other words, it is relatively meaningless in 

the sense that it may be more an effect of purely geographical factors 

than cultural ones. What is more significant is the relationship of 

the location to other nearby landmarks. 

Relative Altitude 

The 'relative altitude' of village sites is a very subjective 

matter, since it can range up to 100 meters from the base of the site 

to its highest point. It must be measured in terms of something else, 

which may or may not be significant, such as valley floor, road sys

tems or any other approaches to the village. Here I have chosen to 

make a three-part distinction between 'high,' 'moderate' and 'low,1 in 

relation to a rough reconstruction of the old network of roads and to 

the general accessibility of the sites. 

'High' refers to sites which could be approached only by climb

ing. In other words, these sites are the most difficult of access. 
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The most striking examples include the beehive villages which crown a 

rise, or the promontory villages with sheer drops on all but one side. 

'Moderate* refers to sites for which some climbing is required 

from major roads. This category includes sites on low knolls, as well, 

as well as those on mountain spurs and at passes. The village is set 

away from its means of access, thereby forcing the visitor to make an 

effort to reach it, but the climb is easier than for the previous cate

gory. 

'Low' refers to villages whose location is easily accessible 

from the road. Although the settlement may be fortified, the natural 

topography does little to assist in its protection from attackers. 

This descriptive classification refers to the villages only 

and not to their castle. 

Shape 

The shape of the settlement is a function of the slope of the 

nautral eminence on which it stands. The villages come in a variety of 

shapes: they may crown the rise, in which case they tend to be round 

or oval; if they are on a ridge, they may be elongated; on a promontory, 

they are usually more triangular or trapezoid; on a slope or at the 

foot of a rise, they can be semicircular, rectilinear, or even concave. 

Some are located on a saddle or at a small pass, in which case they may 

take the form of two clusters. 

Because there is so much variation in shape, any classification 

is not only artificial, it is incomplete. Raymon (1966:1̂ 3) presents a 

four part typology, with an 'exception.' He describes them (Fig. 11) 

as built: 
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A. On an isolated peak, with the castle at the highest point, 
often at the center, the village held in by ramparts, often 
circular; 
B. On a slope bounded by lateral ravines, the castle in the 
highest point, the village, often trapezoid in shape, wider at 
the base; 
C. On an elongated spur, the castle at one end, the village 
stretching out along the top of the spur; 
D. On a rocky cliff (a-pic), defenses reduced to walls of 
houses where there is a sheer drop, but the area toward the 
plateau is made up of a powerful rampart along which the 
castle was built. 

The exception is where there are twin peaks, one crowned 
by the castle, the other occupied by the village. 

The limitations of this typology based mostly on shape and 

topographic features are obvious and it seems preferable to adopt a 

more fluid one, like that implied throughout Blanchard's work (19̂ 5» 

19̂ 9, 1955)i in which some patterns are discerned, but there is no 

rigid categorization of all the sites, which can be viewed in terms of 

a greater number of traits than shape. 

Visibility 

Visibility must have played an important part in the structur

ing of defensive strategy. If the castrum was, as I believe, the unit 

of defense — and hence of fortification -- from its beginning well 

into the modern period, then we can expect its location to have been 

determined to some extent by its visual relationship with other vil

lages and with nonresidential observation points. The entire village 

may command a view of major approaches and also be visible from a dis

tance, it may be partially concealed but with a structure or part of 

the site situated so as to permit direct surveillance, or it may be 

entirely protected from view and consequently, unable to make direct 
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observations and so have to rely on information from the outside, an 

advanced watchpost or neighboring communities. 

Within each valley system, there are a certain number of points 

that are within eyeshot of each other. On Figure 12, the lines con

necting villages show where one is visible from at least one part 

(e.g., a donjon or steeple) of another village. 

There is no hard evidence for signaling in this area, although 

we may assume that communications between villages could be achieved by 

the use of messengers and auditory signals, transmitted by means of 

church bells which were an important element in regulating the life of 

the villagers and conveying special information. 

Fodere, a physician who was in charge of compiling data in the 

departement of the Alpes-Maritimes for the census of 1802 and subse

quently (1821) published his impressions of this savage land, specu

lated on signaling possibilities in the comte de Nice. He pointed out 

the difficulties due to, 

. . .  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  e a c h  e l e v a t e d  p o i n t  i s  c o v e r e d  b y  a n o t h e r ,  
successively, from the sea to the Alpes that is why I did not 
find, in my surveys, those signaling towers, so common in 
Provence, the Dauphine and Savoy, proof that, even if they 
might have been needed, it had not been possible to set them 
up in these mountains (Fodere 1821,1:87). 

Fog. In clear weather, sentinels or watchmen, stationed on one 

side of the lower Var could easily have observed any out of the ordi

nary activity taking place on the opposite side. But any amount of 

haze for some length of time would conceal movements and also inter

fere with most visual signals. 
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The modern pattern for fog falls into several categories, none 

of which seems tied into any particularly season, except for the heavy 

autumn fog in the lower Esteron. At almost any time of the year, morn

ing mist is usually burned off by the sun by late morning, or fog may 

occasionally settle into a district for the whole day, or it may rise 

out of a valley at dusk to engulf the low-lying hills around it. Some

times a low cloud may get hooked onto the top of a peak and if a vil

lage is located there, it may completely disappear from view. In the 

higher valleys, while there is occasional haze or mist, it is not often 

they have to endure the thick fog that makes some of the high alpine 

valleys in Savoy and the Dauphine such dreary places throughout the 

winter months. 

The only really dense fog occurs quite regularly in the lower 

Esteron valley. It is a thick white mist that forms in the early morn

ing hours and fills up the narrow valley until mid-day when most of it 

is burned off by the sun. Most of the villages, facing south and 

perched on heights, stand above this elongated and sinuous cloud, with 

the exceptions of Roquesteron, Collongues and Gars, situated close to 

the valley floor. These mists occur in early fall, September, and 

during the period of heavy rainfall in October, when they make life in 

this area quite unpleasant. 

Fog — or mist, or haze — is fairly prevalent in the lower Var. 

The old-timers claim that when they were younger the winters were 

colder, the seasons generally more predictable, the soil more fertile 

and the air always clear. It may indeed be possible that some of the 

haze we see today is the result of air pollution, that plague of 
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modern industrialism of which we are becoming increasingly aware. At 

the same time, on a clear day, particularly in March, from around Nice, 

it is possible to see with the naked eye the red cliffs of the Island 

of Corsica, 175 kilometers away. In the strange luminosity that often 

prevails after a violent rainstorm, the plateau of the Madone d'Utelle 

can appear to someone at sea to loom high above the remaining dark 

clouds, and very close even though it is thirty kilometers inland and, 

at 1100 meters, not one of the highest peaks. 

Compactness and Concentration 

The compactness of massed hilltop villages has been repeatedly 

mentioned in a number of contexts; it is one of the striking character

istics of perched villages. This type of settlement dates from the 

high Middle Ages and it is likely that in most cases, the hamlets, 

whether clustered or linear in form, and other occupation sites 

(ecarts) outside the castrum, were subsequent developments (Blanchard 

19̂ 5!7̂ 9) although it can be argued that they are survivals of an 

earlier settlement type. In general, dispersion, the centrifugal ten

dency that counteracted the formation of the castrum in the first place, 

seems to have taken place since the end of the medieval period. In the 

18th century, the compact village seems to have been the rule still, 

since according to census reports, those communities with scattered 

population were qualified as "uninhabited" (Agulhon 1966). 

Blanchard (19̂ 5!761) estimates that the greatest concentration 

of population occurred in the prealpine areas, on the edge of the moun

tain district, at the meeting line between the Alpine foothills and 
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the Mediterranean plain (see Fig. 13). The Prealpine regions were, 

with a few exceptions, an area of concentrated population, although 

modern settleoent patterns have altered the picture by drawing it out 

of the castrum and scattering it around, as well as out of, the commune. 

In the maritime Alps, with its tormented landscape, the picture 

is more varied and complex. Basically, the upper valleys accommodated 

a wider range of settlements, more dispersed, either in hamlets or in 

isolated farmhouses, while the middle valleys characteristically had 

more concentrated patterns. Population tended to be more concentrated 

toward the south (Prealps) and toward the east (Liguria), just as the 

villages tend to become larger, more in the Italian mould, toward the 

east (Blanchard 1949:370-384). 

Configuration 

In the "typical" arrangement of structures in the settlements 

of the Var valley system, the village is encased in an enclosing wall 

or in the enclosure formed by its outer row of houses (see Figs. 11; 

14, P• 166; 20, P• 240; 26, p. 290; and 28, p. 297). The rows of 

structures tend to be roughly parallel with the contour lines of the 

site because it was the most practical way of building the houses. 

Because of the nature of the terrain, the rows of houses tend to be 

curvilinear, and the lines are then concentric around one, or in some 

cases, more points. Most often these points are the site of a special 

structure, a castle, a church, a cemetery, or even a garden, or a bare 

butte. In other cases, the "center" can even be the top of a mountain 

which is too distant to have any direct bearing on the village itself. 
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The Location of the Castle 

The location of religious structures is quite variable from 

site to site, but that of the castle, which is present in the majority 

of communities in the Var valley system, is not. This is the element 

on which I have chosen to construct the basic typology I use through

out in describing the castra, since it correlates nicely with an eco

nomic classification of the villages. The castle is a structure that 

combines military, residential and even some administrative functions. 

It differs from forts in that it is residential, and from palaces (high 

status residences) in that it is fortified and built for military pur

poses. 

Castle at Highest Point. In the Var valley system, almost 

uniformly, the castle is (or was) located at the highest point within 

the confines of the village and contiguous with the enclosing wall of 

the village. On closer inspection of individual sites, it becomes 

necessary to apply certain "transformations" to this arrangement. 

Villages With No Castle. In such cases, the houses may clus

ter around a natural eminence, or otherwise behave essentially as if 

there were a castle at its highest point. In other words, it looks 

very much like the "type-village" only there is no castle. Today, in 

some cases, the castle may have existed in the past but has been ob>-

literated or so totally modified that it is no longer recognizable. 

Castle Not at Highest Point, Nor Contiguous With Outer Wall. 

This may be due to subsequent spread of the residences beyond the 
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original or traditional confines of the castrum. Outside the Var 

valley, particularly in the plain of Grasse, there are villages with 

the castle in the middle of the settlement (and at the highest point), 

as shown in Raymon's types A and D (Mougins, Tourrettes-sur-Loup) (see 

Fig. 11), but this type does not seem to have existed further inland, 

in the region under consideration in this study. 

Castle Outside Village Confines. This may be due, in the Var 

valley system, to at least three possibilities. 

A. In two communes of dispersed settlement, Castellet St-Cassien 

and Villevieille, where there was no true castrum, a castle (which, in 

both cases, may be more recent than the Middle Ages) is built in a 

relatively accessible location: at le Castellet, it is part of a small 

complex with the church and some other small structures; at Villevieille, 

it is at a short distance from the village but almost at its foot. In 

the equally dispersed, and neighboring commune of Montblanc (now the 

Commune du Val de Chalvagne), the ruins of the castle stand where they 

should be in relation to the ruins of the village on a narrow ridge. 

The village was completely abandoned over a century ago (Feraud 18̂ 9)• 

B. Saint-Blaise, which superficially seems to follow the same 

pattern, presents some peculiarities, since the present village site 

is a modern (17th century) creation of repopulation acts (C.-A. 

Fighiera 1973)* This case, like that of the isolated castles of la 

Gaude and Loda, will be discussed at greater length since I attribute 

the particular layout of the site to artificially produced shifts in 

settlement long after the building of the castle. 
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C. In several instances occurring in the Var valley system, the 

castle, while not actually within the castrum, dominates it from the 

nearest elevation. This pattern characterizes the bourpades and is 

found at Puget-Theniers, Entrevaux, Guillaumes, St-Auban, Annot, as 

well as, perhaps, at Roquesteron and St-Sauveur-sur-Tinee. What these 

communities have in common is that they are all regional centers in 

the fragmented trade and communications network of the Var valley sys

tem. The remaining regional centers. St-Etienne and St-Martin-Vesubie, 

are located in valleys with a somewhat different settlement pattern and 

St-Etienne, for instance, has neither a castle nor a nearby height on 

which to put it, although there are what seem to be high status house 

complexes within the castrum and near it. The castrum of St-Martin-

V£subie has no castle, although there may have been castles in associ

ation with other, now abandoned, castra (Raiberti 1898:321-333)- Two 

more, though lesser, regional centers should be mentioned here, too, 

Villars-sur-Var and Levens, which seem to conform to the basic village 

'type' with the castle inside the compound said at its highest point. 

Perhaps they were not important enough to have adopted the pattern of 

the other bourgades or, because they were already located on major 

trade routes, there was no reason to alter the location and configura

tion of their settlement. 

The Houses and Streets 

To recapitulate, the perched village, whether bourgade or 

simple village, is made up of roughly concentric rows of tall houses, 

the maisons-tour6 whose arrangement is determined by topography and 
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which are usually oriented in terms of the location of the castle or 

the church or both. The main components of the village include the 

houses and the streets and religious structures as well as military/ 

administrative ones. 

The Houses 

The basic house-type of Upper Provence is the maison-tour 

(tower-house), high and narrow, from two to six stoiey6 in height. It 

is usually found in association with others, contiguous with them and, 

in the past, sometimes connected to them by doors and windows and 

overpasses so that, in some villages, it was possible to walk the en

tire perimeter of the castrum without ever leaving the shelter of 

dwellings (Raymon 1966:152). 

Since the maison-tour is often built on a slope, some of the 

lower levels are partially concealed because they open only on one 

side. The obvious purpose of such architecture was to provide the 

maximum amount of living space with the smallest possible floor area* 

Each of these structures could accoramodate several households and the 

ownership of the various parts of the house, subject like all other 

property to partible inheritance, is, and has been, a very complicated 

matter. 

The houses were usually built of stone because it was readily 

available, in contrast with wood which, though plentiful, was not 

suitable to building. The roof, at least within the agglomeration, was 

made of tiles in the more southerly areas and of stone in the mountains, 

although, particularly outside the village, thatched roofs were and 
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still are common, especially in the upper valleys. The obvious advan

tage of this "hard-roofing" was a precaution against fire. The roofs 

have a slight slope everywhere except in the upper valleys where the 

house-for;n is considerably modified, more alpine, with large peaked 

roofs. The existence of the maison-tour suggests that space was at a 

premium and, like the perched village itself, may also have been shaped 

by defense needs (Blanchard 19̂ 5*771). 

The upper valleys, though retaining a village type quite simi

lar to the perched village, had a more open settlement pattern and a 

population scattered in hamlets and isolated farms all over the commune. 

The houses there are quite different in appearance; they are somewhat 

reminiscent of the chalet and, like it, adapted to the harsh alpine 

winters. In the village proper, they are more massive, squatter ver

sions of the maison-tour, with peaked roofs and long balconies. The 

foundations are almost always of stone, but the super-structure, par

ticularly of the barns, is of wood, and the roofs of wood slats or 

thatch as well as of stone, are gradually being replaced today by cor

rugated metal sheets, just as the lower valley roofs of lovely round 

(Roman) tiles are being replaced by red or grey corrugated sheets of 

"Eternit." 

Basically, the ground floor(s), or cellars, were used for keep

ing livestock and for storing wine, olive oil, etc., while the top 

floors served as a loft, for storage of dry goods, such as hay, and 

for drying fruits, a staple crop in many of the valleys. The living 

quarters were sandwiched in between (Blanchard 19̂ 5:723-786, 19̂ 91390-

391, 1955:1+65-1f99; Raymon 1966). With the help of Victor Raymon* s 
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(1966) excellent drawings, I shall try to illustrate some of the more 

salient characteristics of the houses of eastern Provence (Figs. 15-17). 

The schematic cross-section of part of a 'typical' village in 

Figure 15 illustrates how the houses conform to the slope of the hill. 

The cross-sections of the houses themselves (Figs. 15» 16, 17) give an 

idea of the range of arrangement of the different floors, whether for 

single family (Fig. 16) or multi-family (Fig. 17) dwellings, with in

terior staircases. At least since the l6th century, the ground, or 

lowest floor was typically used for a stable or cellar, or both (cave 

in French, crotte in Provencal), the habitation level or levels sure 

found above, with the only fireplace located in the kitchen area, and, 

at the top, another storage area, the loft (grenier). It is this pat

tern which occurs in all the houses shown in Figures 15-17t and indeed 

throughout the entire region (Blanchard 19̂ 5:76̂ -778, 19̂ 9:390-392). 

In keeping with the economy of space which goes into the con

ception of the perched village, a number of logistical problems can 

arise as a consequence of the stacking up of living quarters and 

storage areas in the maisons-tours, particularly regarding the question 

of accessibility. Ladders could certainly be used, as we know they 

were in many refuges and castle keeps, but, for the most part, the 

various floors of the houses in the Var valley system were entered by 

means of stairs, interior or exterior. Some consisted simply of pro

truding stones (Fig. 17, bottom left) such as can still be found as 

extensions of footpaths connecting the terrace levels along the re

taining walls of the taoulas. A sturdier, and more common method was 

the perron (Fig. 15) which, if it did not impinge on living quarters, 
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did have the disadvantage of encroaching on the street. In order to 

minimize this effect, ingenious arrangements were resorted to, such as 

taking advantage of the slope of the street (Fig. 16) to reduce the 

height and size of the stairs, or utilizing the same vertical space by 

superimposing the perrons (Figs. 15 and 16). A somewhat more compli

cated, and, Raymon guesses, a more recent development, is the porch 

where only the cellar loses surface area to make room for the stairs 

while the upper storeys overhang the entrance. A single porch could 

service one or more houses (Figs. 15 and 16). The overpass (pontis), 

a living area supported by an arch spanning the street between two 

houses provided a similar solution to avoid reducing precious public 

space. 

Finally, it is a short step from the porch, with the stairs 

under an overhang, to the indoor staircase, usually found in the more 

recent constructions (Figs. 16 and 17)• The steps can also be coiled 

in a winding staircase, with an even greater economy of space (Fig. 17» 

center right). 

Raymon (1966) tried to set up a relative chronological se

quence for the placement of stairs and makes some attempt at assessing 

the age of other features of domestic architecture in eastern Provence. 

In most of Western Europe, remains of houses older than the 16th cen

tury are difficult to identify because they were often made of perish

able materials, such as wood. But, as we have already seen, wood, 

although plentiful enough in the Var valley system, was not particu

larly suitable as a building material and it would seem unlikely that 
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where stone is so readily available, houses were built of anything 

else. 

In the Var valley system, inventories demonstrate that the 

present arrangement of residential and storage areas goes back to the 

l6th century, and there are a number of houses, with dated lintels, 

which are, in part at least, of the same period. Although the most 

widely held opinions consider that the walled castra or perched vil

lages of eastern Provence were founded between the 10th and 12th cen

turies, there is generally no archaeological evidence of domestic 

architecture prior to the 13th century and what few vestiges of that 

age remain sire most likely to be in churches, castles, or the portion 

of a rampart. Since the tall multi-storeyed maison-tour, so typical 

of the lower and central valleys, shares its basic concept with the 

perched village, it may be suggested that this house-type could have 

originated at the same time, as an integral part of the castrum (Blan-

chard 19̂ 5:776). 

Raymon (1966) questions whether the different floors functioned 

in the same way in the Middle Ages as they have since the l6th century. 

Because of continuous occupation, many walls and features were re

paired, obsolete ones dismantled and new ones constructed, so that 

about the only walls that may trace their origin to the foundation of 

the village are the thick connecting walls between the individual 

houses. It is these walls which form the chassis of the village. They 

were built on the bedrock, linked and reinforced by the arches that 

becsune the roofs of the cellars and they formed the base on which the 

superstructures — the village itself — were erected. While these 
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walls which survive the longest provide valuable clues to the layout of 

the houses, Raymon deplores the fact that they cannot necessarily indi

cate the arrangement of the floors within each house, nor their func

tion. 

One clue to function is in the size of the windows on the 

facade of standing structures. On the present facade of houses there 

is evidence of frequent alteration of windows and doors, some of which 

were blocked out totally or partly to reduce their size, or new ones 

were opened, in response to new needs and the rearrangement of the 

rooms in the house, thereby leaving no evidence to support the antiq

uity of the house-type beyond four or five centuries. The lofts com

municated with the outside through smaller, lower openings (in keeping 

with their low ceiling). They were usually equipped with devices 

(stone brackets protruding from the facade) for holding a pulley to 

hoist things up for storage. On the inside, access was through a 

ceiling trap-door and ladder, or a small flight of steps (Fig. 17). 

In some villages, there are also somewhat more elaborate, lar

ger houses, with refined, more imposing facades than the ordinary 

dwellings. At St-Martin-Vesubie, St-Dalmas-Valdeblore and St-Jeannet, 

for example, they are equated with "palaces," lordly mansions which 

stand out to a certain degree from the rest of the village houses. At 

St-Martin, the de Gubernatis family of gabeliers built a fine house 

(Raiberti l898:4l6); at St-Jeannet a similar one is known as le 

chateau and, at St-Dalmas, a house with a wide facade and two geminate 

windows, one of them very crude, is pointed out as the house of the 

Manalre (see legend, p. 359)* At Clams (Filipot 1950), la Tour 
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(Faraut 1932:370-373) and Villars (Magnan 1933s158-160), there are 

houses, also adorned with geminate windows, that local tradition 

attributes to the Templars. If this were true, it would mean that the 

houses had been built prior to 1308 when the Order of the Temple was 

disbanded. As always, however, it is virtually impossible at this 

point to assign any precise date to such structures. 

At Pigaud, on the other hand, we know there was a house that 

served as headquarters for the Temple in that community. It is de

scribed as modest in the 1308 inventory taken when the Order's proper

ties were confiscated; its roof was made of planks, its cellar con

tained both a stable and a storeroom. At the habitation level, there 

was a kitchen and a room (chambre), and it had a courtyard. This 

description seems to fit the ruins of an ancient building in the vil

lage, with walls thicker than most, and whose floor plan conforms to 

the documentary evidence. Oddly enough, these remains are attributed 

by local tradition to the former feudal lords of Rigaud, rather than to 

the representative of the Knights-Templar; an ironic switch from the 

common tendency of pinning the Templars* name to any unusual structure 

in the area (Durbec 1938:3-10). 

In addition to these somewhat special examples, there are fine 

houses in the bourgades, Puget-Theniers, Annot, St-Auban, St-Sauveur, 

as well as some notable ones in lesser communities, Sigale, Ilonse, 

Massoins, etc., with well constructed perrons and porches, windows and 

door frames, finely dressed facades and even quite a few beautiful old 

wooden doors. In 1880, some of the houses at Ascros still had wooden 

locks (serrures en bois) on their doors, apparently a survival from a 
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long abandoned tradition (Barety 1909). On the other hand, Demians 

d'Archimbaud (personal communication 1973) has unearthed metal locks 

and keys from the medieval village of Rougiers in the departement of 

the Var. 

Not only were houses built within the castrum, but they can 

also be found clustered in hamlets or isolated and scattered. In such 

cases* although they retain the same organization and general appear

ance as the maison-tour of the castrum, they tend to be less con

stricted, and squatter, as if taking their ease, and are more often 

free-standing, separate structures. They differ from barns by their 

larger size, and a greater differentiation between the storeys, as well 

as a certain "refinement" and attention to detail that are absent in 

most barns (granges) except where they have been converted into dwell

ings — an increasingly frequent metamorphosis. 

The existence of commercial structures in the Var valley system 

is problematic since there is very little information. Today there are 

shops, distinguishable from other ground floor front rooms mainly by 

their entryways, facades or signs hung outside over the door (Fig. 15). 

In a village like Braux, the villagers sell directly from their store

houses (barns) outside the village core. The concentration of these 

granaries and storage buildings just on the periphery of Braux, St-

Dalmas-Valdeblore, Roubion, etc., could be an indication of centraliza

tion of redistribution mechanisms, as well as of a relaxation of se

curity measures in the modern period, as surmised by Blanchard (1955s 

7M). 



181 

There is no evidence of markets, such sis existed in the cities 

of Nice and Grasse and there were no specisilized structures to house 

the fairs that were regularly held in some of the bourgades. 

Barns. In addition to the storage facilities incorporated in 

the village dwellings, there were specialized storage buildings, barns 

(granges). These are scattered on the terroir either isolated or in 

groups, or, especially at the higher altitudes, clustered in proximity 

to the village, particularly along the roads, producing a sort of 

nebula-like spread to the village layout. This latter development is 

probably post-medieval. Barns could be turned into dwellings simply 

by remodeling the interior or by enlarging the building. There were 

generally no specialized storage buildings within the village itself 

and, although abandoned houses could sometimes have been used for 

storage and waste disposal, it is probably that fear of fire or other 

hazards would have created pressure to discourage such practices. 

Streets 

It has been pointed out that the village streets tend to be 

very narrow, often connected by stairs and spanned in places by over

passes. Still there were public areas, where the street opened up, 

usually near a public structure (castle, church or chapel, and ceme

tery, or a fountain, for example). These squares served as meeting 

places, in other words, filling certain administrative functions. 

In the ruined villages, the general appearance is less cramped 

because the collapsing walls do not loom so high, and the overpasses 

are gone. Still, it is obvious that the streets were just wide enough 
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to accommodate small carts and wheelbarrows, and about the largest 

animal allowed in the village was the donkey. 

While the main streets connect the major points of the site — 

gate(s), church, castle — the purpose of all the streets is to service 

the houses. There are many dead ends in the village, dead ends only in 

the sense that they do not lead into another thoroughfare, but to the 

thresholds of dwellings and cellars. Some streets may lead directly 

to the wall where they end at a small gate or postern. 

Religious Structures 

As we have seen, the parish is roughly co-terminous with the 

commune. There is no other 'hard* archaeological evidence for it than 

the parish church. If the boundaries of the commune are territorially 

defined, those of the parish are determined by the individuals who form 

it; in other words, a commune is made up of lands over which it has 

jurisdiction, while the parish is made up of the "faithful" over whose 

souls it has jurisdiction. The parish, then, was centered around the 

priest, not his church building; it was not a physical unit (Baratier 

et al. 1969:#61f-66, 70-72) but a spiritual one. The church was the 

focal point of the life of the village, and is an important clue to 

the identification of the castrum. For, if every parish church did 

not always correspond to a chef-lieu, the opposite is true; for every 

chef-lieu there had once been a parish church. 

There are several kinds of religious structures found in the 

Var valley system. In order of increasing size and importance, they 

include: crosses, shrines, chapels and churches. While churches and 
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some chapels are in or near settlements, crosses, shrines and many 

chapels are associated with trails and roads and, almost like mile

stones, can help in reconstructing some of the layout of the old com

munications systems. 

Chapels and churches are buildings for public worship which, 

in this area, is almost exclusively Roman Catholic. In the Var valley 

system, most of them are made up of a single large room, the nave, with 

an altar at one end. The walls are generally provided with niches, 

and there sure often benches for the congregation. Decorations (fur

niture) could include statuary, paintings, flower arrangements (real 

and artificial), and other votive objects. In some cases, the walls 

are covered with frescoes, one of the few artistic traditions for 

which the area is famous. Near the entrance of the building, there 

are at least one or two stoups (holy-water basins), and, in a church, 

a baptismal font. The shape of the building is essentially rectangular, 

although the chancel (choeur), at one end, can be rounded. The entrance, 

particularly in chapels, is often recessed, forming a porch. A steeple, 

or at least a bell-tower, is usually associated with them and can range 

from a fortified keep-like structure to a masonry wall with an aperture 

for the bell(s), a kind of modest campanile. 

Chapels are small places of worship, ranging from a consecrated 

area inside a private home, a part of a church (like the absidioles 

found in many large churches) to a free standing structure, like a 

small church. In the Var valley system, free standing chapels are 

usually located in one of three kinds of situation: along the roads, 

isolated, or in association with an agglomeration. 
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Beginning in the 15th century, numerous roadside chapels were 

erected throughout the area and put under the protection of Saints 

Sebastian, Roch or Claude in their capacity as patron saints of victims 

of the plague (Roques 1966). These chapels are often located near the 

approaches to a village, as if to cleanse travelers and ward off the 

disease. 

Some of the isolated chapels, like the Sanctuary of the Madonna 

of Utelle, and that of the Madonna of Fenestres, were the end-point of 

important pilgrimages. A number of these isolated chapels are associ

ated with earlier settlements, they are 'fossil1 parishes in a way. 

Since we can assume that every castrum had a church, then we can look 

for the remains of these cult centers in the abandoned villages and, 

assuming a certain conservatism in religious matters among the vil

lagers, we can expect these structures to have been maintained in 

better conditions than the remains of other traces of human occupation. 

Indeed, in several instances, the old parishes hung on after the aban

donment of a village and the sous-perchement of its community. In some 

cases, even after the cult had been transferred to the new church, the 

priest still had to be ordained in the old church before he could take 

his place in the new one. This was often done in solemn procession, a 

form of pilgrimage (e.g., Filipot 1950 on Clans; Magnan 1953 on Villars; 

Raiberti 1898:230-236 on St-Martin-Vesubie). 

There are also some chapels in or near agglomerations, along 

with the parish church. In some cases, there may be a chapel con

tiguous with the church. Particularly in the l8th century and after, 

some of these chapel6 were built to house such religious organizations 
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as the various brotherhoods of Penitents. Urban centers, like Nice and 

the large Rhodanian cities, could have quite a number of Penitent con

gregations, usually identified by the color of their robes — black, 

grey, red (Agulhon 1968). Among the villages of the Var and its tribu

taries, however, the only significant group was the Confraternity of 

the White Penitents who played an important part in the ceremonial life 

of the communities (Costamagna 1971:152-156). There remain only a very 

few congregations of Penitents in southern France today since the prac

tice began to dwindle at the beginning of the present century and very 

little is left of this once powerful tradition beyond the carefully 

folded robes kept in attics and, of course, the chapels themselves. 

Most of these are either in ruins or deconsecrated and often converted 

into all-purpose meeting houses. 

Like many chapels, churches were built either within the cas-

trum or simply near it. It would seem that originally the church was 

built on the outskirts of the agglomeration and, often, subsequently, 

rebuilt inside the walls. The best documented instance of this occurred 

at Entrevaux, which had a cathedral church, the seat of the diocese of 

Glandfeves. The older church was built about a kilometer east of 

Entrevaux at the lieu-dit la Sedz. Its position and appearance are 

shown schematically in the 16th century drawing of Entrevaux (Fig. 19, 

p. 238), showing a church with a steeple and corner turrets. Today, 

only the chancel is left; the former cathedral had become a mere 

chapel and now is no more than a barn, a common enough fate for old 

parish churches, as can be seen at the castle of la Gaude as well. In 

the 17th century, the cathedral of la Sedz was replaced by a new gothic 
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style church (Ciprut 1962), incorporated into the rampart of the town. 

While the new cathedral is large by local standards (about twelve 

meters wide) it is a far cry from the great gothic cathedrals of 

northern France, or even the baroque (17th century) cathedral of Nice 

and the lesser ones at Vence and Grasse. 

To recapitulate the significance of religious structures in the 

identification of the castrum, it can be fairly assumed that each cas-

trum was equipped with a parish church and that the presence of this 

structure would assist archaeologists in differentiating castra from 

other types of habitation sites. Even in the town of Entrevaux a 

parish church existed prior to the incorporation of the cathedral with

in the city in the 17th century. 

The physical characteristics of parish churches, then, may be 

hastily summed up: they tend to become larger through time, so that 

where there are more than one such building within and around agglomer

ation, the larger and more recent one is likely to have been erected as 

a parish church, possibly replacing an older, smaller one which subse

quently became a chapel. Churches are likelier to be associated with 

a cemetery, although in recent times, there has been an increasing 

tendency for cemeteries to be moved farther away from the church itself. 

The location of a church is more likely to be prominent or outstanding 

in some way: it may be on a high point, or on a low point, usually of 

easy access in relation to the roads or village streets, and is often 

associated with an open area or square, analogous to the porch so often 

found at the door of the smaller chapels. In other words, the distinc

tion between church and chapel can be rather subjective, yet it is 
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possible on the basis of these somewhat fluid characteristics to firm 

up the set of criteria that differentiate the castrum from other, 

lesser settlement types within the commune. 

Archaeological Problems of Continuously 
Occupied Sites 

One of the most interesting aspects of the Var valley villages 

is their continuous occupation to this day. As we have seen, many of 

the perched villages inhabited today were built on sites previously 

occupied by prehistoric castellaras as is sometimes attested, for in

stance, by the presence of cyclopean architecture in the foundations 

of houses and surrounding walls (Cheneveau 1972-73)* After the appar

ent hiatus in hill-top dwelling between the Roman period and the Dark 

Ages, the localities were lived in uninterruptedly until the present, 

with the exception of those that have been abandoned in the course of 

time. 

Such continuous occupation necessarily involved constant 

manipulation of the site and of its structures. Alterations and change 

could be expected to have come about in a variety of ways, as a result 

of natural causes — disasters, as they are often referred to — as a 

result of the effects of occupation and use, and as part of the de

struction wrought by war. 

Destruction 

Natural disasters were often destructive of buildings. In the 

Var valley, they included earthquakes which, for example in 156̂ , 

brought about the demolition of Gordolan, of which only part of the 
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church has survived, on the edge of the Vesubie at the foot of la 

Bollene (Canestrier n.d.a). It is believed that, in the mid-17th cen

tury an earthquake so weakened the buildings of Roccasparviera that 

its inhabitants gradually moved down to Duranus and other hamlets 

(Canestrier 1967; Maurandi 1932). The terrible earthquake of 1887 

shattered many villages including Daluis and Bouyon, leaving standing 

only a few of the original houses (Canestrier 195*+b; Doublet 1903:386-

389; Hildesheimer 1967b). 

Floods were another danger to low-lying settlements, and became 

a great threat from the l6th century on, when, for example, on more 

than one occasion portions of the villages of le Fugeret and Annot were 

swept away by the waters of the river, as were parts of Puget-Theniers 

and others (Magalon 195̂ ; Raynaud 1908-1909; Sclafert 1959s170). 

Another of the hazards of life in the valleys was presented by 

landslides and rockfsills. Today, local newspapers regularly report 

such events which sometimes involve loss of life as well as of property. 

The most dramatic of these landslides engulfed most of the village of 

Roquebilliere in 1926, forcing its reluctant inhabitants to move their 

homes to the other side of the river, out of harm's way. They had to 

be convinced that the clay slope immediately above the old town and 

crowned by the village of Belvedere, was more than likely to descend 

upon their homes once again in the not too distant future (P. Isnard 

1928). Catastrophes could also be brought about by fires, inclement 

weather, frost, snow and avalanches, as well as through neglect brought 

on by depopulation resulting from disease, famine and war (Baratier 

1969:192, 251; Canestrier 195̂ c; Durbec 1968:63; etc.). 
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Maintenance and Remodeling 

In the "normal" everyday functioning of a community, at least 

two sorts of activity can be expected with regard to its physical 

existence: maintenance or the lack of it; and remodeling, partial or 

total. 

There may be constant maintenance, without consciously changing 

older features. Although they are sometimes difficult to determine 

archaeologically, there are numerous examples of makeshift repairs on 

ramparts, for instance, or of replacing the roof of a church, etc. 

These are not radical modifications per se. The results can range from 

a simple state of "good repair" to multi-component structures which 

present a more or less harmonious blend or at least juxtaposition of 

stylistic attributes. 

On the other hand, certain elements of sites sire abandoned and 

so fall into disrepair. This has occurred with houses, castles and 

ramparts and even religious structures. The results can range from 

obvious neglect (broken windows, dilapidated masonry) to ruins, and to 

total obliteration without trace. 

When the need for change was felt, it could take the form of 

destruction or simple re-use, resulting, for instance, in modification 

of parts of an existing structure or in the reappearance elsewhere of 

elements of a feature, or in the total disappearance of that feature. 

In such cases, the original function of a structure or set of struc

tures could be completely wiped from the archaeological record, or so 

altered by subsequent modification as to become unrecognizable without 

the complementary evidence from documents, as when a chapel is 
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transformed into a barn (examples from la Gaude and Entrevaux), a 

castle into private dwellings (numerous examples, including la Roquette, 

Marie, Villars) or its courtyard into a garden or a cemetery. When a 

building fell into disrepair it automatically became a source of quarry 

stone, fair game for any enterprising mason, so that when, for example, 

the castle of Beuil was razed in 1621 at the order of the Duke of Savoy, 

its stones were used to build a new chapel in the village. Similarly, 

bits and pieces of ramparts, churches and chapels, houses and the re

taining walls of terraces were 'cannibalized* for new constructions. 

Remodeling could also include the building of entirely new 

structures, in the expansion of occupation, within or without the walls, 

replacement of ruins or an open space with a new building. Rarely was 

a perfectly good structure torn down to make room for something totally 

new. The only frequent example of gratuitous destruction was the raz

ing of a castle or other fortifications for political reasons, as when 

ordered by a ruler to punish a rebellious vassal, or by the populace 

when the French Revolutionary Army took over the countryside and sanc

tioned the suppression of all symbols of the old regime. 

In addition to stylistic changes which produced gradual as well 

as sudden alterations of features, more profound differences emerged at 

various periods. Thus the castle, which had been the crowning glory of 

a village one century, might fall into disrepair the next, become a 

menace to neighboring buildings and have to be demolished. 

Dating 

Continual occupation and reuse of sites make dating a particu

larly difficult and thorny problem. Determination of absolute dates 
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is sometimes facilitated by the practice by builders of writing out the 

year of construction in numerals on portions of buildings, but this 

appears only relatively late, usually not earlier than the 16th century. 

It is not always reliable either, for example when a Louis XV (mid-l8th 

century) door is found in a doorframe with a late-19th century date 

etched into the stone lintel, or even a 20th century date into the con

crete lintel. This can be the result of putting an old door in a new 

doorframe, or, when the rest of the building is obviously contemporary 

with the door, it implies that only the lintel was repaired at the date 

indicated. Textual references to particular buildings and events can 

also be helpful, but are good only up to a point, since a great many 

unrecorded modifications can have been carried out even when a given 

structure has been correctly identified. 

Traditional techniques of absolute dating such as Carbon-l̂  

present other difficulties because most of the dates are recent, and 

continual reutilization of some features creates major problems when 

it comes to discriminating between intrusive and contaminating elements 

and those that are not. 

Relative Dating. Cross-dating is possible in some instances 

in relation to known European sequences. But there has been almost no 

excavation of historic sites in the mountains. One of the few excep

tions is the perched village of Rougiers in the departement of the Var 

in lower Provence which has been carefully studied by Demians 

d'Archimbaud (1966). The site was abandoned in the 14 th century and 

can therefore be expected to have suffered less from the effects of 
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continuous occupation. In their comments on Baratier's paper on rural 

settlement patterns in upper Provence (Baratier 1971:2̂ 9-25̂ ), Demians 

d'Archimbaud and Fevrier, another archaeologist who has extensively 

studied remains from the Roman period in Provence, call for controlled 

archaeological studies of stratified sites as well as of the kinds of 

artifacts (e.g., ceramics) that are usually present. D'Archimbaud 

raises some of the problems with which archaeologists have to contend 

in studying the historical villages of a region like upper Provence 

because of the tendency to reuse of stone and tiles (many of them 

Roman) and the conservatism of many techniques and styles. Of upper 

Provence, she says (Demians d'Archimbaud 1966:253)* "One must be keenly 

aware of chronological evolution, of survival of techniques over very 

long periods." 

Major stylistic developments are fairly well worked out in 

Western Europe, but these are most applicable to a restricted class 

of structures; trend-setters, like palaces, elite-conceived public 

buildings, etc. However, the phenomenon of cultural lag is important 

here: the Var valley system was unquestionably a cultural backwater, 

and any palaces or other buildings that might have been directly 

affected by current fashion have, probably, long since been consider

ably modified or destroyed. 

Two well known medieval architectural styles, the Romanesque 

and the Gothic, may serve to illustrate some of the problems. Roman

esque style steeples are quite common throughout the area, but they 

seem to have been built at almost any period, during the Middle Ages 
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as well as later, so that the presence of such landmarks is no sure 

index of the age of a settlement (e.g., Corapan 1973,lis46-V?). 

Gothic elements are also widespread, incorporated in gates, 

doors, windows, as well as religious structures. The broken arch 

(ogive) came into being in the Ile-de-France in the 12th century and 

made possible a revolution in monumental architecture (Panofsky 1951)* 

But in the mountains of upper Provence, there are gothic churches built 

entirely in the 17th century (Ciprut 1961, 1962, 1964). Among these, 

the cathedral of Glandeves in the town of Entrevaux was built between 

1610 and 1626 in a sober gothic style not very different from that of 

a number of medieval rural churches in Europe (Ciprut 1962:22̂ -227)• 

Some kinds of ornament and decoration can, to a certain extent, 

help in dating the structures or, at least, in providing a more recent 

limit on date of construction. For example, there are a number of 

painted chapels in the comte de Nice which have attracted the attention 

of art historians. Most of them are no older than the 15th century, 

and many of them, especially those dedicated to Saints Sebastian, Roch 

and Claude, patrons of the victims of plague, are believed to have been 

raised in the late Middle Ages and after in an effort to curb the 

spread of the dread disease (Roques 1966). The frescoes, from the 15th 

and 16th centuries, are painted in a style belonging to the school 

known as 'ni$ois primitive,* and are about the only form of art or 

architecture from the Var valley system ever to appear in surveys of 

European art. The frescoes were the work of itinerant painters who 

specialized in such religious art and stayed in a village just long 

enough to complete a job, then moved on. Most famous among these are 
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Antonio Cela and especially the members of the Brea family (including 

Louis and his sons Francesco and Antonio) who have also left behind a 

number of beautiful altar pieces (Compan 1973»Iil80-l86; Dore 1930; 

Labande 1937; etc.). Church furniture represents a class of fairly 

readily datable objects, including paintings, statues, pews, stalls, 

vessels, crosses, etc., but the diagnostic value of these cult objects 

found in association with religious structures is questionable since 

they were often moved and frequently replaced. A great many of them, 

although claiming greater antiquity, were actually manufactured in the 

last two centuries. 

Church architecture was not one of the most revolutionary of 

art forms. Even so, very few really old examples are left. This ab

sence of original churches is usually attributed to the practice of 

periodically rebuilding them, whether for stylistic reasons — which 

seems doubtful in a rural setting — or to accommodate a growing con

gregation, or simply in accordance with a general tendency to alter or 

destroy and rebuild. Although we know of the existence of specific 

churches named in charters going back at least to the 11th century, it 

has been virtually impossible to identify many of the actual remains of 

these ancient places of worship because of such constant tampering with 

the buildings. Although they may retain the same name as their prede

cessors, usually in honor of the patron saint of the community, a great 

number of churches in the rural hinterland as well as in Nice itself, 

are baroque in style. 

In many parts of Europe, there are almost no remains of houses 

older than the l6th century for the simple reason that before that 
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time, most residential structures were built of wood. In the Var 

valley system, however, although wood is plentiful enough, it was more 

suitable for fuel than for construction, except in the upper valleys 

where the trees could grow tall and straight (Blanchard 19̂ 5*339)• On 

the other hand, stone was readily available from the easily quarried 

limestone and sandstone strata that make up the surrounding relief, so 

it is not unlikely that stone masonry in these villages is as ancient 

as the settlements themselves. But the architectural features have 

very little that is distinctive enough to assist in dating various 

components of a house and these houses are often full of "archaisms" 

that can too easily fool the archaeologist (Fevrier 196̂ :171), such as 

occasional gothic doors and windows and neatly executed fengtres 

geminees (twinned windows, Fig. 17, lower left). 

From the end of the Dark Ages to the late Middle Ages, there 

is a very general trend towards less care taken in shaping and dressing 

the stones and arranging them. There is at the same time a tendency to 

use larger building stones. But these distinctions are so crude as to 

give no more than a "feeling" about the age of any given piece of 

masonry. 

The dating of defense works is equally difficult, except for 

four very broad divisions: the long period before the generalized use 

of firearms, followed by a transitional period (from the 15th through 

the 17th centuries), the post-Vauban period (l8th and 19th centuries) 

and after. Various chronological schemes have been devised some of 

whose aspects will be discussed in the following sections. In the Var 

valley system, once again, the application of such sequences is very 
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difficult since, with only a few exceptions, the constructions of 

defense-works was a haphazard undertaking which rarely kept up with 

European trends. 

In short, the most serious hindrance to accurate dating in this 

situation of continuous occupation is the problem of identifying the 

nature as well as the age of disparate elements. 

Summary 

The preceding chapter has attempted to provide a description 

of the perched village, the modern representative of the medieval cas-

trum, the predominant form of settlement in the Var valley system for 

roughly the last millennium. It is the perched village which served as 

template for rural fortifications in the region and it has been neces

sary to describe it to some extent before proceeding to the actual 

direct evidences of fortification emd military function of the sites 

themselves. Because fortification was an art in itself and military 

architecture has a history all its own, it is useful to turn to that 

history in order to understand developments in the mainstream of the 

Western European context in which the very modest fortifications of 

the Var valley system were constructed. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF FORTIFICATION IN WESTERN EUROPE 

Until about 1500, for some nine millennia, urban defenses 
generally consisted of a high girdle wall reinforced with 
towers and fronted by a deep, wide ditch. Wall design, tower 
arrangement, and the protection of gates were subject to fre
quent modifications, as their builders tried to cope with 
improving siege methods and the ever-increasing power of 
weapons. But even after the sixteenth century, when the de
sign of fortifications underwent its most radical change 
under the impact of newly developed firearms, the basic con
cept — of surrounding an inhabited area with a continuous 
line of permanent defenses — remained the same (de la Croix 
1972:8). 

. . .  t h e  b a r o n i a l  c a s t l e  . . .  w a s  a  f a r  m o r e  f o r m i d a b l e  
stronghold than a fortified city because its site was chosen 
purely for its natural advantages, whereas the walls of a 
town had to follow its contours. Containing no inhabitants 
except its garrison it could withstand a blockade for a very 
long time. The castle was the main basis for the indepen
dence of the barons. ... It was the cannon, which came 
into use ̂ towards the end of the Middle Ages/ that smashed 
the main pillar of feudalism: the baronial castle, hitherto 
impregnable (Andreski 1968:78-79). 

Before proceeding with the description of the fortifications in 

the Var valley system, it will be helpful to draw a very summary sketch 

of the history of European fortifications from the high Middle Ages to 

the mid-l8th century. Like most architectural histories, it deals with 

developments in what can be considered the mainstream of the Western 

tradition. Geographically, this means primarily northern France and 

Britain and, elsewhere, important cities as well as the fiefs of lords 

powerful enough to hold sway over a wide range of territory. 

197 
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Fortification, whether of a castle or an agglomeration, neces

sarily involved a certain amount of planning, but, in most rural areas, 

it was usually carried out in a rather haphazard and makeshift manner, 

even when the local masons were provided with sufficient instructions. 

Knowledge of techniques of fortification was rarely more sophisticated 

than that applied to the building of any other structure, and it was 

not really until the 16th and especially the 17th century, that the 

technique of fortification became the orderly execution of carefully 

laid out blueprints. 

Urban Fortification 

Although the origins of European fortification are usually 

traced back as far as the earliest Mediterranean civilizations, the 

development of this architectural form took on a character all its own 

in the Medieval and Modern Periods. The general information in the 

following descriptions is drawn primarily from the works of Enlart 

(1932), Gardelles (1972), Oman (1926), Renn (1973), Rocolle (1973) and 

Toy (1939), all of which dead with the history of Western military 

architecture. 

While there is considerable evidence, both literary and archae

ological, on fortifications — from massive town walls and towers to 

outlines of military camps — of the Roman and Gallo-Roman periods, 

there is an important gap in the record for the Dark Ages. It is 

widely assumed that many of these defense works, strong enough to with

stand some of the ravages of time, continued to be used, if only as 

shelters against military attack (Bachrach 1972; Rocolle 1973s3, 10; 
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Toy 1939:50)• Although the Roman ramparts themselves persisted into 

the Merovingian and Carolingian periods, the cities they had enclosed 

did not survive the turmoil of the times. Contemporary sources also 

indicate that naturally defensible sites were occupied without any 

attempt at fortification (Rocolle 1973s12). 

In every respect, the period between the fall of the Roman 

Empire and the end of the Dark Ages represents a hiatus, a suspension 

of military architecture, though certainly not of military activity. 

The problem for the archaeologist is made worse by the fact that wood 

was the building material most commonly used and very little of it re

mains. 

At the end of the Dark Ages, while the presence of standing 

fortifications attracted permanent settlement in the first place, it 

was equally true that, with the threat of Norman attack in the northern 

areas, the Saracen raids in the Mediterranean basin, any large perma

nent agglomeration required fortification if it had any hopes of sur

vival. There would seem to be some evidence of a pooling of resources 

with regard to fortification, in the association between religious 

centers (monasteries and bishoprics) and economic and residential ones 

(towns) which shared their defensive works. 

In the 9th and 10th centuries, with the return of urban life, 

fortifications were restored on the basis of their Roman remains. 

Despite the tendency for people to group together in the shelter of 

old walls, population growth after the Dark Ages resulted in its spread

ing outside the compound. By the 12th century, cities, teeming with 

people engaged in commercial activities, had increased in importance as 
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in size and, consequently in their desire for power. This was a period 

of great communal movements in some parts of Europe, as we have men

tioned, but it was soon squelched in eastern Provence (see pp. 365-366). 

As fortification of cities became a necessity, it was ordered and fi

nanced either by the central government, such as the King of France or 

the Count of Provence, or by lesser feudal authorities — with their 

suzerain's consent — or even by the municipal government. The work 

was executed by the populace, under the direction of an architect. 

It was at this time also that the perched villages are believed 

to have made their appearance in Provence, in what is seen as a sweep

ing trend toward population concentration and town planning (urbanisme) 

in all of France (comments on Baratier 1971; Fourquin 1975). Fevrier 

(1964), in seeking to reconstruct the development of Provencal cities 

in the Middle Ages, provides many details about the evolution of the 

fortifications of Nice, Grasse, Vence, Antibes, to mention only a few. 

The towns grew and spread out as a result of economic prosperity and, 

by a careful study of documents relating to different parts of the 

modern cities, it is possible to establish a sequence of ramparts that 

enclosed the agglomeration at various times. Obviously, the major 

problem was in dealing with the inexorable urban growth, either by 

building a new set of walls every few decades, or by checking the 

spread of new suburbs. The 14th century, a time of military strife, 

rampant disease and general depopulation, was also accompanied by hasty 

consolidation of ramparts, to hold marauding bands of adventurers at 

bay, by wholesale razing of unprotected suburban settlements (Fevrier 

1964:141-145). 



201 

In Nice, whose expansion continued without respite from at 

least the 11th century, the problem was finally solved in the 16th, by 

transforming what had once been the nucleus of the city (the Chateau) 

into a fort, after evicting all the remaining residents who then 

settled in the surrounding hills. At Cannes in 1590, the Duke of Savoy, 

desirous of winning over the people of that Provencal city, offered to 

fortify a large suburb of this hilltop town, as well as the harbor, as 

a measure against the constant threat of pirate raids (Bianchi, per

sonal communication 197*0 • Evidence of his project for Cannes is among 

the drawing in the Turin collection (see Appendix C, p. *+85). 

The difficulty in reconstructing the actual succession of urban 

walls is compounded by the lack of specific documentary evidence, as 

well as all the problems of continuous occupation and memipulation of 

the sites. This situation makes excavation an almost impossible under

taking, except where urban renewal has allowed for very extensive dig

ging, as in downtown Marseille, or where the old center of town is no 

longer inhabited, as in Nice where it has become a city park. 

Fevrier (1964:180) points out that, "the outline of the en

closures reveals only a brief moment of urban history ... these walls 

were rapidly losing their defensive value, since the Count /of Provence7 

often authorized the opening of windows and even doors to let in light 

or give access to neighboring houses." 

Urban growth came to a halt in 1̂ -th century France, as cities 

seemed almost to shrink inside their ramparts, and it was not until the 

end of the 15th century that a renewed economy allowed for a renewed 

growth. But, by that time, a new element had been introduced into the 
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military picture; gunpowder and firearms were to change the complexion 

of European fortification. 

The Castle 

The medieval European castle is an architectural form that has 

few analogs. It is a 

. . .  f o r t i f i e d  d w e l l i n g  i n t e n d e d  f o r  p u r p o s e s  o f  r e s i d e n c e  a n d  
defence ... a military structure larger than a mere tower, 
peel or blockhouse, but not amounting to a fortified town. It 
must be residential, but the name would not cover military build
ings intended for residences, but not for defence — e.g., 
modern barracks. ... Lastly, a castle must, however compli
cated in its internal arrangements, be a unit in itself, and not 
a mere part of a town or some other agglomeration of buildings. 
But a castle may exist inside a town, or adhering to it, pro
vided that it is essentially separate, and can be cut off from 
it — e.g., by the closing of gates and the lifting of draw
bridges (Oman 1926:2, *0. 

Although definitions do vary, it can be agreed that, by the 11th cen

tury, "before stone had supplanted wood, before the development of all 

kinds of refinements in military art ... ̂the castle/7 had become, 

like the church, a major characteristic of the landscape" (Fourquin 

1975:382). 

The origins of the medieval castle are usually traced to the 

Norman motte-and-bailey, many examples of which dot the countryside of 

northern France and the British Isles. The core of this unit was an 

earthwork mound (the motte), with a complex of buildings around a 

courtyard (the bailey or bailie). A motte-and-bailey castle could be 

built in a matter of weeks, with wooden buildings and an enclosing 

palisade. They were erected extensively in the course of the Norman 

Conquest of Britain to serve as fortified headquarters for garrisons 

of occupying soldiers (Renn 1973:9). The heart of the motte-and-bailey 
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was the keep, or donjon. At first, many of the keeps, or chief towers, 

were of wood, because this material was cheaper and easier to handle 

than stone and because, 

. . .  h e a p e d  u p  e a r t h  t a k e s  y e a r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  m o n t h s  t o  s e t t l e  
down said become solid; if, therefore, a very heavy weight of 
masonry were superimposed, immediately after the throwing up 
of the mound, the soil would undoubtedly slip or crack in ir
regular patches, and parts of the tower would sink or break 
away from the rest. There are occasional notices of such 
disasters. ... (Oman 1926:7-8). 

When keeps were built of stone, it was either on the firm ground of the 

bailey, or, when possible, on bedrock where subsidence was least likely. 

If stone was more expensive and time-consuming to handle, it 

was also more durable, and, while it was first used only for sleeper 

walls to support a wooden superstructure, the necessary adjustments 

were eventually made for the widespread construction of stone keeps. 

By the end of the high Middle Ages, by the 13th century, stone was the 

most commonly used material for fortification (Enlart 1932:505; Gar-

delles 1972:53)* In most of the Var valley system, as we well know, 

it is not unlikely that stone was in use much earlier since it was more 

readily available for construction than wood. 

The donjon, or keep, being the heart of the castle, was the 

most important of its components, and usually the last to survive; it 

was the strong point of the fortified complex, the master-tower, and 

could serve as a last refuge, like an independent castle within the 

compound. In the motte-and-bailey, "the keep would consist of three 

or four main rooms with smaller rooms contrived in the thickness of 

the walls" (Renn 1973il0). In the later keeps associated with castles 

not necessarily built on a motte, in the high and late Middle Ages, 
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the actual floor plan was variable, generally regular in shape in flat 

country, while in the mountains, it, and the entire castle complex, had 

to conform to the shape of the terrain. Not surprisingly, this obser

vation holds true for every level of fortification (Enlart 1932:582; 

Toy 1939:100). 

The basic sequence is from roughly square and rectangular keeps 

to round, or cylindrical ones. The former were more suitable for liv

ing quarters, and somewhat easier to build, although they were more 

vulnerable to undermining primarily because of the blind spots inherent 

in their structure. There was no standard form to the donjons as can 

clearly be seen from published floor plans. Although round keeps had 

always existed in Western Europe, it was not until the end of the 12th 

century that this form became more common, a shift usually attributed 

to influence from the Levant. Although wide-range travel had been 

frequent throughout the Middle Ages, it was the period of the Crusades, 

which took thousands of men to the Near East and back, that seems to 

have been a turning point in the history of European military architec

ture. In addition to rectangular and round donjons, there were various 

combinations of these shapes as well as multangular ones. For example, 

the 12th century donjon of Houdan, in the border area between Normandy 

and the Ile-de-France, is roughly square in plan in the interior, but, 

on the outside, it is circular with four turrets placed at the corners 

of the inside square, a true compromise between the residential and 

military needs of the structure. Others were polygonal, and these 

shapes might also be combined with corner towers or turrets to provide 

additional cover against attack. 
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Basically, the keep was a high tower-like structure, whose en

trance was not on ground level, but was acceded to by a removable 

ladder or bridge to the first floor. The ground level, accessible only 

through the first floor, with a few tiny openings for light suid air, 

was used for storage or for a "dungeon" (prison), as well as, in some 

cases, for a cistern; the first floor was usually the Lord's entrance, 

the upper ones for servants and retainers while the top was military 

in function, with a terrace and/or galleries for defense. 

Since the castle was, in many cases, more than the fortified 

residence of a lord, it also held ancillary buildings within the com

plex, a hall for the personnel, in some cases barracks, and, occasion

ally, a chapel outside the keep. Enlart (1932:582) distinguishes three 

main types of castle that have persisted into the l6th century: the 

Romanesque type with an independent and isolated donjon; the type in 

which the donjon was contiguous with and integrated into the fortified 

complex; and the castle without a keep, more typical of the later 

Middle Ages. 

The gothic castle is truly a fortified palace, with well 
appointed apartments for the lord and his family, an armory, 
barracks and storehouses, all of which are arranged around an 
esplanade, protected by ramparts equipped with towers, wall-
walks, battlements, hoards or machicolations and usually 
pierced only with loopholes on the outer face since progress 
in balistics made large apertures more and more unsafe. In 
compensation, wide windows open onto the esplanade or inner 
courtyard and even in buildings perched atop lofty crags 
whose height and steepness defy attack (Enlart 1932:580-581). 

While, through the Middle Ages, there was a tendency to a 

greater degree of integration of the structures that formed the castle 

complex, there was also an attempt at introducing greater flexibility 
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into the system by providing more alternatives to the defenders. This 

trend manifested itself by the multiplication of concentric enclosing 

walls, gates and posterns, as well as by greater experimentation with 

forms. 

The construction of a motte-and-bailey had required no special 

skills or materials: 

While the lord ... would know what he required in terms of 
space, he needed an architect, or military engineer, who could 
translate that need into terms of building the defences and 
could plan their construction. Specialists in the art of 
castle building came from various parts of feudal society, and 
few of them seem to have been trained masons. A defensive 
feature found useful in one castle would be copied or improved 
upon in another. But here and there, we find an anachronism, 
a castle ahead of its time, embodying some principle of mili
tary engineering that went unrecognized until it was redis
covered years later and used extensively thereafter (Renn 
1973:17). 

It was this principle which directed the construction of most castles 

particularly in such rural areas as the Var valley system. Gardelles 

(1972) attributes much of the crudeness and even awkwardness of medi

eval castles of Gascony in southwestern France to archaistic traits and 

cultural lag, as well as to lack of strong central government there, 

although he implies that it may also be em artifact of preservation 

factors, such as selective destruction of more important, and presum

ably more carefully built, fortresses. It might also be mentioned 

that castles that were important to begin with might be the likeliest 

to be maintained and modified to keep up with standards of comfort and 

fashion. 

Of these Gascon castles Gardelles (1972:52) says; 

. . .  t h e  s c a n t i n e s s  o f  t h e  d a t a  . . .  l e a d s  u s  . . .  t o  b e 
lieve that, until the end of the 12th century, the art of 
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fortification had progressed little in our regions beyond very 
simple structures or replications of archaic ones, such as the 
buttressed rectangular donjon or the square refuge-tower of 
northern Spain. Some elements of this obsolescent architecture 
survived into the next period. But any improvements brought 
about in 13th century Gascony were no more than imitations of 
foreign defense works. 

The purpose of building a castle in the first place could vary 

also: for 13th and l̂ th century Gascony, Gardelles (1972:53) suggests 

that their builders might simply want to protect themselves against 

surprise attack (coup de main), knowing that they probably could not 

resist a real army; or else to assert their rank, using the castle as 

a symbol of high status, or, as in the case of the Duke-King of England 

in Gascony, or the Count in Provence, to assure control of a region. 

As we shall see, all of these types were found in the Var valley sys

tem as well. 

It is not in these backward regions that we can expect to find 

much in the way of technological or stylistic innovation, with the 

possible exception in the Var valley of the castle, or palace, of the 

Grimaldis of Beuil at Villars (see pp. 292-29*0. 

The Curtain 

Basically the town wall consists of flanked curtains, or 

stretches of wall interrupted by protruding structures helping to pro

tect the curtain. The term curtain refers to the simple defensive wall 

surrounding a castle or any other kind of site. There can be more than 

one wall, presenting a series of obstacles to the assailants; the first 

wall, the one immediately encasing the town or donjon, is known as the 

chemise, while the outer one is called the braies (breeches). The 
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open spaces between these walls were equally important, they are called 

lists (lices) which are best known as the scene for jousting tourna

ments. 

There had to be at least one entrance, a gate, through the cur

tain. In the Norman motte-and-bailey, the gate might be no more than 

a gap in the earthwork bank, with a bridge over the ditch, but, sub

sequently, the gatehouse was one of the earliest structures to be built 

of stone; the gateway was soon reinforced by a substantial structure, 

with flanking towers, guardrooms, a veritable little fortress on its 

own. Eventually, they could develop into modest outworks, or barbi

cans, or, in cities, become independent fortresses (chatelets, 

bastilles). In addition to gates, access and exit could be effected 

through smaller gates or posterns, sometimes concealed, or even, in 

emergencies, via latrine and water drains. * 

The walls themselves could be flanked with towers and turrets, 

the latter either supported by buttresses from the ground or corbelled 

out from the wall (̂ chauguettes). Defensive siege equipment such as 

stone throwing perriferes and mangonels, could be placed on the terraces 

at the top of towers or on the ground behind the ramparts. To be more 

effective, the towers had to dominate the wall walk and so were usually 

built a storey higher than the curtain. Many towers were open toward 

the compound, "but these open-backed towers were relatively weak, and 

the chief reason for their employment was probably a saving of material 

and labour in construction. Once an enemy had penetrated within the 

town or castle they could no longer be held" (Toy 1939s171). 
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Like donjons, flanking towers could be rectangular, round, 

polygonal or even elliptical. These shapes were progressively adapted 

to be more and more effective, reducing blind spots for surveillance 

and retaliation, particularly against sapping and mining. As we have 

seen, rectangular structures were more amenable to living than other 

shapes, and various accommodations were made, from the persistence of 

the rectangular core flanked by round corner towers which might con

tain spiral staircases, storage areas or other specialized rooms, to 

many other combinations of rounded said rectilinear shapes producing a 

considerable variety of types of towers as of donjons. 

Apertures 

Openings were essential to let in some light and air, as well 

as to provide some visual contact with the outside. By the 12th cen

tury, the need for light was given more priority than before in living 

quarters, but apertures were kept as much out of reach of outsiders as 

possible and, where vulnerable, were mere narrow slits. Some of these 

were adapted for defensive purposes, leaving only the smallest pos

sible opening on the outside while providing an appropriate embrasure 

to accommodate the defenders high for a longbowman, wider for a 

crossbowman, and deep and wide for cannon. 

Among other openings that might need to be protected were 

drains, particularly latrine drains which, for example, allowed the 

French assailants entry into the castle at the siege of Chateau-

Gaillard in Normandy, in 120̂  (Toy 1939:l*+9). So in medieval ramparts 

it was deemed necessary to mask the openings of the sentinels' and 
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soldiers' latrines that opened out on the outer wall (Rocolle 1973s132, 

Figure 60). To protect the occupants of the latrines from enemy pro

jectiles, the drains themselves could have been contorted so as to stop 

the missiles, as was practiced until quite recently among the warlike 

Ghegs of the Albanian mountains (Coon 1950). 

It was not until the 15th century and after, that many of the 

small and narrow openings of the domestic structures of the fortified 

» complex were replaced by larger mullioned windows (croisees a meneaux). 

However, larger windows had begun to appear somewhat earlier in living 

quarters, high in certain well protected donjons or within the bailey. 

Escape 

"In addition to the main gateway there was usually a small 

postern, placed in such a position that escape could be effected or a 

sally made unobserved by the enemy," so says Toy (19395103) of 11th 

century English castles. If the purpose of the sometimes massive 

structures that flanked and covered the gates was to reinforce a weak 

point in the fortification, that of the postern was to be incon

spicuous and unobtrusive. 

Under some castles, there was a network of souterrains, tunnels 

connecting various parts of the complex and sometimes leading to the 

outside; they had been excavated in the sediment and, occasionally, 

even in bedrock (as were cisterns). Their function was for storage 

and refuge as well as for escape. 
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The Effects of Gunpowder 

The introduction of firearms played an important part in the 

development of late and post-medieval fortification. The general con

sensus is that "in the later Middle Ages, before the appearance of gun

powder in the field of battle, fortresses had become so strong that 

they could seldom be reduced to surrender except after a long blockade 

and consequent famine, or by treachery from withirf' (O'Neil 1960:2). 

As we shall see in the following chapters, this held true in the Var 

valley system as well as in areas where armament and defense were kept 

more up to date. 

Guns had begun to break the stalemate as early as the late l̂ th 

century in the Hundred Years War, although it was not until the begin

ning of the l6th century that sufficient improvements were made in 

artillery. Still, in the 15th century, the use of primitive bombards 

which threw heavy stone shot allowed the armies of the French King "to 

batter down the walls of fortresses both successfully and quickly, 

whilst the science of fortification had yet to devise an adequate reply 

to the power of guns" (O'Neil 1960:33)- Where height and moderate 

thickness had been the prime devices against the onslaught of catapults, 

battering rams and various mechanically propelled projectiles, they 

soon gave way to sheer bulk in order to resist the blows of shot pro

pelled by explosives. 

Advances in artillery under Louis XI resulted in considerable 
decrease in the height of towers and curtains and consequent 
thickening; in fact, bombardments were les6 disastrous for low 
thick walls, so high walls had ceased to be of use in defense 
when glancing fire became far"more effective than high angle 
fire (Enlart 1932:515). 
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By the 16th century, towers were being replaced by lower, more sub

stantial structures whose walls became low and squat, with parapets 

and platforms to support massive artillery, and the core of the fort 

was surrounded by outworks of a variety of shapes (see Pig. 18), some 

no more them earthworks encased in masonry and separated by ditches, 

others holding chambers in the thickness of their walls, to house 

supplies and provide for defensive fire through gun-ports. 

Weaponry 

The purpose of this very brief outline is simply to provide a 

sort of context in which to view the erection of fortifications since 

they were a response to specific kinds of attack along prescribed lines. 

Medieval weapons are rarely found in excavations. They were too costly 

to be treated casually, and the metal had the disadvantage — for the 

archaeologist -- of being reusable, moreover, iron, even when left in 

the ground, is notoriously subject to disintegration. Knife-blades and 

projectile points are unearthed often enough, but the remainder of the 

weapons, made of such perishable materials as wood, rope, leather, 

cloth, etc., is rarely preserved. 

Most surviving examples are housed in museums and private col

lections and additional information can be found in pictorial repre

sentation and textual references. While the former allow us to examine 

the objects themselves (usually the best, particularly fine, highly 

decorated specimens), the latter provide details on their manufacture 

and use. 

There are in the literature a number of elaborate studies of 

weaponry from ancient to modern times (Hewitt 1855-60; Laking 1920-22; 
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Martin 1967; Oakeshott I960; etc.). Unfortunately, they are generally 

concerned with the kind of detail that distinguishes minute changes in 

style over time and space, and cannot be applied with any general 

validity to so marginal an area as the Var valley system. Because of 

the backwardness of the region, it can be fairly safely assumed that 

the latest in military equipment was not available for fighting in the 

mountains. 

The portable weapons and artillery were essentially the same 

for attack and for defense. In the Var valley system, they were more 

likely to be old, obsolete and not particularly suited to the immediate 

requirements of defense. We could assume, and historical evidence con

firms, that the peasants, when faced with an attack, had to meet the 

challenge with whatever they had at their disposal; pitch-forks, 

flails, and other farming equipments, plus arms they used for hunting. 

Siege Engines 

Among the machines most specialized for siege were catapults, 

movable towers and huge crossbows with more or less variations. In 

addition, the attacking forces included infantrymen armed with bows 

(which could shoot fiery arrows) and crossbows, and even slings. 

Ladders were used for scaling while the walls themselves could be 

breeched by heavy stones catapulted from a distance or, at closer 

quarters, by battering with a ram, or loosening the stones at the base 

with blows from picks, or tunneling under the structure. In the medi

eval Italian city-states, the tall, thin domestic towers were sometimes 

attacked in this way by loosening and removing stones from the masonry 
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at ground level, thus causing the entire structure to collapse (Waley 

1969:177)• Wooden walls could be damaged by fire or chopped down by 

axes. After the end of the Kiddle Ages, of course, gunpowder served 

the same purpose much more effectively when used to blow up the walls 

and to propel heavy projectiles. 

By the end of the 15th century, the deadlier firearms replaced 

most previously used types of siege engines, particularly in the form 

of heavy artillery, which was heavy because of the amount of metal used 

in its manufacture (thus necessitating special wheeled vehicles for its 

transport) and because it could fire heavier missiles over greater dis

tances. There were cannons whose trajectory was relatively horizontal 

and that could be aimed directly at a target, and mortars whose projec

tiles were shot at high angles to land on the other side of high walls. 

Because of the problems of transportation over rugged territory, none 

of these ever came into common use in the wars of the Var valley sys

tem until the French Revolution. 

Bastioned Fortification 

By the 16th century, the technology involved in designing and 

making firearms had advanced sufficiently so that there was a great 

number of varieties and calibres of cannon and portable guns introduced 

into the military arsenal. They could serve either to breach walls, to 

put the defenders' weapons out of commission, or as anti-personnel 

weapons. Because of the speed and thrust of their projectiles, fire

arms forced the development of an entirely new set of rules governing 

the form and arrangement of flanking structures, since they had to be 
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able to resist glancing fire (tir rasant or tir a la bricole, in which 

projectiles, fired obliquely, were made to ricochet off the walls) 

which was often more effective than direct aim (tir frontal). 

In the l6th century, in order to control the attackers' 

approach to the curtain — often under the protection of trenches — a 

whole series of outworks was designed to keep the enemy and his cannon 

at as great a distance as possible from the fort. The major components 

of these are illustrated in Figure 18. By the 17th century, major for

tification was such a large scale undertaking that it was no longer 

practical to fortify any but the most important sites. 

In the Middle Ages, the fortifications of rural areas, such as 

the comte" de Nice, had always lagged to some extent behind those of 

major centers and strategic points which were financed by powerful (and 

wealthy) institutions and rulers, the gap had so widened in the post-

medieval period as to be unbreacheable. 

After the Middle Ages, the very concept of the ch&teau-fort 

was becoming obsolete and the great French lords built themselves lux

urious sprawling palaces, of little defensive value. Fortification re

mained the domain of cities, but, with the eclipse of the castle there 

emerged a defensive unit far more specialized, the fort. This transi

tional period was the heyday of 'bastioned fortification:' 

Bastioned fortification ... differed from medieval fortifi
cation in the form of its main components: instead of more 
or less lofty walls there were massive earthworks simply re
inforced by relatively thin walls. The ditch was retained 
but supported by the scarp on the proximal side, by the coun
terscarp on the distal side. ... The alignment of the 
curtains was maintained to permit frontal firing whereas the 
bastions took care of the flanking needs. They were thus 
firing positions for artillery and portable arms, and they 
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extended well to the outside. To that end they were triangu
lar or polygonal and attached to the curtains, either forming 
an angle with them or occasionally a rounded connection. Bas
tions were thus much more than simple flanking structures, 
even if intended for housing cannon. They also had to com
prise a massive earthwork, surrounded by masonry, and this 
type of construction emerged only after a long period of trial 
and error (Rocolle 1973s166). 

In rural areas, however, the only adaptation of medieval fortifications 

to the introduction of firearms might be the opening of cannonports 

into the existing walls, although more specialized changes and innova

tions were also taking place. 

By the l6th century, urban growth had reached such proportions 

in the recovery after the troubled l*fth century, that the building of 

new fortifications involved a much larger area and became a costly ven

ture, particularly when this larger circumference was combined with the 

need for thicker and more massive walls. It entailed the clearing of 

vast expanses to accommodate the multitude of outworks necessary for 

adequate defense. 

A turning point in the history of fortification in France came 

in the second half of the 17th century when the country was ruled by 

Louis XIV whose ambitions led to a long succession of wars. It was at 

this time that the King's military engineers were organized into a 

special branch of the army and, in 1759* this corps of army engineers 

was joined with the companies of sappers to form the Genie militaire 

whose archives are inveiluable to the student of modern French forti

fication. Of Louis XIV s military engineers, the best known and most 

important by far was Ŝ bastien lePrestre de Vauban (1633-1707) whose 

designs for defenses as well as for sieges revolutionized the science 

of fortification until the 19th century. 



218 

Vauban's main task was to secure the frontiers of France 

against invading armies from the outside; fortification was no longer 

directed against neighboring raiders as it often had been throughout 

the Middle Ages. The classic Vauban forts are found along the northern 

and eastern borders of France, generally flat country amenable to the 

sorts of modification of the environment entailed in these kinds of 

construction. Scale models of most of these major works are preserved 

in the Musee des Plans Reliefs, a branch of the Museum of the Army in 

Paris. 

Rocolle (1973:221-230) points out that it is virtually impos

sible to generalize about Vauban's techniques, since he based each 

plan on the particular conditions and circumstances of the individual 

site, combining the basic elements of fortification shown in Figure 18. 

"The new fortification was essentially suited to rolling country and 

best of all to flat land. It was therefore natural that most of the 

major forts should have been built in the plains" (Rocolle 1973:195). 

This is evident in the modifications that were imposed on military 

engineers by mountainous terrain where, as we shall see, Vauban was 

forced to abandon his usual design in renovating the fortification of 

the marinalpine strongholds of Guillaumes, Entrevaux and Colmars-les-

Alpes. 

In the flat country of northern France, however, the Vauban 

forts became vast star-shaped combinations of outworks separated by 

wide and deep ditches lined with scarps and counterscarps. Vauban*s 

involvement with every aspect of poliorcetics (the art of conducting 

and resisting sieges) or siegecraft, included the planning of sieges 
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as well as of fortifications. He figured that, to ensure the coordina

tion so necessary in this form of siege, it was better to attack by 

day, a definite shift from the dependence on the element of surprise 

enhanced by the dark of night in sieges in the past. 

One of the principal factors influencing fortification was the 

ever increasing range of gunfire. As we have seen, improvements in 

firearms led to the construction of projecting outworks to keep the 

enemy at a distance. By the early 19th century, it was no longer prac

ticable to rely on defenses provided by a continuous line of fortifi

cation. It was then replaced by a string of detached forts which 

allowed for outworks to extend as much as severed kilometers beyond 

the residential site which was being protected. 

Although the term 'fort' was in use since the Middle Ages, it 

is not until the mid-l6th century that it was applied to small bas-

tioned structures. Under Vauban, forts were built to hold a passage 

or control the entry to a harbor, or to cover advanced posts. In every 

case, it was capable only of short-range fire. It is not until the 

mid-l8th century that Montalembert conceived the idea of a succession 

of forts relaying each other, in a long-range back-up system, an 

arrangement that became common in the 19th century (Rocolle 1973s2̂ 8). 

By this time, radical changes had come about in the science of attack 

and defense as practiced in Western Europe. 

In the mountains, Vauban ran into special sorts of problems 

which he felt could best be solved by the use of cannon towers (tours 

ji cannon): 

These artillery towers, which could not be more resistant than 
the towers built at the beginning of the sixteenth century ... 



220 

in which casemates for cannon were sheltered behind heavy 
walls, had seemed to Vauban to be the only formula applicable 
to fortifications in the mountains, as well as in some de
fensive works on the coastal islands (Rocolle 1973s225). 

Vauban himself wrote of the defense works at Entrevaux, Guillaumes and 

Colmars, in a letter dated 16 February 1693* "Since the settings of 

the three sites are very hilly and equally dominated, near and far, by 

surrounding heights, there is only one form of fortification applicable, 

that is bastioned towers and fairly thick roofed walls with embrasures 

and crenels, otherwise it would be impossible to man the defenses 

. . . ." (Archives du Genie l693b:#7). 

At Guillaumes, the medieval castle was simply bastioned and 

minor modifications were made, while at Colmars, the more open valley 

allowed Vauban not only to reinforce the walls of the town, but to 

fortify it on either end of the valley with small outworks, the Fort 

de France to the south, and the Fort de Savoie to the north of Colmars. 

According to Rocolle (1973)» there was very little further 

innovation in fortification until the very end of the l8th century. 

In the Var valley system, we can see that the alterations made to Entre

vaux in the course of the century were consistent with Vauban's plans 

drawn up in 1693. One difference, as we shall see, was in the building 

of field fortifications of stone, particularly in the vicinity of the 

coast — where most of the fighting in the mid-l8th century War of 

Austrian Succession took place. Most of these somewhat enigmatic 

structures are attributed to the disturbances occasioned by that con

flict in the comte de Nice and eastern Provence between 17̂  and 17̂ 7. 



CHAPTER 8 

RURAL FORTIFICATION IN THE VAR VALLEY SYSTEM 

Nos regions m̂ ridionales ... sont restles une sorte de con
servatoire des formes m&di£vales d'habitat, raeme de celles qui 
se manifestent les plus incommodes pour la vie moderne; et 
pour la vie tout court. Le village perche foisonne et y pr£-
sente quelques-uns de ses types les plus audacieux et les plus 
pittoresques; qu'il suffise d'enumerer ... les Ferres et ses 
ecailles successives de hautes maisons de trois a quatre 
Stages; le fier Sigale; Gilette; l'aerien Bonson; les blanches 
forteresses de Gattifcres, Carros, le Broc, la Roquette, 
dressees au-dessus du Var. ... II s'agit d'un vrai musee de 
formes et d'aspects; ou en depit des ameliorations comtempo-
raines de voirie on retrouve les temoignages de l1existence 
defensive d1autrefois: de veritables blocs de pierre; ou on 
ne p̂ netre que par des ouvertures etroites; a l'interieur on 
distingue des alveoles, des galeries entre hautes maisons, des 
ruelles muees bientot en escaliers contournes, etroits, 
qu'enjambent des arcs, des voutes, et qui se transforment par-
fois en vrais tunnels (Blanchard 19̂ 5*762). 

(Our southern regions ... have remained a sort of repository 
for medieval forms of settlement, even those that are defi
nitely impractical for modern life, indeed for life in general. 
The perched village abounds here, often at its most daring and 
picturesque. To mention only a few ... les Ferres and its 
successive tiers of tall houses, three to four storeys high, 
the proud Sigale, Gilette, the lofty Bonson, the white for
tresses of Gattieres, Carros, le Broc, la Roquette, suspended 
high above the Var. ... It is truly a museum of forms and 
shapes where, in spite of recent improvements in the road sys
tems, vestiges of the defensive life of the past persist: 
blocks of stone accessible only through narrow apertures. On 
the inside, they are filled with recesses, galleries between 
high buildings, narrow lanes developing into twisted flights 
of stairs, spanned by arches and vaults, and even, in places, 
becoming real tunnels) (Blanchard 19̂ +5:762 translation). 

Village Fortification in the Var Valley System 

Since the fortification of agglomerations and the more special

ized fortification of castles and forts have been developed along 
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somewhat separate lines, it is best to consider them individually. 

Village fortification is the most elusive for, although the layout and 

general appearance of many of the castra imply that they were once 

truly fortified, others show no such indications. 

The perched village, as we have already seen, is made up of a 

compound enclosed by a wall, usually formed by the backwalls of the 

outer row of houses of the village. Figure 11 shows the type-village 

as it should have existed, surrounded by a wall, with openings only at 

the gates, posterns and water and sewage drainage. Although we know 

that, in towns, there were laws forbidding the building of houses 

abutting on the rampart, it does not seem to have been the case in 

smaller villages. At Colmars-les-Alpes in the upper Verdon valley and 

at Entrevaux, part of the wall was equipped in the l8th century with a 

parapet walk. Nowhere in the Var valley system did the wall resemble 

the classic urban ramparts such as those of Avignon, Tarascon and 

Aigues-Mortes in Provence, or even Antibes and St-Paul, for instance, 

closer to the Var system. These included great parapets, with battle

ments riddled with loopholes and crenels, and connected by a wall walk 

(chemin de ronde) and flights of stairs linking the various levels of 

defense. In contrast, about the only regular feature of village walls 

were occasional narrow loopholes. 

In normal times, the inhabitants tended to become lax in main

taining the integrity of these village walls, and when Vauban visited 

the sites of Entrevaux, Guillaumes and Colmars at the end of the 17th 

century, he had to convince the inhabitsints of the outermost houses to 
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wall off the doors and windows they had opened to the outside (Michaux 

1966). 

Today, many of the villages have a formidable enough appearance, 

with windows to the outside only in the uppermost storeys (and, in the 

lower and middle valleys, the inevitable south-facing openings in the 

lofts) where such windows were out of reach of the portable artillery 

which was about the only sort of weaponry that could be brought in for 

attack. The typical village was, then, as rudimentary as possible, an 

almost totally passive defensive work which was somewhat more elaborate 

only at the gates; it is hardly more than a curtain wall pierced with a 

gate or two, and occasional loopholes and windows. 

In the relatively open valley of the upper Verdon around Col-

mars, Vauban not only restored the old rampart and gates .but was able 

to build two outworks, the Fort de Savoie, a little north of the vil

lage, and the Fort de France, to its south. At Entrevaux, he had fewer 

alternatives for lack of space and modified only the town itself and 

its castle. Despite their archaic appearance, the fortified elements 

were added in the l8th and even in the 19th centuries, when the fort 

was still kept up as a last outpost against foreign threats to France. 

The archaeological evidence of fortification in the Var valley 

system, offering glimpses into the past, is most tantalizing, but con

tinual use and manipulation of the sites, features and materials tend 

to confuse the emerging patterns. A more complete analysis would yield 

some more observable patterns and verifiable trends in time and in 

space. Here I shall only list some of the main features of the forti

fied villages, illustrated with a few examples, and summarize the major 
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developments in their history. Further details on individual sites may 

be found in Appendix B. 

The Evolution of Village Fortification 

Today, very few villages are actually surrounded by a distinct 

curtain wall in the sense that some of the great cities still are. 

Instead, the layout of the old wall is preserved in the configuration 

of the village. There are three possible explanations for this* 

1. An independent wall may never have existed, if the outer row 

of houses was deemed sufficient protection against the kind of adver

saries the remote villagers could expect to face. 

2. After perching had taken place, with the village houses clus

tered on high spots, they were enclosed in a wall, which may subse

quently have disappeared, leaving the buildings crowded together much 

as they were originally. Humbert (19̂ 3) says of Carros that, although 

no trace of the village wall has survived to the present, it must have 

existed in the past. 

3. The relationship of houses to rampart may have become more 

complex in that, after the construction of a curtain distinct from the 

residential structures, the village may have expanded by the construc

tion of a new row of houses against the interior face of the rampart. 

So that, when the wall eventually disappeared, it left behind a free

standing row of contiguous houses, molded to the shape of the former 

wall. 

These categories are not mutually exclusive and there is ample 

evidence for each of these three hypotheses within the Var valley 
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system. The enclosing walls of some of the abandoned villages, par

ticularly those that ceased to be occupied in the Kiddle Ages, indicate 

that a true, if primitive, rampart had surrounded many of them at one 

time or another. Such walls are found at the old sites of Aspremont, 

Roquesteron-Grasse and Roubion, for example, with gates and occasional 

loopholes worked into the masonry curtain. 

The third hypothesis of expansion abutting the curtain cer

tainly did apply in the case of many towns and cities. It is attested 

to not only by physical evidence, but also by the fact that there were 

laws permitting or banning the building of houses against the rampart 

or, if they already existed there, controlling the number and type of 

apertures that could be made into the outer wall. As we have seen, 

economy was a major influence on the construction of the buildings and 

other features of these villages, so it would seem that a combination 

of outer walls of houses and true rampart was most likely the cheapest 

and most expedient solution to the problem of enclosing a castruro for 

defensive purposes. 

In cities, when the walls had been weakened, whether through 

neglect, because of technological advances in offensive weaponry, or to 

accommodate urban growth, fortifications might be renovated in times of 

disturbance to be able to withstand a new threat. In the perched vil

lages, growth was often checked naturally by the topographical charac

teristics of the site itself. The problem of surplus population, that 

which was not siphoned off to the cities (whose expansion was due more 

to immigration from rural areas than to internal growth), was handled 

by moving storage facilities to the near vicinity of the castrum or by 
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the establishment of suburban districts (often called bourgs or 

bourpade), and of more distant hamlets. 

Cities had far more resources than the villages to finance the 

raising of their fortifications and their importance, whether strategic, 

economic, or even religious, might warrant further interest in protect

ing the site and its contents. Vauban's fortification of the villages 

of St-Paul-de-Vence, Entrevaux, Guillaumes and Colmars, as well as the 

proposed fortification of Aspremont and other villages, were out of 

the hands of the villagers or their lord. They were projects conceived 

and financed by the King of France and his advisors, or by the ruler of 

the House of Savoy. V/hen improvement in firearms made the old fortifi

cations obsolete, only the large-scale, state-funded defenses were 

worth building and those only on the most strategic and valuable sites. 

In France, the major periods of military building activity cor

responded to times of strife or of technological advances in the art of 

war. Rocolle (1973:1̂ -15) has devised a four stage framework for the 

history of French fortification into the 20th century which can be 

roughly summarized: 

1. Age of Local (or Private) Defenses (1'age des auto-defenses), 

when the feudal lords and the communities themselves were responsible 

for their own fortification. This stage lasted from the Dark Ages to 

the early Renaissance, and can be subdivided as follows: 

a. the widespread construction of wooden castles and fortifi

cation in the Dark Ages and high Middle Ages, gradually 

replaced by stone by the 13th century; 



b. consolidation of large castles and fortification of cities 

concurrently with the rise to power of the Capetian Kings 

in France and the Plantagenet threat from England in the 

12th and 13th centuries; 

c. renewed military activity, accompanied by weakening of 

royal power in France, during the Hundred Years War (1337-

1̂ 53)• 

2. Age of Fortresses (1' age des -places), when royal central 

authority prevailed, thanks, in part, to the power of firearms and 

heavy artillery, a time when cities were transformed into great for

tresses, surrounded by a continuous enclosure. This stage lasted from 

the 16th century to the beginning of the 19th and can be subdivided 

into: 

a. the early spread of bastioned fortification, and haphazard 

use of new kinds of defensive structures specifically de

signed to resist gunfire, in the 16th and 17th centuries; 

b. the new defense systems were formalized in the second half 

of the 17th century, and remained relatively stable and 

unchanged until the early part of the 19th century, 

3. Age of Detached Forts (l'age des forts detaches), the result of 

a veritable explosion of fortification, when smaller forts were spawned 

as satellites of the sites they protected, forming a discontinuous en

closure with much longer range capabilities. This period lasted from 

the early 19th century through the First World War. 

k. Age of Positions, characterized by the massive fortification of 

few, often distant, but very strategic points, rather than maintaining 
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a denser complex of defense-works. This is the stage associated with 

modern, 20th century warfare. 

In establishing a comparable sequence — for the first two of 

Rocolle's stages — of military building activity in the Var valley 

system, it is useful to maintain the distinction between village for

tification and castles which, serving different purposes, had different, 

if somewhat parallel, lines of development. 

Denise Humbert (19̂ 3) has summarized the history of medieval 

fortification in the Plain of Grasse in three steps: 

1. Ecclesiastical fortification, financed by churches and monas

teries, and primarily intended for the protection of these religious 

institutions, such as the monastery of Lerins (on a small island off 

the coast of Cannes). 

2. Communal fortification, as with the large scale urban forti

fications contemporaneous with the communal movement of the 12th cen

tury (see Chapter 10), which was countered by: 

3. Seigniorial fortification, the building of castles. "These 

last two continued into the l6th century when the King, observing that 

the defenses of the country were obsolete and insufficient, took over 

in order to bring them up to the new demands of the art of war" 

(Humbert 19̂ 3?2*0 . 

The picture for village fortifications was actually more com

plex than Humbert implies, involving a sort of cooperation between the 

sovereign, Count, Duke or King, with the villagers on one hand, and 

their lord, on the other. There seem to have been three major steps in 

the history of the fortification of the Var valley system. 
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1. Perching: the locating of compact settlements on hilltops. 

This occurred, in all likelihood, around the 11th and 13th centuries. 

2. Circunvallation: the actual enclosing of many villages within 

a rampart. Most sources consider that this addition did not appear on 

a widespread basis until the troubled l'+th century. 

3. Specialization, for want of a better word, which could lead to 

one of three results: (a) the fortifications could be reinforced and 

expanded into a true fortress, as was planned for a number of Var 

valley villages in the 17th and l8th centuries, and executed for a few, 

like Entrevaux and Guillaumes. If this was not possible; (b) a sem

blance of fortified posture could be maintained and the wall kept up, 

sometimes with improvements, to remain serviceable, or, in some in

stances, no more than symbolic; or (c) the walls fell into disrepair 

through lack of maintenance, or were destroyed for some other reason. 

Medieval Enclosures 

There are very few remains of medieval village ramparts; only 

Cagnes and Vence, in the Plain of Grasse, and Annot, in the Valre 

valley, have retained theirs. In the Var valley itself, it seems that 

the walling up of some villages occurred largely in the l4th century, 

when disease and turmoil spread panic through the region. Many cities, 

including Grasse, rebuilt their enclosures in the face of rampaging 

bands of adventurers, some of whom may or may not have ventured as far 

east as the Var valley (Annot and Entrevaux in particular), and the 

Plain of Grasse. 

The status of most village ramparts in the ensuing period is 

often a matter of conjecture, and it seems possible that, in the course 
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of the relatively peaceful 15th century, their maintenance was neg

lected as so many of them fell into disrepair. We know that villages 

which had often been quite able to resist attack in the late l4th cen

tury and the early decades of the 15th century seem to have lost much 

of that ability in the 16th century when the comte de Nice was caught 

up in the middle of the Great Rivalry between King Francis I of France 

and the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (see pp. 391-393). It is unlikely 

that the decisive factor was heavy artillery, or any artillery for that 

matter. The degradation of medieval ramparts, however, combined with 

out-of-date weaponry, may have been more responsible for this state of 

affairs. 

At the end of the 16th century, during the Wars of the Catholic 

Holy League between French Protestants and Catholics, some villages in 

the northeastern part of the Var valley system were reinforced with 

protective outworks but, once again, this was a makeshift effort, more 

in the manner of field fortifications than of the permanent defenses 

associated with perched villages in the Middle Ages. Since the cost 

of fortification was no longer within reach of the villagers' budgets, 

the inhabitants were left to their own — usually meagre ~ resources 

in utilizing what vestiges they could salvage of the ancient defense 

works. Their location in out-of-the-way places remained an asset to 

a certain extent against the more powerful but also often unwieldy, 

armies of the l8th century, for whom the reward was not always worth 

the effort to overtake a poor and relatively insignificant old castrum. 

Many enclosures were simply taken down, because their ruinous 

condition present a threat to local traffic, or to make room for 



expansion, or simply because they were used as quarries. For example, 

Sigale lost most of its rampart and gates in the 15th and 16th cen

turies (Imbert 19̂ 9), those of St-Laurent-du-Var were gradually de

molished in the l8th and 19th (Tresse 1969-70), while a large portion 

of those of St-Dalmas-Valdeblore was taken down very recently to make 

room for a new schoolhouse (Mossa 1959)• Once again, the continuous 

occupation of these village sites has contributed to the disappearance 

of many of the fortified elements that characterized them earlier. 

Some of the best examples of defensive walls are those found at aban

doned sites, particularly those abandoned in the Medieval Period, such 

as Villevielle d'Aspremont, Roauest̂ ron-Grasse (briefly described on 

p. 270) and Roubion. 

Roubion. The situation at Roubion presents a number of pecu

liarities. The modern village (Fig. 1*0 is somewhat elongated, stretch

ing along the foot of a butte towering over the valley of the VionSne 

torrent, a tributary of the Tinee at St-Sauveur. Above the present 

houses is an open sloping area, bounded to the northwest by a massive 

rock outcrop, artificially extended to the east and south by curtain 

walls and by the houses of the present village to the south and east. 

The modern village appears to be peripheral to this empty enclosure. 

One gate remains relatively intact, opening onto the old road 

to Beuil which became lined with barns probably in the 17th century. 

At the boundary between the modern village and this empty compound 

are the remains of four round towers arranged in such a way that they 

might have been at the corners of a rectangular structure which has 
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since disappeared. If these towers were part of the castle, the posi

tion of the latter in relation to the present village would conform to 

the model mentioned earlier but, if the enclosure corresponds to the 

original village, then this 'castle1 would be in a most unexpected 

position. 

Roubion was sacked by French troops in 1691, and slowly rebuilt 

itself in the next few years (Bueil 19̂ +9) • It is possible to speculate, 

in the absence of evidence to the contrary, that the people of Roubion 

took advantage of the destruction of their homes to construct new ones 

in a slightly lower position, and closer to the church. This is sup

ported by the fact mentioned by Bueil that many of the houses carry 

dates that are later than 1700. He also informs us that the church 

was restored and embellished and that "in the fields located in the 

direction of Beuil, numerous heaps of stones, obviously scorched by 

fire, provide modern reminders that barns, now burned, once stood 

there" (Bueil 19̂ 9:13)- But he makes no reference to physical remains 

of the village itself. 

It is believed, on the basis of some documentary evidence, that 

Roubion was once located at Falcario (or Calcario): "the primitive 

village of Roubion might have been located at the place known as Los 

Castels where the bases of four towers and other ruins can still be 

seen" (Canestrier n.d.b). According to this report, Falcario and 

Roubion were at one time separate parishes. A century earlier, Durante 

said of Roubion: 

Old Calcario stood on a picturesque elevation, at the border 
of the territory of Rora ̂ Rourê . ... The ruins covering 
the plateau known as Les Castels appear to date from Roman 



233 

times /a. frequent misconception among 19th century scholar̂ . 
One can see the bases of four towers at the corners of a 
square building, and the reservoir of a cistern cracked in 
several places. According to tradition, this sort of for
tress and all the housing nearby were destroyed in an earth
quake and, after this catastrophe, the remaining population 
built lower down the village known as Robion. ... (Durante 
18V?:207-209). 

Durante adds that in the 16th century only one old tower remained of 

the old castle (presumably distinct from the four-tower structure) and, 

since it threatened to collapse on the buildings below, Baron Honore 

Grimaldi de Beuil had it torn down. 

On the modern maps (scale 1/20,000 and l/25»000), neither 

Calcario (Falcario) nor Los Castels are indicated, although the peak 

on whose slope is located the modern village of Roubion, and hence the 

old enclosure, is named Falcon. Falcario and Roubion may then have 

been practicailly adjacent, in an even closer spatial relationship than 

is found at Malausŝ ne-d'en-Haut (in ruins) and Malaussene, or just 

south of the Var valley system, at Greolieres-Hautes (in ruins) and 

Gr̂ olieres-Basses. These are examples of a very short range sous-

perchements which may have represented a small compromise to changing 

conditions. The function of the structure with the towers remains a 

mystery; it could possibly have served as an elaborate gate. 

Villevieille d'Asoremont. The present-day village of Aspremont 

(Fig. B-l, p. ̂ 48) is located high above the gravels of the lower Var 

valley floor. It is dominated by the ridge of the Mont-Cima on which 

the ruins of the original village, now known as Villevieille, tower 

300 meters above. The abandoned village is in the shape of a rough 

rectangle between two parallel stretches of curtain wall descending 



2J>b 

the west-facing slope of the Mont-Cima. The west wall seems largely 

to have disappeared, while substantial portions of the curtain on the 

three remaining sides of the enclosure are still standing, up to 2.5 

meters high in places. They are broken by occasional narrow loopholes, 

and a gate in each wall, now represented by a gap in the masonry. Al

though these gates, like most of the ruins at this site, have lost 

their frame of dressed stone, there is in each a square hole, deep into 

the masonry, which housed the bar used to seal off the doors to in

truders. In addition to these features, the north and south gates are 

flanked on both sides by simple loopholes, obviously oriented to the 

approaches of the village (Fig. 21, p. 2M0» 

Nothing of the houses in the interior of the enclosure is left 

standing, but there are substantial ruins along the steep escarpment 

that bounds Villevieille to the east. Weill fragments reveal a massive 

structure with a well-finished tower, certainly the old castle, which 

appears to have been elongated, stretching along the crest of the ridge 

(a similar situation is found in the castle ruins of la Rochette, whose 

village is also built along a ridge). At this point, the village cur

tain remains separate from that of the castle, although following its 

contour very closely, like the chemise in more orthodox fortifications 

(see p. 207). The village gate at the highest, easternmost point, 

where the enclosure meets with the castle, is represented by a high 

arch, certainly the most visible feature of the site, which dominates 

the entire ruined village. Slightly lower on the slope, and to the 

south of the arch and castle, are the remains of a small church, with 

rounded apse but minus all its stone dressings. At this southeastern 
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corner of the site, where the church is and where the village and 

castle walls meet, there are also remains of a parapet-walk. The 

north, south and west walls were most vulnerable to attack, since the 

east wall was built atop a sheer drop, and provisions for the protec

tion of the curtain, simple as they were, are represented by the loop

holes and gates of Villevieille d*Aspremont*s enclosure. A careful 

mapping of the site is needed. 

Unlike many of the other deserted villages, Villevieille 

d'Aspremont has received some attention in the literature. Canestrier 

(n.d.b) suggests that its abandonment can be attributed to the fact 

that its inhabitants decided on a lower site, more convenient to their 

fields. This notion is in keeping with the ideas of many modern geog

raphers concerning the phenomenon of sous-perchement (see p. 135)• 

Durante (1847:56-58), on the other hand, tells us that, during the 

plague epidemic of 1327, the people of Villevieille sought refuge at 

the top of the nearby Mont-Chauve where one can still see traces of 

their crude shelter (actually the remains of a castellara). Instead 

of returning to their homes, they decided to settle elsewhere, at the 

present site of Aspremont. In his 1971 monograph on Aspremont, Tras-

tour refers to a document, dated 25 May 1426 and signed by the Lord and 

2̂ 0 family heads of Aspremont, proposing the deliberate relocation of 

the village from Villevieille to its present site. The move was accom

plished in twelve years and as full use as possible was made of the 

building material from the older village. (Trastour (1971:11), appar

ently paraphrasing the document, cites five reasons for the move: 

there was no water; its location was not centred, enough with respect 
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to the village lands; it was too far from Nice where virtually all 

commercial activity took place; it was too exposed to high winds and 

lightning; and finally, "the protection afforded to the villagers in 

the past by the inaccessible location of the castle had become illusory 

as a result of the invention of gunpowder and the use of cannon" (Tras-

tour 1971:11). Unfortunately, Trastour does not identify the document 

in question and J.-P. Fighiera (1971)» for instance, makes no mention 

of it in his Master's thesis on feudalism in the village of Aspremont 

and has apparently never run across such a document, according to his 

father, the curator of the Musee Massena in Nice (C.-A. Fighiera, per

sonal communication 197*0• The mystery remains to be solved, but, in 

the meantime, the most surprising element in Trastour's account is the 

reference to gunpowder for, as we know, heavy artillery, at least until 

the end of the l8th century, was never a serious threat to the villages 

of the Var valley system, except along the coast (and not as far inland 

as Aspremont). It seems very doubtful that fear of cannonfire should 

have been felt by the lord of a village like Aspremont at such an early 

date as 1*4-26, when firearms were still unwieldy and very unreliable, 

and their use was not widespread even in more 'up-to-date' areas. 

Entrevaux. The best documented site in the valley system is 

the town of Entrevaux, must of whose bristly appearance is actually of 

very recent vintage despite some popular claims to the contrary, even 

by Rocolle (1973s136). A striking illustration of the difference be

tween medieval rural fortification and the planned fortification of 

modern times can be seen when comparing the drawing of Entrevaux made 
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in the last decade of the l6th century and the pen-and-ink rendition 

of a modern photograph (Fig. 19), both of which represent the bourgade 

of Entrevaux. Its very name, intervalles (between valleys) suggests 

the strategic importance of the site. It is said to have been moved 

from a less protected location, called Glandeves like the Episcopal 

see, whose exact site has never been established but whose destruction 

is usually attributed to the Saracens. 

The present site of Entrevaux, whose name is first mentioned 

around 10̂ 0, is at a sharp bend in the Var. The village is set on a 

low-lying rock caught between the river on one side and a high, thin 

limestone stratum appropriately named the "fan" (1'eventail) and itself 

crowned by a castle. 

Figure 19 (top), drawn around 1590, shows us a compact village 

of the bourgade type, encased in the walls of its outer row of houses, 

and rigidly confined by its location. The village itself is protected 

on its weakest side by a stretch of wall flanked only by a single 

semicircular tower, in the right portion of the village. This wall 

faces in the direction of Puget-Theniers which was on the other side 

of the international boundary between Provence and the comt£ de Nice. 

Entrevaux has three gates whose access Vauban took pains to 

secure. On the southwest side, the porte de France, whose exclusive 

access is over the water via a bridge protected distally by a machi-

colated redoubt and proximally by twin flanking towers, considerably 

more substantial than the earlier gate shown in Figure 19 (top). The 

location had probably been changed from that shown on the l6th century 

drawing to the present one when a new bridge (Pont-Neuf) was built 
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across the Var in 1657• In 1693» Vauban used the tower of the older 

original gate as the site for one of his bastioned towers (see Fig. 20). 

To the east, the porte du Puget opening onto the road to Puget-

Theniers and Savoy was the most vulnerable, and therefore the most in 

need of protection. By the time Vauban came to Entrevaux in 1693i the 

cathedral of Glandeves abutted to the portion of the curtain connecting 

with this gate. He added a small hornwork (ouvrage a cornes or 

cornichon) to reinforce this weakest of points in the town wall. To 

the west, the porte de Guillaumes was felt to be sufficiently protected 

by natural elements and was equipped with less elaborate addition. It 

consists of a narrow gate, reached by a corridor along the curtain on 

the inside and by a small drawbridge from the outside. It would have 

been impossible to breach it without receiving direct fire from the top 

of the walls and from the castle high above. 

In the early 17th century, the cathedral of Glandeves had been 

moved from the district of la Sedz into the village itself (see p. 193). 

According to the 1590 drawing (Fig. 19)» the original cathedral, iso

lated as it was, a full kilometer from the town, was itself fortified 

as evidenced by the four little corner turrets. It is not unlikely, 

however, that, in the event of attack, the inhabitants of the outlying 

districts including la Sedz, would have fled to the shelter of the 

nearby chef-lieu, as we know they did during the siege of Entrevaux in 

1704 (Michel 1963). 

Vauban's plans included reinforcing the wall as well as the 

gates. This meant that construction of sin independent curtain, doubled 

between the bastioned towers and an embattled wall to be built along 
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the entire periphery of the agglomeration, but, for lack of funds, much 

of this, like many other projects, was not completed until much later. 

Ke also wanted to restore the treacherous path connecting the 

castle to the village. The towers of Langrune and Pandol were com

pleted after 1704 and enlarged in 1755 at which time they were linked 

by a curtain to the fortified castle trail which was itself built 

around 1750, to replace the rugged unpaved way that had connected the 

two until then. The new trail was cut into the bedrock and lined on 

the outside with a curtain pierced with loopholes, and punctuated by 

gate-like structures that could have cut off attack via the trail 

(Cousineau 1965)• The l6th century drawing shows the only protection 

for this path to have been an isolated round tower on the crest of the 

ridge, just above the l8th century small bastion of Langrune and some 

more or less flanked bits of masonry, cross-cutting the contours of the 

slope at the approximate location of the bastion of Pandol. 

The curtain wall that surrounded the village to the southwest, 

like the rest of Vauban wall, is separated from the outer row of houses 

in order to leave room for the defenders to man the ntunerous loopholes 

built into the 19th century rampart, and to provide access to the 

three small turrets overlooking the bed of the Var. 

Elements of Fortification 

Masonry 

Local materials were used as much as possible and construction 

techniques varied accordingly. The foundation was often on bedrock and 

the bottom courses were usually made of large, roughly shaped boulders. 
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Above such foundations, in the Plain of Grasse and much of the Var 

valley as well, medieval fortifications were built characteristically 

of limestone ashlars held together with very little mortar. On the 

other hand, at Cagnes and St-Laurent-du-Var, located on the poudingue 

of the lower Var delta, the walls were made of river cobbles embedded 

in mortar (Fig. B-l, p. Mt8), and only the frames of the apertures were 

dressed in bricks or in shaped limestone blocks which came from a 

little farther on, in the vicinity of St-Paul-de-Vence (Humbert 19̂ 3; 

Jeancard 1952:132). 

The masonry was usually rubble core, often including some 

wooden beams, and faced on both surfaces with shaped ashlars. A cruder 

sort of construction is found in hastily built or in more modest struc

tures where only the angles were made of building stone and the remain

ing stretch of wall was rubblework. The size of the facing stones 

varied in relation to the quality of the available stone itself as well 

as within a crude temporal sequence. In the Dark Ages, small stone 

blocks had been used, but by the 11th and 12th centuries, the facing 

stones had become quite large, then gradually diminished in size after

wards. Often, only the edges of the ashlars were well shaped, leaving 

the center surface rough-hewn (Humbert 19̂ 3)• Most walls were rarely 

more than one meter thick at the base, tapering somewhat toward the 

top. They could be several meters high, but the elevation provided by 

natural topography obviated the need for very high ramparts in the 

mountains. 

The stone facings on doors, windows and loopholes, though some

times crude, were more carefully made and valuable enough to be reused 



when possible. Cannibalizing of masonry accounts for the presence of 

older elements in more recent contexts. For example, Humbert (19̂ 3) 

points out the reuse of Roman ashlars in the medieval walls of Antibes 

and suggests that this provided the basis for the obvious continuity 

in stone-cutting tradition within the region in spite of a long hiatus 

in actual building activity. 

Gates 

Gateways are openings in the wall (in French, the word porte 

applies both to gate and door). Gates can be monumental affairs, some 

with two openings side by side, one for horse and carriage, the other 

for pedestrian traffic, like the major gates in large cities, or even 

those of lesser importance. 

Such entryways sure necessarily one of the essential components 

of fortified enclosures. The simplest gate is a gap in the wall, or an 

archway. But by creating weak points in the curtain, gates had to be 

protected in some manner, and a number of techniques are found among 

the villages of the Var valley system (Fig. 21). 

1. The gate is an opening in a wall, protected to the sides only 

by one or more loopholes in the masonry. The disadvantages here lie 

primarily in the fact that an enemy, once at the threshold, may be out 

of reach of fire from the defenders manning the loopholes. This type 

is very common, particularly in the curtains of abandoned villages. 

a. If the contour of the wall is irregular, the gate can be 

at an angle with respect to part of the wall and its loop

holes, thereby allowing for more effective cover of the 

gate from the inside in a rudimentary form of flanking. 
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2. Indirect access is a technique for the fortification of gates 

that is found in many towns of the ancient Near East and Europe. In 

its simplest form, it is a gap created in the curtain by displacement 

on one side of part of the curtain framing the gate; the gate is then 

perpendicular to both portions of the curtain and in floor plan forms 

a dogleg (type a). The approach to the gateway is parallel to the 

curtain which immediately brings the assailants to the foot of the wall 

and within range from the battlements. It can be supplemented with 

flanking structures, such as a single tower (type b), twin towers 

(type c) and/or an extension of the outermost portion of the curtain 

(type d). This last arrangement can entrap the attackers in the space 

between the two flanking walls and the gate, affording the defenders 

the opportunity of hurling projectiles on them from the rampart and 

from the gate itself. 

3. The gate is recessed, thereby protected on both sides by loop

holes cut into the wall. 

k. The gate is incorporated into the base of a tower. This pre

sents the advantage of greater structural resistance and the possi

bility of protecting the door itself through openings in the floor of 

the tower-room above. This trait has been singled out by Humbert(19̂ 3) 

as one of the primitive characteristics of military architecture in the 

Plain of Grasse, although she makes no mention of the first type of 

gate (the simple archway), which is even more rudimentary. The single-

tower gate existed at Entrevaux (Fig. 19) before its restoration by 

Vauban, as well as in many other villages throughout eastern Provence. 

A particularly fine example can be found at la Croix-sur-Roudoule 
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which, incidentally, has also one of the best examples of a water 

drainage system that cuts through the rows of houses as illustrated 

in Figure 11. At la Croix, the main gate is cut through a round corner 

tower at the southeastern end of the village. In several sites, the 

ceiling of the archways leading through the outer row of houses is 

pierced by the opening of a chute, a form of machicolation, now gener

ally plugged up. 

5. A more effective, if costlier, means of protection, that of 

twin towers flanking a gate, affords both long-range and short-range 

command of the gate and its approaches, as well as structural rein

forcement. The main gate (porte de France) at Entrevaux is one of the 

few examples of such architecture in eastern Provence. 

6. Gates can be protected by outworks, but they are rare in the 

Var valley system, if only because of their cost and the lack of space 

required to accommodate them. There were no medieval barbicans pro

tecting the entry to Var valley villages and castles, but there are 

two examples of outworks in the fortifications of Entrevaux designed 

by Vauban. 

As we have already seen, Entrevaux has three gates leading to 

the outside (a fourth is a simple indirect access through the small 

curtain that bounds the village on the north side and opens to the 

trail that goes up to the castle). The main gate, to the south, is 

flanked by twin towers and must be reached by a small drawbridge 

across the Var; it is further protected by a small machicolated re

doubt (built in the third quarter of the l8th century) which was 

erected when Vauban's original plan for a massive hornwork on the 
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south bank of the Var was deemed too expensive to build. The east gate 

(porte du Puget, or de Savoie) was perhaps the weakest point of all* 

It is protected to a certain extent by the crenellated steeple of the 

cathedral (itself part of the defensive wall), and the gate itself, 

but in a square tower with the doorways in adjacent walls, at right 

angles to each other, leads out into a small hornwork (cornichon). 

The third gate, that with the most natural protection, is to the west. 

The entryway crosses over a drawbridge and continues under a small re

doubt into a corridor formed by the curtain on both sides and makes a 

right angle turn into the village. 

Such elaborate gates do not exist elsewhere in the valley sys

tem, but it must be remembered that Entrevaux was a site of exceptional 

strategic importance and that these features were added on very late, 

in the l8th and even the 19th centuries. 

In most of the villages, there could be a gate for every major 

road leading out of town and, even if they no longer exist, their 

location can often be surmised with respect to the thoroughfares that 

are found within the agglomeration. In the Var valley system, medieval 

gates were usually simple openings in the wall, shaped according to the 

fashion of the time (some sure gothic, many are simply arched) with 

dressed stone. Their size varies according to whether they were meant 

to accommodate a draught animal and cart (some of them are wide enough 

to allow passage of small French automobiles) or, like posterns, with 

only space enough for a man. They were probably closed with heavy 

wooden doors, which could be shut and bolted at night and in times of 

threat. Metal hinges cam still be found in some jambs while, in 
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others, there are deep shafts serving to hold the ends of the bars used 

in bolting the doors. In some instances, the more elaborate portcullis 

or herse served as an added measure to keep intruders out. 

Flanking Structures 

This term refers to any fortified element that projects on the 

outside so as to defend another (Fig. 7-F). This category includes 

towers and turrets, bastions and barbicans and other outworks. Theo

retically, the spacing of towers and the manner of their attachment to 

the curtain were governed by the rules of contemporary ballistics which 

made flanking one of the most important and complex aspects of the 

engineering of fortification, as well as the one most affected by tech

nological advances in weaponry. 

In the Var valley system, although flanking towers are found 

in a number of castles, they are quite rare in association with village 

walls. They are found on a massive scale in some of the Rhodanian 

cities (Avignon, Aigues-Mortes), but less so in Nice and, in the Plain 

of Grasse, the ramparts of Antibes, Grasse and maybe even Vence, al

though these were equipped with at least some form of flanking. In the 

villages, however, they seem to have been built almost exclusively as 

small gatehouses, as illustrated at la Croix-sur-Roudoule and the 1590 

drawing of Entrevaux (see above). 

The old fortifications of Entrevaux in the l6th century did 

include some kind of flanking in what appears to have been a semi

circular tower on the eastern portion of the wall. When Vauban reno

vated the enclosure, he transformed what had originally been the 
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gate-tower into a bastioned tower and connected it with a double cur

tain to another, more massive one with impressive cannonports (Fig. 20). 

The three small turrets on the southwestern face of the curtain were 

built in 1835. In addition, the trail linking the town with the castle, 

which had originally been defended by a free-standing tower (C on Fig. 

19) and stretches of more or less flanked curtain (D), was modified 

with two more substantial bastioned towers (see p. 2̂ 5). 

Very often, as we have seen, the curtain wall of a village was 

hardly more than the outer facade of houses which, although it tended 

to follow a smooth contour, either straight or curvilinear, could also 

present a line interrupted by the protrusion of some of the houses, 

thereby forming a kind of buttress which, although more vulnerable to 

sapping, might also provide the advantages of reinforcing the curtain 

as well as affording a small measure of flanking. Since the outer wall 

of many villages followed the natural contour of the rock, the irregu

larities of its shape could also provide a weak type of flanking. Be

cause many of the villages sat on bedrock, they had more protection 

from sapping as well as greater inaccessibility of the base of the cur

tain. 

As Vauban found when trying to overhaul these small southeastern 

fortresses, there was simply not enough room for the construction of 

large bastions in the valleys and mountains of the maritime Alps. 

Barbicans, an important defensive element in the classic medieval 

fortifications of the north, were not present here. Space was too much 

at a premium to waste such a valuable commodity on buildings that were 

too specialized to be of much use in the everyday lives of the 
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villagers. Besides, the natural relief afforded similar protection and 

the fortifications need not be so elaborate in this rugged mountain 

zone as they had to be in the plains of the north of France, 

Towers can also exist as free-standing structures or as part 

of a fortified building, whether a castle, church or other building. 

Similarly turrets are encountered in a few fortified buildings but it 

is only at Entrevaux that they were added to the village rampart, and 

this very late. In Italian towns and in medieval Nice as well (F̂ vrier 

1962+:172), private homes of some important families were often adorned 

with a tower. These domestic towers were tall, thin structures which 

were a symbol of power and a source of pride to their owners as well 

as useful as a lookout post. In civil conflict they often became the 

focus of battle (Waley 1969s176-178). There is no evidence for the 

presence of this architectural form in the villages of the Var valley 

system. 

Battlements 

This term refers to the modification of the top of the wall, 

or parapet, in which sections of masonry are omitted, forming gaps 

(crenels) alternating with sections of wall (merlons). A succession 

of crenels and merlons makes up the battlements. 

The crenels are generally narrower than the merlons, but this 

dimension is extremely variable from one structure to another. The 

merlon provided protection for the defenders while they aimed projec

tiles through the crenels in the parapet. In some instances the 

crenels could be closed off by thick wooden shutters which afforded 
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even greater protection from the assailants* fire and, by the 13th cen

tury, the merlons themselves were often pierced by loopholes (Toy 1939: 

20*4—205). 

At the base of the parapet there often were machicolations, or 

the stone supports for wooden hoards. Unfortunately, because these 

modifications were at the top of the wall, they are the least likely 

of all defensive features to survive the effects of decay due to 

natural causes, or destruction by royal, or ducal fiat. Whether their 

absence is due to their disappearance or is a reflection of the prac

tices of local military engineers, they are very rare in the Var valley 

system. 

The tower of the church of Annot and the steeple of the cathe

dral of Entrevaux are crenellated and in good condition. Both of these 

religious structures were kept in good repair through continuous use, 

which may account for the preservation of their battlements. 

At the ruined castle of St-Blaise, however, there still is a 

relatively well-preserved set of crenellations. In this case, it may 

well be the remoteness of the site from regular activity and traffic 

as well as the low height of the curtain itself that served a similar 

end. In addition, some of the crenels were filled in with masonry at 

a later date. 

The top of fortified structures, including castles, towers, 

steeples and parapet walks, could either be left open, forming a ter

race to support artillery, or be covered with roofing, usually peaked 

or conical, creating a kind of gallery with access to crenellations, 

machicolations and brattices. The village-fortress of Colmars, in the 
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upper Verdon valley, is partially embattled, but it, like Entrevaux, 

was so totally overhauled in the modern period, and maintained as an 

active border fort well into the last century, that it cannot be con

sidered typical of the medieval pattern for the perched villages of 

eastern Provence. Most reconstructions of village fortifications con

cur with Humbert's opinion that the protection they had afforded was 

essentially passive, a simple enclosure of the core of the village, 

with very little elaboration. 

The castle, on the other hand, was a more specialized military 

structure and, as such, was more likely to have been equipped with 

battlements along with other features whose primary function was de

fensive. In the villages, however, it seems likely that, in keeping 

with the sense of economy shown in every aspect of life, regular ele

ments of domestic architecture, such as windows and loft openings high 

up in the walls, could have been used in place of battlements, just as 

the backwalls of the outer row of houses often doubled as rampart. 

Since we know it was possible for the individual houses to communicate 

with one another, this arrangement functioned almost as a rampart walk. 

Although the construction of crenellations would not necessarily 

involve very much in the way of special engineering skills, they may 

not have been needed. As we know, it was difficult to enforce laws 

controlling the opening up of windows and doors into the rampart wall 

(Fevrier 196̂ :180; Michaux 1966; etc.), but some might actually have 

served the purposes of defense, if the need arose, when the rooms of 

the houses themselves could serve as lookout posts and for taking 

potshots at the enemy. 
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Machicolations 

Machicolations were holes formed in the roofs of gateways and 
entrance passages through which boiling pitch, stones, darts 
and other missiles were thrown on the heads of assailants 
below. When over the entrance to the gateway they also en
abled the defenders to quench fires lighted by besiegers to 
burn down the gates; and this appears to have been their 
original purpose. ... Machicolations were also built on 
the crests of walls and towers to repel the operations of 
sappers at the base. In this position they took the form of 
hoards or brattices, timber platforms projected out from the 
battlements in times of siege. ... As constructed in stone 
the parapets were built out on corbels about a foot beyond 
the outer face of the wall; the corbels being spaced suffi
ciently far apart as to allow of a large hole, or machi
colation, between each pair of corbels (Toy 1939:85). 

Although they appear all along the walls of certain castles and 

fortified towns, in the Var valley system, machicolations seem to have 

been very rare and to have taken the form, for the most part, of simple 

chutes through the floor of gatehouses, or perhaps angled to open out 

near a particularly weak point in the curtain. 

The only machicolations of the classic type, described in the 

last sentence of the above quotation from Toy, still extant in the Var 

valley system, are found on the late l8th century redoubt leading to 

the main gate of Entrevaux (Fig. 19)• It is more than likely that 

these and less elaborate types of machicolation were present in many 

other structures of the region, but none seem to have survived. 

There are other embattled and machicolated structures all over 

the region, but these aire very late indeed and purely ornamental. 

From the 16th century, many elements associated with fortification and 

defense were retained in stylized form for their decorative value. 

With the 19th and 20th century interest in gothic revival, there was a 

proliferation of such forms, but they are usually very readily 



distinguishable from the 'real thing1 and should not confuse the 

picture appreciably. 
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These are apertures that are narrow enough on the outside to 

protect from view and from attack a man on the inside, but allow him 

to see outside and aim his weapon against the assailants. The shape 

and size of the embrasure on the inside depended to some extent on the 

type of weapon for which it was designed. In the Medieval period, when 

longbows and crossbows were the most commonly used, the outer shape of 

the loophole (archfere) was a long and thin vertical slot. In the lat

ter part of the high Kiddle Ages, loopholes were often enlarged at the 

base or elsewhere along the slot to accommodate the more voluminous 

crossbows that were increasingly used. 

The embrasure was shaped so as to allow the archer the possi

bility of aiming his weapon in as many directions, both vertical and 

horizontal, as possible, enabling him "to direct his fire towards the 

flank as well as the front, and since the sill was deflected steeply 

downwards from the inside to outside he commanded the ground level 

also. The recess was often provided with one or two seats11 (Toy 1939: 

110-111). Needless to say, none of these more elaborate embrasures 

has survived in the Var valley system, if any ever existed there. 

Because of their large embrasures, loopholes tended to weaken 

the masonry and make it more vulnerable to damage by heavy projectiles. 

For this reason only few were present in medieval structures, or they 

were often arranged in staggered rows in the body of a tower or curtain 
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wall. Because of the structural problems inherent in the construction 

of loopholes into a wall, it became the practice to pierce these open

ings into the merlons of embattled walls, an arrangement that also 

presented the advantage of being easier and more economical to con

struct. In the Var valley system, an example of this is found in the 

castle of Saint-Blaise. 

In the late Kiddle Ages, the use of firearms for the defense of 

strongholds began to affect the shape of loopholes: most frequently, a 

circular opening was ground out at the base of the slot for the mouth 

of the piece, and the top portion retained for sighting the weapon. 

It also became necessary to bevel the opening on the outside to allow 

for flexibility in the lateral sweep of the gun. 

As gunports evolved to accommodate heavy artillery in the 16th 

century and after, this latter trait became increasingly important; 

the cannonports (canonnieres) found in artillery towers and particu

larly noticeable, in the War valley system, at Entrevaux, had much 

larger and broader, usually arched, apertures. These were deeply re

cessed from the outside into the masonry, and with an even more sub

stantially recessed embrasure. 

The tall thin loopholes, similar to those of the Middle Ages, 

continued to be included in late masonry curtain walls, where they 

tended to become far more numerous than ever before. In the 19th cen

tury rampart of Entrevaux, for instance, they are very evident, as 

they are in the l8th century modifications of the castle of Guillaumes, 

and in a small structure associated with the castle of Saint-Blaise# 
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While double and even triple loopholes, with only one opening 

to the outside but two or three embrasures, were built into some 

medieval Proven9al defensive walls (Alauzier 1956), those of our Var 

valley villages consisted of one embrasure per loophole. They are 

simple enough: five to ten centimeters wide, usually around one meter 

in height, although this is extremely variable, and as deep as the 

wall is thick, generally less them a meter. When they are trained on 

an entry gate, they are clearly aimed at someone approaching it. The 

relatively careful dressing of the stone of the jamb contrasts with 

the rough-hewn masonry of most of the curtain wall. 

Souterrains and Cisterns 

This category includes subterranean and other features, some 

of which are standard components of the perched villages. Souterrains 

were an important part of medieval and later fortification, since these 

subterranean chambers served as storage rooms, refuges and even escape 

routes. The renovation of the castles of Entrevaux and Guillaumes 

included some kind of souterrain, and, in the village of Guillaumes, 

it was suggested, notably by Bourcet in 17̂ 9 (Archives du Genie 17̂ 8) 

that the network of domestic cellsirs of the houses could have served 

that purpose very well in case of siege. The cellar, a universal 

feature of residential structures (from hovel to palace) is character

ized by a low vaulted ceiling, thick walls and arched doorways. A 

good cellar maintains a constant, moderate temperature (10-15°C) year-

round. The cellars were the foundation of most of the village houses 

and often communicated with one another. In the 17th and 18th 
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centuries there was a greater interest on the part of engineers in the 

use of souterrains in military structures. 

The escape function of souterrains and tunnels is the one that 

has most struck the fancy of popular tradition. In the Var valley 

system, there are, almost inevitably, a number of legends about lost 

tunnels, with unknown end-points and/or hidden treasure. This may be 

due in part to the many caves found in this limestone region. To the 

best of my knowledge, the archaeological evidence does not substantiate 

these claims, except perhaps at Villars where, according to Magnan 

(1953:155), there is, among the ruins of the old castle razed in 1̂ 12, 

"a souterrain, partially filled in today, which linked this fortress 

to the gardens of the ̂ nore recent̂  castle." He does not say whether 

he, or anyone else actually excavated it and since I have not been able 

to locate it myself, further confirmation is necessary. At Saint-

Blaise, some villagers told me of a tunnel from the castle to a nuns* 

convent lower down on the slope* Because of allegations that treasure 

has been buried in the tunnel, some enterprising people searched the 

area, but to no avail. Many other stories of this sort form an im

portant part of local folklore. 

Cisterns. Most of the villages are built on high points, and 

away from water sources. Water could be obtained from rivers and run

off and wells, but was mainly taken from springs (not uncommon in these 

limestone formations) and from cisterns. While cisterns were, for the 

most part, within the village confines, springs were not. Some could 

be as far away as a mile or two and water had to be carried into the 
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village in jugs and buckets and stored in large ceramic ollas (jarres). 

At la Gaude, the nearby spring was surrounded by a protective wall in 

the early 17th century* making it into a sort of well, and, a favorite 

passtime of passers-by being to foul the water in a variety of ways, 

it had to be cleaned out quite often (Boniffacy 1912:117). The 

earliest dated fountain within an agglomeration is at Sigale, built 

on the village square in 1582; many others are no older than the last 

century. 

Cisterns, on the other hand, although dependent on rainwater 

to be filled, had the advantage of being close at hand, and difficult 

to foul from the outside, although they, too, had to be cleaned from 

time to time. No castle was complete without its cistern(s) which 

were usually cut into the bedrock. Among the villages, Blanchard 

(19̂ 5:7̂ 3) points out a general correlation between wealth and the 

presence of cisterns. They were often costly since they entailed the 

setting up of a wide network of channels for capturing the maximum 

amount of water and because of the relative complexity of the tech

nology involved. Cisterns were important not only in war but in every

day life as a fairly reliable and very accessible source of water. In 

some large castles outside the area of eastern Provence, in the Palace 

of the Popes at Avignon, the fortress of Pierrefonds in the Ile-de-

France and the Bastille in Paris, for example, some of the cisterns 

were very deep; although they have been interpreted as oubliettes, it 

is more likely that they were ice-houses (glacieres) (Enlart 1929s 99). 

Wells were another source of water, but, for obvious reasons, 

were found only in the valley floor settlements. In the June 17C+ 
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siege of Entrevaux, private wells provided much of the water for the 

besieged, when the cisterns proved insufficient (Michel 1963). 

Castellar Fortification in the 
Var Valley System 

If fortification of cities and villages was a collective effort 

spawned by a community purpose, the castle, while it might be used as 

a refuge for the people of the community, was usually the property of 

an individual, who had been responsible for its conception and for the 

execution of its construction. Except for those that were built, owned 

and operated by the State, Medieval castles and fortresses, like vil

lage fortifications, tended to be the result of a concern with local 

interests and, in the Modern Period, when gunpowder radically altered 

the scope of warfare and the scale of fortification, they lost most of 

their military function. 

The Evolution of Castle Building 

Raymon (1966) suggested a three stage outline to account for 

the development of the perched village, from watchpost, to castle, to 

residential agglomeration. I feel that the evidence for most of the 

Var valley system does not support such a sequence because it does not 

account for the absence of a castle in a sizable number of communities, 

some of them very old, nor for the absence of the remains of true iso

lated castles and towers. A number of ruins, particularly in the 

coastal area, are believed to date back to the end of the 10th century 

and seem to have been very simple watchtower-refuges, made up of a 

square or rectangular tower, often on a prehistoric foundation of 
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cyclopean masonry, but their date is often conjectural (see p. 272). 

In the 11th and 12th centuries, the castle with a keep became quite 

common in association with the villages. This simple type of castle 

seems to have persisted well into the l̂ th century, although, at the 

same time, a more spacious sort of structure, better suited for a resi

dence, was being built in some places. 

At the end of the Middle Ages and into the 16th century, the 

characteristic palace-like castle, often with corner towers, came into 

being in the Var valley system. There are several examples still 

extant today, albeit in modified form. In most of France, the true 

medieval castle, even of the more residential "gothic" type, had become 

pretty much obsolete by the end of the l6th century. It was giving way 

to more specialized structures, either palaces which had lost most of 

their military capabilities, or forts made exclusively for the use of 

soldiers. Nevertheless, in the Var valley system, some retained their 

castellar attributes and function well into the 17th century. 

It is not easy to establish a developmental sequence for 

castles since they are more likely to be tailored to individual needs 

and wishes than the villages, and, consequently were more subject to 

variability. Changes in castle architecture did not necessarily affect 

the buildings in the rest of the agglomeration. In theory at least, 

each of the three steps outlined below for the evolution of the castles 

of the Var valley system could have applied to sua entirely new castle 

as well as to an already existing structure, or 'core.' There seems 

to have been little more latitude in castle building than for the 

castra, or villages; these castles were usually associated with the 
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villages in a clearly defined spatial relationship, which tended to 

limit expansion and elaboration. 

The development of the castle of the Var valley system can 

tentatively be sketched as follows: 

1. The 'primitive' castle, based on a tower or donjon. There may 

be two sub-stages at this level: the watchtower (tour de guet) and 

the true castle, in which the residential component is the most im

portant. 

2. The residential castle, closer to the "gothic" type (Enlart 

1932), not necessarily built around a donjon, and a more spacious and 

comfortable structure, although retaining its essentially military 

character. This shift occurred in the 15th and l6th centuries in the 

area. 

3. Specialization, which could lead to one of three possible re

sults: (a) the transformation of a castle into a true fort, reinforced 

and enlarged to house a garrison and its command. This happened at 

Entrevaux and Guillaumes in particular, where attempts were made to 

turn the mediocre strongholds into modernized and effective citadels. 

Since this could be done in only a very few cases, the castle might 

otherwise (b) be modernized into a palatial, high-status residence, 

through regular upkeep and some expansion of living quarters; or (c) 

fall into ruin, through neglect or systematic destruction, and might 

be reused as a cemetery or a garden or be given some other non-

castellar function. 
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Regulation of Fortification 

The construction of a castle could be intended as a purely de

fensive move, or as a challenge to outsiders, whether peers or supe

riors. For this reason, before raising a castle, symbol of military 

strength and of a certain independence, it was necessary to ask per

mission from the sovereign who also had the prerogative of requiring 

a lord or a community to build fortifications or, at least, be respon

sible for their upkeep. In the Val de Lantosque, for example, in the 

l̂ th century, the inhabitants were required by law to maintain their 

walls and towers, but were not held accountable for building them in 

the first place (Cals de Pierlas 1890). 

While the presence of fortifications provided protection from 

attack, it also drew attention to the site and could present a chal

lenge to assailants who might otherwise have passed it over. Fortifi

cation, and especially a castle, could then become a status symbol, a 

sign of importance, political, economic, or military, thereby creating 

the paradox that only fortified structures could realistically hope to 

resist an actual attack while being the only ones worthy of attack. 

The opinion repeatedly expressed by Durante and other 19th century 

writers that the buildings of a castle and the castle itself were sym

bols of the feudal oppression of the people, are anachronistic and 

arbitrary. The reverse was usually the case, as frequently demonstrated 

by the vigorous protest of the villagers against the razing of their 

castles. 

In addition to the castles owned by local feudatories, the 

sovereign was responsible for a few of his own. These were, when 
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possible, strategically the most important; in the comt£ de Nice, for 

instance, most of the coastal forts, and some in the hinterland, 

notably at St-Auban, Guillaumes, Puget-Theniers and Belvedere in the 

Var valley system. These were periodically inspected by the men of 

the Count of Provence, and the records of Charles I (12̂ 6-1285) provide 

valuable information regarding his rights on the castles under his 

direct jurisdiction. In their present state, these data are not very 

useful here, because they do not specify the nature and physical con

dition of the defense systems. Although the rulers of the House of 

Savoy took over the rights to these same fortresses after the Dedition 

of 1388, none of the Countal castles has survived in the Var valley 

system. 

Medieval Castles 

The castles of the Var valley system were, not surprisingly, 

rather simple structures whose shape was dictated essentially by the 

topography. Most of those that have survived are in ruins or converted 

into a park, a cemetery or other public area. Others have become pri

vate homes, either subdivided into smaller units or replaced by a large 

house more recently built on, or within, the ruins of the castle. Some, 

however, have kept their castellar appearance. 

Humbert (19̂ 3) has characterized the 'typical' medieval seign

iorial castle of the arrondissement of Grasse as comprising a small 

square donjon within a somewhat larger complex, creating a sort of 

citadel whose purpose it was to protect the villagers in case of danger. 

This is the pattern that appears most frequent further inland as well, 
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in the Var valley system. She also suggests that lesser castles, more 

like small refuges, existed in the past. The castle complex usually 

occupies a small area, limited as it is by the topography and confined 

by the houses of the village. The following examples will serve to 

illustrate some of the variety of types encountered in the area. 

At Brian9onnet, in the upper Esteron, there are two castles 

which, in Raymon's (1970-71) judgment, both date back to the l̂ th cen

tury. He bases this estimate on the quality of the masonry and the 

shape of surviving features. Brian̂ onnet is located on a saddle, at 

the foot of a high butte, almost overlooking the Esteron. A large rec

tangular building at the base of the butte is somewhat set aside from 

the rest of the village which it dominates slightly; this is known as 

"Le Chateau." Today, it is almost unrecognizable as such, garishly 

painted and divided into smaller units, but, with the help of Raymon*s 

(1970-71) and Daumas' (1967-68) articles, it is possible to reconstruct 

a fairly complete history of Brian̂ onnet and its castle. On top of the 

butte are some other ruins known as "Le Chateau-Vieux." From this site 

one has a clear view of the ruins of the castle of St-Auban which 

dominates the valleys of the Esteron on the south and of the torrent 

of St-Pierre on the north. (The course of the Esteron makes a dogleg 

at the foot of St-Auban, through a short and extremely narrow canyon, 

known as a clue, and continues in a parallel direction in the valley 

below Brian̂ onnet.) 

The Chateau is about twenty-three meters by ten, with the re

mains of two corner towers surviving, and obvious traces of the two 

others in the modern masonry. Raymon (1970-71) suggests three main 
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stages in its construction: an original core that dates back to the 

l'+th century, a l6th century expansion to its present size, and finally 

an l8th century elaboration of the existing structure that involved 

mostly modification and enlargement of the bays. The original castle, 

its primitive core, was a square tower, about ten meters to the side, 

traces of which can be discerned in the fa?ade (lower right of Fig. 

22). In the l6th century, it was expanded into the rectangular struc

ture flanked with four corner towers. The form in which it is best 

known to us is from the late l8th century and, fortunately, a complete 

inventory of its contents was made in 1792 when it was confiscated from 

its lords, of the House of Grasse-Brian̂ on, by the French Revolutionary 

government, and put up for auction. It is this information which pro

vides the floor-plan shown in Figure 22. 

The castle complex included storage buildings and an oven, 

which survive today. The upper storey, most of which has since disap

peared, was probably for housing servants. The base of one of the 

corner towers, which supports the porch leading to one of the dwellings, 

displays an opening that may have been a gunloop. 

The ruins of the Chateau-Vieux, or "old castle," dominating 

the Chateau itself by about seventy meters, are of a much cruder struc

ture, although Raymon estimates that their ages are about the same. He 

assumes that it is roughly contemporaneous with the primitive core, the 

square tower, of the Chateau: 

This fortified complex is made up of one building and an en
closed courtyard. It is identical in conception to numerous 
defensive structures we have studied in our region. It is an 
arrangement taking advantage of protruding rocks to provide 
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as much covering as possible and, also, the easiest to build 
by quarrying from the rock itself (Raymon 1970-71:73)* 

The structure can be interpreted as having been either a rectangle with 

one rounded end, or a round tower with a smaller building abutting to 

it. The courtyard stretches along the flatter part of the rock to a 

natural rise, which may have served as a lookout point (guette). With

in this narrow courtyard there is a depression cut into the rock (the 

dotted line in Figure 23)* which was probably a cistern. 

I believe that the fortified complex, building and courtyard, 
was built all at the same time because the rounded shape, pro
truding from the walls is useful as a lookout and for defense; 
this feature is located overlooking a flat area outside the 
walls which had to be watched. Moreover, the construction of 
the walls is fairly consistent although some parts are crudely 
made (Raymon 1970-71 r 7^+) • 

To the east of this small complex, which measures about ten meters by 

six, is a chapel whose foundation is partially cut into the rock; it 

is certainly medieval in origin. 

On the basis of his examination of the structure, Raymon con

cludes that it was probably erected in the late l̂ th century. There 

are no documents to help complete the picture but Raymon suggests that 

this was never an important fortified point; it is fairly accessible 

and could not have held more than a few people, although, as a rule, 

the late Ikth century garrisons of the comte were hardly impressive. 

This date would place the construction of this little fortress in a 

trouble time of plague and endemic raiding by bands of armed men, the 

whole exacerbated by lack of centralized rule and problems of succes

sion. Such conditions would justify the building of a redoubt on a 

point permitting communication by signal with the castle of St-Auban 
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to the west, and allowing surveillance of the major route from Grasse 

to Entrevaux across the Esteron at Gars, in full view of Briansonnet. 

Malaussene overlooks the lower portion of the middle Var valley 

where an important trail runs from Nice and the coast over the Mont-

Vial. From here, signals could easily have been sent up the Var 

through Massoins and Villars, and up the lower Tinee through Tourne-

fort and la Tour. Today the actual village of Malaussene is located 

about 100 meters below the ruins known as Malaussene-dfen-Haut, whose 

date of abandonment is unknown. Its walls are overgrown with vegeta

tion, but it is still possible to make out several houses and some of 

the streets. At the highest point of this cluster of old houses, there 

is a platform supported by heavy retaining walls, not unlike the simple 

square tower castles with donjons we have already seen elsewhere. This 

is probably the medieval fortress of Malaussene. In other places, such 

as the now-empty village of Peyresq, in the Vaire valley, there is a 

carefully constructed wall that may have been part of a castle there, 

although I have not been able to get any information whatsoever on this 

site. Similar remains are found at Thiery, Ilonse, and a number of 

other sites described either in this chapter or in the individual vil

lage description in Appendix B. 

Bourgades. With the exception of the citadel of Entrevaux, 

all of the castles associated with what I have called bourgades are in 

ruins. It is probably due to the fact that they were particularly 

inaccessible emd the cost of restoration would have been too great to 

be practical. At St-Sauveur, for instance, almost no traces remain: 



270 

the only clues to the existence of a castle being that the site is com

parable with other, similar ones and from the evidence provided by old 

sketches (e.g., the 19th century series Nice et Savoie), and what 

appear to be a few bits of masonry (I was not able to visit the loca

tion myself). The castle of Puget-Theniers has already been discussed; 

it was destroyed in 1691 and never rebuilt. 

At Annot, St-Auban and Roquesteron-Grasse, the castles appear 

to have been rather simple enclosures built, to the extent allowed by 

natural topography, around a tower, the donjon which is surrounded by 

a curtain which linked up with that of the village wall. 

At Roquesteron-Grasse, the settlement, originally built at the 

foot of the castle butte, was gradually moved down to the river's edge 

where it remained, and eventually spread to form a suburb on the north 

bank of the Esteron. Originating as a barn district, this satellite 

soon attracted the majority of the population. In 1760, when the 

international boundary between France and the Kingdom of Sardinia was 

set along the course of the Esteron, the commune of Roquesteron was 

split up, leaving the suburb, which became known as Roquesteron-Puget, 

in the comtl where it remained as a regional center, while Roquesteron-

Grasse, and the territory south of the river, became Provencal. 

Roquesteron-Grasse presented several peculiarities. The houses 

on the valley floor, facing northeast, have been moved down from what 

was once a perched location. The chapel of Sainte-Petronille, of 

romanesque appearance, was raised by one storey, presumably for defen

sive purposes (Annales de la Societe Scientifique et Litteraire de 

Cannes et de 1'arrondissement de Grasse 1969-70:28). It is located 
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well above the present houses, but originally was probably at the foot 

of the agglomeration. This is indicated by the presence of a stretch 

of curtain, with a gap near the top (a gate?), that extends up towards 

a rather massive wall, of finer masonry, which may have been part of 

the castle complex. Above this, on a prominent spur high above the 

rest of the slope, are bits of masonry that could very well be the re

mains of a tower (watchtower or keep?). Unfortunately, they now seem 

totally inaccessible and I was unable to get a closer look. The entire 

slope is very much overgrown with brambles and this makes assessment 

of the ancient remains a very difficult task. 

At St-Auban, the castle does not seem to have been connected 

with the village wall. The village is located at the foot of a steep 

ridge, and the castle is right on the top of this ridge. The ascent to 

it is very arduous and steep and leads to an arched gate, framed with 

building stones in a style which is definitely post-Medieval. The gate 

leads nowhere, to a gap left when a landslide must have carried away 

what supported the area behind the gate. A little higher, right at 

the top of the ridge, are the remains of a modest square tower which 

I was unable to visit because of its inaccessibility. Today, the 

castle of St-Auban is hard to reach, but it was located on the fastest 

route over the ridge, certainly more passable in the past than was the 

narrow and treacherous clue of the bed of the river below the village. 

Annot (Fig. 1*0 presents still another form; the town itself is 

quite accessible and well-walled, having apparently descended to the 

valley floor from nearby heights in the 13th or l*+th century. Today, 

the meagre remains of its castle crown the rise directly beyond the 
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walled town in which the romanesque church serves as the highest de

fense point of the rampart. The church is partially fortified, flanked 

with a crenellated tower, which could have served as a refuge in time 

of danger, particularly after the demise of the castle which, pre

sumably, occurred relatively early. 

'Isolated' Castles 

There are few, if any truly isolated castles in the Var valley 

system. There are place-names that refer to castles or towers (las 

tourres, torretas, castelleto, etc.); these are often proto-historic 

sites with bits of masonry, usually in high, out-of-the-way places, 

almost inaccessible today, but occasionally, they show remains of 

recognizably Medieval structures. Two such sites are located on the 

border of the Var valley system: Chateaurenard in the commune of 

Falicon (Cheneveau 1972-73!87-38) and the camp du Mont-Revel in that 

of Tourrettes-Levens, on the Riou Sec, a small tributary of the Paillon 

(Bodard and Laguerre 197*0- It is more than likely that other struc

tures of this type can be found throughout the region, and in the Var 

valley system in particular, but very little has been published about 

them for the time being (Bodard 197̂ -75» personal communication 1976). 

It is uncertain whether these were true castles, that is, residential 

structures that could have served as refuges, or simply watchtowers, 

which could survey the surrounding region and from which signals could 

be transmitted. They belong with the list of remains of uncertain date 

and function that dot the region and that were reused and modified from 



273 

time to time, as evidenced by the very long sequences of occupation 

at some of the sites. 

Of the somewhat better documented examples, with more tangible 

remains, we can mention again the castles of Villevieille and Castellet-

St-Cassien as isolated castles, in the sense that they are found in 

association with hamlets rather than with true castra. Another, and 

more typical case, is at the now extinct community of Dos Fraires-

Fougassiere, so named in the l8th century when it was given its double 

name because it was formed from the union of two "uninhabited" (i.e., 

scattered settlement) villages, now on the boundary between Bouyon and 

le Broc (Costamagna 1971:183). There had never been more than a few 

houses there and, today, there is only a farm and the chapel of 

Ste-Marguerite. 

This chapel is located on a saddle overlooking the lower 

Esteron valley and enjoying a view of Pierrefeu on the other side of 

the river. High above it is a peak crowned by the ruins of a castle, 

referred to either as the castle of Dos Fraires (Two Brothers) or that 

of Fougassiere. The castle was located strategically with respect to 

the villages at the confluence of the Var and Esteron and its impor

tance probably increased after 1388 when the international border be

tween Provence and the comte de Nice male it into a border fortress. 

Unfortunately, there is no documentation on it whatsoever, beyond men

tion of its existence as a landmark. Raymon (1971-72:20) provides a 

brief description of it (Fig. 2*0: "The castle is made up, as are 

many other 14th century castles, of a rectangular donjon, a triangular 

courtyard surrounded by a strong wall with traces of collapsed vaults, 
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and a once-vaulted chapel whose semicircular apse was part of the de

fense of this stronghold." It is obvious that the actual shape of the 

complex had been dictated by geographical considerations which left 

little latitude for stylistic variation in shape. This complex is 

quite similar to the Chateau-Vieux at Brian̂ onnet. 

Most of the castles that appear isolated today were not so in

tended originally; the village that once surrounded them has in many 

cases disappeared, sometimes without leaving a trace. Such is the case 

with Loda, today hardly more than a lieu-dit in the commune of Lan-

tosque, a few houses overlooking the Vesubie from its south bank, 

almost half way between Lantosque and Utelle. In the Middle Ages, it 

had been an independent fief whose lord apparently kept trying to 

impinge on the lands and rights of the neighboring "free" communities 

of Lantosque and Utelle. The settlement of Loda was destroyed in a 

16th century earthquake and the houses were rebuilt a little higher 

and further up, but it never regained the importance it may once have 

held. 

Today, at Loda, the road passes over a saddle to the west of 

which is a rise. By the road, on the saddle, is a fairly large farm

house. On the east end of the oval rise itself is a chapel, and on 

the opposite end a cemetery. In the center, a little to the north, are 

the remains of a small square tower, about three meters to a side, 

which has been used recently as a shack. It is built squarely on the 

bedrock which has been shaped to serve as foundation. Otherwise the 

flimsiness of the construction is rather surprising in a military 

structure, but the doorway is obviously of recent manufacture, and it 
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is possible that much of what can be seen today in the masonry is 

recent too, added on to the more massively constructed base to form a 

makeshift shelter. Lower down, on the southeast slope of the rise, 

and sheer with the cliff that bounds it there, is a rectangular en

closure (about seven by five meters) cut into the rock. It is now a 

vegetable garden, protected on the south and west sides by a fine 

masonry wall, about a meter thick, which may also have been part of 

the fortification of this long forgotten site. 

Somewhat comparable to Loda, but of much greater importance in 

the history of the Var valley system, is the castle of la Gaude, now 

in the commune of St-Jeannet. Today, the castle stands out very much 

as it sits atop a low hillock in the poudinque of the west bank of the 

lower Var, below a sprawling IBM complex located on a ridge above it. 

The castle is being renovated in grand style by the acresss Viviane 

Romance who, by 197̂ * had turned the remains of a two storey ruin into 

a towering, multi-storeyed bright grey structure incorporating large 

arched windows and other extraneous features. 

The village of la Gaude, of which no identifiable trace remains 

(because of constant use of the terraces for agriculture), was aban

doned some time in the 15th century (Boniffacy 1912; Humbert 19̂ 3; 

Raynaud 1912) when the surviving population moved to nearby St-Jeannet 

where they maintained an independent community within that village 

until 1599, when they founded a new village, which they called la Gaude, 

considerably to the west of the old site, on a rise overlooking the 

Cagne, a small coastal river. At the same time, the strategic value of 

the old castle of la Gaude had been recognized, particularly for its 
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position as lookout over the best fording place along the lower Var, 

the gue de Gattieres which, after 13^8, was in Savoyard hands. 

In his monograph on the history of la Gaude, Boniffacy (1912: 

62ff) describes the castle as L-shaped (Fig. 27* p. 293); the original 

portion perpendicular to the course of the Var, was later flanked by 

two small bastions, the second portion, more crudely built, is probably 

more recent and is not directly connected to the original building. 

Paraphrasing Boniffacy: The south facade of the castle was probably 

facing to the inside, with larger openings, while the north wall, 

toward Gattieres, was pierced only with loopholes, and, above, one 

geminate window that has survived. The later wing (probably 17th cen

tury) was built at the same time as modifications made to the interior, 

including fine fireplaces, additional living quarters, and large cis

terns. To the southeast of this complex are the remains of what has 

been called a chapel, but was more likely a watchtower, an isolated 

structure or an outwork. The renovation of the castle in these last 

few years has done much to obliterate these features, but its L-shaped 

remains, as do the foundations of the tower. I have not been able to 

visit the interior to see what has been done with the fireplaces men

tioned in Boniffacy's account. 

The castle was used in 152*t in the attack of the Connetable de 

Bourbon's forces (see pp. 391-2); and it was probably at this time that 

the two small bastions were added on to the north face of the primitive 

structure. In 1670, it was made into a palace (chateau d'agrement) and 

it is more than likely that the second wing of the castle, parallel to 

the Var, and the features associated with it date from that period. 
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Its strategic importance was particularly utilized in the War of 

Austrian Succession (17̂ 7). The original portion is perhaps 13th cen

tury, although it may go back as far as the 12th century; its rectan

gular form would make it akin to similar castles without donjons found 

in the area, such as those of Carros (see below), Greolieres and Cagnes 

(Humbert 19̂ 3)• 

At the foot of the castle, to the northwest of it, is a tiny 

chapel, now used as a barn, which was perhaps the original parish 

church of the old community of la Gaude. The settlement of this vil

lage has been attributed to the Templars, but this has been disputed. 

It is now recognized that there is really no such thing as an archi

tectural style that can be identified as "Templar" and Durbec (1937» 

1938), in his painstaking combing through the records, dismisses the 

Templar origin of the castle of la Gaude. Boniffacy (1912) attributes 

to them the construction of the little church, but not of the castle, 

while Humbert (19̂ 3) suggests that there is no need to reject the 

hypothesis that Templars were responsible for building the castle. 

Modern road-signs have taken her at her word, since it is invariably 

described as a Commandry of the Temple, sometimes even dated from the 

11th century. The Order of the Knights-Templar was formed in 1119! 

At St-Blaise, the castle is also isolated, although I am not 

convinced it was always so. Almost nothing has been written about it; 

Cheneveau (1972-73) refers to it as 'Late Medieval,' C.-A. Fighiera 

(1973) mentions it twice in his monograph on the village. The first 

time, it is to say that in 1262, Raymond Chabaud, Lord of Aspremont, 

had to turn over the fief and the castle of St-Blaise to their rightful 
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lord, the abbot of the monastery of St-Pons in Nice. But, because 

Chabaud had repaired the tower of said castle at great expense to him

self, he was reimbursed in cash (C.-A. Fighiera 1973*9). In 13&5i 

inventory was taken of the contents of the castle when a new abbot 

took possession of the fief; it lists some arms (three shields and 

three crossbows), kitchen utensils (a small pot without a handle, two 

copper cups, one broken), a bed, with a mattress and feather pillow, 

five chests that could serve as benches, several blankets, etc. The 

list of furniture indicates that there were at least a kitchen, two 

bedrooms and another in the tower (which had a bed with a pallet and 

a mattress). There were also some tools, including a hatchet, an auger 

(tariere) and a chisel, and objects associated with the meting out of 

justice: four chains (two for the hands, two for the legs) and a 

shackle (entrave) (C.-A. Fighiera 1973:̂ 9-50). These facts are inter

esting and may prove useful in interpreting the remains of the castle 

itself. Unfortunately, I have found no reference to its more recent 

history that might account for its relatively good state of repair to

day, and for the addition of features that are undoubtedly post-

Medieval. It must be remembered that the territory of St-Blaise was 

apparently unoccupied and uncultivated from at least the mid-15th cen

tury to the early 17th century, during which time one cannot help but 

wonder about the fate of its castle. 

The spur on which the castle is located has been partially 

eaten away by a quarry to the east of it, and the Castel, as it is 

called locally, sits on top of the triple enclosure of a proto-historic 

castellara, which has largely been obliterated by the later structure 
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(Cheneveau 1972-73)• The castle itself (Fig. 25) includes a tower or 

keep, and a more spacious residential wing arranged in a roughly trape

zoid courtyard. To the southwest of the courtyard is a low wall 

pierced by a great many loopholes. The whole is built on a kind of 

platform supported by huge masonry and the walls of the courtyard are 

recessed from that platform, leaving a kind of narrow walkway around 

the outside of the curtain. 

The tower is at the southeast corner of the compound. Built 

on the bedrock, into which a depression (a cistern?) has been excavated, 

its walls are very carefully constructed in finely dressed stone. 

Three levels survive: above the bedrock of the ground floor, the north 

and south walls are straight-sided on the interior, but in the east 

wall two rows of protruding stones indicate floor levels and must have 

held planks that rested on supports built into the opposite west wall 

at the same level. The profile of this wall is slightly stepped, con

siderably thicker (about one meter) at the bottom and tapering, step-

fashion, toward the top. The north wall is about *+.5 meters wide. 

There are several kinds of openings: loopholes, and a romanesque-

style arched window or door in the west wall. 

Across from a narrow passageway, that may originally have been 

an entryway into the compound, is a long rectangular building. On the 

ground floor is a vaulted room, very finely finished. This vaulted 

room is divided at about two thirds of its length by a crude dry-stone 

wall, probably the recent handiwork of a shepherd. (I was told that a 

very old lady in the village remembered when the castle was still used 

as a stable for horses, and the informant suggested that this wall 
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might date from that period.) Above the vaulted room is another floor 

which could be reached by a long ramp, or stairway, built over an arch 

along the long wall of this wing. On that upper level, facing west, 

is part of a beautifully finished window jamb of white stone, that was 

probably arched. 

The west wall of the compound (that with the window) was built 

all at one time and, as it extends northward from the rectangular 

structure, it is crenellated, but many of the crenels have since been 

filled in with masonry. This wall encloses the compound on three sides, 

west, north and east. A gate in the north wall across from the ramp 

has been filled in by a dry-stone wall, probably by a shepherd. It 

opens onto the narrow walkway outside the compound. On the inside of 

the crenellated curtain, there is evidence of a wallwalk, but this en

tire parapet is probably more recent than the donjon; this is obvious 

at the point where the two abut. The merlons are about 1.5 meters 

wide, and two meters high. The wall itself is no more than three or 

four meters high, perhaps because it is built at the edge of a sheer 

drop. The merlons are slightly wider at the top, and the last one, 

closest to the donjon, is pierced with a loophole. 

The small enclosure outside the castle compound is made of 

darker stone and is crudely built. It is now badly overgrown with 

brambles, but there are fifteen or twenty simple loopholes, about 75 

centimeters apart and a little shorter. Within its arc, there is a 

small curved dry-stone wall, possibly built by a shepherd; this is 

obviously a much later addition to the castle of St-Blaise. 
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The Destruction of Castles 

It is known from legend as well as from documentary sources 

that, when a lord was accused of treason, he might be banished, his 

fiefs confiscated and his major strongholds razed to the ground. This 

was both a symbolic gesture and a practical measure on the part of the 

suzerain, or rivals. There are several reports of this in Provence 

throughout the Middle Ages; for instance, after the uprising led by 

Boniface, Count of Castellane against Count Charles I of Provence in 

the 13th century. In the troubled second half of the l'+th century, 

challenges to the sovereign became more frequent and, at the time of 

the Dedition (1388-1391)1 only the strategic value of certain for

tresses preserved them from demolition, since their loss would have 

been as great, if not greater, to the suzerain, as to his rebellious 

vassals. 

The Grimaldis, Barons, then Counts of Beuil, were, from the 

l̂ th century until 1621, the most powerful lords of the entire Var 

valley system, and played an important role throughout its history (see 

Appendix C). Several times in that period, they incurred the wrath of 

their overlord and, in 1*+12, their fortress at Villars-sur-Var was 

razed, but, as the family regained power and influence, it replaced 

the castle with a new and more splendid one. In 1621, when the last 

Count of Beuil was executed in his castle of Tourette-du-Chateau# the 

Duke of Savoy distributed the Grimaldis' holdings among his own follow

ers and ordered the demolition of the more important castles, at Beuil, 

Tourette, Touet, Sauze, Roure, Thiery and Tournefort. Consequently, 

precious little of any of these are visible today. 
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The castle of Beuil itself is said to have been erected against 

the will of the villagers by Guillaume Rostaing in 1365 (Ciais 1957)* 

Today, nothing remains of the castle but a few bits of masonry and a 

mound at the highest point of the village, where the castle used to 

dominate it. Some stones from the castle are said to have been used 

to build a chapel in the village. 

Tourette-Revest was a fairly late acquisition of the House of 

Beuil; it was purchased from a collateral line of the family and the 

last Count of Beuil, Annibal Grimaldi, fortified the castle, making it 

almost impregnable by the kinds of artillery it would have had to face 

if a siege had ever been attempted. All that is left today is the bare 

rock on which it stood, overlooking the lower Var valley and Gilette, 

and a bit of masonry which betrays its origin by its thickness as well 

as its location. Very little is left of the other castles, although 

their location was never reoccupied by any other sort of structure, 

leaving their meager ruins standing alone as testimony to the for

tresses they had once been. 

Of the remainder of the Grimaldis' ruined castles, one of the 

most interesting is the fortress of Ascros which withstood repeated 

sieges in the l̂ th and 15th centuries (Cals de Pierlas 1898), and is 

remarkable for having four round towers at the corners of a massive 

rectangular structure, prolonged on the south end by a V-shaped con

struction making it pentagonal in outline (Fig. 14). Room partitions 

(souterrains?) are still visible. It was considered one of the 

strongest castles of the comte de Nice and at a very desirable location 
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overlooking the rich Val de Chanan (in Provence) and controlling the 

major routes to Puget-Theniers and Nice. 

At Villars-sur-Var, favorite residence of the Grimaldis of 

Beuil, there are remains of two castles, the oldest destroyed in 1̂ 12 

by order of the Count of Savoy. Magnan (1953:155) describes it: 

A few steps above the palace ̂ built after lkl2/, toward the 
north, on the rocky slope, there are still remains of ancient 
fortified walls which appear to have been the curtain of a 
fortress defending the castle. These are probably the only 
vestiges of the citadel known as l'Esperon, which, more than 
once, stubbornly resisted assailants. The ground previously 
occupied by these defensive shelters is today covered by a 
luxuriant lawn. 

Its successor, the palatial castle of Villars that survived into the 

l8th century, will be described a little further on. 

The War of the League of Augsburg (1689-1696) also took its 

toll on local castles, as the fortresses of Sigale, Gilette and Puget-

Theniers were dismantled on the orders of the French. The castle of 

Gilette, whose remains still dominate the village today, was a very 

important fortress. It is roughly rectangular although because its 

walls follow the contour of the rock, it is irregular in shape. Its 

strategic importance was emphasized by the fact that its most signifi

cant role in battle occurred in 1793t during the French Revolution, 

when some French soldiers succeeded in holding it against the Austro-

Sardic assailants whom they were eventually able to rout (Bermond 1932). 

Puget-Theniers (Fig. 1*0 was, as we have seen, the most im

portant commercial and administrative center of the entire valley sys

tem. Although it retains some defensive features, including the com

pactness of the core of the town, and a gate, it lost its rampart and 
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became an 'open' city fairly early, spreading across the Roudoule tor

rent towards the church, its expansion checked more by the rugged moun

tains that contain it than by the needs of defense. Remnants of the 

massive round tower and curtain of the castle dominate the town from 

a nearby peak with good visibility over portions of the Var valley as 

well as of the lower Roudoule and the village of la Croix. The castle 

comprised a donjon and a triangular enclosure with ancillary structures 

conforming to the shape of the rock (Jacquet n.d.b:65-67). Among the 

Plans de Turin (see Appendix C) are sketches, probably drawn in the 

l6th century, for elaborate additions to the defense of the town and 

castle, but, obviously, they were never realized. 

Two more examples should complete the picture of demolition of 

castles in the region for political reasons. The most radical took 

place in 1706 when King Louis XIV of France ordered his soldiers to 

dismantle the citadel of Nice, an action which took several months and 

ended up completely altering the role of that city on the Mediterranean 

coast as well as in the demesne of the House of Savoy. 

Half a century later, the mighty fortress of Guillaumes was 

blown up as one of the conditions of the 1760 Treaty of Turin in which 

the French ceded to the Kingdom of Sardinia a number of villages, in

cluding Guillaumes. The people of the town raised many objections, as 

much to the unsolicited change in their citizenship as to the loss of 

its status as a military stronghold. 

Popular uprisings could also have been a source of destruction. 

But there is very little evidence to support the notion that these 

were common, in spite of the claim frequently made by 19th century 
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scholars that the villagers balked under the yoke of feudal oppression. 

It is reported that a bloody uprising took place at Ilonse in the mid-

l'+th century, when the people resisted the takeover of their community 

by the first Grimaldis of Beuil (see p. 358), and that, in the fray, 

the castle was demolished, never to rise again (Casimir 1912; Pierlas 

1973; Saiberti 1898:331-3̂ 0). At Levens, in the l6th century, tradition 

reports a similar rebellion, this time against a junior branch of the 

Grimaldi family. In spite of the tenacity of popular, and commercially 

lucrative, legends, there is no solid evidence for such a revolt at 

Levens. On the other hand, a number of castles were razed, or other

wise damaged, in the wake of the French Revolution spreading into the 

comte de Nice. Among the victims of this movement was the castle of 

Aspremont whose lords were among the most oppressive of the comte. 

Despite these cases of intentional destruction and demolition, 

the dilapidated condition of the majority of castles in the Var valley 

system was the result of decay through lack of maintenance and aban

donment, or modification, and reconstruction, such as occurs when they 

are transformed into modern dwellings. These categories are not 

mutually exclusive; often a ruin offered sufficient shelter to accommo

date more modest structures, domestic or otherwise. Obliteration was 

rarely complete, and parts of castles were often recycled by reuse of 

the location as well as of the stones which might subsequently appear 

in the walls of houses, chapels or even agricultural terraces. At la 

Penne, for instance, the remains of the old castle house kennels for 

hunting dogs; at Marie-sur-Tinee, the ruins have been partitioned into 

smaller individual units and restored, in very poor taste. 
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Reconstruction, or modification, of the castle structure itself was 

most likely to take place when the location was desirable in terms of 

modern needs: from the point of view of access, exposure and communi

cation. In most cases, it was replaced by high status housing, some 

very recently built. 

The castles of the Var valley system have survived in several 

forms. The majority are no more than ruins, a few fragments of wall, 

or of the foundation of a tower, leaving an open area, or pile of 

rubble, in the village. Some have become cemeteries (e.g., St-Antonin, 

Daluis, Toudon), while still others have given way to the building of 

a church (e.g., Ilonse, Castellet-les-Sausses, Bonson). In other cases, 

the castle has been replaced by a more recent house (as in Marie and 

Puget-Rostang), or its remains transformed into the garden of a modern 

house (as at la Roquette-sur-Var and Villars). 

Several of the castles still serve as residences which have 

retained some of their castellar appearance. At the castle of Ville-

vieille — dated 15th to l8th century (Baratier et al. 1969:323) — 

one flanking tower remains on the structure, while at Castellet-St-

Cassien, similarly dated, two corner towers form the main entrance of 

the square castle which has, on the inside, vast fireplaces and deco

rated Renaissance staircases (Annales de la Societe Scientifique et 

Litt£raire de Cannes et de 11arrondissement de Grasse 1965-66:̂ 2); 

today it serves as the village hall in this very scattered community. 

Post-Medieval Modification of Castles 

The castles we have described are small, although the size of 

the quarters is in keeping with the medieval standards of the Var 
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valley system. After the Kiddle Ages, however, as the military func

tions of castles were de-emphasized in favor of their residentisil 

qualities, they were enlarged and made more 'livable.' We have already 

seen how this was done in the castles of Brian̂ onnet, and perhaps at 

Castellet-St-Cassien and Villevieille as well. Otherwise, many of the 

castles that were in ruins in the Middle Ages were never mended, be

cause they had outlived the need for them and, as styles and needs 

changed, those that survived became more residential after the 16th 

century. The only apparent exception to this trend was within the 

Barony of Beuil where many of the castles continued to be kept up as 

local fortresses, but none of these has survived. 

In the lower Var valley, for example, the castle of Carros 

(Fig. 26) is the only castle to have survived within its village. A 

good part of it is still used as a residence although it is partially 

in ruins. It is shaped roughly like a large rectangle, with part of 

one corner lopped off (and across the street from this cutoff corner 

there is a flanking tower, one of the few found on what appears to be 

a domestic structure). Its most remarkable features are the two round 

corner towers that frame the west facade. At their base is a kind of 

platform supported by a curved wall, arranged so that it eliminates 

the blind spots created by the angles of the original structure. At 

the top of one of the walls, Humbert (19̂ 3) points out a few corbels 

which must have supported a brattice. 

She suggests that the building may go back to the 13th or l4th 

century. She makes this judgment in the absence of amy documentation, 

on the basis of the dressing of the building stones and the corbels of 
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the brattice, although the facade, she says, is unquestionably from the 

l6th century. Verrier and Magnien (1957), in a somewhat more detailed 

description, postulated a three step evolution of the castle of Carros: 

(1) a tall trapezoidal donjon, of the romanesque type, erected in the 

12th century; (2) an expansion which doubled its size and made it 

almost square, effected in the 13th century; and (3) the addition of 

the westernmost slice of the castle with the two corner towers. They 

date this wing to the late l̂ th century, although they admit it is 

more characteristic of 15th century architecture. Given what we know 

of the history of architectural styles in the Var valley, it seems 

safer to accept the more recent dates suggested by Humbert (19̂ 3)• 

She feels the irregular plan is typical of the few castles without don

jons found in the area, well-located, but in positions of secondary 

importance. 

Although the external appearance of the castle itself remained 

essentially stable, there is ample evidence of repeated modifications 

of window bays. On the interior, the great staircase and the great 

hall with a grandiose fireplace -- the top half of which is now the 

attic formed by the construction of a new floor dividing the hall in 

two superposed storeys — date from the 17th or l8th century (Verrier 

and Magnien 1957:69-70) when the lords of Carros took an active part 

in the life of easternmost Provence. Vauban noted that the castle was 

located in an excellent position that could well be put to good use in 

the defense of the lower Var (Archives du Genie 1700). 

Carros is a relatively well-preserved example of the transfor

mation of medieval castles as they became palaces for the nobility. 
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By far the most touted of these palaces was that of the Grimaldis of 

Beuil in their favorite residence at Villars-sur-Var, one of the finest 

wine producing areas of the comte de Nice, even today (Fig. 27). The 

first fortress of the Barons of Beuil at Villars having been razed by 

order of the Count of Savoy in 1412, the Grimaldis quickly had a far 

more magnificent one built on a slightly lower position with respect to 

the old fortress. It is reputed to have been so grand as to rival the 

great halls of more prosperous climes. It is probably for this reason 

that it survived the wrath of the Duke of Savoy in 1621 and instead of 

being destroyed, was given to Louis Solari, Marquis de Dogliani, whose 

loyalty to the Duke was unquestionable and who had played an important 

part in the demise of the last Count of Beuil. There is a description 

of the castle as it was in 1682, quoted in Magnan (1953:15*0 which pre

sents the former house of the lords of Beuil as a sprawling and sump

tuous palace, comparable to the best in Provence said the Piedmont in 

the same period. Today, all that is left of it is a large white house, 

a private residence erected within the wall of the old castle complex. 

It is not open to the public. 

One of the most puzzling architectural features at Villars is 

a double row of free-standing round columns of crude masonry running 

south of the village from the church. There are twenty-three pairs of 

these, each three meters high, eighty centimeters in diameter, and at 

three meter intervals from one another. This is known as the "alley

way of the Grimaldis" (l1all£e des Grimaldi) and is believed to have 

been a kind of arbor, a promenade covered with grapevine and leading 

to a belvedere overlooking the Var at its confluence with the torrent 
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of the Espagnole. On the basis of comparison with similar structures 

of known date, it is suggested that this colonnade was built more or 

less in the Middle Ages (Magnan 1953:156-158) and that, in other words, 

it was most likely erected for the benefit of the Qrimaldis. 

The two final examples of modernization of castles I shall give 

here are purely military; they are, of course, at Entrevaux and at 

Guillaumes. 

Entrevaux and Guillaumes. The fortification of Entrevaux was 

apparently a real headache for Vauban. On 19 November 1700, he wrote: 

I admit that one must have a great deal of patience to . . • 
read ... ̂the plan/7 for Entrevaux with its 102 articles. 
But it required a great deal more patience to write them. I 
would rather have to take care of the plans for a large city 
such as Paris, in open country, than of this one. It is done 
now, thank God, and it.is up to the King to make this a fine 
stronghold (Archives du Genie 1700). 

Little is known of the castle of Entrevaux as it was before 

1693. In the 1590 drawing (Fig. 19), it appears to have included in 

its structure some flanking towers and turrets which, if they are not 

an exact replica of the appearance of the castle, can at least be ex

pected to provide a stylized picture of the way it was. 

Aside from calling it "much dilapidated," Vauban described this 

castle as: 

. . .  b a d l y  c o n s t r u c t e d ,  f u l l  o f  f a u l t s  a n d  s o  s m a l l  t h a t  i t  
cannot provide even a third of the shelter necessary for the 
garrison and, moreover, without other defense than its loca
tion which is almost inaccessible from the town, but very 
accessible from the outside where its only gate was located 
and within range of pistol fire. Last of all, the smallness 
of the place leaves hardly any room for flankers and very 
little for the buildings. The only way is to demolish every
thing, construct several vaulted storeys and build two large 
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escarpments around it with a path toward the town. With these 
changes, it will be possible for it to house a large enough 
garrison and sufficient munitions. It is in fact well-located 
and completely dominates the town (Archives du Genie 1693b). 

In other words, the castle had to be enlarged and reinforced. It had 

been criticized for not having a separate chemise, but this feature 

never was added. In its present state, it is the result of a century 

and a half of modification; additions were made to it several times in 

the l8th century, it was partially restored in 1830, and today is under

going, once again, restoration as a national monument. It is a fairly 

substantial complex, built around a small courtyard and made up of 

artillery rooms, storerooms, barracks, residential quarters for offi

cers, mess hall and kitchen. A bakery was added in the first half of 

the l8th century. The rooms on the eastern extremity of the castle 

complex seem to have been prison cells, with heavy bars on the windows 

and stone benches that would have served as beds. 

The castle and fortress of Entrevaux underwent inspections and 

reappraisal at regular intervals throughout the l8th and early 19th 

centuries. These reports, which have little to say except repeating 

earlier descriptions, mentioning new additions in passing and bemoaning 

the insufficiency of the existing defenses, are deposited in the 

archives of the Genie militaire at the Castle of Vincennes in the out

skirts of Paris. Among the comments found in these documents is the 

observation made in 17̂ 8 that it was virtually impossible for siege 

artillery to be transported over the mountains to Entrevaux. In 1769, 

however, it is suggested that the vaults holding munitions stores of 

the castle be reinforced since explosives could easily be carried on 
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muleback to the site to blow up its walls (Archives du Genie, Carton 1, 

1693a). 

The greatest drawback of the citadel of Entrevaux was that, 

although it was inaccessible from the village side, its north side was 

very vulnerable. It had been separated from the plateau behind it by 

a deep moat, but, even so, it was too well dominated by the peak of le 

Puy to its north. In the Revolutionary period, plans were drawn up to 

fortify this mountain, plans which were probably never put into effect. 

Entrevaux, although modest enough, can be taken as an example 

of a medieval fortified community that made a successful transition to 

modern defense needs, tailored to this rugged setting and therefore not 

comparable to the larger forts along the international border of France. 

Guillaumes, on the other hand, did not make such a successful transi

tion. Although it is obvious from the documents that plans for further 

improvement were being considered right up until the Treaty of Turin 

'disarmed' it in 1760, it is equally apparent that the site itself was 

not really adaptable to the new demands imposed on it. In order to be 

really effective, it would have required radical transformation and 

rebuilding, which were never undertaken because they would have been 

too costly and of questionable value and, ultimately, because political 

developments no longer made them necessary. 

As it is today, the castle of Guillaumes (Fig. 28) is an elon

gated rectangle with a round tower at its north end. It was restored 

and considerably altered by Vauban at the same time as the fortifica

tions of Entrevaux and Colmars were worked on, and it was blown up in 

1760 when France gave the town to the comte de Nice in the Kingdom of 
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Sardinia. The west facade that looks onto the village is adorned with 

large mullioned windows, while, to the east, away from Guillaumes, the 

wall is riddled with narrow gunloops. On the slope below there is some 

rubble, remains of an ancillary structure destroyed in 1?60. 

Originally, according to Canestrier (I95̂ c), the first castle 

of Guillaumes was the Tourre Calrado (location unknown), but, since 

it was in ruins by the mid-15th century, Count Ren£ of Provence built 

a new one, the present chateau-donjon, in l*+50. The last remains of 

the older structure was finally taken down in 1578 when it threatened 

to collapse. The position was an important one since Guillaumes jutted 

out into Savoyard territory and could be surrounded on three sides by 

enemy troops. Particularly threatening, until its demolition in 1621, 

was the fortress of Sauze, overlooking Guillaumes from high above on 

the opposite bank of the upper Var; it was in the hands of the 

Grimaldis of Beuil. 

Vauban included Guillaumes among the southeastern border forts 

that were essential to the defense of France in the War of the League 

of Augsburg. In notes dated 31 January 1693 (Archives du Genie 17̂ 8) 

he refers to "the castle, or rather house" eight to ten meters wide 

and only eighteen to twenty meters long. He adds that, although cer

tain repairs — to the roof and the floors — had been made to it in 

the previous year, the most effective solution to the defense of the 

site might be simply to raze the entire structure to the ground, par

ticularly since its walls were incapable of resisting artillery fire, 

being only about sixty-five centimeters thick. It should then be re

placed by a three storey building, that would be spacious enough to 
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accommodate the 100 to 190 troops necessary to garrison the fort. In 

addition, it was necessary to add bastions to the site. A month and a 

half later (16 March 1693), he said of it: 

Guillaumes is even smaller and in a worse country than Entre-
vaux, so the accommodation is scanty and the castle is really 
no more than a house located atop a rock dominated by another 
one, nearby as the crow flies. It is so tiny that it would be 
impossible to flank it on the outside. The esplanade toward 
the town is a slope of the rock so steep that the only access 
from said town to the castle is by a narrow crooked path 
.... The only possible improvement for this castle is to 
separate it from the surrounding land by a ditch, thirty feet 
(ten meters) deep cut into the rock and to build a small horn-
work (cornichon) facing the town and reinforced along the back 
by vaulted buildings and with a great escarpment at its foot. 
With these changes, this castle will easily house a garrison 
of 100 to 190 officers and men and will be as effective against 
attack as Entrevaux (Archives du Ĝ nie 17̂ 8). 

Most of the work was completed by 1706 (Canestrier 195̂ c). But com

plaints were voiced in later reports on the site, and Lieutenant-

General Pierre-Joseph de Bourcet indicated that some of the funds 

allotted to the maintenance of the fortress of Guillaumes were probably 

wasted. 

Like the citadel of Entrevaux, the castle of Guillaumes was 

vulnerable to gunfire from nearby heights, and it was repeatedly stated 

in the course of the l8th century that, if cannon were ever to be 

dragged up to the upper Var valley, the fortifications would never hold 

up, but such a confrontation was unlikely. At the end of the War of 

Austrian Succession, in 17̂ 8, the castle was considered to be in very 

bad condition, just as the town, protected by nothing more than the 

outer walls of its houses, and a few bits of more substantial curtain, 

could all too easily have fallen prey to a coup de main. The greatest 

danger to the castle was from mining, the threat of which increased in 
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the course of the l8th century. Although it would have been capable of 

some measure of resistance, the castle of Guillaumes was considered to 

be located too high up to be of any real use in the defense of the town, 

while it was itself vulnerable to any form of attack from above 

(Archives du Genie 17̂ +8). 

The walls of the town of Guillaumes were only about one meter 

thick, with essentially no flanking. Because the houses abutted to the 

curtain, they prevented the building of a true parapet walk, and the 

south wall, built along the Tulbi (tributary of the Var at Guillaumes), 

was always wet at the base since it doubled as a dyke, protecting the 

village from frequent and often violent floods. Vauban had called 

Guillaumes the smallest and most miserable of the forts that comprised 

the first line of defense of Provence (Archives du Genie 1693a), and 

it seems to have retained that status according to the reports left in 

the archives. 

In 1759, the town rampart was described as old and without de

fenses (this was attributed to the fact that the wall had been erected 

by the townsfolk as protection against the raids of Vaudois — a 

catch-all term for more or less local brigands). At the same time, it 

was suggested that the donjon of the castle be repaired and reinforced, 

thereby making the complex capable of resisting a siege for up to 

several months if manned by a garrison of 150 men (Archives du Genie 

1759). Of course, no such improvements were made since the very next 

year, instead of adding flankers and bastions, the French destroyed 

this modest fortress. All the bastions, ramparts, barracks and even 

a small turret on the path connecting the town and castle, were razed 
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to the ground (Canestrier 195^c). In spite of the strong objections 

of its inhabitants, Guillaumes was left am open town. 

Forts and Other Fortified Structures 

Besides the castles and villages, there are other kinds of 

fortification in the Var valley system. Certain points, like bridges 

and other river crossings, passes and natural corridors were logical 

sites for defense works. A number of plains were drawn up, particularly 

in the lower Var valley, for fortified bridges or fords, but few were 

ever even begun. 

There are a number of large isolated houses called bastides, a 

name that definitely implies a military function since elsewhere in 

France, it refers to fortified towns and to outworks, but the towers 

that are often still associated with these buildings may never have 

had a military purpose and were more likely dovecotes. 

In the previous pages, we have encountered some fortified 

churches, particularly at Annot and Entrevaux where the church auid 

cathedral, respectively, have embattled towers. In addition, it seems 

that the former cathedral of Glandeves at la Sedz in the commune of 

Entrevaux was itself fortified. Jacquet (n.d.a:15l) describes a for

tified palace, with heavy walls and loopholes, located on a ridge above 

the Var, on the south bank of the river, which belonged to the bishop 

of Glandeves. Another fortified church, at St-Etienne-de-Tinee, was 

the scene of a successful siege in 1598 when Annibal Grimaldi of Beuil 

recaptured the town from the French (Canestrier 1957). 



302 

Recent Forts and Blockhouses 

The Alpes-Maritimes, because of their proximity to Italy, have 

always been strategically important and they possess several major 

modern forts and blockhouses. In the Var valley system alone, the late 

19th century fort crowning the summit of the Mont-Chauve (in the com

mune of Aspremont) which dominates the lower Var and coastal area 

around Nice, the fort on the Picciarvet, just south of Tournefort above 

the confluence of the Tinee and Var rivers into the Mescla canyon, con

temporary with that of the Mont-Chauve, and, finally, the fort at 

Rimplas, built in the 1930's. Both the forts of the Mont-Chauve and 

Rimplas replaced earlier structures, the former a prehistoric castel-

lara, the latter a Medieval castle (see Appendix B). Rimplas is an 

important site because it dominates the Tinee at St-Sauveur, at its 

confluence with the torrent of the Val de Blore. 

There are also recent military encampments at most of the high 

passes of the comte de Nice, many of them dating from the Second World 

War. At the beginning of the War, in the wintertime, scouts traveled 

on skis from neighboring points to convey information on troop move

ments to the fort of Monte-Grosso, above Sospel (Cucchietti 19̂ 6). 

Although the majority of the forts found high in these mountains date 

back no farther than the 19th century, they are of some interest in 

showing the continuity of occupation of certain sites and the persis

tence of the military use of this region, which remains dotted with 

blockhouses, its canyon walls hollowed out into 20th century casemates. 
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Field Fortifications 

Such defense works were hastily put together in response to a 

particular campaign situation. They were not built in association with 

agglomerations, except where trenches were excavated as part of a 

siege. The definition rules out permanent towers and bastions such as 

existed along the coast. There are apparently no traces of such field 

fortifications in the Alpes-Maritimes prior to the l8th century. Many 

such temporary structures would have left little, if any, tangible evi

dence, such as bridges, new roads or repairs to already existing ones, 

many earthworks and bivouacs. The evidence mentioned below does not 

bear directly on the Var valley system, but is of interest to this 

study nonetheless, in adding to the range of fortification found within 

the region as a whole. 

From the War of Austrian Succession. In the commune of Falicon, 

on a ridge of poudingue that almost dominates the Var near its mouth, 

Cheneveau (1972-73!88-90) mentions five "castellaras," four of which 

are recent, or at least were adapted for military use in the l8th cen

tury, probably during the War of Austrian Succession (17if2-171+8). 

Although these "camps of Chateaurenard" display traits that are typi

cally Ligurian, such as the triple dressing of the walls (two to three 

meters in height), Cheneveau is convinced that they may have been small 

forts (fortins) utilized by the Gallispans in their occupation of the 

comte de Nice. 

North and west of ChSteaurenard and the Mont-Chauve, the ridge 

of the Ferion runs south from the peak of Rocca Seira (150̂  meters) 
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through the ruins of Roccasparviera down to the ruins of Chateauneuf-

de-Contes. It was a barrier, particularly important in the War of 

Austrian Succession and the Revolutionary occupations of the comte. 

Bodard and Cheneveau (1970-71) distinguish between the Ligurian 

castellaras which, 

. . .  a r e  f o u n d  a s  e x p e c t e d ,  u s u a l l y  f o r m i n g  a  s e m i - c i r c l e  o n  
a cliff and on the ridges, while the defensive walls and re
doubts from the l8th century were built for the sole purpose 
of cutting off all passage to the west. Wherever there is an 
elevation bounded by a vertical cliff there is a castellara; 
wherever there is a cleft in the ridge, an l8th century de
fensive structure was raised (Bodard and Cheneveau 1970-71:17)-

The authors add that, although these lines of defense were erected in 

the War of Austrian Succession, there never was amy attempt to breach 

them in battle and they sire almost intact except where they have more 

recently been opened up for the passage of herds. 

Well outside the Var valley system, in the valley of the upper 

Siagne river, which bounds the plain of Grasse on the west, there are 

some crude, rather puzzling ruins which, on closer inspection, appear 

to have been small forts (fortins) or military observations points. 

Riboulat (1969-70) describes six of them and searches for a historical 

situation that might explain their presence. Until the War of Austrian 

Succession, 

If the people suffered from these numerous conflicts /from 
the l6th to the 18th centurĵ , it was mostly from local re
percussions, requisitions, pillage, etc. But there is 
little indication within this period of important or last
ing battles having taken place in the valley of the upper 
Siagne (Riboulat 1969-70:59)• 

At the end of 17̂ 6, however, an Austro-Sardic offensive (Appendix C) 

from the comte" de Nice was brought to a halt and, in order to 
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consolidate their positions for the winter, the invaders put together 

simple refuges for the men and their animals, to be used also as ob

servation points. To this end, they reinforced (very crudely) medieval 

ruins or simply strategic points, in a manner somewhat reminiscent of 

the architecture of some castellaras, although certain features of the 

masonry and location as well as what information can be gathered from 

the archaeological context have convinced Riboulat (1969-70) that 

these are actually the remains of Modern Age field fortifications. 

It was not until the mid-l8th century that such temporary de

fense works seem to have made their appearance in eastern Provence. It 

is, of course, possible that earlier remains of this sort have simply 

not been identified because of their resemblance to other sorts of 

structures and lack of corroboration from specific historical refer

ences. We know that the trenches excavated during the siege of Entre-

vaux in 1704 were quickly washed away by the river. And it can perhaps 

be assumed that the rugged natural relief of the alpine foothills 

afforded sufficient protection in most cases. At the time of the War 

of Austrian Succession, such temporary defense works were obviously 

needed and their distribution is pretty much restricted to the coastal 

reaches, which were the areas of most intense fighting and of somewhat 

more even ground. 

Summary 

The rural architecture and fortification in the Var valley sys

tem are not particularly easily definable. For the purposes of this 

study, I have considered the villages, castles and other fortified 
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structures separately. Considered as a whole, the best that can be 

said is that they are not examples of the mainstream of European tra

dition. Humbert (19̂ 3) concludes her thesis on medieval military 

architecture in the Plain of Grasse (which includes the southeastern-

most part of the Var valley system) by saying: 

The primary characteristic of this military architecture ̂ be
tween the Siagne and Var rivers/ is a plainness bordering on 
indigence, that is easily explained by the poverty of the land 
itself. Except in terms of bulk, the donjons Eire no more than 
rudimentary defenses. Ramparts and castles have little or no 
protection from flanking structures. The village gates are 
cut through a single tower, an arrangement less costly but 
also less satisfactory than a gate between two towers, common 
at the same period of time in richer regions. The curtains 
aire rather thin and stone machicolations are used only in a 
few important buildings. 

Its second characteristic is archaism; it is manifest 
mostly in the persistence of the square or slightly oblong 
shape of the donjons. ... There is no desire to adopt a 
better plan. The towers of the town gates, the few salients 
and the towers flanking the walls are also of the same type. 
One finds round towers very rarely; those of the castle of 
Carros are rather recent (post-Medieval). The broken arch is 
rarely seen before the 15th century. There is only one ex
ample of Gothic cross-vaulting: at St-Honorat /on an island 
off the coast of Cannee/t and it dates from the 15th century 
(Humbert 19̂ 3s20). 

This statement is applied to the sites in the Plain of Grasse and it 

can be expected that military architecture was even more primitive in 

the hinterland of Nice and Grasse, farther from the relatively rich 

harbors and trade routes of the hill country to the south. 

Village fortification would appear to belong typologically to 

the Medieval Period. But, while some villages "opened up" their walls 

in whole or in part in the l6th century and after, thereby becoming 

more vulnerable to attack, others did not and have retained their mar

tial appearance to this day. The puzzle of the persistence of the 
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massed hilltop village in the Mediterranean region is a complex prob

lem; the documentary evidence (some of which is presented in following 

chapters) clearly shows that a semblance of the defensive function of 

village fortification was maintained long after its real use had be

come obsolete. 

The castles, on the other hand, met somewhat different fates. 

Some have fallen into ruin, while others have been recycled in a 

variety of ways. However, their military function eventually passed 

on to more specialized structures, the forts, which, since the last 

century, have become as much a part of the landscape of the Var valley 

system and the Alpes-Maritimes as were the perched villages before them. 



CHAPTER 9 

WARFARE: TOWARD AN ANALYSIS 

Before phenomena can be interpreted, they must be discovered 
.... Historical facts ... are and can only be known 
through documents. ... A document is a witness; and like 
most witnesses, it does not say much except under cross-
examination. The real difficulty lies in putting the right 
questions. That is where comparisons can be of such valuable 
help to the historian, who is always in the position of the 
magistrate hearing the case (Bloch 1967s**8)» 

Most typologies of warfare are based almost exclusively on 

Western conflicts and tend to rely on a combination of factors: eco

nomic (competition for resources, wars of conquest), and technological 

(introduction of firearms, air warfare) and political (competition be

tween rulers, retaliatory raids, national wars, etc.). Rather than 

attempt to apply — or to create — a more general typology, I have 

preferred to divide the process of making war into a series of five 

steps which should prove useful in sorting out the historical infor

mation on the Var valley system. 

Warfare has been defined as a contest carried on by force of 

arms, between two (or more) hostile groups, in a manner consistent with 

their sociocultural systems. Any given war, considered as a series of 

events centered on this particular contest, has a beginning and an 

end, and can be described in terms of a sequence of steps, or stages. 

1. The potential conflict situation 

2. Preparations for war 
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3. Military engagements 

4. Immediate effects of the conflict 

5. Long-term consequences of the war 

This sequence is very flexible, since one or more of the steps 

can be omitted, or sidestepped, and any part of the sequence can be 

repeated indefinitely, as in a feud, for example. The intention here 

is simply to identify some units of description and even of analysis, 

rather than to chart the course of war — or wars — in general. 

The Potential Conflict Situation 

This refers to the situation or set of circumstances that pro

vide the stimulus for war (e.g., economic competition, political con

flict, even personal rivalry). While the factors involved in this may 

be extremely complex and variable, I find that, in the Var valley sys

tem and Provence at least, they can be attributed to the following 

major factors: 

1. Striving for autonomy, political, economic, cultural. 

2. Quest for power, control over other individuals and groups, 

"the ability to channel behavior of others by the threat or use of 

sanctions" (Fried 1967s13) which, in the Western tradition, usually 

means political control. 

3. Desire or need for territorial expansion, to acquire more re

sources and economic control. 

The potential conflict situation can arise from any or all of 

these three goals initiated and implemented by almost any social unit 

(village, feudal demesne, ethnic or religious groups, kingdom, etc.) 
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on many levels of interaction with other units, whether similar or not. 

In the Var valley system, there are basically three such units which 

will be described in Chapter 10: the village community, the feudal 

lords, and the sovereign, or 'central authority.' 

The history of Western warfare, like most evolutionary develop

ments, can be seen in cumulative terms. For purposes of classification, 

wars can be described in terms of the political/cultural units that 

engage in them, and the technology at their disposal. The former can 

tell us something about the nature of the participating groups and 

their squabble and its causes, while the latter gives us an idea of 

the weapons and military capabilities of the warring parties. As we 

have seen above, the causes of war are traditionally attributed to what 

are basically economic factors, population pressure, competition for 

scarce or valuable resources, food, water, land. The history of wars 

has always formed a large part of all written history and the role of 

some individuals — 'great men' — in shaping the fate of peoples has 

often been emphasized. The persistence of this idea even among con

temporary historians is illustrated by the following excerpt from a 

recent book review. 

Unlike the historical-geographers of the trendy Fernand Braudel 
school /L» B. Smitl̂  realizes that the politics and wars of 
the l6th century were dominated, more than by any other fac
tor, by the personalities of the European princes. It was 
their realism, or lack of it, which chiefly shaped events, as 
the people of the time — somewhat better informed about the 
16th century than the Braudels -- well knew. Hence the awe 
in which monarchs were held (Johnson 1975)* 

Rulers were unquestionably instrumental in making some of the decisions 

that may have •altered the course of history.1 It seems undeniable 
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that individual men of influence played a crucial role in determining 

policies and encouraging actions and attitudes that had long-term con

sequences. However, the so-called 'great man theory' in history is 

useless to anthropological archaeology in that the variables with which 

it deals are, almost by definition, so random and arbitrary that they 

defy analysis in terms of larger scale process of change and develop

ment. They can be known exclusively through accurate and detailed 

historical accounts. The 'great men' are still there: how else is it 

possible to 'explain' the differences between England and France in the 

second half of the 17th century when the former was torn apart by civil 

wars, and a succession of rather ineffective rulers, while the latter 

thrived and expanded under the rule of a powerful said ambitious King 

whose reign lasted almost three quarters of a century. The reverse had 

occurred for the same two countries in the 16th century. These are the 

proverbial 'vicissitudes' of history that present a much more confusing 

picture than that usually drawn by archaeologists of the 'culture-

history' of their pre- and protohistoric groups. 

While it is impossible to describe the history of wars in the 

Var valley system without reference to individuals who provoked them, 

fought in them and brought them to an end, I will try to do so by 

delineating major trends, attempting to deemphasize as much as possible 

what was particular in the events. 

Historical Sketch 

The motivations for war can be interpreted on many levels: 

Every war is fought for more than one motive, spurious or 
real, appreciated or unrealized. Every individual warrior 
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joins the colors for more than one reason. It is character
istic of successful social institutions to have a bundle of 
functions, as every human activity has a bundle of utilities 
(Turney-High 1971:3AD. 

What happens, further, is that, as men become full-time professional 

soldiers, what Turney-High called the "fun," or 'recreational function' 

of war or of soldiering can, in itself, contribute significantly to the 

perpetuation of war (Turney-High 1971:166; Warner 1968:̂ 3)• 

In the history of the Var valley system, we can see how the 

three factors of autonomy, power and conquest have motivated the wars. 

Much of the 'tribal' warfare that occurred before and during the Roman 

Conquest was the result of the westward movements of people. That 

tended to displace some of those already settled and created consider

able friction in the process. The Roman intrusion into Gaul was defi

nitely aimed at conquest, for permanent acquisition of land and power 

over the inhabitants. The long pax romana that followed the Conquest 

was the result of a strong centralized government which was able, for 

a time at least, to keep intruders out and keep the peace among its 

heterogeneous subject population. 

That peace was violently shattered by a new and more turbulent 

series of invasions which toppled the government, leaving a highly 

fragmented society helpless in the face of the successive waves of 

warlike people who crossed their territories. By the end of the 5th 

century, the situation had stabilized somewhat, as the new Germanic 

rulers settled down to the business of government. Internecine war

fare, however, soon became endemic, particularly in the power struggle 

between the sons and heirs of the individual rulers, spawned by the 
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partible inheritance rule which pitted brother against brother, creating 

a state of unrest that lasted throughout the Dark Ages until the 10th 

century, except for a period of respite in the 8th century under the 

first Carolingians who established the Holy Roman Empire. In addition 

to these internal wars, Western Europe was increasingly threatened 

from the outside, by Muslims to the south (from the 8th century onward) 

and Vikings to the north (after the 9th century). The raids per

petrated by these Saracens and Norsemen were undertaken for the most 

part for the purpose of looting of goods and capture of slaves, but, 

sometimes, the attackers made more substantial attempts at settling 

down, establishing permanent headquarters and means of exploiting the 

area on a more lasting basis. 

Following this long period of unrest, a change of succession 

in the French monarchy (in 987), and a change in the practice of succes

sion to primogeniture which ensured the integrity of the realm, brought 

about more stability in France and surrounding regions, and set up the 

tendency toward increasing centralization of authority, in contrast 

and almost in opposition to the rising feudal class that emerged in 

the 9th and 10th centuries. 

The High Middle Ages (11th to 13th centuries) were marked by 

feudal squabbles, dynastic wars provoked by problems of succession, 

attempts at consolidation of power accompanied by rebellions against 

such centralization, and, finally, by territorial wars between these 

central authorities, such as the conflict between the Kings of England 

and of France, which led eventually to the Hundred Years War. The 

scale of these increased to the point where the Christian rulers of 
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Western Europe actually united, to a certain degree, to make weir in the 

Near East. The motivations for these Crusades were many, ranging from 

religious zeal to retaliation against the Muslim takeover of the 

Mediterranean and even rivalry between the political units of the 

Christians. 

The conflict known as the Hundred Years War (1337-1̂ 53) took up 

a large part of the late Middle Ages. This was the culmination of an 

ancient dynastic dispute originating when the Plantegenet Count of 

Anjou became King Henry II of England in 115̂ ' and continued to claim 

many French territories in his and his wife Eleanor's name. Because of 

lack of French leadership in the l̂ th century, the various campaigns of 

this long conflict were not decisive until the arrival on the scene of 

Joan of Arc, although it took another quarter of a century to expel 

the English from the French mainland. Against the backdrop of this 

lengthy conflict also occurred feudal rebellions against the central 

authority which, by the end of the 15th century, only served to 

strengthen it, thereby weakening the power of the nobility. The 

countryside was ravaged, particularly in times of lull in the fighting, 

by armies of footloose mercenaries, the Great Companies in France, and 

the Condottiere in Italy. 

With the Renaissance, in the l6th century, began what were soon 

called national wars, pitting monarch against monarch, in the formation 

of unstable alliances which eventually drew all of Europe into what had 

begun as regional conflicts. The emergence of national feeling led to 

the rebellion of peoples against their foreign rulers as new inde

pendent states arose in the European arena, in the 16th century. The 
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sweep of Religious Reformation provided a further excuse for civil wars 

which, in the 17th century, escalated into international conflicts. 

The 17th and l8th centuries saw the rise of great alliances, as 

Louis XIV of France tried to extend his holdings against a Protestant 

alliance and finally an alliance of all the European rulers. One of 

the main political concerns in l8th century Europe was the maintenance 

of the Balance of Power, at almost any cost, as nations shifted their 

allegiance from one day to the next on that pretext. 

This outline shows that, since the collapse of the Roman Empire 

in the West, there has been a trend toward an increase in scale of the 

political units involved in war and in their ambitions and motivations. 

While petty feudal conflicts dominated the Middle Ages (although, in 

some areas, persisting well into the Modern Period), international wars 

between sovereign states that emerged in the late Middle Ages flour

ished in the Modern Period. By the l8th century, the art of forming 

alliances between seemingly disparate parties, well established by the 

l6th century, had evolved to the point where no nation could realisti

cally afford to remain completely neutral in any conflict. 

Preparations for War 

Given the emergence, or even the threat, of a potential con

flict situation, preparations had to be made in anticipation of an out

break of hostilities. Such preparations included the amassing of 

wealth to pay for war (taxes, outstanding debts, promises of alliance), 

the mustering up of personnel by some form of mobilization (see pp. 

365-37̂ ) or the hiring of mercenaries; and the arming of soldiers, 



316 

equipping them with offensive and defensive weapons, and building for

tifications. Further measures involved the consolidation of alliances 

with other groups, setting up sin adequate communications system* and 

planning strategies against the enemy. 

In as militaristic a society as that of Medieval Europe, the 

villagers were always more or less in a state of preparedness. We have 

already seen that the men of some villages were required to own minimum 

armament, and the location of the habitation sites themselves supports 

the idea of an existing system for relaying signals over distances, 

although I have found no actual description of the techniques used, 

except for the coastal system for warning of the approach of barbar-

esque pirate ships. 

In the Middle Ages, the building and maintenance of fortifi

cations was a serious matter for villagers. Their erection was the 

responsibility of the sovereign, but their maintenance was a community 

duty and repairs had to be undertaken and paid for by the people. 

There are almost no details on the recruitment of workmen or the 

sources of building materials, although the limestone hills are full 

of quarries. The tight village agglomeration was defensive enough in 

character to make further fortification less urgent; passages could be 

sealed off with minimum effort and even walls could be added, with or 

without loopholes, battlements, etc. These last-minute fortifications 

were pretty much makeshift; in the 16th century, one winter was enough 

to allow several upper valley villages to erect the necessary defenses 

to hold off an invading force. 
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At the end of the 17th century, elaborate plans were drawn up 

to modernize some important sites on the Provencal border, including 

Guillaumes, Entrevaux and Colmars-les-Alpes in the upper Verdon valley. 

In these reports it is pointed out that the inhabitants were not so 

concerned with maintaining the defensibility of their fortresses, they 

preferred to have windows and doors in their outer wall and resented 

the necessity for sealing off these openings in the interest of better 

defense. In the cases of Entrevaux and Colmars, under Vauban's direc

tion, what had always been fortified villages were transformed into 

village fortresses with separate citadels manned by a permanent garri

son of career soldiers, while, at the same time, lesser communities 

engaged in less and less elaborate forms of fortification. 

Weaponry was most commonly whatever was around, either left 

over from a previous war or part of everyday life (hunting and farming 

implements). There are statutes showing that, in some areas at least, 

every household was required to have on hand certain arms. Heavy 

artillery (always expensive and cumbersome in so rugged an area) could 

only be purchased where there were sufficient funds. In the Middle 

Ages, the favorite weapon was the crossbow, very often manned by 

Genoese mercenaries. Some siege machinery could be dragged, or built 

in place, to lay sieges, but, heavy firearms and especially cannon, in 

the 16th century and after, could only be used where they could easily 

be transported and the coastal settlements alone could expect to have 

to face them in a Biege. 

When Entrevaux was besieged in 1704 (see pp. 530-538), it had 

no cannon, the two original ones having been removed for replacement 
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which did not occur until several years after the siege, but all the 

assailants had in the way of artillery were two falconnets (Michel 

1963). What seems certain is that, until the time of the French Revo

lution, no heavy artillery was ever transported into the hinterland for 

a siege. The only cannon carried over long distances on the trails 

were to be made part of a permanent arsenal, for the defense of im

portant sites. But they were rare if only because they were expensive 

to manufacture, very difficult to transport and their high cost was 

not necessarily warranted since cannon were hardly ever used in offense. 

In general, it seems the arms used in offense as in defense in the Var 

valley system were portable, from crossbows to arquebuses and muskets. 

Another aspect of preparation for military action is the main

tenance of roads. For special operations, roads were built to handle 

chariots and other wheeled vehicles, including those for transporting 

artillery. It was necessary to hire guides, familiar with the local 

lay of the land and its communication routes. Under Louis XIV, sign

posts were set up to indicate general directions to be followed by the 

royal armies (Bouttin 1953-57)• 

As the building and improvement of roads were an essential part 

of paving the way for an offensive campaign, so was the destruction of 

roads usually part of the program of hindering the advance of an enemy 

force in a defensive action. 

When there was a danger of war, orders, often very specific, 

were issued to all concerned, for the people to arm themselves, organ

ize the man and reinforce their defenses, from rebuilding walls, adding 

loopholes or other features, to destroying bridges and blocking trails, 
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and even simply to nailing new boards to the village gate to reinforce 

it (Bueil 19̂ 9). 

Strategy can also play an important part in the preparation for 

war, however, Liddell Hart (196?) suggests that the data on medieval 

military strategy are too scanty and unreliable to permit generaliza

tions and that "feudal chivalry was inimical to military art:" 

It is true that controversy has raged round the tactical 
rather than the strategical details of medieval military his
tory, but the dust thus raised is apt to envelop both, in the 
view of the normal student of war (Liddell Hart 1967:75)* 

Medieval strategy had normally the simple and direct aim of 
seeking immediate battle. If the result was not indecisive 
it was usually decisive against those who sought it, unless 
they could induce the defenders to become tactically the 
assailant (Liddell Hart 1967:81). 

Indeed the only sort of strategy we can see in the medieval Var valley 

system is manifested in the peaceful takeover of the Terres-Neuves de 

Provence by the Count of Savoy in 1388 when he and his representatives 

negotiated with the villages of the region to acquire as much territory 

as possible as quickly as possible. 

The thesis of Liddell Hart's work on military strategy is that 

the indirect approach using surprise to set the enemy off his guard, 

is the most effective: 

Throughout history, however, the direct approach has been 
normal, and a purposeful indirect approach the exception. It 
is significant, too, how often generals have adopted the lat
ter, not as their original strategy, but as a last resort. 
Yet it has brought them a decision where the direct approach 
had brought them failure — and thereby left them in a weak
ened condition to attempt the indirect. A decisive success 
obtained in such deteriorated conditions acquires all the 
greater significance (Liddell Hart 1967:162). 

By the 17th century, military strategy, like fortification and 

stagecraft, had come into its own, with such great siegecraft as the 
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French general Turenne and the Austrian Prince Eugene of Savoy. The 

three documents from the Archives Nationales (1708, Carton M6̂ 5 /see 

Appendix C, p. 48̂ 7) are exposes of strategy, written in the first half 

of the 18th century but show nothing particularly original. Once again, 

the comte de Nice failed to draw any particular attention to itself by 

being the field for any important battles or becoming heavily fortified. 

Military Encounters 

Wars themselves are made up of campaigns, connected series of 

battles that may last one season. The elements making up a campaign 

are military encounters, which may or may not be part of a strategy. 

Military encounters (pitched battles, raids, sieges, etc.) are the re

sult of tactical maneuvers and can be described in terms of: 

1. the choice of site (e.g., battlefield, castle); 

2. duration of the action (a few hours to a whole season); 

3. their frequency (from a single occurrence to a chronic dis
pute ); 

4. their purpose (plunder, conquest); and 

5. the type of personnel, or armed forces, involved (part-time or 
professional). 

The last two factors are related, respectively to the potential 

conflict situation and to the preparations for war, and both must be 

defined in terms of the opposing sides. 

Purpose 

The objective of a military encounter may involve a simple show 

of strength, or it may be retribution or a desire for recognition, or, 

more simply, for material gain, permanent or temporary (as for 



321 

bargaining purposes or ransom), either in the form of portable goods 

(provision, people) or territorial acquisition. 

Personnel 

The opposing forces in military encounters could be matched 

(equal in training and equipment, if not necessarily in numbers) or 

uneven, as when a band of professional soldiers attacked a group of 

villagers, or the Spanish conquistadores fought with superior arms 

against the armies of ancient Mexico. The participants in wartime ac

tivities could include professional soldiers and officers, ranging from 

Medieval knights and their retainers, to the national standing armies 

of Western Europe in the Modern Period, and, of course, mercenary 

forces. Professional fighting men could also be organized as part of 

a large strategic plan, or simply run amok without leadership (a com

mon Medieval battle-plan). Non-professional, or part-time soldiers, 

could be trained or not, consisting of levies, raised only in time of 

war, or regular militias required to meet at regular intervals for 

some training, but the prime occupation of these men was not war; they 

were usually agriculturalists, or sometimes with other specializations 

(lawyers, merchants, physicians, etc.). Victims of attack could also 

be totally unarmed and unprepared for a military encounter into which 

they were forced by the actions of another group. 

Duration and Frequency 

These are relatively easy variables to measure from historical 

accounts. Duration can be short or long, although these values are 

relative and can range from a matter of hours in the case of a raid or 
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skirmish, to several months, in the case of some sieges. Frequency 

relates to the patterns of interaction that may occur between opposing 

parties. A military engagement may occur once and never again, or it 

may recur several times in the course of a particular conflict or of a 

season of fighting. On the other hand, it may recur a few times over 

a very long period because of a source of dispute that cannot be re

solved, as in the case of many border disputes and fights over terri

torial or water rights. Such standing conflicts can be considered re

current if they are relatively sporadic, or chronic, if they last with 

little respite over long periods. 

Location 

This factor is the least variable and therefore, the one I have 

chosen here from which to derive a rough classification of military 

encounters. Military encounters can take place at residential or non

residential sites with no fortifications, with temporary fortifications 

or with permanent fortifications. 

Non-residential sites can range from open fields or woods; 

roads, bridges, passes or other strategically valuable points; storage 

buildings, animal pens, water sources or other economically valuable 

places. The degree of fortification is important because it is a re

flection of the anticipation of battle if not of the likelihood of its 

taking place. The permanently fortified non-residential site is, of 

course, a fort. The kinds of military encounters that occur at a non

residential site include pitched battles, ambushes, skirmishes, as well 

as raids for plunder. 



323 

Residential sites can range from individual houses or farm com

plexes, including castles, to large cities. We have discussed the 

characteristics of these and other fortified sites in Chapter The 

residential sites are likely to be subject to raids, which are short 

military operations that may or may not be recurrent, or to sieges, 

which can be prolonged affairs. 

The Engagements 

Pitched Battles. Such confrontations occurred very rarely in 

the Var valley system, if only because the high mountains and narrow 

valleys were not propitious for the meeting of armed forces in combat. 

Although there is at least one reference to a pitched battle in the 

13th century, it could well be a poetic analogy with the tradition of 

great Western European battles. Pitched battles involving the holding 

of strategic points did occur with greater frequency in the Revolution

ary period, when battles were carried out more and more away from resi

dential sites. The immediate purpose of most pitched battles can be a 

show of force, or to block the advance of one or the other party. 

They could last from a few hours to a few days, except when field for

tifications were erected, or excavated, allowing the opposing sides to 

hold their position over a much longer period. 

Raids. These are the brief attacks that need not necessarily 

involve the active participation of all parties. Their purpose can be 

plunder, destruction (either as a part of plunder or as an end in 

itself) in revenge or to incapacitate the enemy, or it can be related 
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to a claim of ownership. In some cases, the raids might involve hardly 

more than the removal or stealing of crops or food stores; the victims 

could either fight off the raiders or flee, or hide within a fortified 

compound and watch the looting of their possessions. If the purpose of 

a raid was to take captives, the people were more directly involved. 

In most wars, villagers were expected to support the soldiers in the 

field and if they were unwilling or unable to pay the tribute expected 

from them, usually had to submit to the pillaging of their stores and 

houses by the soldiers, either the enemy's or those hired to protect 

them, mercenary or regular. 

Skirmishes and ambushes were quick events, with surprise as an 

important element and they rarely occurred in the vicinity of fortified 

sites. 

Sieges. Sieges are associated with fortified sites, and, most 

often, particularly in the period under consideration here, with resi

dential ones; a siege is an attempt to penetrate and capture a forti

fied place. The duration of a siege has to do with the amount of 

resistance offered by the victims. If they do not put up a resistance, 

the attack can be brief (although its effects can be protracted); of 

course, the resistance can be unsuccessful, with very similar results. 

Such brief attacks are often called coups de main in the l8th century 

accounts. But sieges could last for hours, days or months, in creating 

a blockade that could include offensive tactics, against the town and 

its defenders, who could either wait it out, hoping to have enough food 

and water and reinforcements, or turn offensive themselves, by attempt

ing occasional sallies. 
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Tactics 

We have already made some mention of strategy which is the plan 

and practical management of war, its preparation and implementation, 

the combination of individual military encounters. Tactics, on the 

other hand, are no more than the formation and conduct of these en

gagements, the disposing and maneuvering of troops in combat. This 

includes the artifacts, animals and personnel and their use as well as 

that of fortifications. The tactics of sieges have often been given 

special attention and, in turn, excluded from syntheses of military 

history (Lot 19̂ +6:17). 

Although each tactical approach to individual military engage

ments is unique, there are certain ploys that can be isolated, particu

larly with regard to medieval siegecraft. These relate to use of: 

(1) equipment; (2) deployment of forces; (3) diversionary tactics; (4) 

time available (related to food and water availability and to the com

mitment of personnel); and (5) on the offensive side, mining and sap

ping. 

Some of the equipment was portable, other less so. There was 

a great variety of medieval siege engines: those that hurled projec

tiles (stones, arrows, bolts); those that raised the assailants to the 

level of the walls (including movable towers, and scaling ladders), 

those that battered the walls (rams), and those that protected the 

assailants from enemy fire (mantlets). Engines in the first category 

could be used by the defenders as well, and, after the introduction of 

gunpowder, became of first importance as cannon and mortars. Portable 

weapons, as we have seen, could range from the relatively sophisticated 
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longbow (which did require great skill and training and strength) to 

various throwing and thrusting weapons. (For the besieged, the large 

fork (fourche jl croc) was used for throwing besiegers off the walls 

they had scaled.) The purpose of most of these weapons was to breach 

the walls and doors, and to kill, or at least discourage, the enemy. 

In the Var vail ley system, we have seen only a small sample of the 

available weaponry. 

The deployment of forces meant the most effective use of what 

was often an insufficient contingent. The defenders tried to man the 

key points from which they could retaliate against the enemy fire and 

hinder his advance. The attackers could try said surround a site and 

blockade it, or else concentrate their efforts at the weakest points. 

In the Var valley system, where the sites were so difficult of access, 

it is hardly surprising that most Medieval sieges were broken by 

treachery, when it seemed impossible to take the castle or village by 

storm. The defenders, in addition to manning the vital posts within 

the fortifications, could venture out in sallies and engage their 

assailants in direct combat, as they did in the 1704 siege of Entre-

vaux. Other examples of this are rare in the area. 

Diversionary tactics could be resorted to on both sides to 

break a stalemate and aire very commonly reported in the history of 

siegecraft and must have been used throughout the history of the Var 

valley system. 

The amount of time available was an important factor, since, 

in the high Middle Ages, military service was often limited to a set 
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number of days, after which, if the position did not fall, the siege 

was lifted for lack of assailants. Food and water were essential to 

both sides. The purpose of many sieges was simply to'create a blockade 

of the town and wait for starvation to set in and for surrender. On 

the other hand, the assailants also required food and water and, if 

they were more able to get it, they, too, might run out of ready 

sources, their own reserves or the surrounding countryside. 

Another possibility, open more specifically to the assailants, 

was that of mining or sapping the foundations of buildings. Picks and 

rams could be used to weaken the masonry or tunnels excavated under the 

wall, while the workers were protected by mantlets or the attention of 

the defenders distracted by diversionary moves. The tunnel could be 

used to enter the compound directly or else be stuffed with brush and 

wood, and even "the carcases of forty fat pigs. When these were set 

alight the heat was so intense that the foundation cracked and the 

tower and a portion of the wall fell outwards" (Warner 1968:137). The 

bedrock foundation of many of the Var valley fortresses was enough to 

discourage miners, at least until the possibility of bringing in por

table explosives became a serious threat in the l8th century. 

Immediate Effects 

A military encounter can result in a win for one side, which 

naturally entails a loss for the other, or it may end in a draw, or 

even have no resolution at all. The immediate effects of a battle or 

other form of attack can range from none at all, or imperceptible, all 

the way to the total annihilation of a site, or of a group of people. 
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These effects can include occupation, taxation, slavery, paying of 

tribute, destitution leading to starvation. Some of these can be of 

relatively short duration and followed by more or less complete re

covery, others, may have more lasting consequences. 

Long-term Consequences 

These are the results of the war itself, rather than of any 

single battle; they can include, from time to time, the rearrangement 

by treaties of the political map of Europe, the expansion of feudal 

demesnes, or simply reaffirmations of authority of one group over an

other. Destruction was an important part of the immediate effects of 

warfare and sometimes carried over into its long-term consequences. 

These can range from more war to lasting peace, the achievement of a 

"New Steady State." They can include famine and disease, emergency 

charity measures, and political changes, such as changes in ownership, 

new administrative organization and reconstruction, the physical re

construction of residential quarters and defensive structures, and the 

economic recovery of the people and the countryside. 

The most frequent consequence for the defeated was occupation 

or other form of subjection to the victor, usually in the form of trib

ute. In the long run the results can be beneficial or detrimental to 

the local population. 

Warfare is the result of seemingly unresolvable conflict, but, 

because people must live together, an accommodation has to be made, 

usually by means of negotiation. Negotiations, a non-military means of 

attempting to relieve the tension of the potential conflict situation. 
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were often an important consequence of war since they sought to bring 

an end to it and they could also be a means of circumventing the actual 

threat of battle, thereby preventing the war. In other words, truces, 

treaties, parleys, etc., could be consequences of the war itself or of 

a potential conflict situation. 

Negotiation was always a necessity in larger wars, involving 

the state governments. Even a total military victory required the 

formulation of a treaty to bring about a lasting state of peace, and 

in the ambiguous situations most wars came out to, a clearly thought 

out treaty was about the only way in which a war could be ended. But 

the villages rarely had any say in these treaties. Negotiations were 

usually carried out on a level far above that of the village, and the 

people simply had to accept the decision of the higher up6, or register 

a complaint through the courts, the results of which might eventually, 

or might not, be in their favor. 



CHAPTER 10 

WARFARE IN THE VAR VALLEY VILLAGES: 
THE PARTICIPATING UNITS 

Les araes des Empereurs et des savatiers sont jetties 6. mesne 
moule. ... La mesme raison qui nous fait tanser avec un 
voisin, dresse entre les Princes une guerre (Montaigne 1580: 
k5k). 

(The souls of emperors and cobblers are cast in the same 
mold. ... The same reason that makes us wrangle with a 
neighbor causes a war betwixt princes.) 

The history of the Var valley system is a consequence of the 

interaction of three distinct elements, the community of villagers, the 

feudal lords who lived off them, and the sovereign who lived off both. 

In order to outline the social background of warfare and its effects 

on local settlements, I shall describe each unit, tracing the develop

ment of community identity, the relationships between community and 

lord, the growing power of the sovereign over both, and the emergence 

of the centralized state. A concluding section of this chapter deals 

with the history of the soldiery in the period covered in this study. 

The Village Communities 

The basic population unit of the Var valley system was the vil

lage community which existed as both a physical and a social entity. 

The settlement pattern was clearly one of nucleation, with a castrum 

or parish exerting a centripetal attraction on the people of the com

mune, however scattered they might be at any given time. 

330 
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The village and its lands formed the commune which, as a fief, 

usually owed allegiance to a Lord who, in turn, was responsible to it 

and to whom the villagers were answerable for most transgressions and 

breaches of feudal law they might commit. The Lord derived his income 

from the land and from those who worked it, and he had the right and 

the responsibility to sit in judgment of the people and mediate when 

differences arose. The Lord was answerable, ultimately, to his suze

rain, usually a sovereign ruler, who had authority over a centralized 

form of government. 

The Development of Community Identity 

In the high Middle Ages (roughly 1000-1300), the cities of 

Europe were rising in power and wealth and sought to establish them

selves as powerful independent units. But in Provence, under the 

strong rule of the Catalan Counts (1112-12̂ 5)* the Communes (in the 

political, not the territorial sense of commune) had to reckon with 

the sovereign who sought to break them, and succeeded, to a certain 

extent. City-states, like those which flourished in the Italian penin

sula and much of Germany, were not allowed to develop to the same ex

tent in Provence, or in France. In spite of the support of powerful 

Italian city-states, the strong communal governments that had arisen 

in Nice and Grasse were subjugated by Count Raimon-Berengar V of Pro

vence by 1230, having lasted less than a century. Although these 

cities were forced back into the fold, they maintained their municipal 

government alongside the feudal one and this blueprint for communal 

identity and administration was adopted elsewhere, and it was not long 
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before other, lesser communities sought a certain degree of indepen

dence and autonomy from their liege lord. 

They may at first have sought emancipation by open revolt but 

their militias were no match for the troops of the Counts of Provence. 

The Val de Lantosque, later one of the bastions of communal autonomy 

in the Var valley system, defied the Catalan Counts of Provence. 

Alfonso I (1166-1196) had to come and quell the rebellion there in 1176 

(Salomone n.d.), just as his predecessor, Raimon-Berenger III (llMt-

1166) had done in marching against the Republic of Nice ten years 

earlier when he was killed in the Plain of the Loup River. 

Utelle in the 12th and 1̂ -th Centuries. Gradually the villages 

were able to make small gains and have them formalized, written into 

charters, buying back some of the rights from the lords, and bargaining 

for others. Utelle and its neighbors, Luceram and Peille, all three 

heavily fortified villages, formed a kind of federation which struggled 

to maintain its freedom against the Counts of Provence as well as other 

feudatories, who wanted to control these important border strongholds. 

By the ikth century, Queen Joan was so desperately in need of the money 

offered her by the villagers that she actually granted some of them 

charters guaranteeing that they would always belong to the Countal de

mesne, that is that they would remain directly answerable only to the 

Countal authorities, bypassing that of the feudal lord, and allowing 

them to revolt if they were ever subjected to enfeoffment. Utelle 

purchased these privileges in 1352 (Hildesheimer 1952). 
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Like so many promises, these were not always kept and when, in 

1362, Joan herself gave Utelle in fief to a Grimaldi of Genoa, the 

people of the village, already noted for their fierceness and obstinacy, 

never allowed him to take possession of it and finally obtained an an

nulment of the grant. In 1359 she had given the Utellois the right to 

wear in their belt a knife of considerable length (a palm and a half, 

probably a little less than a foot and a half) as a symbol of their 

independence. Hildesheimer (1952) wonders to what extent this was also 

a reflection of their need for self-defense against the dangers of 

travel and of the threat of incursions by raiders in the employ of the 

Lascaris of Tende (see Appendix C). 

The Val d'Entraunes in the 13th and l̂ th Centuries. In the 

upper Var, the four communes which may have originated as hamlets of 

the single castrum of Entraunes (Durante 18̂ 7:102-10?), have a history 

of cooperation among themselves in order to achieve their ends. The 

villagers of the Val d'Entraunes went a step further than merely living 

in villages that are relatively compact for such a setting, and the 

communities themselves banded together to meet a variety of challenges 

whose origins were not directly environmental. Canestrier (19̂ ) sug

gests that, by 1200, the four villages of Entraunes had obtained their 

charters and Baratier (1968) concurs, since it seems that, in 1252, 

these communities barely recognized the authority of the Count of Pro

vence. 

The 13th century documents show that, although the court of 

Raimon-Berenger V of Provence had no authority at Entraunes oi* at 
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St-Wartinet in 12̂ 3, some of the minor lords of Entraunes controlled 

the granting of lower justice (see p. 363). By 1252, Charles I of 

Provence had been collecting some taxes from the Val d'Entraunes and 

begun a trend in which the various feudal rights of the Lord of 

Entraunes, Faraud de Thorame, and other co-lords were gradually lost 

to them. Faraud had held most of the rights to the Entraunes in the 13th 

century; he was entitled to lodgings once a year (the right of albergue) 

and he could call on the lesser knights resident in the community to 

aid him in military action, as they did when he was besieged in his 

castle of Piegut (now a ruin in the modern commune of Thorame-Basse in 

the upper Verdon) (Baratier 1968). 

Baratier's study of these two mountain communities in the 13th 

century illustrates how Rairaon-Berenger V and the Angevins were able to 

insinuate themselves into the administration of villages that had func

tioned previously without interference from them, replacing the old 

feudal rights with their own authority, cutting off the old lords and 

setting up their own judges and bayle. By 1388, when the Entraunes and 

Sauze were added to the demesne of the Barony of Beuil, there had been 

no feudatories for a long time and the castles of Entraunes and Ville-

neuve d'Entraunes were completely in ruins (Canestrier 19̂ , 195̂ b). 

Village Autonomy in the Late Middle Ages 

By the 13th and l̂ th centuries, most of the communities, al

though not all of them were as free as they would have liked, held 

some sort of charter establishing their rights as well as those of the 

lord and they were able to resort to the courts when necessary. More 



335 

often than not, the lord was the winner, but gradually, the villagers 

bought back many specific rights, for example, to the mills and woods 

and water, and to different levels of justice. As in everything, the 

keys to independence were money, power (political, economic and mili

tary) and sufficiently educated said shrewd lawyers to argue competently 

in a court of law. 

By the l6th century, the municipal organization of the villages 

had become fairly complex and could handle most internal questions and 

deal directly with the lord and with the ducal (in the comte) or royal 

(in eastern Provence) authorities. The end of the 17th century brought 

about some radical changes in the relationship of the villages to the 

Duke of Savoy and to those that had enough wealth to buy fiefs and pay 

their debts for back taxes (see below). In the l8th century the vil

lages which had enjoyed considerable freedom and prosperity, came in

creasingly under the iron grip of the Sardic fiscal system. The 

Intendant General, as representative of the interests of the Duke of 

Savoy/King of the Sardic states, served as "the antennae for the cen-

talizing state confronting traditions of ancestral autonomy" (Costamagia 

1971:82). The Office of the Intendant, although something like it had 

existed in the 17th century, was formed around 1696, its function for

malized, in both fiscal and police areas. 

Community Organization 

We have seen that fairly autonomous municipal governments based 

on charters were already widespread in the 13th century among the 

villages of upper Provence. 
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Collier (1958) suggests the possibility that these remote moun

tain republics were simply remnants of the ancient municipal system 

instituted by the Romans, or else that they were modeled on the urban 

Consulates, influenced by Italian city-states. Raimon-Berenger V en

couraged the development of alpine Consulates (between 1232 and 1237), 

while his successor, Charles I of Anjou, did his best to try and 

stifle them in the 1250's, attempting to substitute his own authority 

for that of both the local feudatories and the Consular governments 

(Collier 1958). 

The almost urban form of the villages in Provence, quite dif

ferent from rural agglomerations elsewhere in many parts of Europe, was 

already apparent in the Ikth century. The members of the village, 

represented by all the family heads, formed the universitas, a collec

tive body administering itself with its own institutions and officers 

and making its own decisions (Costamagna 1971:1̂ 8-152; Duby 1965)* 

The 14 th century was a disastrous period of plague and war, 

and the thinning of the population encouraged the surviving villagers 

to band together and rely more on one another. In the Val de Chanan, 

the emancipation of villages was taking shape in the 15th century, with 

the emergence of a regular municipal council formalizing the previously 

sporadic town meetings held earlier (Durbec 1968:70-72). 

Communal government, in the form of a town council that met 

regularly and whose members were truly representative, existed in the 

l6th century. The councils were usually made up of twelve men (al

though the number ranged from two to twenty-four) and the leadership 

rested with officials called syndics or consuls (roughly equivalent) 
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who ranged in number from one to four, although there were usually only 

two of them. There were numerous other offices whose title and func

tion varied considerably between villages, ranging from pacificateurs 

who quickly settled minor difficulties, to secretaries, to rural police 

(the campiers) some of whom specialized in guarding different parts of 

the terroir (Costamagna 1971i2?0-1t08; Magnan 1953:103-118; etc.). 

These positions were usually held for only one year at a time, and were 

often not subject to immediate renewal. The elections were held in 

winter and the officers could be elected, by voice vote, chosen by lot, 

or simply appointed by the feudal lord. Attempts to keep selection 

democratic were built into the system by requiring considerable turn

over among office-holders. 

In the somewhat peculiar case of the large commune of Valde-

blore, there existed three equally rated agglomerations at least since 

the l?th century. The original castrum was St-Dalmas-du-Plan, from 

which gradually sprouted the hamlets of la Bolline and la Roche from 

groups of barns (quartiers de granges). As the permanent resident 

population of these hamlets grew, they came to rival the old chef-lieu 

in importance and, in some respects, were considered independent of it. 

In 1669, St-Dalmas, la Roche and la Bolline were officially united 

into a single commune bearing the name of the valley, the Val de Blore, 

with not one, but three chefs-lieux. In order to avoid the dangers of 

rivalry, their absolute parity was carefully guarded by measures and 

regulations, such as the rotation of syndics and other municipal 

officers (Costamagna 1971:181-192; C.-A. Fighiera 1953). 
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The 16th and 17th centuries were the heyday of municipal con

trol and autonomy (Canestrier 1944)• In Provence, where the syndics 

and consuls had been controlled by the iron hand of the meddlesome 

viguiers (see below, p. 364), they were able to free themselves during 

the chaotic decades of the Religious Weirs when the royal authorities 

took little interest in local affairs (Baratier 1969:232). In the 

jcomt£, the power of municipal government steadily increased, perhaps 

due to the lack of interest shown by many lords for such an unproduc

tive land. More and more villages found themselves economically inde

pendent, owning communal property (mills, water and forest rights) and 

answerable, in clearly defined ways, directly to the Duke of Savoy. 

The Decline of Village Autonomy 

With the involvement of the House of Savoy in European politics 

at the end of the 17th century, clouds began to appear in the sky of 

village autonomy. Money, as the proverbial root of all evil, was at 

the origin of the problem, for this land was not rich and the Dukes of 

Savoy turned to another source of revenue, much greater than what the 

villagers could afford: the sale of land and feudal privileges to 

those with enough personal wealth to pay. Thus, on 16 March 1684, St-

Martin-Lantosque found itself enfeoffed to Jerome-Marcel de Gubernatis 

who received the title of Count for his money. However, the villagers 

put up such a fuss that the act was revoked on 30 October of the same 

year (Raiberti 1898:462). 

The read, blow was yet to come. Victor-Amadeus II of Savoy, 

realizing that he would never be able to amass the funds necessary to 
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further his political ambitions, particularly after his poor showing in 

the War of the League of Augsburg, reflected on the question and came 

up with an ingenious and ideal solution. The inexorable process of in

flation had been in operation since the Middle Ages. The taxes paid 

by the villagers to the ducal treasury had not increased proportionally 

so Victor-Amadeus II had the true value of the pound re-estimated and 

he calculated not only what the new taxes were to be in the future with 

the revaluation, but also what each community owed in arrears since the 

'Dedition' (Canestrier 19̂ )1 

This decision was reached in 1699 and the reaction to this new 

situation was utter consternation, for none of these impoverished com

munities had sufficient reserves to reimburse what centuries of an

cestors owed the treasury of Savoy. When they could not muster up the 

funds, they were presented with an alternative: being sold by the 

Duke in fief to someone who could cover their arrears. Most of the 

free communities had no choice but to submit to the humiliation of en

feoffment. 

Some individual villages were purchased in this way, and 

acquired a new lord with all the obligations this entailed. In 1700, 

a physician from Nice, Jean Ribotti, whose family had originally hailed 

from Pierlas, actually bought no less than thirteen villages in the 

comt£, including St-Etienne, Isola, St-Sauveur, Valdeblore, Venanson, 

la Bollene-Vesubie, Lantosque, Utelle and Levens. He sold all of them, 

at a profit of course, except for Valdeblore which he kept for himself. 

Along with the fiefs, lands and feudal privileges that went along with 

them, the Duke sold titles, mostly that of Count. (In Provence, on 
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the other hand, as in the rest of France, the title most frequently 

granted to new noblemen was that of Marquis.) 

Eventually some of the newly enfeoffed communities were able 

to buy back their liberties, some actually borrowing huge sums of 

money for this purpose rather than subject their people to the humili

ation of enfeoffment. A few of the villages were even granted the 

title of "Countess" (Villeneuve d'Entraunes in 1733; Levens in 1700). 

This seemed a far surer means of permanent affranchisement than the 

ancient pledges by the Counts of Provence and Dukes of Savoy that the 

communities would remain forever directly attached to the ducal domain. 

It was too easy and too common for the ruler to break his or his an

cestors' word. 

In order to ensure the more efficient collection of taxes, the 

office of Intendant-General was created and formalized in 1699, and 

included vice-intendants to keep a close watch on village budgets. 

Their duty was to collect the taxes and to ensure that enough cash was 

being poured in. 

Since the 15th century, the communities of eastern Provence 

had chosen themselves on what basis they were to be taxed. By the 17th 

century, many of them were in debt, so taxation became more strictly 

supervised in the Kingdom of France, too. In the first quarter of the 

l8th century, as occurred in Savoy, the government took a renewed in

terest in the verification of the accuracy of their tax records, al

though each community could still determine whether it preferred tax

ation on landed property, or on its products, or an indirect tax on 
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commercial exchange (Derlange 1973)• In addition, each village was 

required to purchase a coat-of-arms from the state. 

Inter-village Conflicts 

Problems frequently arose between villages. Sometimes these 

largely economic rivalries were tied in with the political conflicts 

between the lords, as in the rebellion that took place in the Val de 

Massoins between 1*K)9 and 1412 when villagers are said to have fought 

over insults to their respective feudal lords. Raiding between vil

lages did occur; it might even take the place of trade during hard 

times, but, most frequently, dealt with the use of community land 

(terre gaste, for example) for agriculture by outsiders, and, most of 

all the usurpation of rights to pasture and woodlands. There are 

records of such disputes in most of the mountain districts, for in

stance in the forests of Douinas above Villars-sur-Var (Magnan 1953) 

and of Manolnas between Utelle and Lantosque (Hildesheimer 1952). By 

far the most serious disagreements came about as a result of the tres

passing of herders with their flocks. The sheep and goats laid bare 

the lands through which they passed on their biannual transhumance and 

in their summer grazings at high altitudes, while their keepers, in 

order to feed them during the lean winter months, would strip live 

trees of bark and young twigs with their foliage to provide fodder for 

their stabled livestock (see Chapter 2). 

The whole period covered by this study is marked by litigations 

between communities because of this sort of trespassing, to determine 

which community and who (lord or villager) in the community owned land 
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or right to Buch land for collecting wood, grazing flocks, or burning 

brush and farming. 

Unlike the conflicts between lord and villagers, these inter-

village disputes were rarely settled once and for all in the courts. 

They became chronic sources of annoyance and occasional bloodshed or 

resulted simply in confiscation or theft. These boundary disputes 

arose between a great many communes, especially in the mountain areas 

(Raiberti l898:*+02ff; Salomone n.d.). 

International boundary definition fanned the flames by provid

ing an excuse for outright hostilities and raiding. One of the best 

documented instances occurred between the Val d'Entraunes, a part of 

the comte de Nice, and the neighboring villages in the upper Verdon 

valley, on the Provencal side. The Mont PascaYret, which is bald to

day, was an important pasture land for the upper Var and upper Verdon 

valleys. In 1419, Villeneuve d'Entraunes got rights to half of the 

mountain from the Duke of Savoy. Throughout the period of this study, 

from the Middle Ages on, there were numerous legal actions taken to 

dispute these rights as well as any other that might be held over the 

mountain. Villeneuve d'Entraunes eventually became bankrupt defending 

her rights to its pasture. The international squabbles generated by 

this conflict even extended to the border pastures between Chateauneuf 

d'Entraunes and the northernmost hamletB of Barels and Bouchanieres in 

the commune of Guillaumes (Cazon 1962-63). Although the 1760 Treaty 

of Turin gave the Pascalret to France, the squabbling over grazing 

rights was never really settled (Canestrier 191̂ 380-389). 
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The 'Dedition' of 1388 (see pp. 83 and 38̂ ) provoked a lengthy 

string of incidents all along the border between eastern Provence and 

the Terres-Neuves de Provence. By l*tl6, according to the l8th century 

historian Papon, there was relative peace along this border except in 

the lower Var (Jeancard 1952:30)* The conflict extended to the fisher

men of both provinces (Jeancard 1952:31)• The Savoyard enclave or 

avant-poste of Gattieres was symbolic of this line, a west bank village 

taken for granted by its neighbors in time of peace, but, in time of 

war: 

. . .  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  c a p t u r e  a n d  l o s s  o f  t h i s  m i n o r  s t r o n g 
hold were symptomatic of the larger-scale turmoils brewing on 
the other side. Moreover, these skirmishes had local signifi
cance: it was not the meticulous and impersonal siege of a 
major fort, it was the enthusiastic assault on the neighboring 
fortress, become for a time enemy territory (Boniffacy 1929: 

67). 

This remained so through the War of Spanish Succession, although the 

strategic value of Gattieres had been greatly lessened by the time of 

the War of Austrian Succession in the middle of the l8th century 

(Boniffacy 1929). 

The Iscles of the Lower Var. The bed of the lower Var, before 

it was dyked up in the last century, wa6 a wide swampy area infre

quently, but violently, subject to flooding when the river rose after 

spring thaw or heavy rains. After the 'Dedition' of 1388, the Savoy

ards assumed that the international boundary ran down the middle of 

the river bed (except at Gattieres), thereby leaving to their use the 

patches of land that were periodically flooded by the Var. These were 

cailled iscles, and were very desirable for their rich soil which was 
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excellent for farming in addition to the many trees and brush already 

growing there. 

Although they were contiguous with the east bank of the Var — 

the Savoyard side ~ they were claimed by the people of St-Laurent-du-

Var in Provence on the grounds that, although the comte de Nice had 

been ceded to Savoy, the Var river and everything its waters touched 

had never ceased to be Provencal (Compan 1962; Garidelli 1930b). Bor

der incidents at this point are recorded, for instance, for the years 

H+9S, 1565, 1602, 1678, 1702, 1703, 1728, 17̂ 3, and had become more 

and more frequent by the end of the l8th century (Compan 1962; Raynaud 

1908-1909). Some of these incidents took place in time of war, but 

many of them also in peace time. In the early l8th century, the parlia

ment of Aix stated that "when a river formed the border between two 

states, all the gravels were under the jurisdiction of the greater of 

the two princes" (Borea 1933*l87)» a definite slap in the face of the Duke 

of Savoy, since the greater prince in question was obviously the King 

of France. The Treaty of Turin in 1760 settled this problem very 

ambiguously and to no one's satisfaction (Compan 1962). 

Some of the border incidents affecting the iscles turned into 

veritable military expeditions. In 1565* about one hundred nî ois, 

brandishing firearms, held the people of St-Laurent at bay within their 

ramparts, as their compatriots cut wood on the iscles and loaded it 

onto their mules. The "assailants" fired their arquebuses a few times 

and the crossfire wounded an imprudent 'valet' who had ventured out of 

the town walls (Garidelli 1930b, quoting from the report of Judge 

Millo of Vence, who investigated the incident). 
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The French attempts to enforce their policy concerning the use 

of the iscles were more evident at times of latent hostility between 

the rulers of the two countries. Some of the cases are quite whimsical, 

like the one recounted by Borea (1933) which occurred in 1702, shortly 

before the outbreak of hostilities in the War of Spanish Succession. 

Twenty ni?ois cows had been "confiscated" on the pretext that they had 

dared to step down onto the river gravel. They were taken off to the 

west bank to be held until the matter was settled, but the envoy from 

Nice who went to St-Laurent to claim the animals was sent off by various 

Provencal officials on a wild goose chase through all the west bank 

villages from St-Laurent to Dosfraires. The results of his endeavors 

are not told in the document which is written in Italian although the 

dialogues are recorded in the original French (his day-long search took 

him from St-Laurent to Carros and le Broc, ending up at Dosfraires, 

ironically enough part of the comte de Nice. He traveled on foot, and 

met with failure at each stop). 

Roads and bridges were another eternal source of conflict, for, 

although everyone wanted to benefit from their use and the revenues 

levied on travelers and their goods, no one wished to be burdened with 

the cost and responsibility of maintaining them in good condition or 

for policing them against brigands and other hazards of journey. Road

ways are crucial to military movements since armies must travel on them 

and strategies of defense and offense depended on the systems of com

munication available and attainable. Again and again the courts inter

vened in litigations between the villages in ordinary times (Grassi 
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1970), while the responsibility for roads and passage on them became 

the domain of the armies in times of war. 

The Feudatories 

The medieval institution of feudalism has been amply studied. 

The word feudalism comes from the latin feudum which refers to the 

fief, a grant of land made to a vassal by his suzerain, to provide him 

with an income on which he and his family could live. The gift was 

made in exchange for services to the suzerain who, in addition to 

granting the fief, was expected to provide protection to the feoffee 

and to those under his authority. The transaction was carried out with 

great pomp and ceremony and an oath of fidelity solemnly sworn. 

In a symposium on the subject, Strayer and Coulborn (Coulborn 

1965:4-5) describe feudalism as a form of government rather than as an 

economic or social system, depending on sets of agreements between in

dividuals, lord and vassals in which political authority is treated a6 

a private possession. To this somewhat vague statement, they add 

(Coulborn 1965:7) that it "can be described as a series of responses 

to a certain kind of challenge." Its definition as a form of govern

ment is not particularly useful here since it places emphasis on the 

complexities of relationship which are simply beyond the grasp of 

archaeological investigation. It is more useful to try and place this 

institution within its historical setting. 

The origins of feudalism, not surprisingly, are difficult to 

pinpoint. They are generally said to be found in a combination of 

elements of Roman military organization and the bonds between warriors 

in the Germanic tribes. 
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Feudalism arose in a society whose economy was based on agri

cultural production, providing a source of steady revenue, and it was 

a response to lack of centralization and to instability. It was "a 

mode of revival of a society whose polity has gone into extreme disin

tegration. ... By no means a necessary stage in political recovery. 

It occurs, in fact, only in regions in which recovery has been slow 

and weak" (Coulborn 19&5:36*0 • 

In Western Europe, the Frankish Kings had granted lands to 

their followers who held them for their lifetime after which they tech

nically reverted to the King's demesne. The Carolingian rulers, as 

part of their program of strengthening the Frankish monarchy, combined 

these two elements into what became the feudal system of the high 

Middle Ages, in which the personal lord-vassal bond became the basis 

of the right to usufruct of lands. Feudalism, in its most perfected 

form was brought by the Normans to England and then to Sicily and 

Naples in the 10th century. 

As Strayer and Munro (19̂ 2:125) point out, feudalism was orig

inally quite compatible with the French monarchy, but, as the succes

sors of Charlemagne saw their authority weaken, the counts — or 

vassals — were able to grab more lands and power. The land grants 

became hereditary fiefs and the lords, secure in their demesnes, 

locally autonomous, contributed further to the fragmentation of govern

ment. 

In opposition to this trend, it then became the province of 

sovereigns, Kings and Emperor, to fight to regain more than nominal 

control over these vassals. The Kings of France had to reconquer the 
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lands held by vassals around the royal capital of Paris. By the early 

12th century, King Louis VI had succeeded in asserting his domination 

and his successors, particularly Philip II Augustus, Saint Louis IX 

and Philip IV the Fair, expanded their power and land-holding con

siderably which brought them in conflict, not only with lesser lords, 

but with the equally expanding monarchy of England, descended from the 

Dukes of Normandy, originally vassals of France, thus laying the 

groundwork for a centuries-long rivalry between the two rulers which 

lasted beyond the terrible Hundred Years War. 

While the Kingdoms of France and England secured control over 

their vassals, there were also looser organizations. The Holy Roman 

Emperors, titular rulers of the entire Temporal World and descendants 

of Charlemagne, could not possibly have controlled all their vassals. 

Their effectiveness was further curtailed by a long and bitter conflict 

with the Pope, the Investiture Question, which had ramifications in 

the long Guelph-Ghibelline conflict which spread from Italy to Provence, 

as well as the more general issue of the relationship of Church and 

State, the Spiritual and Temporal Worlds. 

Throughout the Middle Ages until 1483, Provence was a part of 

the Empire and its rulers and their vassals owed allegiance to the 

Emperor, but, because of the greatly weakened position of this suze

rain — and his lack of interest ~ his control was unenforced and un

enforceable. The Counts of Provence, from the descendants of Guillaume 

II to the last of the Angevins, were sovereign. The Counts of Savoy, 

though in reality as independent, maintained a closer bond with the 

Emperors, their lands lying nearer to the heartland. In the 
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Guelph/Ghibelline struggles, these two powerful feudal families, the 

Counts, then Dukes of Savoy and the Angevin Counts of Provence fell on 

opposing sides, the former in the Emperor's camp, the latter in support 

of the Pope. 

As we shall see in greater detail the strength of centralized 

government under the sovereign, King, Count or Duke, was ever at odds 

with the aspirations of the vassals. There were other forces rising 

to complicate the picture as well, particularly from the growing power 

of communities whose inhabitants were able to combine forces to create 

their own form of government rivaling that of the feudal lords and 

even challenging the authority of the sovereign. Some cities were 

powerful enough to hold their own, but even in Italy and Flanders where 

their autonomy and power were greatest, they eventually fell into the 

clutches of tyrants, feudal lords, etc. The village communities suf

fered similar fates, while maintaining, like the towns, their own 

political structure alongside that of the lord and of the sovereign. 

Feudalism in its most elaborated form — what might even be 

called 'Classic* feudalism — never existed in the Mediterranean lands, 

where the people early rid themselves of such burdensome institutions 

as serfdom, and the manorial system never was able to take hold. The 

feudalism discussed and described in textbooks is the form that existed 

in the north of France and in England where, among other factors, the 

topography allowed for the rigid rules of land tenure often associated 

with feudalism. 
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Since the bonds between lord and vassal were essentially per

sonal, the ruler's physical presence in his demesne strengthened his 

ability to control it. 

By the end of the eleventh century, a large part of France was 
under fairly stable governments and was enjoying relative 
freedom from violence and disorder. Most of the North had 
passed through the worst period of feudal disorder. The South 
was more turbulent, but even in the South, there were lords 
who were able to give their subjects a certain degree os 
security. Feudal wars were still common, but they no longer 
absorbed all the surplus energy and productivity of the coun
try. Strong rulers were able to discourage private wars in 
their own lands, and when two great lords fought, the damage 
was often confined to the frontier districts of each state 
(Strayer and Munro 19̂ 2:177). 

The French feudal warrior class was dealt a serious blow in the 

wars of the Anglo-French conflict in the early 15th century. Not only 

were great numbers of them slaughtered in battle, but their invinci

bility was no longer taken for granted. As they lost their military 

standing, they had to base their authority in other areas, and, in so 

doing, found themselves increasingly dependent on the King. Louis XI 

managed to subdue the last of the very powerful vassals of France at 

the death of Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, in 1̂ 77, and, a few 

years later, he inherited the Countship of Provence, with its powerful 

Parliament. 

In the 16th century, feudalism survived within the structure 

of Europe, divided into several emerging nations, but the feudal lords 

could no longer curb the growth of the monarchies and of their cen

tralized government. By the 17th century, the relationship between 

vassals and lord had soured to the point where a final confrontation 

was inevitable. In France, the Bourbon dynasty (Kings Henri IV ̂ 1589-

l6l07 and Louis XIII /l6lO-l6kj7 through his minister Hichelieu) was 
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very effective in keeping the nobility in check, but, during the minor

ity of Louis XIV (reigned 16̂ 3-1715)» a series of rebellions shook 

Paris and eventually the whole of France between 16̂ +8 and 1653* What 

had begun as a popular uprising against the government of the Regency 

(controlled by the feudal establishment) soon developed into a chal

lenge by the feudal aristocracy to Royal authority which, once put down, 

paved the way for the absolute monarchy of Louis XIV and dealt the 

final blow to the clsdms of the feudal nobility in determining policy. 

In the comt£ de Nice there was only one vassal powerful enough to 

threaten the sovereign, but the ambitions and uneasiness of the Count 

of Beuil would lead him to such excesses that the Duke of Savoy was 

legally justified in suppressing him (see Appendix C, pp. 500-50*+)• 

In Provence, and in the Var valley system, feudal lords were 

not necessarily supreme in making decisions crucial to the lives of the 

people living on their fiefs, be it in peace or in war. Their power 

must be reckoned with, however, both alongside that of the community 

of villagers, as well as superseding it. In other words, the feuda

tories operated on both a village and a supra-village level, as power 

brokers, deputies of the central authority of the suzerain. It should 

be emphasized, that this crucial decision-making role of the nobility 

that characterized much of the Middle Ages, was gradually reduced and, 

ty the 17th century, any real power the feudal lords still held was 

brought under the full control of their sovereigns. 

Feudalism in Eastern Provence 

The early medieval history of Provence as reconstructed most 

particularly by Ca'is de Pierlas (1889) presents a picture of the 
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Traditionally, these families were descended from individuals who had 

been rewarded for their participation in the ousting of the Saracens 

from their Provencal fastnesses in 983 at the side of William II, the 

Liberator, first Count of Provence. The nobility of Nice and its 

hinterland was said to be descended largely from Odile, Viscountess of 

Nice, and her two husbands. She probably died around 1032 (Cais de 

Pierlas 1889:32). 

When the Catalan Counts came to power in Provence in 1112, by 

marriage into the first dynasty of Provence, the civil disorders known 

as the baussenque wars broke out. By the 13th century, the Catalan 

dynasty had the situation firmly in hand until the death of Raimon-

Berenger V in 12̂ 5, whose succession brought about a renewed atmosphere 

of rebellion to the new Count of Provence, Charles I of Anjou (1246-

1285), who also became King of Sicily. A rebellion led by Boniface of 

Castellane involved a number of lords native to the Var valley system. 

It was eventually put down by Charles I and, later, his son, Charles II 

(1285-1309)» who confiscated the rebels* fiefs for a while, then gave 

some of them back (Baratier 1969s171; Bueil 1953)* Throughout the 

Middle Ages, the feudal lords wielded real power and could take part 

in small-scale military activity on their own against their peers be

sides joining forces to challenge the authority of their suzerain. 

These attempts usually failed in the long run and the history of the 

European kingdoms, France and England, was shaped by the constant and 

repeated challenges to royal power and shows of force which either 

overthrew or reinforced the dominant party. In the first part of the 
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l̂ th century, King Robert the Wise (1309-131+3) of Naples, Count of 

Provence, had to deal with the persistent hostility of the bellicose 

lords of Tende in the upper Roya valley, who had repeatedly challenged 

Countal authority since the end of the 13th century (see Appendix C). 

But, as long as the ruler was strong, the rebellions did not get out 

of hand. 

While Robert had been able to contain his vassals' ambitions, 

his granddaughter and successor, Joan (13̂ 3-1382), did not. She spent 

less than two of her almost forty years of reign in Provence and relied 

entirely on the loyalty of her seneschals who were willing to enforce 

her authority whenever it was challenged. She was always in need of 

money which she procured easily by selling favors, rights and proper

ties to her vassals, as well as to the rising towns of Provence, and 

granting amnesty to transgressors in exchange for substantial sums. 

It was in this manner that Barnaba Grimaddi of Beuil went unpunished 

for his raid on Roure (in 1353) and his brother acquired the right to 

build the chateau-fort of Beuil and to gain complete control over the 

administration of justice in the barony (Hildesheimer 1955) (see 

Appendix C). 

In the Terres-Neuves de Provence, the 'Dedition' of 1388 did 

away with what Bueil (1957:8l) calls the "old and rugged nobility sprung 

from the original feudal stock," since many of them, still loyal to 

the Angevin cause, fled when their lands were confiscated. They were 

then replaced in large part by a new nobility, from the ranks of 

magistrates, lawyers, wealthy merchants and physicians, sycophants of 

the House of Savoy. Their ties to their newly acquired subjects 



35  ̂

rarely became close, because: (l) there was no traditional loyalty 

established beyond the purely ceremonial acts of hommage, paying up of 

revenues and of occasionally gifts (donatifs); (2) they had to pursue 

their trades, usually in a city, Turin or Nice, away from their tiny 

fiefs out in the middle of nowhere, thereby lacking the necessary con

tact with the land and its people; and (3) there was an increasing 

trend toward the development of court life for noblemen in Turin and 

Nice and other important cities. Even the Griraaldis of Beuil, despite 

their fierce attachment to their own lands, kept a residence in Nice. 

Some of the local lords in the comt£ lived in Provence (e.g., the 

Marchesans of Roccasparviera and Coaraze had their residence in Aries 

on the Rhflne), and many lived in the Piedmont. By the l8th century, 

many of the nobles' contact with their villages was only through the 

activities of the ducal intendants, tax assessors and collectors whose 

task it was to inspect the bases for imposition in each village. This 

was part of the revamping of the whole rural tax system at the tail end 

of the 17th century when the monetary unit was revalued. 

In the Provencal villages in the western part of the Var valley 

system, there had been no such abrupt turnover as in the Terres-Neuves, 

since the dynastic shifts were smoother and the trend seems to have 

been also toward increasing aloofness between the lord and his people. 

Fiefs or parts of them were sold and the lord rarely resided in his 

village. Military reports (Archives Nationales 1726:#68) stress 

the rampant misery and indigence of upper Provence and holders of high 

offices considered this as rather useless land and so it was sadly 

neglected. By default, the villagers were left pretty much alone, for 
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better or for worse, in peace and even in war, except for what little 

cash could be milked out of them by local and royal governments, and 

they often had to resort to emigration to ensure their survival. 

Throughout the period covered in this study, as the nobles 

sought to separate themselves from the sovereign, so the communities 

sought emancipation from feudal control. The noblesse d1epee had 

arisen out of the Dark Ages and early Middle Ages as military instru

ments and struggled to maintain their status into the 17th century. 

At this time, in the comte de Nice, Annibal Grimaldi, the last survivor 

of the Medieval feudal order was executed and his power broken and, a 

quarter of a century later, the series of civil disturbances called the 

"Frondes" put the French aristocracy in their place, reducing them to 

satellites of the King and their every action had to be sanctioned by 

the royal court. 

In the Middle Ages, the feudal aristocracy had been a class of 

military personnel, as the clergy was a class of religious personnel, 

but, by the 17th century, they had become no more than instruments of 

war, as well as of trade, law and diplomacy, manipulated by their suze

rains on a national rather than a local level. The feudal vassals, if 

their bent was military, could operate only under the sanctions of 

their overlord. 

The Lord and the Villagers 

The relationship between the feudal lord and the villagers, his 

vassals, was characterized by a kind of intimacy, although a proper 

distance was maintained by the respect and by the formal oath of 



356 

fidelity due the lord. As we have seen, the lord collected revenues 

from the people and was often directly involved with meting out justice 

which necessitated a minimum of personal contact. The last Count of 

Beuil, Annibal Grimaldi (1590-1621), obviously commanded great respect 

from his people who looked upon him with a combination of awe, affec

tion and loyalty (e.g., Emanuel 1908-09; Hildesheimer 1955)* This 

closeness had been true in the Middle Ages although, as we have seen, 

in the later periods, the lord's presence in the village became less 

and less frequent, to the point where some, particularly in the l8th 

century, never set foot on the territory of their fiefs or, if they 

did, it was only in passing and to collect the taxes owed them. In 

some cases, the villagers might even refuse to pay these taxes (as at 

la Tour in 1715 ̂ Faraut 1933:37-̂ ). 

In the Middle Ages, many of the conflicts that might arise 

between the lord and his villagers could be amiably settled in court, 

and, if the lords had abused their privileges to the detriment of 

their subjects, restitution could often be exacted from them (e.g., 

Durbec 1953; J.-P. Fighiera 1971, 1972). The village of Aspremont, 

overlooking the lower Var valley, had a stormy relationship with its 

lords throughout most of its history, until the Revolution and J.-P. 

Fighiera (1971* 1972) — also Trastour (1971) — records the string of 

legal hassles that opposed the community and its rulers. By the end 

of the l8th century, this remained one of the few fiefs where the lords 

were actually oppressive of their people, so much so that the French 

Revolutionary armies were received with joy by the people of Aspremont 

in 1793 who zealously proceeded to enforce their newly declared 
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emancipation by tearing down the castle (Trastour 1971). Costamagna 

(1971:116-130) notes that, in the l8th century, the number of litiga

tions against the lords by villagers was proportional to the weight of 

feudalism which tended to be stronger near the coast (including Aspre-

mont) where olive oil production is highest, in contrast to the rela

tive freedom and autonomy enjoyed by many of the mountain communities. 

The practice of selling pieces of fiefs, parcels of land, indi

vidual rights and revenues, led to the multiplicity of co-lords in 

certain communes. In the Val de Chanan in the 15th century, the situ

ation was already so confused that it was sometimes impossible to de

termine who owed what to whom, and a villager might owe one of the 

co-lords as little as one-ninth of a chicken (Durbec 1968:87-9*0. The 

result of this sharing of rights and duties, in which, for instance, 

different rooms of the castle could belong to different families, re

sulted in "an extraordinary entanglement of the bond6 holding together 

the small feudal world of an entire region!' (Durbec 1953s 3) and 

sometimes led to hopeless confusion. By the l8th century at 

Chateauneuf-de-Contes, just west of the lower Var valley, there were 

no less than 45 co-lords, some of whom had no more than a few hours of 

jurisdiction a year as their claim in feudal revenues (Thirion 1962). 

The relationship between villagers and lords has often been 

described as a basically hostile one, and this hostility has been blown 

out of proportion by the post-Pevolutionary rhetoric of many 19th cen

tury writers and by popular legends. Durante (1847) and even Fodere 

(1821) repeatedly relate gruesome exaggerated stories of the days of 

feudal oppression and the image has been so lasting that, even quite 
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a description of his own ancient family1s friendly rapport with their 

vassals. He points out that, at the time of the French Revolution, in 

the communities where the lord and his family were well liked, his 

possessions were protected by the villagers, whereas when the opposite 

was true, the castle was looted, then razed. The role of the lord was 

as patron and protector of his people and de Grasse concludes that it 

was because so many lords moved their residences away from the vil

lages, thereby losing the essential personal interaction with their 

people, that feudal relations with the villagers degenerated. 

The theme of the revolt of villagers against their lord appears 

again and again in popular tradition, at Levens (Arene 1907; Maurandi 

1931) and in the Val d'Entraunes (Canestrier 1933-3*0* for instance. 

In most cases, these incidents are, probably apocryphal or, at best, 

highly embellished and distorted versions of actual events that may 

even have taken place elsewhere. Moreover, such rebellions, often 

ending with the killing of the wicked lord would not have gone unpun

ished by the sovereign. The murder of a nobleman was a serious offense 

which could entail execution or, at least, confiscations of all goods 

for the culprit and his family (e.g., Bueil 1957; Doublet 1905:̂ 1; 

J.-P. Fighî ra 1972; etc.). 

There are rebellions that seem well-documented. In the first 

half of the Ibth century, Astruga of Beuil, the daughter of Guillaume 

Rostang and wife of Andarone Grimaldi, purchased the fief of Ilonse 

(which had long been coveted by the barons of Beuil) from its lord, 

Isnard de Glandevez. The people of the village protested against this 
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enfeoffment and finally resorted to a series of bloody uprisings until 

the Seneschal of Provence (under King Robert) was called in to restore 

order (Casimir 1912; Pierlas 1973)• This dispute was finally settled 

in court, and the trial was held in the free community of St-Martin-

Lantosque. The judgment, rendered in 13M+« was essentially in favor 

of the baroness Astruga (Raiberti 1898:330-33'+) • 

At the end of the century, at the time of the disgrace of the 

Grimaldis of Beuil in 1396-1399, the co-lords of the village of Eze on 

the Mediterranean coast had supported the Grimaldi brothers, and their 

fortunes had paralleled those of their more powerful allies, as they 

fell from favor and were later reinstated. In 1̂ 06, a trial was held 

before the Curia of Nice, the people of Eze pleading against renewed 

enfeoffment to their former lords. Unfortunately for the villagers, 

the decision was in favor of the feudatories and, "abandoned by all, 

the community of Eze was returned to the judiciary authority of its 

lords who, very likely, made it pay dearly for its lack of attachment 

to them" (Borea 1926:200). 

There are a number of legends in the Var valley system of dis

putes that led to violence between the lord and villagers, most of 

which are based on the victimization of pretty village girls by a 

cruel and lascivious lord. The most widely known is set in the Valde-

blore (the etymology of whose name is enigmatic since it is probably 

believed to mean 'vale of tears'). According to this story, the lord 

of St-Dalmas-Valdeblore was a sort of Bluebeard who imprisoned and 

tortured his wife (or wives) whose screams echoed through the valley. 
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The people of St-Dalmas are nicknamed the Manairoun ('hatchet-wielders') 

because of the instrument they used to behead the wicked lord. There 

are within the commune such place-names (lieux-dits) as Bramafam (a 

wash whose name means 'cry for hunger') and Fremamorte (the cave of the 

'dead woman'). This kind of evidence has almost convinced even the 

most skeptical scholars that there may be some truth behind this par

ticular legend (Bianchi, personal communication 197*0. Ciais (1957), 

referring to a similar legend at Beuil (see below), even provides a 

date for the Valdeblore revolt; he says it occurred in 1258. But this 

legend has a great many variations in Valdeblore alone (Mossa 1959) and 

appears in slightly altered form in the folklore of many other villages 

within the region. It has been claimed that the public wine-press at 

St-Dalmas-Valdeblore, destroyed at the turn of the century to make room 

for a new schoolhouse, was decorated with a fresco portraying the 

event. It is more likely that such a painting, assuming it existed at 

all, was no more than a representation of the life and martyrdom of 

Saint Dalmas, the patron saint of the village (Mossa 1958). 

According to Gioffredo, the first Grimaldi of Beuil, Andarone, 

succeeded to the barony in 1315* at the death of his father-in-law, 

Guillaume Rostang, murdered by his irate subjects because he had abused 

the right of cuissage. Although this event is recounted in every his

torical work on the comtfe de Nice, its truth is neither proven or dis-

proven. Most modern scholars dismiss the many stories of this type as 

completely unreliable. 
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The Sovereign 

A sovereign had authority over the inhabitants, commoners and 

nobility, of the territory over which he held sway. In the Var valley 

system, the sovereign was theoretically the Holy Roman Emperor, since 

both the Counts of Provence and the Counts and Dukes of Savoy were his 

vassals. This relationship and the obligations it entailed were more 

nominal than real and the rulers were truly sovereign in their lands. 

Although the Angevin Counts of Provence were sovereign in their own 

states, their position as Counts of Anjou and other French possessions 

made them vassals of the King of France to whom the Countship even

tually reverted at the end of the 15th century. 

The sovereigns in the Var valley system were often dependent 

on allies both within and outside their demesne to bolster their 

authority, and these relationships sometimes limited their power, par

ticularly in the modern period when increasing centralization rein

forced the strongest of the national states and their rulers to the 

detriment of the lesser ones. Among the latter were the Dukes of Savoy 

who played a constant game of alliances to enhance their position in 

European politics and were finally made Kings, first of Sicily, and 

then of the barren island of Sardinia, described by one contemporary as 

"a dry bone good only to gnaw on" (un os k ronger) (Archives Nationales 

1726). By the mid-l8th century, much of their power had been broken 

and they were hardly more than pawns in the international power play. 

In most of the period under consideration in this study, they were all 

powerful in the comte" de Nice. 
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Theoretically, only the sovereign owned all the land which he 

granted in fief to his henchmen, giving it into their care for a cer

tain period. The Count of Provence was such a sovereign, and it was 

he alone who had the power to dub knights, create noblemen and grant 

fiefs. Such a monopoly was impossible to maintain and pieces of fiefs 

were sold and bought, although always with the restriction that an 

oath of hommage and fidelity be made to the sovereign by each new 

feoffee. The Grimaldis of Beuil were an exception in the Var valley 

system, since, in the 14th century, they had insisted on recognition of 

their own local supremacy (see Appendix C). In 1521*, Honore I of Beuil 

was actually able to create a sub-fief, at l'Alpe de Peone, for one of 

his vassals, a fief which was maintained in the Achiardi family even 

after the fall of the house of Beuil in 1621 (C.-A. Fighiera 1958)• 

In cases where a vassal was punished by the sovereign, the 

victim's lands automatically reverted to the sovereign's demesne. This 

occurred in the confiscation of rebels' lands and possessions, a re

curring phenomenon as we have seen in the many dynastic wars and in 

the numerous Grimaldi rebellions, or even in retribution for lesser 

crimes. The murder of a nobleman, also entailed confiscation of the 

transgressor's possessions. Of course, as often was the case, a 

nobleman whose possessions were coveted by the sovereign or someone in 

his favor was not immune to being falsely accused of treason or some 

other crime punishable by confiscation. 

The Administration of Justice 

One of the major functions of government is the creation and 

implementation of a legal system. This was first the domain of the 
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sovereign, then of the feudal lords, and, eventually, of the individual 

communities. The legal code had to be enforced and the transgressors 

punished. Justice was implemented on three levels: 'high justice' in

volved Berious offenses usually calling for capital punishment or heavy 

fines; 'lower justice' dealt with minor offenses and 'middle justice' 

dealt with everything in between. The exact crimes and misdemeanors on 

each level varied from place to place. In most of the comt£ de Nice 

and eastern Provence, a local baile, either appointed or elected 

annually, saw to lower justice, while more serious cases were referred 

to officials of the viguerie or baillie (see below). The exception to 

this was in the barony of Beuil in which, since 1353» all legal mat

ters were settled exclusively by the Grimaldis themselves. These local 

regulations were in keeping with the Provencal tradition, but, in 1608, 

Count Annibal decided to update the code and had it published, origi

nally in Italian and a French translation was printed at Aix-en-

Provence (Hildesheinter 1955)* The creation of the Senate of Nice in 

March l6l4 replaced the local 'high' jurisdiction in the entire comtfc 

with a central one in Nice, which acted as a court of appeals, and 

superseding all judiciary powers, including those of the Count of 

Beuil. 

The original organization of the judicial system of Provence 

was essentially the work of the Catalan Counts. Alfonso I (1166-1196) 

instated an administrator (the baile) for the entire province, then, in 

1176, named several local bailes. In that year, he also signed a 

treaty with Nice guaranteeing her autonomy in exchange for rights of 

albergue (lodging) and cavalcade (mobilization) payable to him. 
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This system of Provencal baillies was formalized under Alfonso's 

grandson, Raimon Berenger V (1209-12̂ 5)• The baillie were permanent 

administrative units, each with a baile (intendant for the Count), a 

judge and a clavaire (treasurer) all directly responsible to the Count 

who, moreover, had placed capable men in these positions. Where Con

sular cities, like Nice, balked at such an imposition, a viguier, 

representing Countal authority alongside the municipal government, was 

instituted in place of the baile. The viguier of Nice under Raimon-

Berenger V was Romeo of Villeneuve, apparently one of the most remark

able statesmen in the history of Provence. 

When Charles of Anjou became Count of Provence in 1246, he 

instated a French seneschal at the head of the entire Countship of 

Provence and increased the number of vigueries, separating Grasse from 

Nice (to which it had been united since 1229* at the suppression of 

the Consulate of Grasse). When Charles I died in 1285, his son Charles 

II was prisoner of the King of Aragon. He was not released until 1388. 

In 1386, however, the first meeting of the Estates of Provence was 

held. These Estates met as a representative assembly in which members 

of the three recognized classes of society — the nobility, the clergy 

and the common people — could participate in ratifying decisions made 

by their rulers. Philip the Fair of France called the first meeting 

of the Estates-General of France in 1302, but this group had no real 

power. Such was not the case with the Estates of Provence which is 

why King Louis XIV found it necessary to suppress the institution in 

the 17th century, although they were reinstated in the 18th. 
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In the three years (1388-1391) Amadeus VII acted as 'regent' 

over the Terres-Neuves de Provence and he began integrating its ad

ministration with that of his other possessions. The seneschals and 

viguiers disappeared as the entire comt£ was administered by a governor 

of Nice (the first was Jean Grimaldi of Beuil), the baillies by cap

tains, and fortified places by castellans. As I have already mentioned, 

the formation of the Senate of Nice early in the 17th century central

ized the administration of high justice throughout the comte. 

In Provence, as a result of French control after 1̂ 81, adminis

trative changes again took place: in 15351 the province was divided 

into six senechaussees, the positions of viguier and clavaire abolished 

and, gradually, the province was integrated into the Kingdom of France. 

Because of special privileges granted by King Francis I in 1537• 

Entrevaux became a Terre Ad.jacente, whose administrative structure was 

completely independent of the rest of the kingdom. 

The Soldiery 

Wars require the participation of fighting men, and these, in 

turn, require food and shelter, as well as specialized equipment. A 

body of fighting men can be made up of: 

1. part-time soldiers, local people defending their own interests, 

forming local militias, guerrilla bands or commandoes, as well as par

ticipating in popular uprisings. In tribal societies, this is the 

only form of recruitment, every able-bodied man being a potential 

soldier; 
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2. professional soldiers, a class of men whose trade is fighting, 

not for any particular cause, but as a livelihood. These include mer

cenaries, career officers and standing armies. 

Mercenaries existed only in state-level societies, and were 

essentially of a different nationality from that of their employers. 

Often specialized in terms of weaponry and fighting style, these pro

fessional soldiers were generally better trained, better disciplined 

and better equipped than local militias. Although their loyalty went 

to the highest bidder and their treachery was proverbial, mercenaries 

were used in European armies from at least the 12th century on. 

Armies require discipline and the most effective means of en

forcing it is through the rigid hierarchy so strongly associated in 

our minds with military organization. In the Middle Ages, war was the 

prerogative of the nobility which was, though not in a rigid sense, 

the soldier, or warrior, class. It was expected of every man of noble 

birth that he train for war, the alternative usually being a career in 

religion. At the same time, it was well-nigh impossible for a commoner 

to rise to any high military position. 

There were also independent military leaders who headed up the 

"bands" or companies of mercenaries or plunderers. These were usually 

noblemen also, but outside the official military structure. With the 

changes in the status of the feudal aristocracy and the development of 

social complexity as well as the opening up of the noble class, there 

arose a specialized category of military officers, who could purchase 

their commissions, and mobility through the ranks increased. A mili

tary career became a matter of individual choice and, by the end of 
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the 18th century, was based largely on ability, although the majority 

of officers continued for a long time to belong to prominent families. 

Historical Sketch 

Under the Roman Empire, the armies were highly organized bodies 

of professional soldiers drawn from all parts of the Empire who re

placed the fighting men of Republican Rome. These increasingly numer

ous mercenaries came, in large part from among the people conquered by 

Rome, the "barbarian tribes" that surrounded ancient Rome and ultimately 

engulfed her. 

The fall of the Empire in the West was accompanied by general 
t 

chaos and anarchy, as Europe was overrun by hordes of barbarians from 

the East (a theme familiar to culture-historians), whose personnel was 

held together by bonds of kinship and common interest. As these waves 

of Germans settled in, the structure of their loose military units be

came adapted to the administration of the European kingdoms. It was 

this organization, formed in the Merovingian and Carolingian periods 

that laid the groundwork for the feudal system in which the soldiers 

were motivated by loyalty to their leader and by personal gain. 

The defense of sites in the Dark Ages was the responsibility 

of local people organized and directed by a few professional 'knights' 

(Rocolle 1973:26). By the high Middle Ages, the local recruitment of 

fighting men consisted in raising poorly-trained levies from among the 

serfs and villein as part of the service due by their lord to his own 

suzerain. Since these men could only be called up for short periods 

of time (forty days being usually a maximum) and when agricultural 
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activities were at a low, they were very ineffectual, particularly if 

facing professional soldiers who hired themselves out to the highest 

bidder. Consequently, recruitment turned once again, in the high and 

late Middle Ages, to the hiring of professional soldiers. 

The armies then included heavily armed mounted noblemen, the 

knights, fighting for their overlord, and bands of specialized mer

cenaries. Most prominent among these were Balearic slingers, whose use 

dated back to antiquity (Warner 1968:94), Genoese crossbowmen, at 

least as early as the 12th century, the Welsh longbowmen, whose appear

ance in the Hundred Years War determined the outcome of a number of 

pitched battles, and the Swiss pikemen, whose impenetrable phalanxes 

effectively neutralized the cavalry at the end of the Middle Ages (Lot 

1946; Oman 1924; etc.). What is significant about the adoption of such 

tactical units is that they reduced the importance of the mounted 

knights who, after the introduction of the stirrup into Western Europe 

(White 1962:27-28), had become the backbone of medieval armies. 

In addition to these specialized groups, all-purpose bands 

(such as those led by condottieri in Renaissance Italy) formed an im

portant part of the armed forces. These mercenaries were as dangerous 

to local populations in times of peace, when they turned to plunder 

because they could no longer ply their trade legally, as they had been 

to the enemy in time of war. 

Just as the militias continued to be called throughout the 

Middle Ages, mercenaries were never completely absent from national 

armies, although, from the end of the Middle Ages, there was a greater 

interest on the part of the French king and other sovereigns in having 
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standing armies made up of their own nationals whose loyalty to the 

ruler of their homeland could be better counted on and whose pay would 

be guaranteed by the state. It was this type of army that became most 

effective in the l8th century and after. 

Contributions of the Villagers 
to the War Effort 

In the Var valley system, the recruitment of military personnel 

followed similar lines. The village owed service and taxes on several 

levels: that of the community and its lord, that of the viguerie or 

baillie and, finally, that of the sovereign. These contributions could 

be made in kind or in cash. The cash went for buying materials for 

construction and repair of defense works and purchasing of weapons, as 

well as paying the salaries of workmen and soldiers and hiring the very 

same mercenaries against whom they sometimes had to protect themselves. 

The contribution in kind was in the form of manpower, billeting or 

supplies: manpower to work in construction or soldiery, lodging for 

the lord and his retinue as well as the armies' supplies of animals and 

food and water for the troops and their horses. 

Taxation 

The inquests that have furnished so many valuable data for 

demographic and economic studies, outline some of the taxes levied for 

military purposes. The albergue was the obligation of a community to 

provide lodgings for the lord and his retinue for a fixed number of 

days per year. Although this was not really a military tax, the use 

of hospitality in this way was very often tied to visits of inspection, 
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and military expeditions. It was soon converted from kind to cash, 

however, in proportion to the number of fiscal households recorded for 

the community. The billeting of soldiers and officers was always an 

obligation when the occasion arose, but it was never converted into a 

regularly collected tax. 

The cavalcade was a military tax, since its original purpose 

had been the levying of troops for the armies of the sovereign. This 

tax was proportional to the population and could include any item of 

war, from an unarmed horse or main, to several fully armed men and their 

armed steeds. In the 13th century, the cavalcade became increasingly 

frequently a cash tax, but we know that, in 1235« under Raimon-Berenger 

V, the tax was of one horseman and an armed horse from Carros, for le 

Broc, Gattieres and la Gaude, one horseman each and, for St-Jeannet, 

two infantrymen, one armed, the other unarmed. At the end of the cen

tury, these taxes became 100 sous for the cavalcade and 100 for the 

albergue for Carros, and 100 sous for the cavalcade and 50 for the 

albergue for le Broc (Verrier and Magnien 1957:30). In 1295» in the 

Val de Chanan, some villages, like Amirat and Cuebris, paid the caval

cade in kind, others in currency (Durbec 1968). 

Cash was a more versatile currency than armed men and horses. 

It is only in times of crisis that levies were called. In 1391» for 

instance, the league of Vence was formed by an alliance between the 

lords of Vence, of Carros and of le Broc, and these villages were re

quired to furnish armed men on call; on 7 December 1392, Vence provided 

twenty-four men, le Broc eight and Carros three (Verrier and Magnien 

1957:36). 
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There were also occasional "extraordinary" taxes, gifts to the 

ruler, the donatifs* These had originally been gratuities for troops 

during a campaign. They later came to mean a gift of money granted by 

a community in the hope of benefiting in return from the ruler's lar

gesse. These were requested on such occasions as the knighting of the 

lord's eldest son, the marriage of his eldest daughter, the setting up 

of a crusade to the Holy Land, etc. Amadeus VIII called on this form 

of revenue a number of times, and, in 1430, when Jean Grimaldi of Beuil 

complained that the sum asked was too high, it was reduced by one 

third on that occasion. Duke Louis' (1440-1465) futile expedition to 

the Island of Cyprus was financed by donatifs paid for by the villages 

of his home possessions. In the 16th century, donatifs paid for 

troops, for renovation of the fortress of Nice, for the acquisition of 

the comtg de Tende, etc. By the 17th century, the villagers could 

theoretically choose not to pay this supposedly voluntary tax, but the 

Duke always had his way (Doublet 1937). 

The fined and most onerous form of military contribution was 

the requisition which required individuals and communities to supply 

almost unlimited funds and provisions to support military operations 

and bear the burden of occupation of their own land by an enemy force. 

The villages were taxed by their own governments and, as we shall see 

in the chronological account that follows in the next chapter, when 

approached by an enemy force, they had the choice of resisting and 

suffering the consequences (plunder, vandalism, ransom) or not resist

ing and forking over the money for the ransom of their own community, 

although this was no guarantee of being left in peace* This form of 
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racketeering became a favorite game, a new source of enrichment for 

invading armies, although contributing seriously to the impoverishment 

of the communes. 

Levies and Militias 

The military privileges of citizens along with their obliga

tions were clearly outlined in the charters and statutes of the times. 

The military service must not interfere with the all-important agri

cultural occupation of the draftees. The carrying of arms, as can be 

gathered from any number of laws, was closely regulated. 

The statutes of the Val de Lantosque tell us that, in 1265, at 

least, the villagers were not required to raise fortifications, but to 

maintain what they had in good repair. The suzerain himself was re

sponsible for the actual building of such defenses (Cals de Pierlas 

1890). Obviously, the maintenance was not effectively enforced, since 

we are repeatedly told of the sad state of the fortified walls and of 

the castles, many of them in ruins already by the l'+th and especially 

in the 15th centuries. Even in cities like Nice and Grasse where the 

ramparts and other defensive features should have been frequently in

spected, they were allowed to fall into disrepair (Fevrier 196*0. 

Every commune was required to provide a militia to defend its 

valley or to reinforce the militias from neighboring valleys. Any 

male, eighteen to fifty years of age, had to join unless exempted by 

his profession or by having purchased his way out, or by having been 

subjected to public indignity. In the Val de Lantosque under the first 

Angevin Counts of Provence, any man who owned thirty arpents (about 
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1600 m ) of land was eligible for military service (Raiberti 1898:336; 

Cals de Pierlas 1890). Every year a certain number of those qualified 

were selected by lot, by the consuls of the village. They had to go 

through regular training, were expected to sentinel in times of threat 

and, in case of war, they would report to special quarters, while 

others set out to defend passages into their valley and, those left 

behind attempted to organize themselves as best they could within the 

village (Canestrier n.d.c). 

In the comte de Nice, the local militias had been given the 

inalienable right to fight for the protection and defense of their own 

lands, stipulating that they would under no circumstances be required 

to venture beyond the limits of their viguerie. In two documented 

cases, one under Charles II of Provence in 1305» the other under Duke 

Amadeus VIII of Savoy in 1̂ 23» the militias of the Val de Lantosque 

were sent to the col de Fenestres to cross the Argentera mountains 

into the Piedmont, but, once at St-Martin-Lantosque, they refused to 

go any farther, claiming their ancient privilege. It had to be recog

nized and, as soon as they felt their freedom to choose whether or not 

to fight outside their homeland had been recognized, these men charged 

on over the pass (Compan 1973»I:218; Raiberti 1898:252-262). 

In lM*5i King Charles VII officially created a French royal 

army, made up of about 8,000 men. This started a trend that continued 

in the mid-l6th century when where were more than 3»000 infantrymen and 

5,000 noble horsemen under arms. In the 17th century, this royal army, 

which had increased tremendously in size was recognized and placed 
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directly under the King's authority, and its loyalty to the King could 

be counted on (Castellan 19̂ 8). 

In the comte, the edict of Vercelli, issued in 1560, led to the 

progressive elimination of mercenaries from the Savoyard army; the main 

part of the forces were to be furnished from the communities themselves 

(Compan 1973ili219)• Canestrier (n.d.c, 1930:201) summarizes the 

nature of the comte1s armed force in the l6th century. At that time, 

the village militias were more rigidly organized, divided into a hier

archy throughout the comt£, under a colonel commanding six companies, 

each made up of four centuries comprising four squads each. When these 

units met at periodic intervals, they were lodged and fed by the local 

population of the host community. By the 17th century, Savoy, and 

France, had regular armies, so the standing militias, to which the 

communities gave their able-bodied men, were replaced in part by requi

sitions, that form of military taxation — and oppression •— that was 

to plague the village treasuries and stores from then on. These were 

a dreadful burden on the already poor or impoverished communities. 

The national armies, though more reliable than the mercenaries 

and more effective than local militias, were still difficult to control. 

One of the most serious problems was desertion which occurred for any 

number of reasons; soldiers often got into trouble with their superiors 

for lack of discipline, or else they might refuse to perform certain 

chores. In the occupation of Nice in the 1690*s many deserted to avoid 

working on the restoration of the citadel. In such cases, the deserters 

could either join another regiment and receive a little extra cash, or 



they might take to the hills, or even join a band of brigands or 

barbets who lived by plunder (Canestrier 19̂ 8-̂ 9)• 

Thus the stage is set for discussing the military conflicts 

that took place in the Var valley system. 



CHAPTER 11 

WARFARE IN THE VAR VALLEY SYSTEM: 
MILITARY ENGAGEMENTS 

Y/ar cam be said to have given birth to history: history began 
by being exclusively concerned with armed conflicts, and it is 
unlikely that it will ever entirely cease to be "the history 
of battles" (Bouthoul 1953:5)• 

The units described in the preceding chapter could frequently 

be in conflict with each other, on several levels. The relative sig

nificance of these confrontations obviously varied considerably accord

ing to the scope of the conflict which was in turn affected by the 

power and authority of the participants (see Table 1, pp. ̂ 06-418). 

Conflicts Between Village Communities 

This type of problem usually revolved around border disputes, 

including the establishment of commune territorial boundaries (which 

is documented by acts dating from the Middle Ages into the Modern 

Period), and arguments over rights to certain kinds of land (wood, 

pasture, fields, the iscles, bridges and fords). It could also be 

tied in with, or at least symptomatic of, larger conflicts, such as 

those involving feudal lords and sovereigns. 

The incidents that resulted from such disputes, some of which 

have been described (pp. 3̂ 1-3̂ 5)» included a great many litigations, 

raids of various importance and some very bloody fighting, such as 

occurred in 1704 at the beginning of the War of Spanish Succession, 

376 
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between the inhabitants of le Broc in Provence and those of Bouyon in 

the comte de Nice (see Appendix C, p. 529), and even sieges, for example 

at St-Laurent-du-var (p. 3̂ *0 and at Gattieres (p. 3̂ 3) • 

Since these were very minor conflicts, on the whole, there is 

little record of them. They were usually resolved by legal action or 

never resolved at all, and many of these border disputes tended to 

become chronic. 

Conflicts Between the Lord and Villagers 

As we have seen (pp. 355-360), such disputes, if they were not 

resolved by the imposition of the will of the stronger — or more de

termined — party on its opponent, usually ended in the courts where 

judgment was passed by a higher authority. Although there are accounts 

of individuals opposing the lord, and vice versa, these fall into the 

realm of criminal offenses, and not warfare. There are many instances 

of crime, robbery and murder, involving villagers and noblemen, some 

of which led to more important conflicts, but these could not really 

be qualified as wars. -

The motivations for such conflicts could include oppression 

and resistance to it, as well as the desire for emancipation and auton

omy, or simply the rejection of a new lord whose sway over the com

munity was objected to and denied by his very subjects. 

The encounters were most often symbolic: denial of entry 

through the village gates, refusal to perform acts of deference, com

plaints filed with judicial authorities and, -in a very few instances, 

all-out fighting. Occasionally, as with the murders of Georges 
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Grimaldi in 1506 and of Rene Grimaldi in 15̂ 3 (see Appendix C), an 

intimate of the lord was persuaded (by bribery or other means) to 

dispatch his master* 

The result of such conflicts was either a 'victory' for the 

feudatory over the villagers, or else a decision by the sovereign or 

his representatives whose authority transcended both the autonomy of 

the villagers and the power of their lord. The outcome could lead to 

more oppression, to community independence, or, very rarely, to an 

understanding between the two parties. 

Conflicts Between Villagers and the Sovereign 

These were uncommon since the village community could not have 

subsisted independently from the sovereign state. Villagers might 

rebel against their sovereign if he unlawfully enfeoffed them (p. 332), 

or they might fight against a usurper (as occurred at the time of the 

Dedition among the communities loyal to the House of Anjou), or they 

might engage in a revolt against what they considered to be the oppres

sion by the sovereign. Although the latter did occur in the 12th cen

tury at the time of the consular movements in cities and towns (pp. 

331-332), open uprisings against the central authority were too easily 

put down, particularly after the 13th century when the sovereigns of 

Western Europe had acquired real power over all but the strongest of 

their vassals. 

Conflicts Between Feudal Lords 

Tales of feudal rivalry fill the pages of medieval history 

books. Although there are several examples in the Var valley system, 
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they are usually tied in with larger conflicts, between sovereigns. 

The motivation for these disputes could center on disputes over lands 

or economic rights, over favor or position in the central government, 

or over loyalty to suzerains, as well as to avenging insult or injury 

by one of the parties to smother. 

These conflicts might be settled by victory of one over the 

other party, but almost always (and increasingly so in the late Middle 

Ages and after) involved arbitration by the suzerain who had authority 

over the feuding lords and whose standing depended to an important 

extent on the prevention of divisive internecine warfare. Some feudal 

rivalries became chronic while others were symptomatic of more wide

spread unrest. 

A few illustrative examples sure listed below: 

The first is of a pitched battle, and may be more apocryphal 

than real. This battle is alleged to have taken place in 12̂ 9 on the 

small area of flatland on the floodplain of the middle Var between 

Entrevaux and Puget-Theniers, called le Plan-du-Puget. It occurred as 

part of a conflict between the lords of these two neighboring towns and 

involved the participation of over 2,000 men, many of them mercenaries, 

who, after the defeat of the men from Entrevaux, went on to sack the 

town (Jacquet n.d.a:32). The unusually large number of troops involved 

suggests that the story is, at best, very loosely based on fact. 

The Grimaldis of Beuil were repeatedly involved in feudal 

rivalries. In 1353* Barnaba Grimaldi received a pardon for having 

attacked a member of the Ca'is family who had acquired the fief of 

Roure (see Appendix C) and the antipathy between the two families 
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surfaced again in 1̂ 35 when a small civil war broke out in Nice follow

ing an incident at the funeral of Louis Grimaldi, who had been lord of 

the Val de Massoins. The time of the Dedition was also filled with 

feudal rivalries, as backers of one side took advantage of the general 

turmoil to attack or try to disgrace their enemies. 

Another such rivalry flared up in 1527« when the lord of les 

Ferres accused the sons of the Baron of Beuil of conspiring with the 

French against the Duke of Savoy (see Appendix C). 

Conflicts Between Feudal Lords 
and the Sovereign 

These include the dynastic conflicts or wars of succession that 

followed the shifts in the ruling family of Provence which occurred in 

1112, 12̂ 5, 1382 and l48l. They include the Baussenque wars against 

Raimon-Berengar I and the rebellion of Boniface de Castellane and his 

allies against Charles I of Anjou in the 1260's (p. 352). The period 

of Joan1s turbulent reign and particularly of her succession, was rife 

with such feudal unrest. For example, Perre Balb, Lord of St-Sauveur-

sur-Tinee, Valdeblore, Rimplas, Marie and Roure, had rebelled against 

Joan in 1350 and most of his fiefs had been confiscated. He managed, 

however, to regain them twenty years later and remained loyal to the 

Angevins thereafter, so much so that, in 138̂ , his lands were again 

confiscated by the Durazzo faction which then controlled Nice. Balb 

was able to hold the castle of Rimplas, considered impregnable, until 

1387, when the Angevin faction regained ascendancy, and he recaptured 

St-Sauveur and Roure. But when the Savoyards came definitively to 
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power in the Terres-Neuves-de-Provence in 1391« Pierre Balb lost his 

possessions once and for all (Bueil 1953; Colletta 1973ŝ 1» 1975)• 

As the power of the sovereign grew, so would that of any adver

saries who could challenge his authority. In eastern Provence, many 

of the families had been subdued under the Catalan Counts and the early 

Angevins and, after that, only two major feudal forces remained, the 

Lascaris of Tende in the upper Roya valley (east of the upper Vesubie) 

and the Grimaldis of Beuil. The Lascaris waged an almost continuous 

guerrilla war against the Angevin Counts of Provence from 1276 to 138̂  

when they chose to support the second House of Anjou against the House 

of Savoy, an allegiance which allowed them to continue with their 

depredations in the Val de Lantosque and on merchant caravans using 

the col de Tende to transport their goods into the Piedmont. This de

fiance of the sovereign and the raiding of villages that went along 

with it were brought to an end in 1509 when the Countship of Tende 

passed into friendlier hands (Appendix C). 

The Grimaldis of Beuil sought their own emancipation throughout 

most of the period under consideration here. At times this led them 

to rebel against their sovereign, the Duke of Savoy, and, on occasion, 

even to ally themselves with his enemies. The major incidents of con

flict occurred as follows. 

In 1395, the Baron Jean Grimaldi and his brother Louis fell 

into disgrace after an unauthorized and unsuccessful siege of Venti-

miglia in the course of which they were taken prisoner. After their 

release in 1397» they became involved in the bloody boundary war 
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between Angevin Provence and the Savoyard Terres-Neuves, which was 

settled in 1400 (p. 

In 1409, the communities of the Val de Massoins became restless 

and the forces of the Duke of Savoy were sent to quell the revolt and 

hold the important fortresses. Although the Grimaldis managed to re

main aloof for most the the rebellion, they eventually became directly 

involved and the disturbance was not settled until the castles of the 

Val de Massoins were razed in 1412 (p. 492). 

The Grimaldis remained loyal until 1506 when George, Baron of 

Beuil, was accused of plotting against the Duke of Savoy with King 

Louis XII of France. He was murdered before he could be brought to 

justice, and a confrontation with ducal authority was averted. 

In 1542, a brother of the Baron of Beuil, Jean-Baptiste Lord 

of Ascros, openly sought favor with the King of France and forced a 

number of villages in the comte de Nice to recognize the French monarch. 

The Baron himself was inplicated in these nefarious doings, but was 

murdered by a valet in 1543 before the allegations against him were 

substantiated (p. 499). 

The final insurrection against the Duke of Savoy by a member 

of the House of Beuil began in 1614 when a confrontation between the 

sovereign and his powerful and ambitious vassal ended with the treason 

of Annibal Grimaldi, now Count of Beuil, when he turned to the Kings 

of France and of Spain to support his stand against Charles-Emmanuel I, 

and finally with his execution at the castle of Tourette-du-Chateau 

in 1621, on the orders of the Duke (pp. 501-504). 
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Conflicts Between Sovereigns 

Since such wars took place on the largest scale, they involved 

incidents affecting all levels of society, from the peasants and their 

lords to townfolk and all governmental representatives. The following 

is a chronological listing of the major conflicts that shook the Var 

valley system between the l̂ th century and the mid-l8th century which 

found the comt6 de Nice and eastern Provence recovering from their 

involvement in the European War of Austrian Succession. 

The Hundred Years War (1337-1̂ 53) 

Provence was never directly involved in this conflict between 

the Valois Kings of France and the Plantagenet Kings of England. Un

fortunately, it did not escape some of the side-effects of the pro

longed state of unrest provoked by the wars: disease and famine, 

political disturbances and civil war, and the ravages of mercenaries. 

In the summer of 1357* fearing the plundering bands of Arnaud 

de Cervole, known as the Archpriest, the city of Grasse proceeded, at 

great cost, to rebuild and expand its walls (F̂ vrier 1964:147-148), 

and, although the Esteron valley and the Grasse region were probably 

never directly attacked, they had also to bear some of the expenditure 

of the damage done in the rest of Provence by the Archpriest and, 

after him, by Count Jean d'Armagnac who had been hired to chase him 

off (Imbert 1949). 

In 1360, the treaty of Bretigny between France and England 

brought a nine-year suspension of the hostilities of the Hundred Years 

War. The English armies were sent home, but left behind them hundreds 
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of foot-loose mercenaries from which the Great Companies were formed. 

The damages they caused all over France and in Provence were at least 

as serious as, and more far-ranging than those of the war itself. 

Bertrand DuGuesclin, High Constable of France, and one of the most 

celebrated of all French knights, was commissioned to lead these un

desirable men out of France. Many of them went on to Spain where 

France and England carried on an extension of their conflict, but many 

stayed behind, some going into Provence. Later, DuGuesclin himself 

set upon the rich Rhodanian cities, as the chaos and devastation spread 

eastward and into the mountains. One of the effects of this turmoil 

was to encourage the people to build new, improved fortifications 

throughout Provence all the way to Nice (Fevrier 196*+: 14-7-148; Jeancard 

1952:20-29; Verrier and Magnien 1957s35)• 

Events Leading To and Following 
the Dedition (1382-140(57 

Queen Joan I of Naples, Countess of Provence, was murdered by 

one of her adopted sons, Charles of Durazzo, in 1382. There immedi

ately arose two hostile factions, one pledged to the House of Durazzo, 

the other loyal to what was to become the second House of Anjou. In 

1383-84, Angevin sympathizers from Antibes, Grasse and Vence periodi

cally raided the villages and lands of the east bank of the lower Var, 

loyal to the Durazzos (Verrier and Magnien 1957:35). The westward 

spread of the Durazzo supporters, based in Nice, was halted only by 

the fierce Angevin loyalists centered in the towns of Guillaumes, 

Annot, St-Auban (Baratier 1969:195). Fighting took place on all levels: 
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bands of soldiers and adventurers plundered villages and the country

side, noblemen banded together to harass those who opposed them. 

The situation was not helped by the successive deaths in the 

next few years of the political and military contenders for control of 

the land. While membership in the factions was relatively clear-cut, 

as were the interests of the various parties, these remained essen

tially leaderless in what had been eastern Provence. 

Ca'is de Pier las suggests (1898:4) that although Louis I of 

Anjou had a better claim to Provence (and his sympathizers objected to 

Charles of Durazzo on the grounds that he had murdered their Queen), 

the people of Nice and its dependencies preferred Durazzo because he 

would rule at a distance (being also King of Naples and of Hungary) and 

could be expected to exercise a less direct and oppressive surveillance 

than the Angevins who were more likely to take up residence in Provence 

itself. After the death of the adult contenders (Louis I in 1384, 

Charles in 1386), the young children they left behind, Louis II of 

Anjou (1384-1400) and particularly Ladislas of Durazzo (1386-1414), 

were in no position to protect their demesnes. 

In 1388, Georges de Maries, seneschal of (Angevin) Provence, 

plundered the countryside around Nice and threatened the city itself. 

The fear this attack provoked brought home the fact that the area 

desperately needed an effective protector to fend off the enemy. It 

has been suggested that de Marie*s incursions had been encouraged by 

Jean Grimaldi de Beuil, named Governor of Nice in 1387 by the Durazzo 

faction (Cais de Pierlas 1898:19). And, within a year, Grimaldi had 

enlisted the help of Amadeus VII of Savoy, the "Red Count," to offer 



386 

the sorely needed "protection" to Nice and the communities that had 

pledged loyalty to the House of Durazzo, under the terms of the 'Dedi-

tion' contract. The remoteness of the Durazzos and their resulting 

inability to control this territory, the Terres-Neuves de Provence, 

originally considered desirable by the people, had lost their charms 

for them, and the Governor of Nice and Count of Savoy were able to 

capitalize on it, making the 'Dedition' acceptable to the ni?ois 

(p. 82). 

The Savoyard takeover of these Terres-Neuves (new territories) 

was not as smooth as is pictured in most historical syntheses. 

Amadeus VII traveled through the mountain valleys to Nice in September-

October 1388, to receive the homage of the villagers who were fright

ened by the turmoil around them and were prepared for the shift in 

allegiance thanks to the encouragement of Jean Grimaldi and his men. 

The Count of Savoy received homage directly from the people whose 

villages he crossed and in Nice from September 28 to November 2, he 

received emissaries from villages in the Esteron valley (Imbert 19̂ 9)• 

Citizens of the val d'Entraunes trekked to the castle of Peone where 

they solomnly swore their support for Savoy to Jean Grimaldi de Beuil 

(Canestrier 195̂ : 88-95) • 

The people of the val de Lantosque almost unanimously embraced 

the Savoyard cause in the hope of being protected against the incur

sions of the Counts of Tende who, ironically enough, remained loyal to 

the Angevins, thereby almost automatically putting the Lantoscans into 

the Savoyard camp (Hildesheimer 19̂ 8) (see pp. 508-09). 
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The Count of Savoy remained in Nice long enough to begin con

solidating his hold over the land. But, if the people of Nice felt 

safer under his protection, it was not necessarily so with the out

lying population: 

The country was far from peaceful. This is evidenced by the 
abandonment of the neighboring villages by their inhabitants 
who sought refuge in Nice. In 1389* Lazare Sigaudi, treas
urer of Nice, reported that he was unable to collect the 
taxes from the people of Aspremont and Falicon because they 
resided in Nice on account of the war and paid these taxes in 
the city (Cals de Pierlas 1898:̂ 5)• 

There were abuses on both sides. In 1390» a truce was signed 

with Nice in the hope of bringing about peace with Angevin Provence, 

but the adventurer Balthazar Spinola crossed the lower Var into the 

plain of Grasse, attacked a number of villages, and brought back hos

tages (Jeancard 1952:26) and the border spats resumed. Gascon adven

turers in the pay of Savoy secured new positions west of the Var. 

Among them, Gaillardet de Mauleon took Gattieres by force of arms and 

sold it to Amadeus VII who kept it as a stepping stone into Provence 

and a thorn in the side of the enemy, particularly since is controlled 

the best fording point along the lower Var (Boniffacy 1929; Doublet 

1903, 1905). Another was Vita de Blois, a close ally of the Grimaldis 

of Beuil, who captured the fortress of Thorenc, high on the Cheiron 

range; thi6 too was sold to Amadeus, but, by the end of the century, 

it was returned to Provence. 

Savoy had originally hoped to acquire more of eastern Provence, 

including the baillie of St-Paul-de-Vence, the valleys of the Esteron 

and of the upper Var and Verdon. But, in 1391-92, the League of Vence 

was formed to champion the Angevin cause and defend the communities on 
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the west bank of the Var against the Savoyards (Boniffacy 1929; Jean-

card 1952:29; Verrier and Magnien 1957:36). In the hinterland, the 

upper Roya valley, controlled by the Lascaris of Tende, and, to the 

west, the mountain villages under the Glandevez and Castellane families, 

had remained pro-Angevin and their lords were dispossessed by Savoy of 

the fiefs they had held in what was now the Terres-Neuves de Provence. 

Most of the traditional feudal nobility, of ancient Nissard 

stock, stayed with the Angevin cause and did not support the estab

lishment of the Savoyard 'regency.' Many of them simply fled, leaving 

their spoils in enemy hands, while a few chose to stay and fight a 

losing battle for their fiefs. Moreover, many communities of the Var 

and Tinee valleys were hesitant to place themselves under the protec

tion of Savoy and would have preferred to retain their feudal ties. 

Cals de Pierlas (1898:15) attributes the Count of Savoy's success, in 

spite of all this opposition, to the fact that he had the whole-hearted 

support of Nice, the heart and head of the territory. 

Border disputes did not stop along the Var, and the Terres-

Neuves were sinking deeper into misery. By 139*N many towns and vil

lages could not meet payment of their taxes because of the depletion 

of their reserves (Raiberti 1898:389). The House of Savoy was trying 

to court its new subjects in offering them some measure of security in 

such uncertain times and a more effective administration to cope with 

the consequences of decades of plague and war. But, as the House of 

Savoy's hold on the Terres-Neuves became more secure, the Grimaldi 

brothers, Jean and Louis of Beuil, attacked Monaco and Ventimiglia 

without the Savoyard regent's approval and, when they were captured 
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and held prisoner for two years, were openly disavowed by their suze

rain. A new Governor of Nice was named to replace Jean Grimaldi de 

Beuil and some of the brothers' fiefs were confiscated. 

After they were freed from prison, the Grimaldis tried in vain 

to recover their lost demesne and, eventually, turned to an alliance 

with Angevin sympathizers in open defiance of Savoy. In retaliation, 

the Governor of Nice sent three companies of lancers to hold the vil

lages of the val de Massoins, threatening to revolt (Cais de Pierlas 

1898:78), and several neighboring castles were armed and garrisoned 

(Ca'is de Pierlas 1898:79). 

In January 1398, Ascros, a major strategic point, was beseiged 

by Rostaing de Berre, Lord of Gilette, acting as agent for the Count 

of Savoy. In spite of the siege engines (including at least one 

ballist) used in the attack, it is by treason and bribery that the 

fort was taken from the Grimaldis' men. It was then garrisoned with 

at least seven soldiers but was soon taken back by the Grimaldis, only 

to be lost again and handed over to the Count of Savoy with all the 

war machines and artillery contained in the castle (Cais de Pierlas 

1898:80-81). 

Although a truce was established between the Grimaldis and 

Savoy in 1399» and signed in 1*400, restoring the fiefs of the rebels, 

the border disputes continued. Raids were reported from the coastal 

port of Antibes to the val de Chanan where men in the pay of Savoy 

were said to have attacked Brian̂ onnet, les Mujouls, St-Pierre, la 

Penne, Cuebris, and even Entrevaux (Ca'is de Pierlas 1898:88-89). In 

another incident, more than one hundred crossbowmen from Nice set upon 
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Peyroules (southwest of Soleilhas), Gars, and Collongues, taking 

refuge in the Savoyard-held towns of Puget-Theniers and Ascros. Armed 

men from the Ubaye valley (the val de Barcolonnette, held by Savoy) and 

the upper Tin£e were accused of sacking the villages of the upper Ver-

don, and livestock was reported stolen from Entrevaux and from Guil-

laumes by the castellans of Puget-Th£niers and of Rigaud. Faced with 

accusations from Provence, the representatives of the Count of Savoy 

disavowed these men, denying any responsibility for the raids (Ca'is de 

Pierlas 1898:88-91; Durbec 1968:V?). But, by the turn of the century, 

much of the fighting had quieted down. 

Confrontations with the King of France 
and the Count of Provence (15th Century) 

The marriage of the Dauphin of France (the future Louis XI) to 

Charlotte of Savoy in 1451 provoked an advance of French troops to 

Chambery, capital of Savoy. Count Rene of Provence, a French ally, in 

turn, sent an invading force into the valleys of Barcelonnette and 

Entraunes (Canestrier 1914:380-389). The end of this offensive into 

the upper valleys of the Terres-Neuves is commemorated by the inscrip

tion on a bell from St-Dalmas-Valdeblore, cast in 1452 (Borea 1931? 

Imbert 1959:72). 

In 1464, Rene of Anjou, King of Naples and Court of Provence, 

tried to make good his claim on Nice and its hinterland, but was un

successful (Cals de Pierlas 1898:226; Compan 1973»I:l80). 

The Italian Wars (1494-1515) 

The French Kings Charles VIII (1483-1498) and Louis XII (1498-

1515) claimed possessions in Italy, the Kingdom of Naples, part of the 
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Provencal inheritance, and the Duchy of Milan. The Kings obtained per

mission from their Savoyard allies to pass through their territories to 

cross into Italy. Unfortunately, many of the French troops were mer

cenaries who did as much damage in the lands of their allies as in 

their enemies'. For instance, some Gascon bands in the employ of the 

French were released from service in 1516 and started for home across 

the Terres-Neuves de Provence. They attempted to cross into the Val de 

Lantosque over the col de Fenestres, but the local militia forced them 

back. The Gascons then entered through the col de Tende, sacking the 

farms and villages of the upper Roya and Paillon valleys and even 

threatening the city of Nice (Raiberti 1898:252-262). 

The Rivalry Between Francis I and 
Charles V (1519-15̂ )" 

Savoy was caught between the two great powers of Western Europe, 

Francis I and Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain who, 

among other things, claimed Provence and invaded it twice — in 152k 

and in 1536 — and Nice was the scene of negotiations leading to a 

truce in 1538, which was broken a few years later, and the city be

sieged by French troops with their Ottoman allies* 

The First Invasion of Provence (1524). In 1523» Duke Charles 

of Bourbon, High Constable of France since 1515» decided to betray 

Francis I after a minor conflict with him, and turned his services over 

to Emperor Charles V. The Emperor then sent him off on an invasion of 

Provence, to reclaim the ancient Kingdom of Aries, as part of his 

patrimony. Bourbon was received in Nice at the head of 17,000 Spanish, 
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Italian and German troops, and crossed the Var into Provence on June 

10, 1524. On this occasion, the castle of the old village of la Gaude 

was used as a base of operations for repulsing the invasion, and St-

Laurent-du-Var was bombarded by the French fleet (Raynaud 1908-09:39-̂ 2; 

Verrier and Magnien 1957:52). 

This expedition failed in front of Marseille and the retreating 

Imperial forces were back in the comte on October 11. The countryside 

around Nice and the val de Lantosque suffered from the ravages of the 

retreating men; a band of German soldiers stayed behind after the bulk 

of the Imperial force had left, and they were soon followed by the 

French under the Constable de Montmorency, in hot pursuit. This new 

army was stopped at the locked gates of Nice, but forced its way into 

the city which it ransacked (Compan 19731I:199; Latouche 1931s99-100). 

Latouche (1931s100) suggests that this event served as a lesson 

to the people of Nice who tried thereafter, through thick and thin, to 

maintain their neutrality, denying access to their city when their 

hospitality might be construed as partisan by either side. 

The Second Invasion of Provence (1536) and the Truce of Nice 

(1538). Because of the threat of renewed aggression, the Duke of Savoy 

reinforced fortification of Nice. In 1536, a French victory over 

Savoyard troops resulted in the loss of Savoy and the Piedmont, and the 

fiasco of 1524 wa6 repeated again that year when Charles V himself 

marched at the head of an army of 100,000 men, crossed the Var into 

Provence but was forced to turn back at Marseille and returned to Nice 

with his men famished by the scorched earth policy of the people of 



393 

Provence, and all too ready to prey upon the somewhat better off vil

lages of the comte. 

The truce set up in Nice in 1538 between France and the Empire 

was broken in 15̂ 2 when the Turkish sillies of Francis I anchored their 

fleet in the vicinity of Nice. There had been an attempt by the French 

to infiltrate Nice and its surroundings and Jean-Baptiste Grimaldi 

d'Ascros, who had allied himself with Francis I, overtook a number of 

villages of the comte and forced them to pay allegiance to the King of 

France. Between July and September 15*+3i Nice was under siege and 

saved only by the timely arrival of Imperial reinforcements (Compan 

1973,1:209-213; Latouche 1931:10̂ -106; Melegari 1972:130-133; etc.). 

In spite of the treaty of Crepy-en-Laonnois signed in 15M+ be

tween Francis I and Charles V, many of the villages along both sides 

of the border were garrisoned until 1559 when the treaty of Cateau-

CambrSsis, between their sons Henry II of France and Philip II Habsburg 

of Spain, returned all of his possessions to the Duke of Savoy. 

The Wars of Religion (1562-1598) 

The religious wars of the second half of the l6th century 

brought devastation and misery to all of France and took a terrible 

toll in Provence where noblemen of either faith took every opportunity 

to massacre members of the opposing faction. Provence had a sizable 

minority of Protestants, native French Huguenots (many from the Langue-

doc) and Vaudois (or Waldensians) brought in from the Alps to repopu-

late the highlands. (The Vaudois belonged to a heretical sect, named 

after its founder, Peter Waldo, who lived at the end of the 12th 
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century. His followers, persecuted throughout the Middle Ages for 

preaching their faith in France, found a haven in the Dauphine and 

Piedmont where, in the 16th century, they joined forces with other 

Protestant sects.) The most violent action took place in the Rhone 

valley, but eventually all of Provence was overrun by bands of Catho

lics smd of Protestants taking advantage of the general chaos to murder 

and plunder. 

The wars of religion were a kind of civil war, which raged in 

France and in Provence to the edges of its borders, leaving the neigh

boring Savoyard villages in relative peace. This may be one case where 

political boundaries served as a barrier to war, for a time at least. 

It was not until Charles-Errmanuel of Savoy attempted to take over Pro

vence that the "Royalist" forces of France turned on him and attacked 

his demesne. 

The large majority of the population of Provence was Catholic, 

but Grasse, for instance, was an isolated center of Protestantism. 

From 1562, there was a great deal of violence over the issue of re

ligion, and the Protestants of Upper Provence were strongly allied to 

the powerful religious reform movement in the DauphinS. In eastern 

Provence, there were a number of Huguenot noblemen and the friction 

with Catholics frequently broke into hostility in the villages of the 

west bank of the lower Var. The famous St-Bartholomew massacre (2k 

August 1572 in Paris) spread to the provinces, but made only seven vic

tims in Vence and Tourette-sur-Loup in its aftermath. In the 1580's 

the situation worsened (Baratier et al. 1969:#118-119; Bernard-Attanoux 

1915; Boniffacy 1912:236-237; Malaussfcne 1909:383-385; Verrier and 
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Magnien 1957?53)* We are told, although no date is provided, that the 

unarmed peasants of Soleilhas, their leader brandishing a pine tree, 

fought off the "enemy" (Feraud 18̂ 9:253-25*0. 

Charles-Emmanuel, as the first step in an attempt to reconsti

tute the Kingdom of Burgundy, took the marquisate of Saluces in 1588, 

and coveted the Dauphine and, of course, Provence. This desire for ex

pansion exposed his subjects, who had thus far been spared the anarchy 

that shook France, to hostilities from that quarter. 

The accession of Huguenot King Henry IV in 1589 provoked a 

polarization of the dissenting parties in France. France again had a 

strong ruler but one whose religion made him unacceptable to a majority 

of the people whose hatred of heresy was cleverly manipulated by the 

Holy League (see Appendix C). The conflict was no longer simply be

tween Protestant and Catholic but between tolerant Royalist and in-

transigeant Ligueur. In Provence, the League became powerful enough to 

consider secession and the Parliament of Aix, encouraged by Philip II 

of Spain, who himself coveted the thriving port of Marseille, called on 

Charles-Emmanuel of Savoy to take over the government. The Duke en

tered Provence in 1590, but not without popular protest. 

We know from documents at the archives of Turin (see p. ̂ 86) 

that the Duke had sent spies into Provence and France to case the land 

and its fortifications. Among these envoys was an architect named 

Vitozzi who engaged in projects to refortify some of the towns. Plans 

and drawings show the important sites as they existed then, and some 

include illustrations of the proposed improvements. What these docu

ments demonstrate is Charles-Emmanuel's clear intention of taking over 
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the government of Provence and of further integrating it militarily 

into his Duchy, thereby strengthening his position as a Mediterranean 

coastal power (Bianchi personal communication 197̂ ). 

The Holy League was active in eastern Provence from 1589 when 

Hubert de Vins, one of its leaders, besieged Grasse where he was killed 

and the villages on the west bank of the lower Var prepared to resist 

the coalition of the League and Savoy (Bernard-Attanoux 1915; Verrier 

and Magnien 1957:5*0 • 

The conflict raged in the alpine area, too. A Protestant 

nobleman from the DauphinS, Francois de LesdiguiSres (15̂ 3-1626), 

fighting for the Royalist side, attacked the lands of Charles-Emmanuel, 

usurper of Provence and enemy of King Henry IV. In 1590, the lord of 

Sauze was sent by the Duke to defend Barcelonnette, but he defected to 

the Royalist cause and Lesdiguieres was able to move, unobstructed, 

into the Piedmont. 

The Involvement of the Lower Var 
Valley (1590-159*0 

In the lower Var valley, the villagers of le Broc, for in

stance, resisted the forces of the League which then returned to St-

Paul-de-Vence for reinforcements, ravaging on the way the community of 

St-Jeannet in an attack that left twenty dead. Le Broc had called on 

the Lord of Carros for protection but, in 1590, the Savoyards entered 

both Carros and le Broc. The occupation of the west bank villages 

lasted two years (Malaussfene 191̂ ; Verrier and Magnien 1957:53-56). 

In 1592, the Royalist due d'Epernon came to liberate the vil

lages of the west bank, but it was at the head of bands of hated Gascon 
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mercenaries. They took advantage of the absence of the Lord of 

Gattieres, who headed up the Catholic occupation forces, to take by 

surprise the Savoyard garrison at le Broc, then captured Gattieres, 

St-Jeannet, Carros and Dosfraires (Verrier and Magnien 1957s56). A 

contemporary document describes some of these events (Malaussfene 191̂ ). 

The due d'Epernon attacked the castle of Gattiferes at a time when the 

cistern was being cleaned. In three ambushes he frightened the in

habitants and pursued them up to the castle behind whose walls they 

sought protection, but the stronghold was soon forced to surrender for 

lack of water. At le Broc, the baron of Vence was so abusive that the 

people sent the Royalist occupation force packing. The Gascon leader, 

Fontguerre, wanted le Broc as a base of operations for raiding into 

the comtfe and the people were ordered to receive him. When he showed 

up at the head of 200 armed men, they could not very well refuse and 

ceded the castle and part of the town to the troops. This occupation 

was most burdensome to the community, taxation was heavy and the people 

were required to provide food for the unwanted and abusive garrison. 

Rebellion was in the air. 

In May 1593» the Gascon captain called for masons to make re

pairs to the castle roof, thereby providing the villagers with their 

chance. The attack was prepared: harquebuses were trained on the 

sentinel manning a sentry-box near the village; other participants 

stood ready to break down the castle gate with a ram and, at a signal 

from the masons working on the roof, they stormed the castle, scaling 

the walls, and taking the garrison completely by surprise; the captain 

was in bed with his mistress and many of the Gascon soldiers were 
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killed in this first of a series of uprisings against the occupation 

forces of the due d'Epernon. 

The parliament of Provence finally recognized King Henry IV of 

France on January 5$ 159^» and much of the trouble in lower Provence 

came to an end. 

Protestant Offensives in the Upper Tin£e. The upper valleys of 

the comte suffered from two major French offensives, in 159^ and in 

1597• Some authors claim that the French went as far as the Val de 

Lantosque, ravaging St-Martin-Lantosque, Roquebilliere and Lantosque 

after completely routing the militias of the valley (Musso 1907; 

Salomone n.d.). Lesdigui^res, the Protestant leader from the Dauphine, 

occupied Barcelonnette, the Val d'Entraunes and St-Etienne and St-

Dalmas-le-Selvage in the upper Tinee in 159^• Annibal Grimaldi, Count 

of Beuil, marched on St-Etienne in July where he ordered a few houses 

to be set on fire in the village, thereby creating a diversion so his 

troops could enter the village and expel the Protestant forces (Canes-

trier n.d.c). The village and the parish church were badly damaged in 

the fire (Canestrier 1957; C.-A. Fighiera 1958). 

In September 1597» the upper Tinge was again occupied by the 

French, as St-Dalmas-le-Selvage and St-Etienne fell to them. Arnaud 

d'Entrev&nes, the French leader, left a garrison in the church and 

moved down the valley to Isola which his men sacked. He then sent 

troops into the upper Var, where they captured Chateauneuf and occu

pied the Val d'Entraunes thanks to the complicity, or the cowardice, 

of the local commanders (Canestrier 1957, n.d.c). 
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Since the local militias of the upper valleys had been unable 

to resist the French forces, Count Annibal Grimaldi de Beuil was called 

in once more. He wintered in St-Martin-Lantosque, waiting for rein

forcements. The ramparts of the village were repaired and an outer 

wall, riddled with gunloops, built as a front line of defense. Gri

maldi also fortified the valley-floor settlement of St-Sauveur, con

solidated the old wall surrounding St-Dalmas-Valdeblore and set about 

preparing the defense of such positions as Isola and Marie (Canestrier 

1957; Raiberti 1898:M+2-M+8). In December 1597» he marched off to 

attack the French, whom he surprised in the narrow gorge of Valabres 

(between St-Sauveur and Isola) and followed them back up to St-Etienne, 

which he besieged on January 4, 1598. The French garrison was again 

holed up in the church and Annibal1s men dug trenches around the build

ing and sapped its foundations for an entire week. The besieged gar

rison was then offered the alternative of surrendering or of being 

blown up with the church. The decision to surrender was quickly made 

and Annibal was soon able to display the French leader's severed head 

in Nice (Canestrier 1957). A peace was signed between France and Savoy 

in March 1598 (Canestrier n.d.c). 

In spite of this treaty, the due de Guise arrived at St-

Laurent-du-Var with a French army in August of 1600, at a time when 

Duke Charles-Emmanuel of Savoy was away from Nice. Annibal Grimaldi, 

Governor of Nice, was warned of his presence and of the threat of an 

attack on the city, as well as of possible treason from within. The 

trad tor was identified and caught, and drawn and quartered. In a 

letter to the Duke, Annibal described how he had ridden out with two 
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harquebusiers to observe the situation on the other side of the Var. 

The small party was spotted by the enemy who sent five or six hundred 

harquebusiers onto the bluffs and fifty horsemen in the plain to cut 

them off. The Governor and his men retreated to an old fortified 

tower, the Bari-Vieil, between the mouth of the Var and Nice, and, in 

the scuffle, four of the enemy were wounded and one killed. The bad 

weather forced them to return to St-Laurent, but they did some damage 

on the way and the neighboring villagers were terribly frightened by 

the incident (Raynaud 1908-09:57-61). 

When Guise finally did try to cross the Var to attack Nice, 

Grimaldi was able to repulse his efforts and the French retreated in 

disorder, leaving their baggage behind them. In 1601, Annibal was sent 

to France to negotiate the Treaty of Lyon in which King Henry IV re

nounced all claims to the comt6 in exchange for several important ter

ritories held until then by Savoy (Orestis de Castelnuovo 1912:98-102; 

Raynaud 1908-09:57-61)• 

The Thirty Years War (I6l8-l6̂ 8) 

In comparison with the l6th and the l8th centuries, the 17th 

century in the comte seems strangely devoid of wars. Henry IV had 

opened the century with an attempted attack on Nice which, as we have 

seen, was quickly repulsed. Twenty years later, Charles-Emmanuel 

mounted an expedition to subdue the last Count of Beuil (see Appendix 

C). At this time, the Thirty Years War was raging in parts of Europe 

and in 1629, the due de Guise asked the Duke of Savoy to be allowed to 

occupy some of the villages in the comte to house his troops. 
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So the chevalier de la Valette arrived at the gates of St-Martin-

Lantosque at the head of 2500 French troops, but the people of the 

village put up such a strong resistance to them that he was forced to 

return to Cimiez with his army (Canestrier n.d.b; Raiberti 1898:̂ 50-

460). 

A pontoon bridge had been constructed across the lower Var to 

facilitate the river crossing by the due de Guise and 12,000 foot 

soldiers, 1,000 horses and some artillery, but his army was tired and 

the devastated land could offer the men no food. In order to hasten 

the departure of the entire French army, the people of Nice, of their 

own accord, put together another bridge by stringing together twenty-

two fishing boats. The French soldiers did not even wait for the com

pletion of this bridge to cross back and many were drowned in the 

waters of the Var or were killed by angry peasants (Raynaud 1908:57-

6l). It was in connection with this attempted 'friendly' occupation 

of the comte that Andre Grimaldi de Laval, heir to the barony of Beuil, 

sought to profit from the confusion and make a stab at regaining his 

lost Countship (see Appendix C). 

During the brief rule of Victor-Amadeus I (1630-1637), Savoy 

came increasingly under the thumb of King Louis XIII and his advisors, 

to the dismay of the Duke's brothers who provoked a great deal of in

trigue (briefly described in Chapter 3). 

The Thirty Years War was more of a drain on Provence, for the 

people had to pay their contribution to the fighting in cash as well as 

in manpower — to restore the fortification of Antibes, provide housing 



b02 

for troops and supply them with food and water (Boniffacy 1912:237-238; 

Malaussfene 1909:385-39̂ )• 

War of the League of Augsburg 
(1688-16977 

This war was an extension of earlier conflicts between Louis 

XIV of France on one hand and, on the other, most of Europe, which 

formed the League of Augsburg. In included Habsburg Austria and Spain, 

the Protestant States of the Low Countries, many of the German princi

palities, Sweden, and, later, England. Because the Dukes of Savoy had 

sided with the French throughout the 17th century, Victor-Amadeus II 

and his possessions were automatically embroiled in the conflict. 

But Victor-Amadeus had plans of his own and, in 1689, in 

accordance with his intention of switching allegiance to the League of 

Augsburg, he surreptitiously strengthened his defenses along the border 

with France, as a measure of protection against an attack that would 

become inevitable as soon as the King of France became aware of Savoy's 

treachery. 

The test came when Victor Amadeus II was asked to supply troops 

for the war in Flanders, to assist the French. When the Duke declined 

to participate, the French Field Marshal, Catinat, on his way to Milan, 

marched through Savoy and the Piedmont where he defeated the Savoyard 

army at Staffarda (August 1690). The Duke, having lost the important 

provinces of Savoy and the Piedmont, turned his attention to the de

fenses of the comte de Nice, and particularly of the coastal forts. 

In spite of these preparations, Nice fell to the French in 

March 1691, and the rest of the comte was occupied by August of that 
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year. Thereafter, the £omt£'s direct involvement in the conflict 

ceased and, in August 1696, a treaty was signed in Turin between France 

and Savoy, in which Victor Amadeus II regained all he had lost in the 

war, and the War of the League of Augsburg was brought to an end by 

the peace of Rijswijk in 1697. 

Some details of the military activities accompanying the occu

pation of the comtg are included in Appendix C. 

War of Spanish Succession (1700-171*0 

This was the first of the great wars of succession in which the 

European rulers struggled to maintain the Balance of Power. Louis XIV 

found his claim of the Spanish throne for his grandson, the future 

Philip V, challenged by a coalition of the Protestant powers and 

Austria, which included the Duchy of Savoy. 

The trouble did not affect the Var valley system until very 

late in 1703 when there were some violent incidents, particularly along 

the border of the lower Var, and into the mid-Var. By 17051 the French 

had moved to occupy the comte, they were evicted by an Austro-Savoyard 

offensive (July-September 1707) after which the French occupation of 

the comte resumed until 1713 when the Savoyard territories were re

turned to Victor Amadeus II by the Treaty of Utrecht. 

Details of major events, including those surrounding a siege 

of Entrevaux in June 1701*, the capture of Nice by the French, and the 

subsequent destruction of its fortifications, in 1705-06, and the 

Savoyard invasion of Provence in 1707» are included in Appendix C. 
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War of Austrian Succession (17̂ 0-17̂ 8) 

This conflict came about as the result of a challenge to the 

Pragmatic Sanction, which had been intended to assure the succession 

to the Imperial throne of Austria. It found the Bourbon alliance 

(France and Spain) and the Prussian King Frederic the Great opposing 

the Protestant powers and the Austrian party supporting Empress Maria 

Theresa (see Appendix C). 

Although most of the fighting took place well outside the area 

of eastern Provence, the fact that the King of Sardinia (a title 

acouired by the Duke of Savoy in 1720) sided against the French de

termined the Bourbon forces (called "gallispans" because of their 

French and Spanish origins) to undertake a military occupation of the 

comte in the spring of 17Mf. The gallispan occupation lasted from 

April 17̂  to October 17̂ 6 when it was interrupted by the Austro-Sardic 

offensive (October 17̂ 6 to February 19̂ +7) in which Provence was in

vaded, and resumed from July 17̂ 7 to February 17̂ 9« when the Treaty of 

Aix-la-Chapelle restored the comte to the King of Sardinia. 

Details of the rapid occupation of the unfortified city of Nice 

and of the comte by the gallispans, of the Austro-Sardic offensive and 

French resistance are included in Appendix C. This occupation of the 

comte de Nice, perhaps more than any other, involved widespread destruc

tion of the buildings in the villages, as well as the loss of many 

municipal archives. 

Summary 

The history of military action in the Var valley system paral

lels, at a distance, that of the rest of Europe in the same time 
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periods. It includes trends toward escalation, as well as a decrease 

in the involvement of rural communities directly in the warfare. Al

though the perched villages are mentioned in accounts of war over the 

entire period, the degree of participation of the villagers and their 

lords, as well as the strategic value of the fortified sites themselves 

can be seen to dwindle in the Renaissance and afterward. In the Middle 

Ages, most agglomerations were fortified in anticipation of war, while 

in the Modern Period, the tendency was relaxed and a new emphasis 

placed on major cities, a few fortresses and, increasingly, on non

residential sites. 

While inter-village conflicts and disputes among feudatories 

and between them and their vassals persisted, the major conflicts in

volved sovereigns, their large national armies and the villagers and 

their small-scale fortifications and makeshift arms became merely inci

dental to the larger scheme of war (Table 1). 



Table 1. Chronological listing of military engagements in the Var valley system between 
1200 to 1750. 

Abbreviations: v = village; f = feudal lord; s = sovereign; m = mercenary 
bands. The initiating participant is always listed first; when only one 
antagonist is listed, it refers to the initiator of military action against 
a number of villages. 

"Armed Forces" column: if there is only one listing, the forces are matched. 
For the sake of saving space, the abbreviations for village names used on 
the maps are also used here. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 
Bef. 

c. 123° Consolidation v-s 
of Central 
Authority 

Nice 

eastern 

Provence 

village mili

tias vs Countal 
troops 

Nice 6 Romeo 

de Villeneuve 
(viguier for 
Count of Prov.) 

villages through- militias vs 

out Countal troops 

breaking up of plot to over- 332 

throw government of Count of 331 
Provence 

general unrest fto 

12h9 feudal showdown f-f between 

E f, FT 

Lords of PT & E mercenaries vs 
militias 

pitched battle and sack of 
Entrevaux 

379 

1262 feudal rebel- f-s upper Ver-
lion don & Var 

Boni de Castel-
lane vs Charles 
I d'Anjou 

villagers and siege of Castellane (1262) 3&0 
lords vs Countal confiscation of fief6 (1276) ?82 
troops 

1272- feudal rebel- f-s upper Roya 
15th Cm lion (chronic) & Vesubie 

Lascaris of 
Tende vs Cts. of 

Provence 

mercenaries vs 
villagers 

mercenaries vs 
Countal troops 
II militias 

raids on villages of Val de 
Lantosque, followed by puni
tive expeditions by the 
Seneschal of Provence against 
the Lascaris of Tende 

S06-
511 

13'tOs popular up- v-f 
nising 

Ilonne and villagers vs 
lower Tinee Baroness of 

Beuil 

villagers vs 
baronial reti-
neu, eventually 
vs Coutal 
troops 

popular uprising against 35ft-
House of Beuil, quelled 339 

by Seneschal and settled by (<87 
trial 

-F" O CT\ 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
I'ape 

Ref. 

1353 

1360— 

13*0-
1'tOO 

feudal spat f-f Roure 

1357- mercenary raids m-v riain of 
1358 Orasse 

"Great Com

panies" fro* 

the 100 Tears 
War 

mercenary 
raids 

throughout 
Provence 

m-Y upper Pro
vence (E?, 
An?) 

Barnnba Grimal-
di of Reuil vs 

Francois Ca'is 
Nice 

Arnaud de Cer-
vole ("Arch-
priest"), fol
lowed by others 

companies of 
foreign soldiers 
released by 

Treaty of 

Br^tigny 

Raymond de 
Turenne, Lord of 
les Baux, among 
others 

individuals and 
henchmen 

mercenary bands 

vs villagers 

mercenary bands 
vs villagers 

mercenary 
bands vs 
villagers 

ambush of Qrimaldi by Ca'is, ftfift-
siege of Roure by Qrimaldi, IjRg 

murder of Ca'is, pardon of 

Qrimaldi by Countess Joan 

of Provence 

threat of raids on GrasBe ?01 
and surrounding villages 3&3-

3«5 

raids and pillaging of 383-

countryside 385 

raids and pillaging in 38*» 
rural areas 

Warn preceding and following the 'Deditlon' 

1382-
1*»19 

1382-

1391 

civil and 
border war 

spats 

eastern 
Provence fc 
Terres-
Neuves 

internal feudal f-f eastern 
Provence & 

Terres-
Neuves 

Louis of Anjou 
vs Charles of 
Dura7.20; Ange-
vins vs Count of 
Savoy 

Angevin sup
porters vs 
Durazzo-Savoy 
supporters 

many border spats, popular 
uprisings, guerrilla war, 
raids, etc. 

feudal lords and skirmishes, sieges, legal 
retainers, some recourse 
mercenaries and 
villagers 

384-

390 

388 
-r o 3̂ 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Coiments 
Page 
Ref. 

1388 

1388 
(Sept.-

Nov.) 

1388-
1398 

1391-

1392 

1395 
(Jan.) 

military ad
vance 

peaceful ad- s-

vance 

incursions 

resistance 

siege and cap
ture of Monaco 

f-f 

1395 siege of f-s 
(Jan.) Ventimiglia 

1395- captivity of 

1397 Grimaldis of 
Beuil 

1397- escalated bor- f-s 
1399 der fighting v-v 

between Ange- 6-s 
vin I'rovence fc 
Savoyard Terres 
Neuves 

Nice and 
environs 

Terres-
Neuves de 
Provence 

border 
zone 

west bank 
of lower 
Var 

Monaco 

Ventimiglia 

Barony of 

lieu 11 nnd 

eastern 

Provence 

Seneschal of Pro- mercenaries vs 
vence (Georges 

de Marie) 

Count of Savoy 

feudal lords, 
mercenary lead
ers vs villagers 

'League of 
Vence1 

Grimaldis of 
Reuil vs Gri
maldis of Monaco 

Grimaldis of 
Beuil vs Genoa 

townsfolk 

Grimaldis of 
Beuil vs 
Countal depu
ties 

threat to city and pillag
ing of countryside 

Count Amadeus VII of Savoy passed through 

many villages in the Terres-Neuves to 
receive homage from villagers. 

militias, mer
cenary bands 
vs villagers 

village mili
tias vs sol

diers for Savoy 

hired soldiers 
vs villagers 
and militias 

skirmished, capture of 

villages 

military self-protection 
against Savoyard terri
torial claims 

unsuccessful siege of Ven-
timiglia, capture of Jean 
& Louis Grimaldi of Beuil 

sieges, skirmishes, raids 
along border zone. Truce 

signed in Jan. l'tOO. 

385 

386 

388-
389 

386 

389 
l»90 

388 
1*91 

3P8-
389 
491 

389-
390 

*r 
o 
00 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 
Ref. 

1»»09-
l'H2 

1<»09 
Jan. 

l̂  
Sept. 

Second Rebel

lion of the 
Qrimaldis of 
Reuil 

outbreak of 

revolt 

second revolt 

f-s 

Oct.lUll- third revolt 
Feb.!̂  

1*»12 
Feb. 

Hay 

Oct. 

third revolt 

third revolt 

third revolt 

Val de 

Hassoins 

v-s Val de 
Hasaoina 

v-s Val de 

Hassoins 

v-s Val de 
Hassoins 

B-v Val de 
Hassoins 

f-s Val de 
Hassoins 

Val de 
Hassoins 

Jean I especially 

Louis Grimaldi vs 
Count of Savoy 

villagers vs 
Countal authority 

villagers vs 
villagers and 
Countal sol
diers 

villagers vs villagers vs 
Countal authority Countal sol

diers 

villagers vs 
Countal authority 

Countal represen
tative vs villag
ers of Val de 
Hassoins 

Louis Grimaldi vs 
Countal represen
tative 

Count of Savoy 
vs lord fc vil

lagers of Val de 
Hassoins 

villagers 

Louis Qrimaldi 
8r retainers vs 
Countal garri
son 

Countal 
authorities 

1*92-
1*95 

1*92 open defiance of Countal 
authority fc neighboring 
loyalists, contained by 
Countal presence 

Angevin involvement in revolt 1*93 
Savoyard troops take castles 
and destroy crops 

renewal of hostilities 

capture of castles by 
Governor of Nice 

Grimaldi captures castle of 

VV from Countal garrison, 

then surrenders it upon re

quest of Governor of Nice 

castles of W, H, HI razed 

*•93 

9̂3-
>*9 

>*9<• 

«»95 
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Data Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Pare 
Ref. 

ll»51-

1U52 

iwt 

1516 

Challenge to 

Savoy by King 

of France 

Provencal 
claim on Nice 

mercenary 
threat 

8—B 

B-B 

Savoy, Val de 

Rarcelonnette, 

upper Var and 

Tinee 

Val de 
Lantosque 

French ft Proven
cal armies VB 
local militias 

King Charles 

VII of France 
fc Rene of Pro
vence vs Duke 
of Savoy 

Rene of Pro
vence vs Louis 
of Savoy 

Gascon merce- Gascon bands vs 
naries militias of Val 

de Lantosque 

penetration to upper val

leys unsuccessfully re

sisted by local militias, 
but terminated by treaty 

390 

391 

mercenaries wishing to cross 391 
comte from Piedmont rebuffed 
by valley militia, went to 
Tende and sacked villages 

Wars of Rivalry 

152'» 
June-
Oct. 

Oct. 

1527-
1528 

invasion of 
Provence 

French re
taliation 

Grimaldi re
bellion 

a-s comte de Nice 

and Provence 

s-s comte de Nice 

and Provence 

f-f lower 
Gsteron 

Emperor Char
les V vs 
Francis I of 
France 

Francis I vs 

Charles V 

Grimnldis of 

Reuil vs Lord 

of les Ferres 

Imperial army 
17,000 under 
Duke Charles 
de Bourbon 

French army 

under High Con

stable de 

Montmorency 

individuals 

and henchmen 

expedition stopped in Nice 391-
on the way to Provence, 392 
turned back at Marseille 

& returned by way of Nice 

crossed Var in pursuit of 392 

Bourbon and sacked Nice 

attack 6 pursuit of Lord of U98 
les Ferres, siege of Qilette 
leads to Ducal intervention 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 
Ref. 

1536 
July-

Sept. 

15"»2 

15*»3 

invasion of 
Provence 

Grimaldi 
rebellion 

s-s comte do Nice 
and Provence 

f-s middle and 
upper valleys 

siege of Nice s-s Nice 

Charles V vs 

Francis I 

Jean-Baptiste 

Grimaldi d'As-

cross vs vil
lages loyal to 
Duke of Savoy 

•Unholy Alli
ance (France & 
Turkey) vs 
Duke of Savoy 
and Emperor 

Wars of Religion 

2't Aug. 

1572 

1589 

St-Bartholomew 
massacre 

Wars of Re
ligion in east
ern Provence 

civil Paris fc French Catholics vs. 
provinces Protestants 

civil Plain of 
Qrasse 

Catholics vs 
Royalists 

Imperial army of 
100,000 under 
Charles V himself 

Grimaldi & re
tainers vs 
villagers 

Turkish and 
Frcnch fleets 
and French army 
vs people of 
Nice 

free-for-all 

Catholic lords & 
retainers & mer-
ceneries vs vil
lagers & protes-
tants or Royal
ist lords 

expedition stopped in Nice 392 
on the way to Provence, had 
to turn back at Marseille 
& returned through Nice, 
leaving some troops behind 

siege and sack of numerous U98-
villages throughout the <»99 

Var valley Bystem 

July — arrival of forces of 393 
attack; 11 Aug., siege be

gins; 23 Aug., fall of city, 
castle resists; 8-9 Sept., 
sack 6 burning of Nice; 
11-13 Sept., siege lifted 
by Imperial army 

seven victims killed in 
Vence 

Biege of Grasse 398 

511-
512 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date 

1590 

1590-

1592 

1592 

1593 
May 

Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 

Pa pe 

Ref. 

Wars of Re- s-s 
ligion in Savoy 

Invasion of s-s 
Provence 

Dauphine, 
Savoy ft Val 
de Barce-
lonette 

Plain of 
Rrasse ft 
lower Pro
vence 

French Royalists 
vs Duke of Savoy 

Duke of Savoy & 
Holy League vs 
King of France ft 
Protestants 

west bank of Savoy/League 

lower Var 

Royalist s-s 
offensive 

expulsion of v-m 
Royaliste 

Plain of 
Qrasse & 

Nice 

Royalists vs 

Savoyards & 
League 

west bank of villagers vs 

lower Var Royalist mer
cenaries 

Lesdiguiires ft 

French army vs 

Savoyard army ft 

villagers 

army of Savoy 
(peaceful mis
sion) 

Holy League & 

Savoyard army 

vs villagers 

Royal army & 
mercenaries vs 
Savoyards & 
Holy League 

villagers vs 
mercenaries 

skirmishes, sieges, raids 397 

march to Provence (Jan.), 
turn back at Frejus (Feb.) 
then, with reinforcements 
goes back to Aix (Nov). Army 
of League occupied West bank 
of lower Var 

military seizure and occu

pation of villages 

recapture & occupation of 

west bank villages; attack 

on Nice and environs 

expulsion of mercenaries & 
termination of occupation 

June 1593 to March 159'*, King Henri IV of France abjures Protestantism, and Provence and the Holy 

League accept him as King. 

159*» 
July 

French offen
sive in the 
upper valleys 

upper val
leys of Var 

valley sys

tem 

France ft Savoy Lesdigui&res ft 
French army vs 
village mili
tias 

395-
396 

396-

397 

396-

397 

397-
398 

398 

512 

39« 

-F-
H 
ro 
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Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 

Ref. 

159*» 
July 

1597 
Sept. 

1598 
Jan. 

March 

1600 
Aug. 

1601 

l6l'<-

1621 

16?9 

retaliation 

French offensive B-S 
in upper valleys 

retaliation 

upper valleys 
of Var valley 
system 

upper valleys 
of Var valley 
system 

upper valleys 

of Var valley 

system 

France & Savoy 

France & Savoy 

France fc Savoy 

Peace signed between France and Savoy 

Threat to Nice s-s Mice & 

Var 

lower King of France 
vs Duke of 
Savoy 

Annibal Orimaldi 
de Beuil t vil
lage militias vs 
French garrison 

Annibal Grimaldi 
de Beuil & vil
lage militias vs 
French garrison 

Annibal Grimaldi 
de Beuil & vil
lage militias vs 
French garrison 

Duke de Guise & 

French army VB 
Annibal Grimaldi 
de Beuil 

Peace (Treaty of Lyon) 6igned between France and Savoy 

Final Grimaldi 
rebellion 

during the 

Thirty Years 

War 

f-8 Barony of 
Beuil 

6-B 
(v-s) 

upper 
Vesubie 

Count of Beuil 
vs Duke of 
Savoy 

France ft Savoy 
vs Austria & 
allies 

French army 

French occupation of upper 

Tinee and val d'Entraunes 

fortification of villages 
in Tin£e and Ve'subie, siege 
of St-Etienne 

French army on west bank of 
lower Var, threatens Nice, 
sends scouts to east bank. 
Rebuffed by Savoyards under 
leadership of Annibal Gri
maldi, Governor of Nice 

series of challenges to 
Ducal authority ends with 
execution of Annibal Gri
maldi of Beuil 
request for quartering of 
French troops in Savoyard 
villages reftieed by vil
lagers, although acquiesced 
to by Duke of Savoy 

398 

398 

399 

399 

399-
i|00 

I* 00 

500-
501 
505 

l<01 

Vj4 
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Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed ForceB Incidents and Comments 
Page 
Ref. 

l6'»7-

1653 

1688-
1697 

1688 

1689-

1690 

1690 
18 Aug. 

1690 
(end) 

1691 

12 Mar 

summer 
1691 

Frondes f-s Paris and 
throughout 
France 

War of the League of Augsburg 

outbreak of war s-s northern 
Europe 

straining of s-s 
relations 

French victory s-o Piemont 
at Staffarda 

s-s lower Var 
(v-v) 

French offen- s-s Nice and 
sive coast 

occupation of s-v throughout 
comt<t de Nice comte 

powerful feuda
tories vs royal 
regent 

France vs Grande 
Alliance (League 
of Augsburg) 

between France 

and Savoy 

France vs Savoy 

France vs Savoy 

France vs Savoy 

national armies 

Field Marshal 
Catinat and 
French amy vs 
Savoyard army 

Provencal mili
tias vs French 
garrisons 

French navy and 
army vs militia 
and garrison of 
Mice 

French army vs 
villagers 

conflict spread to Provence 
where the power of feudal 
nobility was reduced 

Savoy still allied to France; 
Duke Victor-Aoadeus II in
spects fortifications of 

comte, refuses to send troops 
to fight with French in 
Flanders 

Victor-Amadeus II loses 
Savoy and the Piedmont to 
France 

French take Gattidres. Duke 

strengthens fortifications 

of comte de Nice (1691) 

French cross Var into comtrf 
and capture coastal forts. 
Nice captured 26 March, 
citadel captured 3 April. 

Catinat marches to Dauphinrf, 
marquis de Vins to upper 
valleys, chevalier de la 
Fare to the Paillon valleys 

351 

<•02 

0̂2 

517 

518 

517 

520-
521 -p-

H 
-r 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Page 
Date Conflict Type Localle Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments Ref. 

1691 
Aug. 

1696 

1697 

Peace of Turin (between France and Savoy) 

Peace of Rijswijk ends the war 

1700-1713 War of Spanish Succession 

1700-
1701 

outbreak of 

hostilities 

Dec.1703- Savoyard offen-

Jan.lTCA sive 

e-a 

v-v 

March French counter- s-s 
offensive 

June Savoyard offen

sive 

French counter-
offensive 

1705 French offen
sive 

Italy, North

ern France, 

etc. 

lower Var 

Plain of 

Grasse 

west bank of 

lower Var 

middle Var 
and Vaire 

upper Pro
vence and 
lower Var 

France vs 
Austria & Pro
testant powers 

Duke of Savoy 

vs King of 
France 

France vs 
Savoy 

Savoy vs 

France 

France vs 
Savoy 

France vs 
Savoy 

occupation completed 

end of French occupation, 
comte restored to the Duke 

of Savoy 

national armies 

Savoyard army 

vs villagers 

and militias 

French army vs 
Savoyard gar
risons 

Savoyard troops 

vs village mi

litias, then 

French troops 

French troops 
vs Savoyard 

French army vs 
Savoyard 

Provencal reinforce west 
bank, Savoyards attack vil
lages; raids, skirmishes, 
sieges & they occupy vil

lages in the Plain of Grasse 

expel Savoyards from west 
fank and threaten Nice 

•522 

52«f 

403 

526 

528 

530 

unsuccessful sieges of Entre- 53O-

vaux & Cuebris, sack of Annot 539 

routing of Savoyards 

French march down from Dau-
phine toward comte and mass 
at lower Var 

538-

539 

5*»0 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date 

March 

1706 

1706 
Sept. 

1707 
July-
Sept. 

1707 
1713 

1708 

1713 

1720 

Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 

Ref. 

siege of Nice 

French occupation 

Nice France vs Savoy French army vs 
Savoyards 

comte de Nice 

Savoyard 
victory 

e-s Turin Savoy vs France Savoyard vs 
French armies 

Savoyard offen- s-s comte de Savoy vs France Savoyard vs 

sive 

French occupa
tion resumes 

Nice French armies 

Treaty of Utrecht brings an end to the War of Spanish Succession 

Duke of Savoy becomes King of Sardinia 

17ltO-17'l8 War of Austrian Succession 

17'»0 outbreak of 

hostilities 

northern fc 
central 
Europe 

France & Spain 
(Bourbon Alli
ance) fc Prussia 
vs Austria & 
Protestants 

16 March) siege begins; 20 5^0 

April, city falls; 3 April, 
citadel falls. Apr.-July 

1706, dismantlement of 

citadel 

Savoyard defeat of France 5**1 

Victor-Amadous II with Savoy- 5*»2-
ard army crosses col de Tende 5'»3 

& retakes comte & Nice, then 
invades Provence, but is 
turned back at Toulon and pur
sued back to Nice by the French 

5*»3 

5*»3 

5M 

"M-
5*5 

reinforcement of some vil
lage garrisons 

-P-M (j\ 



Table 1—Continued. Chronological listing of military engagements. 

Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Page 
Ref. 

17M» French offen- s-s 
Apr. sive 

17M-
1V»6 

Gallispan 
occupation 

Nice and 
comte 

France & Spnin 
vs King os Sar

dinia 

entire cowtfi 

l?k6 Auetro-Sardic 
16 June victory 

Oct.-No*. French retreat 

Nov.-Feb. Invasion of s-s 
17«»7 Provence 

Jan.-Feb. French Counter- s-s 
17^7 offensive 

Jan.-Feb French offen- s-s 

17^7 sive 

Piacenza 
(northern 
Italy) 

eastern 
Provence 

eastern 
Provence 

lower Var 
const of 
conte 

June 17k7-
Feb. 17*»9 

AiiBtro-Sards 
vs French 

Galllspans vs 
Austro-Sards 

Galllspans vs 
Austro-Sards 

Gaaaispan Gallispans cross Var, walk 
(French & Span- into Nice, take coastal 
ish) armies forts and occupy conte 

5*»7 

5*»9 

Austria & Sar
dinia vs Bourbon 
alliance 

Austro-Sardic 
vs Gallispan 
armies 

put the Austro-Sards on the 
offensive, marched into 
comt< de Nice, routing the 
Bourbon garrisons 

Austro-Sards attack coastal 
forts of Montalban & Ville-
franche still held by French, 
and oust them 

Austro-Sards vs Austro-Sards cross Var, cap- 551 
Provencal vil- ture villages & towns, set up 
lagers & Gallia- winter camps in Plain of 
pan army Grasse, l> radiate west & north 

Gallispans vs retake towns & villages, push 552 
Austro-Sards Austro-Sarde back across Var 

into comte 

French mass their forces 552-
along the west bank of lower 553 

Var; Austro-Sards retreat 

toward Genoa 

Galllspans cross the Var into 553-
the comte fc occupation re- 551* 
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Date Conflict Type Locale Antagonists Armed Forces Incidents and Comments 
Pa*e 
Ref. 

Aug. 

17**? 
Austro-Sardic 

offensive 

s-s northeastern 
comte, V$su-
vie 

Austria & Sar

dinia T8 Bour
bon alliance 

Astro-Sardic vs 
Oallispan forces 

Austro-Sardic cross col de 
Tende but Qallispans hold 
good ft the offensive is 
foiled in the comt£ 

55*» 

17*18 Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle brings the war to an end 55»» 

26 Feb. Cowte de Hice returned to the King of Sardinia 
17>*9 

55* 



CHAPTER 12 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The patterns of rural settlement in the lands of the western 
Mediterranean are complex in structure and origin. Massed, 
defensively sited and walled villages were very frequently 
the result of village settlement or rebuilding at a time of 
instability and warfare, and other factors, notably land 
tenure, poverty and strong social bonds, have combined to 
perpetuate anachronistic structures which are picturesque 
but often insanitary and inconvenient and for these reasons 
alone abandoned now when opportunity offers. In other areas, 
however, accessibility to arable lands, water supplies and 
markets has encouraged downward movement to scattered farms 
(Smith 1967:282). 

The purpose of this study has been to look, in the archaeologi

cal record, for clues to the military organization of the builders of 

particular defense systems. The pattern that emerges in the Var valley 

system suggests that the perched habitat so striking in this mountain

ous part of the world came about as a result of 'insecurity,1 due 

largely to military activity. The coincidence of the selection of very 

inaccessible dwelling sites with historical evidence of fortification 

and constant warfare as well as with toponymic data points to a corre

lation between the threat of war and the reaction of villages in 

boarding themselves up in aeries. 

There are numerous examples of 'perching' all over the world 

at various times. While some of them are unambiguously fortified, 

displaying the attributes discussed earlier, others are less so, and 

herein lies a major problem of interpretation. The hilltop 'forts' 

1̂9 
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of Europe, including the 'Ligurian' castellaras of Provence, are a case 

in point. It is certain that hilltop sites can only be found in areas 

of some natural relief in connection with settled life and permanent 

architecture. In the desert Southwest of the United States, for in

stance, there are hilltop sites whose function and even whose dating 

have not yet been determined with much certainty (Stacy 197*+) * and many 

other examples occur throughout the literature of archaeology and 

anthropology and in travel accounts. These sorts of sites invite fur

ther study, particularly with respect to the kinds of factors discussed 

in Chapter 5 (pp* l̂ -l̂ ). 

On the other hand, while the presence of a wall around a site 

is unquestionably a key to the possibility of defense, and should alert 

the researcher to look for confirmation in corroborating evidence, it 

should not be taken automatically to have been defensive. Much of 

recent European prehistory has been interpreted in terms of warfare 

and defense, a position which seems wholly justified by the evidence. 

At the same time, in central Mexico, for instance, it appears that: 

Having no beasts of burden, the warriors had to carry their 
own food with them /and they could not live off the land̂ . ... 
Owing to this difficulty in respect to transport, siege opera
tions were virtually impossible, so formal fortifications were 
rare. Some towns were built in very strategic locations, 
high on a mountainside or in the bend of a river, having 
access to a narrow neck of land. ... Although high walls 
were built/ sometimes a site was chosen between two ravines 
which made impassable obstacles to an attacking force. How
ever, while defensive purposes were often taken into account 
in building towns, strictly defensive works, in the nature of 
fortifications, were seldom undertaken (Vaillant 1962:221). 

It is just as easy to fall into the dsmger of identifying as fortified 

any hilltop or walled settlement, as it is to ignore those which are 
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modestly defended. "Prehistoric military systems in the New World are 

highly varied, but this multiformity has been very little appreciated. 

Sites described as fortified are usually those which were highly forti

fied. Others, with unimpressive fortifications, are often classified 

as without fortification" (Gorenstein 1973s5). 

In short, two major archaeological problems emerge from this 

study; that of hilltop settlements on one hand, and that of defense 

said fortification on the other. The former i6 directly related to 

topography; hilltop sites are unlikely to be found in flatlands (al

though, in the Near East, for instance, artificial hills or tells have 

arisen as a result of very long-term occupation of certain locations), 

and the reasons for such a choice of site are manifold* The presence 

of intentional fortification, on the other hand, is related to warfare 

and political organization, so that, once the fortified nature of a 

site is revealed, the next step is to relate it to the political con

text in which it arose and was maintained. 

Following Turney-High1s (1971) equation of military efficiency 

with the effectiveness of the state or political organization behind 

it, we can interpret the changes in the scale and type of fortification 

in relation to developments in the political history of a region as 

well as technological innovation and particular geographic conditions. 

Very generally, the scale of warfare can be directly correlated with 

the scale of government, i.e., the more centralized and concentrated 

the state, the likelier it is that fortification will also be concen

trated and limited to a few major sites rather than dispersed through

out. 
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Still smother variable in this question of fortification and 

warfare is the concept of militarism, a term which has been bandied 

about a great deal. I will go along with the concensus that it should 

properly refer to "a preoccupation and intense concern with warfare" 

(Gorenstein 1973?5) and refer the reader to the complete and excellent, 

if overly neologizing, summary given by Andreski (1968:18̂ -186). 

Gorenstein (1973)» in one of the few truly archaeological 

studies of a fortified site, presents some interesting analogies with 

the Var valley system in that she is dealing with a site that was not 

a major center and that was located on a cultural borderland. Her 

scheme for the study of the post-Classic Mesoamerican site of Tepexi 

el Viejo is useful for relating fortified sites to the political system 

of which they were a part. She suggests that political centralization 

and military specialization are related variables and that without 

military specialization, the centralization of the state is very diffi

cult to achieve (Gorenstein 1973*67-69). 

Western Europe in the Middle Ages did not have so diversified 

a set of political and military systems as seems to have existed in 

post-Classic Mexico. Indeed the hierarchically-ordered feuded system 

contained the elements for both military specialization and govern

mental centralization, at least in theory, for, as we have seen, not 

all ties of allegiance were actually respected. It can perhaps be said, 

then, that, as long as the village communities were fully integrated 

into the political system their fortifications were constructed and 

maintained in step with the total system. Although they do not seem 

to have evolved some of the elaborate forms that are found in other 
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parts of Europe at the same time, this may be a function of cultural 

marginality as well as a reflection of the less rigid feudalism of the 

South in contrast to northern Europe, as well as the fact that castles 

were almost always contained within the village enclosure. The inac

cessibility of the hinterland to large armies and heavy artillery put 

little pressure on these villages to construct the elaborate fortifi

cations found in some other rural areas. 

At Tepexi, there were two levels of political integration, one 

which included the main site and some of its satellites, and the much 

looser aggregation of tributary territories whose link with Tepexi was 

not sociopolitical but based on the exaction of tribute. 

The settlement ... was the focus of all military action. 
The fortifications protected the settlement. ... Battles 
are recorded as being fought at the centers themselves, and 
tributaries changed hands on the basis of the outcome there. 
The military system was not designed to relate to the tribu
tary territory. Tepexi did not stand at a strategic point 
with respect to the territory (Gorenstein 1973i68). 

The similarity of fortifications in the Var valley system to 

the situation described by Gorenstein is in keeping with the small 

extent of real political power, although the relationship to neighbor

ing territories was very different. Each community could be inter

preted as having been a fortified "town-state" forming alliances 

within the feudal hierarchy in a network of interrelationships that 

was overseen by the sovereign and his representatives. 

Gorenstein suggests that military specialization is a pre

requisite to true political centralization. Military specialization 

leads to successful expansion and hence to the perpetuation of those 

systems which may in turn integrate the new territories into a unified 
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centralized governmental structure. The history of the expansion of 

monarchic power in France is a good example of such expansion, and by 

the end of the Middle Ages the European states, not as typologically 

diverse as those of contemporary Mexico, were all more or less success

fully centralized, the specializations, technological sophistication 

and consequent success of their armies varying more according to the 

individual wealth of the states than to other more general organiza

tional factors. 

A consequence of centralization was a more territorially-

oriented and specialized type of fortification. 

In a specialized system artifacts, structures and personnel 
are all marked exclusively for warfare. A construction built 
for the purpose of guarding the entrance to a valley is a 
specialized fortification. A professional standing army 
whose members support themselves entirely by their prepara
tion for and activity in war is a specialized force. In a 
non- specialized system artifacts, structures, and personnel 
serve several purposes simultaneously. For example, a wall 
which prevents erosion and also acts as a protective device 
for a settlement, or a militia called up only in time of 
crisis is non-specialized (Gorenstein 1973s6). 

And, because of the increased cost of fortification and large scale of 

war, a loss of interest in fortifying any but the most important 

(either strategically or in terms of commercial, or other, importance) 

sites prevails. 

In terms of Gorenstein*s scheme, then, the history of fortifi

cations in the Var valley system is obviously from less specialized 

systems to more specialized ones, to the detriment of rural multi

purpose defense systems such as had arisen in the Medieval Period. 

The marginality of the Var valley system is "real'1 in several 

respects (as outlined in Chapter 2), and can be seen 'archaeologically' 
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in the settlement patterns and economy which are clearly transitional 

between the Provencal, the Ligurian and the alpine forms found in three 

sides of the area. This sort of marginality can affect the military 

life of the local population either by making this transitional zone a 

peaceful neutral region, a buffer zone or no man's land, or by making 

it the scene of endemic disputes emd stepped-up aggression. These 

alternatives would appear to be most effectively determined by the 

political balance existing between the political entities involved, 

in other words, by the degree and scale of centralization, the balance 

of power, and military specialization. In the Var valley system, it 

is obvious that since the Middle Ages, its status as borderland made 

the area extremely vulnerable at time of international conflict. 

The Genesis of the Perched Village 

Although it does not fall into the subject of this study, some 

mention should be made of theories on the origins of the perched vil

lages of eastern Provence. For Raymon (1966) for instance, these 

origins lay in topographic, military, economic and social conditions, 

and the impetus for their foundation came about with the introduction 

of feudal land tenure where, previously, the rural population had been 

free to use and seek refuge anywhere they chose. The nucleus in the 

evolution of a castrum was the keep (tour-refuge), described as a 

small "square tower with a single door located several meters above 

ground level, accessible only by a ladder said perched atop a steep 

and rocky siopeM (Raymon 1966:1̂ 0). The second stage saw the develop

ment of the chtteau-fort which included residential structures emd em 
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enclosing wall and was able to accommodate the lord's retainers. 

Finally, out of this emerged the perched village, "a spontaneous cre

ation, a reflection of the times" (Raymon 1966:141) when the peasants 

abandoned their hamlets to seek protection in the shadow of the castle. 

Although this argument may apply to the villages in the plain 

of Grasse, it is little more than a sophisticated version of the 19th 

century coercion theory propounded by the likes of Durante (1847) who 

assumed that villagers would live under such conditions only if forced 

to by their cruel lords. For example, Bonson 

. . .  w a s  f i r s t  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r o w  s p a c e  g o u g e d  b y  n a t u r e  
between the steep slopes of this arid ridge. The vassals of 
the first lords lived for a long time confined in this space 
amidst the precipices and dominated by the feudal castle whose 
ruins, together with the sharp rocks, continually buffeted by 
storms, present the lugubrious and fantastic appearance so 
favored by romantic novelists. ... /f. somewhat more humane 
lord, Guillaumes Riquieri , finally allowed his vassals to 
leave the narrow gorge to which they had been restricted 
(Durante 1847:316-318). 

On a less sentimental note, Baratier (1971:239) summarized the 

period from the end of the Dark Ages to the high Middle Ages. 

Until now the location of villages on easily defensible high 
perched sites was often attributed to the fear of Saracen 
attacks. In fact, some perched habitats may belong to that 
period or even to earlier ones, where some plains habitats 
persisted long after the departure of the Saracens. On the 
other hand, in the 12th century, perched and fortified com
munities seem to have become the rule, except, perhaps, in 
some high valleys where, according to 14th century texts, 
hearts (dispersed residences) were quite numerous. ... 
Thus, this concentration of such defensive measures would 
have been due more to the fragmentation of central power and 
the predatory raids of bellicose barons than to the fear of 
Muslim bands. 

In a very different part of France, English Gascony at a simi

lar period, Gardelles (1972) reports comparable observations with 
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regard to the proliferation of small-scale fortified castles in rela

tion to the weakening of central authority and spread of general in

security. 

One of the few archaeologists to have focused on this problem 

and conducted excavation of sites dating from the high Middle Ages is 

Demians d'Archimbaud (1966). In her comments on Baratier's (1971: 

252-254) paper, she stresses the fact that most of the evidence for the 

appearance of perched villages is non-archaeological and based on topo-

nymic data from documentary sources: the replacement of the term villa 

by castrum. This shift in terminology seems to indicate a physical 

change from a preference for scattered residences to a fortified 

agglomeration. Regarding the archaeological element in this conception, 

she warns (Baratier 1971:253) that "when viewing problems of settle

ments and implantation in such an area during such a protracted period, 

it is necessary to take into account the chronological evolution and 

the persistence of techniques that remain in use for a very long time." 

As we have seen for the time being at least, all archaeological work 

in these sites is seriously hampered by the difficulty in obtaining 

good dates which are obviously so important* 

Of the "causes" or origins of the perched settlement pattern, 

Demians d'Archimbaud merely states that it is imperative to "take into 

account the mobility of residence within a given territory which seems 

/to rue/ a basic characteristic of medieval life. This notion is essen

tial for interpreting not only the origins of agricultural-based 

agglomerations, but also their evolution in the medieval period" (com

ment on Baratier 1971:25^). There is evidence of abandonment of plains 
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sites as early as the 6th century in lower Provence, but then there is 

a gap between the 7th and 10th centuries (Demians d*Archimbaud 1966; 

Fevrier 1964:87). In d'Archimbaud's opinion, and this does seem to be 

the closest to a concensus, the concentrated settlement pattern that 

is so characteristic of the landscape of upper Provence and the hinter

land of Nice became general no earlier than the 12th century. Unfor

tunately, this hypothesis has yet to be completely demonstrated through 

excavation and thorough study of the available sources. It does co

incide, to Fevrier's satisfaction (in Baratier 1971:254) with the rise 

of urban centers in Provence and, in connection with the same discus

sion of Baratier's summary paper on the settlement pattern of upper 

Provence, de Font-Reaulx (Baratier 1971:254-256) emphasizes the fact 

that perched villages must have been costly and time consuming to build 

and that the actual construction of each would have covered a fairly 

long period of time since it had to result from the implementation of 

power with money and large-scale cooperative effort. 

Whatever the causes for perching, or the 6hift from villae to 

castra in the high Middle Ages, it does seem to have been part of a 

general Western European trend (Duby and Wallon 1975; Smith 1967s179) 

Fevrier (comment on Baratier 1971) points out the coincidence of the 

appearance of castra with the renewal of urban life and the spread of 

urbanisme (town-planning). While it is possible that the baussenque 

and other internecine wars of the high Middle Ages may have emphasized 

the need for the new settlement type, it seems these disturbances did 

not directly affect the hinterland of Nice and would probably never 

have been a sufficiently irresistible factor outside of lower Provence. 
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On the most general level, the appearance and proliferation of compact 

villages is usually associated with the marked population increase 

that characterized the high Middle Ages. 

Town-planning, which arose out of necessity in the revitalized 

and new cities of Western Europe, may have spread, as if by osmosis, 

to rural areas where the trappings of urbanization were adopted, to 

some extent in form, of not always in function. In other words, it 

may have been no more than a fashion (whether favored by the lord or by 

the people), but one which could easily have been exploited in those 

areas conducive to nucleated settlement, such as the Var valley system, 

by those who wished to maintain a more effective control over rural 

populations as well as enhance their own prestige. One of the clearest 

examples of this is found in the southwestern part of France where new 

towns, called bastides, were established in the high Middle Ages. 

In much of Gascony and Aquitaine, the development of new set
tlement is revealed by the settlement forms associated with 
the planned settlement ... organized by the French and Eng
lish crowns on either side of the disputed frontiers in 
Gascony, Aquitaine and Toulouse in order to protect a peas
antry formerly scattered vulnerably in hamlets. Frequently 
founded on easily defended or strategic locations such as 
hilltops, they were strongly fortified, and usually had a 
regular plan of streets. These bastides were widely spread 
in the region between the Massif Central and the foothills of 
the Pyrenees. Proclaimed by heralds who toured in Languedoc 
and elsewhere, the foundation of the bastides was accompanied 
by measures aimed at stimulating migration to them, but is 
difficult? to be sure that their creation represented a net 
increase to the rural population of the area, and it has been 
suggested that they often involved no more than a regrouping 
of population from hamlets to nucleated villages and small 
towns (Smith 1967:169). 

The appearance of nucleated, compact, even if not actually 

planned, castra in the Var valley system in the high Middle Ages was in 
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no way a unique phenomenon, and was more likely symptomatic of a wide

spread adaptation to changing conditions, the same that produced an 

increased agricultural production and trade, a notable population ex

pansion and a resurgence of town life (White 1962). Population pres

sure may have played an important part in the resettlement of rural 

populations by increasing the 'insecurity' of the times (Blanchard 19̂ 5: 

Mf 3-455). 

If there was no real, or immediate, need for fortification in 

the Var valley system because of dynastic wars in lower Provence, it 

may be possible to attribute the defensive posture of the castra to a 

kind of mimicry of the larger towns and cities which did have to 

fortify themselves against the very real danger of attack. It is pos

sible that in copying features that were functional in an urban setting, 

villagers adopted only their formal attributes, sometimes reducing 

these to merely decorative, non-functional elements. Rather than a 

mere fashion, this tendency could be interpreted as the adoption of a 

fortified look to discourage adversaries, a simple deterrent. Such 

devices are often found in nature where some animals have developed 

fearsome, or simply analogous, traits that apparently protect them 

from predators. In this form of bluff, if the predator, or opponent 

really desired the object of attack, the bluff would easily become in

effectual. In the case of the villages, this could have been quite a 

gamble. Although the villagers, by grouping themselves into compact 

relatively populous agglomerations did have a defensive advantage in 

numbers, by the same token, in strengthening their position against 

attackers, they made themselves a more obvious, and more valuable and 
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attractive target. In other words, while scattered dwellings and barns 

were easy prey for casual marauders or small bands, even a slightly 

fortified castrum would require considerably more effort, manpower and 

time and trouble to defeat and capture, and, in response to the chal

lenge , larger and better armed military forces would be mustered by the 

enemy. 

The founding of castra could also have been an artifact of 

feudal power or prestige, an assertion of authority. It might be pos

sible to verify this, by looking for a correlation between dates of 

foundation (earliest mention) of particular villages, and the degree 

of feudal hold within the particular communities (as Costamagna 19711 

116-132 has shown for the l8th century). If there is a positive cor

relation, it could also be argued that the greater the power of a 

feudatory, supported by military force, the more likely he and his 

possessions were to be challenged or attacked. Fortified elements in 

a village serve not only to protect it, but also to attract the very 

attack against which it has fortified itself. 

Whatever may have impelled the rural resettlement in the high 

Middle Ages, there is little doubt that factors like the ones mentioned 

above were essential in the persistence of perched settlements, whether 

ordered and implemented by the villagers themselves, by local authori

ties (feudatories, communal government, bayles, etc.) or by the central 

government. In the Middle Ages, very rigid and explicit rules were 

laid out to determine the rights, responsibilities and duties of citi

zens and different levels of government with respect to the ownership 

and carrying of arms, and to the construction and founding of 
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fortifications (Cais de Pierlas 1890:37; Ciais 1957; Hildesheimer 1955; 

etc.). These laws continued in some form or other into the later 

period, becoming more flexible and more limiting at the same time. 

We know that, while villagers seem to have chosen to remain 

within their castra rather than to spread their residences out into 

the township, they were not particularly interested in keeping up the 

true defensive character of the fortifications themselves and they had 

to be reminded periodically that these features had to be maintained 

in good condition. 

The Perched Village as Fortress 

If the original perching of rural settlements was a reflection 

of styles, albeit functional styles, the subsequent evolution of vil

lage fortification should be expected to have followed urban trends 

or, at least, to have acquired, through time, some of the formal attri

butes of urban architecture. Instead, in spite of parallel develop

ments in town and country, rural fortifications lag far behind those 

of cities and specialized military structures. It appears that they 

sure increasingly left out of the mainstream of developments in the area 

of defense. 

Throughout the Middle Ages, texts refer to numerous sieges at 

all levels: city, castle, village. In most cases, including the Var 

valley system, the siege was broken by treachery, when the attacker 

secretly paid an inside man to open the gates to the enemy troops. 

Other alternatives included surrender of the besieged (because of star

vation or through diplomatic channels) or truce; but it was quite rare 
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for the attackers to be able to take a fort by storm. The villagers, 

for the most part, could consider themselves quite safe within their 

walls, as long as they had food and water. 

In the late Middle Ages and the l6th century, however, there 

is more and more frequent mention of the actual capture of villages 

and, by the 17th century, the historical evidence makes it clear that 

the villagers did not really expect their walls to withstand attack 

and that, when actually threatened with siege and retribution if they 

resisted attack, they were more likely to take to the hills with their 

portable goods than to trust to the sturdiness of their ramparts. 

We shall see (pp. 517-520) how the villagers of Roubion rein

forced their defense system in the last decade of the 17th century and 

how they behaved when attacked. In the course of the 18th century wars, 

resistance, as in the case of the west bank villages of the lower Var 

in 1704 (pp. 528-529), was usually no more than a token and, in many 

cases, reprisals were often proportioned to the resistance. By the 

middle of the century, during the War of Austrian Succession, villages 

were often evacuated before the attack and enemy soldiers given free 

run of the houses. If a few vagrants were found, they were captured 

and promptly executed (Moris l886:31)» If the villagers felt they had 

little to fear, they might put up a little resistance. For example, 

when, in 17̂ 7% the gallispans attacked the town of Castellaro, a little 

east of the comte" de Nice, one of their columns was shot at by the 

inhabitants who were unaware that the enemy planned to make a bloody 

example of the town. When the full force arrived, the population re

treated to the church and cemetery where they rang the tocsin to warn 
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neighboring communities of attack, as the town was overrun by the sol

diers. In the end, the village was burned and its people massacred, 

while the surrounding communities merely suffered the confiscation of 

their artillery (Moris 1886:277-279)• Had the people of Castellaro 

been aware of the predetermined outcome of the fight, it is quite 

likely they would have chosen flight over resistance since there was 

never any question of actually throwing off the assault. In some in

stances perched villages with walls still presented a formidable enough 

obstacle to an enemy force as to discourage assault. For instance, in 

17Ms the village of Castillon, on a saddle between Menton and Sospel, 

was deemed too much trouble to capture by a gallispan force which 

simply turned back and decided to bypass it (Moris 1886:31). 

The history of rural fortification in the Var valley system in 

the Medieval and Modern Periods presents several interesting problems: 

the maintenance of the "perched" pattern of compact, often walled set

tlements in spite of a growing tendency toward decentralization and 

dispersion, particularly in the modern period, and the shift in the 

actual defensive value and use of these fortifications between the two 

periods. 

The observed spread and/or descent of perched villages during 

the late Middle Ages and after could have been the result either of a 

decrease in military activity affecting the villages, or of a change 

in the balance between defense and offense. Historical data do not 

support the idea that there was an easing of tension at this time; 

certainly, there was no let-up in the amount of warfare affecting the 

Var valley system, or anywhere else. Although severe depopulation in 
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the l̂ th and 15th centuries, attributed to the effects of war, disease 

and the consequences of overpopulation in the high Middle Ages could 

also have served to decrease tension by reducing population pressure. 

The observed changes do coincide with the break in the stale

mate between offense and defense that obtained throughout most of the 

second half of the Medieval Period. And this break is generally attrib

uted to the introduction and adoption of firearms which made medieval 

fortifications obsolete in some areas. The shift in the technology of 

offense was accompanied by large-scale political, social and intellec

tual changes in much of Europe, all of which affected the organization 

of military personnel. 

Although firearms were used in the comte de Nice as everywhere, 

this area was never at the vanguard of such technological innovation. 

If the coastal forts were equipped fairly early with bombards and other 

defensive artillery, it is repeatedly stressed in historical accounts 

that siege artillery could not be transported into the hinterland of 

Nice and, even in the l8th century, special roads had to be construc

ted to accommodate these heavy machines in the siege of such major 

coastal forts as Montalban and Villefranche. Indeed, it was not until 

the end of the century during the wars that followed in the wake of 

the French Revolution that cannon were finally used in combat in the 

mountain areas. Although portable firearms seem to have been fairly 

readily available to local militiamen, it seems unlikely that they 

alone would be sufficiently powerful to account for the obsolescence 

of the defensive value of perched villages. 
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Firearms did produce many other changes in the practice of war

fare, however. The scale of warfare was greatly increased; armies were 

considerably larger, where troops were counted by the dozens in the 

Middle Ages, they increased to the hundreds and even the thousands in 

the following centuries. This phenomenon, in itself, might be deemed 

sufficient to force the capitulation of small villages, however well 

protected by a wall of mountain and masonry. 

In keeping with such shifts, there arose a whole new set of 

tactics and strategy of war and battle, which tended to emphasize the 

capture of certain key sites over others, so that fortification became 

concentrated on a few, important localities whose worth was measured in 

strategic, or commercial terms, rather than in simple numbers. Since 

the new defense systems were so much more expensive to build and to 

maintain, lesser sites were simply neglected and left to their own de

fensive devices, which were meagre indeed. 

The entire scale of warfare increased, so that individual vil

lages became insignificant except in symbolic terms; once Nice fell, 

there was little reason for the people of its hinterland to attempt 

resistance, since they essentially had nowhere to turn for support, and 

their own particular fate had practically nothing to do with the out

come of war. In the l6th century, as long as Nice was solidly in 

Savoyard hands, the villages could be forced to switch their allegiance 

to an enemy ruler (see p. ̂ 99) or resist, in which case they suffered 

the consequences, but it made little real difference in the political 

balance in Western Europe. By the l8th century, the villages had be

come no more than pawns in an international game played for much higher 
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stakes. So it can be argued that, both politically and strategically, 

rural fortification had ceased to be of any real importance in the 

Modern Period, in contrast to the preceding one. The military role of 

the villages was reduced to its value in harassment (as occurred in 

the wars of the Holy League at the end of the l6th century) and in de

moralizing and subjugating the general population of conquered lands, 

conquered because of the fall of a few major strongholds. Again, this 

role can be interpreted as symbolic rather than "real." Fortification, 

which had served both as a deterrent and for actual protection, was now 

stripped of most of its effectiveness and, in the case of the villages 

which were not able to adapt to new forms, remained nothing more than 

a deterrent, although it continued to be kept up, even cherished, per

haps as a symbol of village identity, corporateness and even stability. 

Conclusions 

On a more general level, one important question about fortifi

cation concerns the overall differences between fortified sites and 

those that are not. In an area such as the Var valley system, compact

ness seems to be the characteristic which separates potentially defen

sive sites from those that are not. In other words, while there may 

be fortified structures in the non-compact settlements, these, in them

selves, cannot be qualified as fortified settlements. On the other 

hand, among compact settlements, there are gradations from no evidence 

of features specifically identified as 'fortified' all the way to the 

heavily protected towns of Entrevaux and Annot. 
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In other situations, however, we might expect more basic dif

ferences between fortified communities and the rest, differences not 

only in external features (such as a wall, gates, crenellations, etc.), 

but also in the internal configuration of the specialized buildings, as 

well as location. A distinction of this sort exists in the Var valley 

system in the bourgades, for instance, and in the distribution of 

recent (19th and 20th century) forts, which are spatially, formally and 

in every other respect, distinct from all other sites in the region. 

In the Var valley system, then, it is not possible at this 

point, to predict the degree of fortification we can expect to find at any 

particular site, except to draw broad geographical lines; where the 

lower and middle valleys and middle mountains tend to have compact vil

lages (and a few scattered settlements as well), the middle and, par

ticularly, the upper valleys have a somewhat looser settlement type, 

with a large number of permanently occupied hamlets. 

Almost by definition, fortifications sire a reflection of warfare 

practices, although, as is obvious to a certain extent in the example 

of the Var valley system, they can also be a reflection more of past 

warfare practices that have since become obsolete, rather than con

temporary ones, since people often continue to inhabit places built to 

suit very specialized needs that have ceased to exist under changing 

conditions. Moreover, these military functions may overlap with other 

factors, based on economic, social or political organization, topog

raphy, etc. What I hope this study has pointed up is the fact that the 

problem of identification of fortifications (as such) may be distinct 

from that of interpretation. In other words, fortifications cannot 
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always be interpreted too literally. They can have had a number of 

functions, including defense (the most obvious) and deterrence as well 

as other, less-specialized, non-military ones suggested in Chapter 5 

(pp. 143-1̂ 8). 

In the Var valley system, fortified villages seem to have made 

their appearance at a time of frequent feudal squabbling, of a type 

that characterized Western European society in the high Middle Ages. 

Once the settlement pattern was adopted, it persisted, albeit with 

some modifications, in spite of changes in patterns of warfare which 

de-emphasized rural fortification in favor of urban fortification and 

the building of specialized forts. The difference was more evident in 

the building of new fortifications, or in the renovation of others. 

The underlying assumption throughout this study has been that 

permanent fortifications like those observed in many of the villages 

of the Var valley system should reflect degree and kind of warfare 

practices. If, then, defense is a direct response to offense, vari

ations in fortification types should correspond to differences in kinds 

of military activity. It follows that a shift in the balance between 

defense and offense would result in changes in previously existing re

lationship between fortification and attack. In the case of the Var 

valley, the upkeep of a previously laid-out plan of defense became no 

more than a facade whose general purpose may only have been symbolic. 
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CHRONOLOGY AND GENEALOGICAL ILLUSTRATIONS 

Table A-l. Basic chronology for the Var valley system. 

Dates 
Periods In Centuries In Years 

Contemporary 19th and 20th 

Modern J 17th and 18th 1601-1789 
> Modern Period 

Renaissance J 16th 1480-1600 

Late \ l*+th and 15th 
I Middle Ages 

High J 11th to 13th 

Dark Ages (Early Middle Ages) 5th to 10th 

Carolingian 751-987 
Merovingian 8̂1-751 

Barbarian Invasions 5th and 6th 

Late *| poman Empire 3rd to 5th A.D. 751-̂ 76 

Early J (Pax Komana) A.D. 1st and 2nd 6 B.C.-A.D. 193 

Roman Conquest 2nd and 1st B.C 189- 8 B.C, 

Greek Domination on the Coast 6th to 1st B.C 600- 50 B.C, 

Many of the divisions in this table are arbitrary. For example, the 
end of the Middle Apes is traditionally marked either by the fall of 
Constantinople in 1̂ 53 or by the discovery of the New World in 1̂ 92. 
The dates for each period may also vary from one region to another; 
the Renaissance in Italy was well established by the l4th century, 
whereas it did not manifest itself in France until the very end of the 
15th century. The divisions shown in this table have been tailored to 
fit within the context of the history of Provence and the Var valley 
system. 

kko 
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AMADEUS VI, the Green Count (1343-1383) 
I 

AMADEUS VII, the Red Count (1383-1391) 

AMADEUS VII (1391-1440), Duke (1418), -* Pope Felix V (1434), (tl451) 
I 

LOUIS (1440-1465) 

AMADEUS IX (1465-1472) 

PHILIBERT I 
(1472-1482) 

CHARLES I (1468-1490) 

CHARLES II (1490-1496) 

Charlotte = Louis XI, 
K. of France 

PHILIP II (1496-1497) 

PHILIBERT II, the Fair 
(1497-1504) 

CHARLES III (1504-1553) 

PHILIH3RT EMMANUEL (1553-1580) 

CHARLES EMMANUEL I (1580-1630) 
I 

VICTOR AMADEUS I (1630-1637) Thomas de Carignan 
I 1 | I 

CHARLES EMMANUEL II (1637-1675) Marie-Louise = Maurice — 

VICTOR AMADEUS II (1675-1730), -» K. of Sardinia (1720) T 

I 1 
CHARLES EMMANUEL III (1730-1773) Marie- = Louis, Dauphin — 

I AHPIsi Ho of Vyanrp 
VICTOR AMADEUS III (1773-1796) Louis XV K. of France-

1 
CHARLES EMMANUEL IV 

(1796-1802) 
VICTOR EMMANUEL I 

(1802-1821) 

Prince 
Eugene 
of 

Savoy 

CHARLES FELIX 
(1821-1831) 

VICTOR EMMANUEL (1849-1878), -* K. of Italy (i860) 

HUMBERT I (1878-1900) 

CHARLES ALBERT 
-J (1831-1849) 

Figure A-l. The House of Savoy from 13̂ 3 to 1900 



442 

First Dynasty of Provence; 973-1112 

Guillaume I 
I 

GUILLAUME II, the Liberator (fl. 973) 

i 

GErJsERGE, Countess of Aries = Count of Gevaudan 

I 
DOUCE, Countess of Provence 

Second Dynasty of Provence (the Catalan Counts): 1112-1245 

Douce = RAIMON BERENGAR I, Count of Barcelona (1112-1135) 
h 

BERENGAR RAIMON (1131-1144) 
I RAIMON BERENGAR III (T1162) 

RAIMON BERENGAR III (1144-1166) 

ALFONSO I (1166-1196) RAIMON BERENGAR IV (Il66-ll8l) Sancho 

I 
ALFONSO II (1196-1209) = Garsende, Countess of Forcalquier 

RAIMON BERENGAR V (1209-1245) = Beatrix of Savoy 

BEATRIX of Provence 

Figure A-2. The Counts of Provence from 973 to l48l. 
second dynasties of Provence. 

— First and 



First Angevin Dynasty of Provence: 1246-1382 

Beatrix of Provence = CHAkLES I d*Anjou-Provence Louis IX (St. Louis) 
I (1246-1285) K. of France 

CHAKLES II, the Legislator (1285-1309) 
I 

ROBERT, the Wise (1309-1343) 

Charles, Duke of Calabria (tl328) 

JOAN I, Countess of Provence and Queen of Naples (1343-1382) *-
: : | 

Louis d'Anjou Charles of Durazzo (1382-1386) = Marguerite 
1 r 

Ladislas, K. of Joan II, Queen of 
Hungary (1386-1414) Naples (1414-1435) 

Second Angevin Dynasty of Provence; 1382-1481 

Joan I of Provence and Naples 

LOUnfs I d'Anjou, Count of PROVENCE (1382-1384) 

1 

LOUIS II (1384-1417) 

\ 
LOUIS III (1417-1432) 

RENE (1434-1480) 

1 
Charles V, 
K. of France 

CHARLES III (1480-1481) 
(Provence willed to K. Louis XI of France) 

Figure A-2 continued ~ First and second Angevin dynasties of 
Provence. 
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GUILLAUME ROSTAING (+1315) Barnaba Grimaldi 

ASTRUGA, Baroness of Beuil = Andaron Grimaldi (+1353) 

1 
GUILLAUME ROSTAING 

BARNABA = Beatrice de Glandevez 
I 1 

JEAN (flMf2) Louis, Lord of the Val de Massoins (+1̂ 32) 

PIERRE (+1463) 

I I . 
JACQUES Louis (founded junior line: Grimaldis of Levens) 

GEORGES (+1508) 

HONORE (tl537) 

I 1 
RENE Jean-Baptiste, Lord of Ascros (+15̂ *0 

HONORE II, •» Count of Beuil (1580), (tl590) 

ANNiJaL (executed 1621) 

1 4 J  
Andre 

Maurice 

Figure A-3» The Grimaldis of Beuil from 1315 to 1621* 
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LOUIS VIII (1223-1226) 
I , 

LOUIS IX, the Saint (1226-1270) Charles d'Anjou -* Ct. of Provence 

PHILIP III (1270-1285) 

J-
PHILIP IV, the Fair (1285-1314) 

1 
Charles of Valois 

Robert de 
Clermont 

LOUIS X (1314-1316) 
I 

JOHN I (1316) 

PHILIP V 
(1316-1322) 

CHARLES IV 
(1322-1328) 

PHILIP VI (1328-1350) 

JOHN II (1350-136*0 

CHARLES V, the Wise (1364-1380) Louis d'Anjou Ct. of Provence 

| •— 1 
CHARLES VI, the Mad (1380-1422) Lofiis, Duke of Orleans 

CHARLES VII (1422-1461) 

LOUIS XI (1461-1483) 

I 
CHARLES VIII 
(1483-1498) 

LOUIS XII (1498-1515) 

Claudia of France = FRANCIS I (1515-1547) 

HENRI II (1547-1559) 

FRANCIS II 
(1559-1560) 

CHARLES IX 
(1560-1574) 

HENRI III 
(1574-1589) HENRI IV 

K. of Navarre 
founder of the Bourbon 

branch of the Capetian dynasty 

Figure A-4. Capetian Kings of France from 1223-1589 
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Chaijles Martel (fl. 732) 

PEPIN, the Short (751-768) 

CHARLES I, Charlemagne (768-814), Holy Roman Emperor (800) 

LOUIS I, the Debonair (814-840) 

CHARLES II, the Bald (840-877) 

, 1 
(Carolingian dynasty of Frankish Kings ends in 987, replaced by 
Kings of the Capetian line) 

Figure A-5. Carolingian Kings of the Franks from 751 to 877* 

HENRI IV (1589-1610) 

LOUIS XIII (1610-1643) 

LOUIS XIV (1643-1715) 

Louis 

Louis of Burgundy = Marie-Adelaide of Savoy 
(fl712) | 

LOUIS XV (1715-1774) 

Louis (+1765) 

LOUIS XVI (177̂ -1792) 

Louis XVII (+1795) 

LOUIS XVIII 
(1814-1824) 

Philip V, K. of Spain, 
founder of the Bourbon 

dynasty of Spain 

CHARLES X (1824-1830) 

Figure A-6. Bourbon Kings of France from 1589 to 1830 



APPENDIX B 

DESCRIPTIVE SURVEY OF THE VAR VALLEY VILLAGES 

The Lower Var Valley 

Traditionally, the actual floodplain went unutilized until the 

end of the last century because of the swampy nature of the lands and 

the danger of flooding. Only the iscles (see pp. 3̂ 3-̂ ) located near 

the mouth of the river were considered to be of any economic importance. 

The valley itself is a long (22 kilometers) and fairly wide (7 kilo

meters maximum) bed of gravel, in which flow the meandering streams of 

the Var. The only tributaries below the Esteron and the Vesubie are 

very small torrents and present only along the east bank of the Var. 

Today, irrigation has made this a land of flowers and vegetables. They 

are grown in greenhouses built on the old terraces carved into the 

poudingue. 

The lower Var could be crossed only by fording or by boat until 

the French Revolution when a wooden bridge was built at St-Laurent-du-

Var. Today, a double bridge spans the mouth of the river, and there 

are two more further upstream. 

The west bank of the Var, where St-Laurent-du-Var (SLV) and 

modern la Gaude (1G) and its ruined castle aire located, is part of the 

rolling hill country of the Plain of Grasse. St-Laurent, rebuilt in 

the 15th century, and surrounded by ramparts (Fig. B-l) until they were 

Mf7 
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Figure B-l. Reconstructions of Aspremont and St-Laurent-du-Var• — 
(Top), Aspremont in the 15th century (Trastour 1971:13)• 
(Bottom), St-Laurent-du-Var in the lfith century (Jeancard 
1952:31). 
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destroyed at the end of the l8th century, displays a regular grid pat

tern in the streets of the old town. Today it is lost in the over

growth of suburban development and, except for a few old houses, there 

is little left of the castrum. Modern la Gaude is not in the Var 

valley but the castle that bears its name and the area where the vil

lage is said to have originally existed are situated on a knoll over

looking the river bed (see pp. 276-77) within the commune of St-Jeannet. 

Upstream and somewhat away from the river lies St-Jeannet (SJ) 

at the foot of the towering baous, the first string of the prealpine 

foothills. St-Jeannet is a large village, originally believed to have 

been a hamlet of la Gaude (Boniffacy 1912), but quickly superseded its 

mother community in the late Middle Ages. It is still quite populous, 

in spite of an ever-increasing population scattered on the surrounding 

lands. The castrum has retained a number of fortified elements at its 

remaining gates although most of the literature dealing with its role 

in warfare indicates that defense of the village, at least in the 16th 

century and after, was unsuccessful. St-Jeannet is famous for its 

winter table grapes, and remains one of the most picturesque of the 

coastal villages of the Alpes-Maritimes. 

Further upstream, Gatti&res (Gt) and Carros (C) are smaller, 

and cramped within the outer row of houses that confines them in their 

respective hilltops. Only traces of the wall and castle of Gattieres 

are left, but Carros (pp. 223-2̂ , 290, and Fig. 26) still maintains 

much of its fortification, and most of its suburban growth is away from 

the immediate vicinity of the castrum. Both stand out in the land

scape, in contrast to St-Laurent. This may be due to the fact that on 



the valley floor, near the bridge of La Manda, an important industrial 

center and associated residential complex (Carros-le-Neuf) have been 

developing, where they are more easily accessible and, from the point 

of view of the lover of old villages, do not threaten the quaint charm 

of the perched villages. 

Le Broc (IB) is a somewhat elongated village; very little is 

left of its surrounding wall, and, since it is somewhat farther away 

from Nice, suburban growth takes on the more traditional form of strings 

of houses bordering the main access routes. There are no evident 

traces of the castle and the less confining shape of the natural topog

raphy of the site has done little to preserve the original configura

tion of the village. The hamlet of Dos Fraires-Fougassiferes, on the 

border between le Broc and Bouyon is described in the text (pp. 27*0. 

The east bank of the lower Var seems somewhat less densely 

populated. Aspremont (A) is the closest to the coast, although other 

communities, located in the tiny tributary valleys that run parallel 

to the lower Var, are now a part of the city of Nice. Aspremont looms 

high over the valley, directly across from Carros. The present village 

is at the foot of the towering Bald Mountain immortalized by the music 

of Modest Moussorgsky. Above it lie the ruins of the original village 

(Villevieille described on pp. 233). Aspremont has lost most of its 

fortifications (Fig. B-l), probably at the same time as its castle was 

destroyed during the French Revolution. Many of its houses are sadly 

disfigured by the addition of reinforced concrete walls and garish and 

tasteless ornamentations, but much of the original configuration of 

the village has survived. 
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The same is true of la Roquette-sur-Var (RV) whose castle has 

become a private house with a garden, and is far more impressive at a 

distance for the attributes of its site than for the particular ele

ments that make it up. 

St-Blaise (SB1) is on a small tributary valley, away from the 

main valley. The nucleus of the village includes the church and an 

inn and cafe, while all the houses are scattered throughout the commune. 

The somewhat peculiar circumstances of its settlement are discussed 

above (pp. 169» 278-282). 

Gilette (Gi) and Bonson (Bn), both included here in the lower 

Var system, are located on promontories overlooking, respectively, the 

mouth of the Esteron and that of the Ve'subie. Gilette is a fairly 

large castrum, the ruins of its massive castle dominating the houses 

built on the saddle connecting the promontory to the foot of the Mont-

Vial. Although much of the configuration is left intact, there are few 

surviving fortified features left in the village. The same is true of 

Bonson, although the distinction between the village nucleus and the 

linear suburban development is much easier to draw. Here the castle 

is now the cemetery, and the rows of suburban houses are relatively un

modified. 

The visibility in this valley is excellent between villages 

(see Fig. 12) and afforded an important means of surveillance of any 

movements in this nodal area of the communication system of eastern 

Provence. 
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The Prealpine Valleys 

The Lower Valleys 

Blanchard (19̂ 5) saw this area as the most disadvantaged and 

the poorest. The villages included in it are indeed among those that 

have suffered very serious depletion of population in recent decades* 

The Lower Vesubie. In the lower part of its course, the 

Vesubie runs through a steep canyon, so there is essentially no valley 

floor between St-Jean-la-Riviere (Utelle) and the mouth of the river 

at the foot of Bonson. 

Levens (L) is included in this area somewhat arbitrarily since 

it actually overlooks much of the lower Var. It is still a thriving 

community, but today it is because of its modern tourist trade while 

in the past it was due to its varied agricultural production. The 

castrum is located on a rise dominating a fairly extensive plateau, 

one of the few open stretches of land in the entire Var valley system. 

The village is quite large, and seems to comprise several successive 

layers of occupation: the suburban growth seems to have been concen

tric, as it was at St-Jeannet. There are two gothic gates that were 

once connected to the defensive wall, a few pieces of castle wall and 

a square tower at the highest point of the village. This castle enjoys 

a view of the villages of the Mont-Vial, Bonson, and the plateau of the 

Madona of Utelle, as well as the entire lower Var all the way to the 

sea. 

Duranus (D), a hamlet overgrown in the l8th century when the 

original chef-lieu of Roccasparviera had to be abandoned, is a rather 
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unimpressive cluster of houses strewn on the slopes above the gorges 

of the Vesubie. On the ridge to the south of the modern community are 

the ruins of the old village which can be reached today only by foot. 

It was abandoned in the course of the last half of the l?th century. 

The foundations of many houses remain along with some walls up to two 

storeys high. One structure sits higher than the rest of the agglomer

ation, at the top of the ridge and Canestrier (1967) calls it the 

"feudal manor-house." The site is also well known for its legend of 

Queen Joan of Naples (see p. 139). 

Across the river from Duranus and Roccasparviera and in full 

view of it is Utelle (U) which seems to stand alone on a high hill 

above the valley below, where a small hamlet, St-Jean-la-Riviere, has 

grown beyond its original purpose of keeper of the bridge to the cas-

rum, 9 kilometers by road above it. Utelle is made up of a rounded 

knob, almost abandoned now, where the castle and the original village 

once stood. Part of its enclosure and one gate have remained along 

with an interesting, partly medieval, church, a little to one side, but 

most of the houses today are located along the main access roads par

ticularly that leading out of the village in the direction of the pla

teau of the Madona of Utelle which dominates the village as well as 

most of the surrounding valleys. 

The commune of Utelle is one of the largest in this part of the 

Var valley. Although the chef-lieu maintained its hegemony until the 

last few decades, there were always other relatively substantial ham

lets: le Figaret, le Suquet and, most important, le Cros d'Utelle, 

whose chapel is large enough to rival many a parish church. It was 
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located on an important trail from Levens to la Tour and Utelle, and 

for this reason thrived in a relatively independent way. 

The lower Ve'subie valley is dominated on the south by the high 

ridge of Pelra Cava, a strategic military point in recent wars, and the 

oldest winter resort in the Alpes-Maritimes. It is the only part of 

the commune of Luceram that is technically in the Var valley system. 

Luceram itself had closer ties with the villages in the southern part 

of the comte de Nice, the Paillon basin. Much of its curtain and 

castle survive, including a beautifully crenellated medieval tower and 

a long section of enclosing wall. 

The Lower Esteron. Parts of this valley sure densely wooded in 

sharp contrast with the almost desertic higher slopes of the Mont-Vial 

and the adret of les Ferres and Consegudes. The forests are in the 

valleys which, especially in the fall, are filled in the mornings with 

fog trapped in these narrow passages. Most of the villages are high 

enough to "float" above it, except for Roquesteron, Collongues and Gars 

(the latter two being in the upper Esteron). This is rugged country, 

made up exclusively of perched castra, except for Roquesteron-Puget 

which grew out of a suburb of Roquesteron-Grasse. 

On the south bank of the Esteron, there is a small tributary, 

the Bouyon, dominated by the village of Bouyon (By), almost completely 

destroyed in 1888 by an earthquake so that, except for the visible 

ruins of the old houses, it presents little interest for this study. 

Upstream from it, Bezaudun (Bz) crowns a much higher hill. It has re

tained some fortified elements, including a good gate and a large for

tified structure which may have been part of the castle. Since there 
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is no historical information about the village, little more cam be said 

but that it appears to have retained much of its original configuration 

along with a part of the enclosing wall, and as a Provencal outpost 

against Bouyon, les Ferres and Dos Fraires-Fougassi^res, held a for

midable position in relation to the potentially enemy villages. 

Les Ferres (les F) and Consegudes (Cg) are in analogous posi

tions since both are located on the adret of high ridges dominating the 

south bank of the Est§ron. Les Ferres is very visible from Gilette. 

It may have had a castle on its highest point within the village con

fines; while it seems highly unlikely that there was a castle at Con

segudes. The ridges against which both villages are built are crowned 

with small chapels, and it is tempting to assume that such locations 

had had some strategic value in the past. Both villages are very com

pact and the configuration of their streets and part of their enclosing 

walls has changed little. 

The north bank of the lower Est^ron has no visible castra, 

except, of course, for that of Gilette at the mouth of the river. To

day, most of the population of Pierrefeu (Pf) does live close to the 

river, but the old castrum is at some distance from it, and clearly 

visible from the major trade route that followed the Mont-Vial con

necting the villages of Toudon and Ascros. It is located between two 

small buttes. Of the castle, only a few stones and the foundation of 

a square tower remain on top of one of the peaks. Traces of at least 

two gates are left, one of which is flanked — more or less ~ with a 

single loophole. The village is almost totally abandoned, except for 

the month of August when it comes alive with summer vacationers. 
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Roquesteron has been described in the text (pp. 270-71)• The 

original site, Roquesteron-Grasse (RG), was located on the south bank 

where part of the castle and surrounding wall survive. The north 

suburb, Roquesteron-Puget (RP), was created from a barn district and 

because of its accessibility and its exposure to the sun seems to have 

thrived until the last century; since then its population has been 

rapidly declining. 

Upstream, Sigale (S) is located on a saddle, dominated by two 

(or even three) ruined castles. There is very little left in the way 

of fortifications. It has the oldest dated fountain of the valley 

system (1582) and, in the ruined northern section of town, some very 

nicely finished mullioned windows and other evidence of fine old hous

ing. 

A little upstream from Sigale, the Este'ron makes a sharp bend 

to the north at the village of Aiglun (Ai), where it is joined by a 

tributary, the Gironde (not to be confused with the estuary of the 

Garonne river). Aiglun was made famous in Provencal legend by the 

poet Frederic Mistral who used it for the setting of an epic poem of 

tragic love between Christian hero Calendal and a beautiful Saracen 

maiden. Aiglun is a compact village, with narrow streets built against 

the slope of the hill. There is no evidence of a castle and no traces 

of fortified wall. 

Upstream of the Gironde, le Mas (1M), too, is .built on a saddle, 

the ruins of its castle crown the rise overlooking the river bed while 

the houses of the village spread out over the saddle to the location 
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of the church where a massive water tower stands today. No other 

traces of fortification remain. 

The Middle Mountains 

Mont-Vial. This ridge, which separates the lower Esteron from 

the middle Var, looms high over the horizon of the prealps. From Nice, 

the villages of le Revest (Re) and Tourrettes-du-Ch&teau (TR) are 

visible on the slope of the adret, above Gilette and Bonson located 

on their promontories far below. The two perched villages, on slight 

protuberances of the slope, were originally part of the same commune, 

Tourrettes-Revest. Neither shows evidence of fortification, except for 

their configuration. The castle which gives its name to Tourrettes is 

today nothing more than bare bedrock at the highest point of the vil

lage, and a small portion of very thick wall. 

Further upstream, at about the same altitude, is Toudon (T). 

The nucleus of the village lies below the castle which still has traces 

of two large flanking towers and today houses the cemetery. It was 

built also on a protuberance on the flank of the Mont-Vial. A suburban 

section grew above the castle, giving the village the appearance of 

stretching vertically along the slope. 

The village of Ascros (As) is made up of a few rows of houses 

built against the east-facing slope of a butte crowned by the ruins of 

its castle (see pp. 284-85, and Fig. 1*0. Bar£ty (191*0 mentioned that 

in the l880s, many of the houses in the village retained their wooden 

locks, a feature not mentioned elsewhere. From its arid perch, Ascros 

overlooks the verdant val de Chanan which was foreign (Provencal) and 
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sometimes enemy territory. Ascros has a hamlet, Rourebel, located on 

the road to Puget-Theniers over the col St-Raphae'l; it is a fairly 

compact cluster of houses. 

The last village included in this area is Cuebris (Cb), the 

only one which was not a part of the comte de Nice until 1760. The 

village itself is built in two parts, caught in the cleft of an almost 

vertical sheet of rock that runs parallel to the course of the Est£ron. 

The remains of the castle, crowned today by a multitude of television 

antennae, dominates one part of the village which retains some of its 

curtain wall and much of the configuration of the streets and houses 

seems unchanged. A somewhat separate suburban cluster of houses 

huddles at the base of the opposite side of the cleft. 

Val de Chanan. This is a relatively open area, one of the few 

that has been able to adopt modern farming equipment. The ground is 

very sandy, and the land seems much richer and more agreeable than most 

of the Var valley system. St-Antonin (SAn) is loosely strewn along a 

ridge just below Ascros. There are no remains of fortification, and 

the cemetery is placed where the castle ought to be (Fig. Ik). Nearby 

la Penne (IP) is also made up of a loose cluster of tall houses built 

on the south-facing slope of a solitary butte. At the top is a square 

tower and, in the walls of the old castle, hunting dogs are raised to

day. From the heights of la Penne, one can see the houses of St-Pierre 

(SP) loosely sprinkled over a low ridge. This settlement is fairly 

recent, the original castrum, called Puget-Figette, being located on a 

rise at the foot of the Gourdon range, a continuation of the Mont-Vial, 
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where one can still see wall fragments amid the trees. Both la Penne 

and St-Pierre have lieux-dits named le Chateau, but, rather than true 

castles, these were probably high status housing for a nobleman or for 

a wealthy family. 

The perched village of la Rochette (1R) stretches out along a 

crescent-shaped outcrop. Although nothing remains of its wall, it is 

obvious that the villagers made great use of the limestone bedrock 

against which many of the houses are built and into which ovens were 

and still are maintained. The foundation walls of the castle remain; 

an elongated form following the contour of the ridge, it was apparently 

an importaint fortress in the Medieval and Modern Periods and commanded 

a view of the entire Val de Chanan, the ridges bordering the Esteron 

and the mighty Cheiron range which dominates the Plain of Grasse. 

Also included here in the Val de Chanan are the smaller villages 

of Sallagriffon (Sa) which sits on a knob overlooking the Esteron 

river and has essentially no fortified characteristics besides relative 

compactness, and Amirat (Am), actually made up of several hamlets which 

are tight clusters of farmhouses. 

Val de Chalvagne. This is a somewhat arbitrary unit between 

the Chanan and Esteron valleys and the great bend of the middle Var at 

Entrevaux. The three communities in this area are all scattered. 

Villevieille (V) is on a high ridge where the small castrum, most of 

it in ruins, is located on a rise and across from it is the castle, a 

fairly impressive rectangular structure with one semi-circular flanking 

tower. At Castellet-St-Cassien (CC), what is left of the population 
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lives in scattered dwellings and clustered hamlets. The castle, a 

square building with two round corner towers, is the 6eat of municipal 

government and the parish church is located next to it. This small 

complex of buildings is in an open area completely unlike the perched 

habitat so common in the Var valley system. 

Montblanc (Mo), whose chef-lieu has been abandoned for over a 

century (Feraud 1849:300), was located on a very narrow ridge along the 

narrow valley of the Chalvagne. This village was never very large or 

populous; it consists of a small church at one end of the ridge, a few 

segments of wall and, on the western end of the ridge, the remains of 

what was a high square tower belonging to the castle. Today, there are 

only three permanent inhabitants who live alongside the highway. 

Upper Esteron. The villages here are quite varied. Collongues 

(Co) and les Mujouls (les M) are both small and very close together. 

The former is built on an elongated knoll, remains fairly compact, al

though most traces of its castle have been obliterated by recent "urbaui 

renewal." Les Mujouls is perched just above Collongues. Many of the 

houses are ruined and the configuration is now quite loose. It seems 

likely that it was once crowned with a castle or tower. 

Gars (Ga) is essentially a river-crossing village, built 

against the base of a mountain at an important crossing point of the 

Esteron on the road from Grasse into the hinterland. High above and 

in full view of Gars is the town of Brianqonnet (B9) which presents 

several interesting characteristics. Something has been said of its 

castles (pp. 264-67). The town itself is fairly compact, located on a 
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saddle at the foot of the butte on which stands the Chateau-Vieux and, 

since it is believed to have once been the seat of a Roman administra

tive center, Barrual (1972) points out the fact that the layout of 

Brian?onnet, almost on a grid pattern, is characteristically Roman and 

not at all typical of the medieval pattern in the area, and further 

suggests that the village was never fortified (Figs. 22 and 23). 

From the Chateau-Vieux of Brian̂ onnet can be seen the location 

of the castle of St-Auban (SA) (see pp. 271). The town itself, a 

bourgade, is located well below the castle ruins and no traces of for

tification are evident. At the head of the Esteron, exposed in the 

middle of the open valley, is Soleilhas (So), compact, with much of its 

original configuration and a stately house that is called a castle. 

This site was apparently occupied in 1660 when the original village was 

abandoned, which may account for its somewhat unexpected location 

(Blanchard 19̂ 55 736; Ventre 19̂ +0) • 

The Maritime Alps 

This is the largest and most varied of the divisions within the 

Var valley system. It can be subdivided into the 'middle valleys* which 

combine characteristics of both the 'lower valley' and 'middle moun

tain* regions described above, and the 'upper valleys' which are more 

'alpine' in appear ernee and in settlement form, although retaining 

characteristics of the Var valley as a whole. 

The Middle Valleys 

Lower Tin6e. The Tinee waters join those of the Var in an ex

tremely narrow and impassable gorge, known as La Mescla (from the 



462 

mixing of the waters), which extends southward until the mouth of the 

Vesubie. The rest of the valley is fairly narrow, but with something 

of a valley floor and all the villages, which the exception of the 

bourgade of St-Sauveur, are perched high along the ridges bounding the 

river. 

Tournefort (Tf), which commands a view of both the lower Tin«fe 

and middle Var, is today completely abandoned, and the entire popula

tion has either gone to live in the valley floor hamlets along the 

modern highway, or in villas strewn over the territory. Since com

plete abandonment has occurred only in the last few decades, many of 

the houses are still standing and the church is now being restored. 

The semi-circular configuration of the streets follows the contour of 

the adret of a knob along the ridge that separates the Tine'e and the 

Var. The knob was crowned with a castle, only a few stones of which 

survived the 1621 destruction of the strongholds of the Grimaldis of 

Beuil. A little south of the castrum of Tournefort is the late 19th 

century fort of Picciarvet, built in response to an entirely new set 

of military needs. 

Across from Tournefort, on the east bank of the Tinee, is the 

village of la Tour (IT), which, like its neighbor, Clans, is among the 

more prosperous of the hinterland. It is built on a high ridge at the 

foot of a butte where the cemetery is located today. There is no evi

dence of a castle ever having been there. The houses of the village 

are built around the foot of the butte and along the saddle connecting 

it to the mountain. There are some old houses, and the church, one of 

the very largest in the region, has an ancillary structure which is 
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usually referred to as the "Templars house.' The villages of la Tour 

and la Roquette (in the lower Var) are within view of each other, 

through the gorges of la Mescla, in what must have been an important 

signaling relationship. Although la Tour has become a popular vacation 

spot, it has lost much of its permanent population to the lower-lying 

but still clustered hamlet of Roussillon, said to have been founded by 

two Huguenot families from the western French province of Roussillon. 

The original site of la Tour is believed to have been on the floor of 

a small tributary valley at the lieu-dit St-Jean d'Alloche. 

Clans (CI) is quite similar in its situation to la Tour; it has 

no traces of fortification left, it has no castle, and it, too, has a 

high status house traditionally believed to have belonged to the Temp

lars. Unlike la Tour, it is built, in concentric form, on a roundish 

knob on the ridge, and it is a relatively thriving community, particu

larly in comparison with the other villages of the lower Tinee. 

Immediately across from Clans, stretched out along a narrow 

ridge, parallel to the course of the Tin£e, is Bairols (Ba), about 

which almost no information is available, except that it was a fief of 

the Grimaldis of Beuil. It is smaller than either Clans or la Tour 

and, at the highest point along the ridge, along with some possible 

traces of the curtain wall, stands a large structure that may have been 

the castle. 

Marie-sur-Tin£e (Mr), on the east bank, upstream from Clans, is 

also a small village, with a castle (see pp. 287-88) and some dubious 

remains of gates and wall. Its configuration does seem to have sur

vived: it, too, is stretched along a narrow ridge, parallel to the 
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Tinee. It is considerably lower in elevation than the other castra, 

but its position clearly dominates the valley below. 

On the west bank, directly across from Marie, stands the rise 

on which is built Ilonse (II), on a high ridge perpendicular to the 

course of the Tinee. Its houses, like those of Thiery in the lower 

Cians valley, are built of a stone that develops a black patine. There 

sure several nice gothic doors and windows. The highest point on the 

ridge is marked by a newly restored church and a sort of bare platform 

at the spot where one would expect to find the castle. According to 

the literature, the castle was destroyed in a local uprising in the 

early 14th century; if thi6 is the case, virtually all of its stones 

have been reused. The church (and castle) have a fine view of the en

tire TinSe valley and of the agglomerations of la Roche and la Bolline 

in the Valdeblore. There are also a number of hamlets within the 

commune of Ilonse. 

The most spectacular location in the entire lower Tin6e valley 

is the site of a modern fort built high above the confluence of the 

Tin^e and the torrent of Bramafam which flows out of the Valdeblore. 

It is here that the castle of Rimplas (Rm) stood until the beginning of 

the 20th century, having survived in part destruction by gallispan 

soldiers in 17V7. Unfortunately it has been totally obliterated in the 

construction of the fort, but we do have a description provided by 

Durante (1847:198-200), a highly impeachable source, that will have to 

do for the time being. 

The imposing ruins of the Aragonese castle stand on the arid 
ridge at the foot of which lies a miserable village. These 
ruins are made up of ashlars strewn among bits of masonry. 
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These are the remains of the old fortification wall surrounding 
the feudal manor, accessible by a steep ramp. Part of the gate 
has survived the ravages of time, along with the base of the 
donjon which stood in the center of the platform. Under this 
mass that resisted demolition remains a humid souterrain with 
a fine vault, very thick walls and deep holes excavated into 
the rock; it is obvious that iron rings were sealed into this 
wall and that this cellar must have served as a prison. 

All that remains today of this complex is a chapel and cemetery at the 

foot of the modern fort. The village is built on the saddle that con

nects the castle butte to the rest of the mountain and on the west-

facing slope across from it. No traces of fortification remain. 

Durante suggests that the village was originally located around the 

castle and that its present situation is the result of suburban sprawl. 

Rimplas was obviously a crucial site, since both castle and village 

command a view of the entire Tinee valley, including Roure, Roubion 

and St-Sauveur, and the Valdeblore. 

St-Sauveur-sur-Tin£e (SST) is a bourgade; the remains of its 

castle are no longer visible, but it is represented in the 19th century 

engraving in the Nice et Savoie collection. It shows no signs of for

tification and, like many of the valley floor towns, has been consider

ably opened up by the introduction of the modern highway in the midst 

of its streets. The Tinee flows down from its upper valley through the 

narrow gorges of Valabres which present an almost impassable barrier 

between Isola and St-Sauveur, and the upper and lower Tinee valleys. 

Roure (Rr) and Roubion (Rb) are two perched villages on a 

tributary which flows into the Tinee at St-Sauveur. Roure is built at 

the foot of a butte with scant remains of the Grimaldis' castle, and 

houses and barns stretching along the road in a semi-circular pattern. 
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The building stone is of a deep red color. Roubion has been described 

in the text (p. 231 and Fig. 1*0. It is situated very high at the head 

of the valley, on the main road connecting Beuil (and hence Guillaumes 

said the upper Var) with St-Sauveur and the Tinee. There are no other 

remains of fortification at Roubion than the enclosing wall and towers 

just above the present village. 

Middle Var. This includes the section of the Var between the 

commune of Puget-Theniers and the gorges of la Mescla at the confluence 

of Var and Tin̂ e. Malaussene (Ml) is the only village located on the 

south bank, at the foot of the Mont-Vial. Today, it consists of a 

small, very compact group of houses. Higher on the steep slope of the 

ubac of the Mont-Vial, are the ruins of another, equally compact vil

lage, known as Malaussene-d1en-Haut. There is still a platform that is 

probably the last trace of an important fortress which controlled one 

of the main routes connecting Nice with the middle Var. Immediately 

across the river is Massoins (M), built along a ridge connecting the 

slope of the great adret of the middle Var with the rise on which the 

castle ruins stand. This castle was destroyed in 1621, and only a few 

portions of wall and part of the chapel remain in what has become a 

small park. There are a number of gothic doors and windows in the 

houses of the village which is rather small and with no traces of for

tification. 

Villars-sur-Var (W) is a much larger community. Today an im

pressive town square is located just outside the village compound where 

the church stands, and the "alleyway of the Grimaldis" (see p. 293)* 
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The village itself is extremely compact, with very narrow streets and 

many overpasses, and some well-preserved house facades. The houses fan 

out from the highest point where there are traces of two castles (de

scribed on pp. 285, 292-3, and Fig. 27). The original site at Roccaria, 

founded by the Romans, according to tradition, is said to have been 

located much higher, at the chapel of St-Jean, where a yearly pil

grimage is held even today. 

Touet-sur-Var (TV), formerly Touet-de-Beuil, is one of the most 

picturesque of the Var valley villages. It is built somewhat above the 

valley floor, its houses clinging to the foot of a steep cliff. The 

outer row of houses presents a unified front, and the narrow streets 

are darkened by the tall tower-houses and innumerable overpasses. The 

ruins of the castle, destroyed in 1621, are located at the highest 

point, against the cliff wall. 

Puget-ThSniers (PT) is the largest and single most important 

agglomeration in the entire Var valley system. It is a bourgade, and 

the ruins of its castle can still be seen at the top of the hill against 

which the community is built (Fig. 1*0. Today it consists of essen

tially three parts, the nucleus of the castrum, below it a modern com

mercial district built along the river on the west bank of the Roudoule 

which flows into the Var at this point, and the suburban area built 

around the church, on the southeast bank of the Roudoule. The nucleus, 

like Villars, is extremely compact and fans out over the 6lope at the 

foot of the hill of Trainieres where the castle stands. Portions of 

the gates do survive, although the town was considered unable to de

fend itself by the end of the 17th century. 
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Lower Cians. The Cians flows Bouth from Beuil through a spec

tacular canyon cut into the bright red Permian sandstone that reappears 

at the head of the Roudoule and in the gorges of Daluis. The lower 

course of the Cians is also framed by gorges but they are wider and 

less colorful and were used as a major route. The Cians flows into the 

Var between Touet and Puget-Theniers. 

Thiery (Th) is often described as one of the bleakest villages 

of the region; it can be reached today by a 1̂  kilometer road from 

Villars, built in the 1930s. Thiery and Ilonse were the last of the 

chefs-lieux of the Alpes-Maritimes to be linked to the modern highway 

system. The castrum is located on the adret of a ridge that barely 

overlooks the Cians valley. The houses are built of the local light-

colored stone that turns black with age. The castle was destroyed in 

1621 emd could have been located either at the westernmost end of the 

spur on which the village was built, site of the cemetery today, or on 

top of the ridge where there are traces of a masonry platform. 

Lieuche (Li) and Rigaud (Rg) face each other on opposite sides 

of the river. Rigaud is in a green relatively pleasant setting, built 

against a triangular anticlinal slab, the point of which was once 

crowned by a castle. Only the base of two semi-circular flanking 

towers linked by a straight stretch of tabular bedrock and the base of 

a square tower remain. The eastern portion of the village, built 

against the foot of the rise, is now abandoned, and the residential 

area seems to have moved westward, away from the rise, toward the 

church. The central part of the village, the inhabited part of the 

original castrum, retains the compactness of the traditional 
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configuration. Durbec (1938:3-10) mentions a structure that could have 

housed the Templars who are known to have occupied Rigaud (see p. 179). 

Lieuche is considerably higher than Rigaud, tucked away above 

and behind an amazingly stark series of barren triangular anticlinal 

strata. The houses are built on a flat ridge, and are loosely clus

tered. There is absolutely no indication of fortification. 

Pierlas (PI) is much farther away from the other villages of 

the lower Cians, at the end of the canyon of a tributary river. It is 

built on a knoll in a wider area at a bend in the river. The houses 

appear to dangle from the steep bedrock of the knoll, which is pierced 

by a tunnel for the modern road. The streets rise up to the summit on 

which is a church itself dominated by a barren column of rock that may 

have held the foundation of a castle or tower. 

Roudoule. This is the name of the river that flows into the 

Var at Puget-Th£niers. The four villages located on tributaries of the 

Roudoule represent a kind of unit since the communes remained with 

Provence until 1760 when they were traded to the King of Sardinia. 

LaCroix (IX) dominates the Roudoule from Puget-Theniers, k 

kilometers away, certainly a strategic point during the four centuries 

when these two villages were potential enemies. Both la Croix and 

Auvare are visible from the col St-Raphâ l. The castrum of la Croix 

faces south on a ridge at a particularly narrow point in the valley and 

the fortified aspect of its southern facade appears to have remained 

intact, with an impressive round gate-tower at the southeast corner, 

and a facade of houses broken only by a sewer drain at its base 
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(Figs. Ik and 21). There are no obvious remains of a castle, but its 

position may be indicated by an open spot in the highest (northwest) 

part of the village where the cemetery is presently located. A curios

ity: on the opposite end (northeast) of the ridge, on the periphery of 

the agglomeration, is a fine house with a tower decorated by the frozen 

face of a clock painted on the stucco, an interesting status symbol* 

North of la Croix, but within its commune boundaries, is the basin of 

Leouve, an open area cut into red Permian sandstone, today a popular 

summer resort area. 

To the west of la Croix, directly overlooking the Var valley at 

Sausses and le Castellet, is the scattered community of St-Leger (SL) 

which shows no evidence of fortification whatsoever. It, too, is a 

popular summer vacation area. 

Closer to Puget-Tĥ niers on the Roudoule is the mouth of a 

tributary, the MaSrola. A short distance upstream, perched on a low 

knoll near the river gravels, is the castrum of Puget-Rostang (PR). 

It has retained much of its compactness. At the top of the knoll is a 

tall, three-storey building, an eyesore, that stands where the castle 

ought to have been. 

Almost due north of Puget-Rostang and several hundred meters 

higher, is the small village of Auvare (Au), in a barren mountain set

ting. It hugs the base of a high butte and is bounded by the narrow 

(a few inches wide) canyon of a small torrent. Much of the settlement 

is very compact and most of its southern and eastern wall of houses is 

preserved, along with a gate. A number of houses are built almost 

flush against the cliffside of the butte. The tiny cemetery is a short 
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distance from the village and may have been a charnel-house of the type 

described at Bousieyas (Cessole 1898) at the turn of the century. I 

was unable to climb to the top of the butte where a castle might very 

well have once stood. 

None of these villages has received more than the most summary 

description or even mention in the literature, although an important 

Revolutionary hero, Corporandy d'Auvare, owned land and lived in 

Auvare and la Croix. 

Entrevaux and the "Gueydan-Var". The commune of Entrevaux (E) 

was established by the Romans as the town of Glanativa, a regional 

administrative center which survived into the Middle Ages as Glandfcves, 

whose name continued to be applied to the seat of the diocese until 

1789. Barruol (1972) demonstrates that the outline, and even something 

of the layout of the settlement of Glandeves can be reconstructed on 

the basis of aerial photographs of the lieu-dit of la Sedz (so named 

because it was the seat of the bishopric until the early 17th century, 

see p. 72). Glandeves was abandoned partly because it was not in a 

defensible position and also because it was vulnerable to the erratic 

flooding of the Var. Only the chancel of the cathedral church remains. 

Much has already been said of the town of Entrevaux which re

placed Glandives as chef-lieu in the Middle Ages. Indeed, although 

most of the massive fortifications visible today are modern, the con

figuration of the medieval town is fairly well-preserved (see Figs. 19 

and 20). Entrevaux enjoyed a special status with respect to taxation 

and to the French judicial system since it had been rewarded in the 
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16th century by King Francis I for having thrown off the attack of 

Imperial forces invading Provence from the Savoyard states. 

The commune of Entrevaux is very large and diverse, and there 

are many hamlets, a fact which differentiates it from the villages of 

the middle Var and makes it more like those of the Val de Chalvagne, 

Valre and upper Var. 

The Var makes a great bend at the town of Entrevaux as it cuts 

through the almost vertical anticlinal sheet of rock (called the "Fan") 

against which Entrevaux is built. Here it is joined by the Valre and 

Coulomp rivers as it comes out of another breach in the vertical anti

cline, spanned today by a bridge, the pont-de-Gueydan. By "Gueydan-

Var," I am referring to the lower part of the upper Var, north of 

Entrevaux, between the bend at the pont-de-Gueydan and the spectacular 

gorges of Daluis (also known as the clue d'Amen), cut by the river into 

red Permian sandstone. Le Castellet-les-Sausses (CS) was given to the 

Provencal family of Gueydan in 17̂ 9 (after whom the fief was renamed 

until the French Revolution). It is located on a high spur overlooking 

the Var. The ridge was crowned by a castle which gave the settlement 

its name, which is now the site of the cemetery, with the church next 

to it. The houses cluster on the adret at the foot of the castle butte 

and on the ridge to the west of the castle. 

The commune of Aurent was attached to that of Castellet-les-

Sausses in 1961. The village, now essentially without permanent in

habitants, can only be reached by an almost impassable dirt road and I 

was not able to visit it. I am told it is made up of a loose cluster 

of houses and that there is no evidence of fortification. Feiraud 
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(18̂ 9:316) derives its name from the Latin horrendum ('horrible') and 

describes it as cut off by heavy snows in winter and wedged in between 

four very high boulders. 

Sausses (Ss) (whose name comes from the presence of salty 

springs nearby) is located just north of le Castellet on a low slope 

overlooking a small tributary of the Var. It has retained a certain 

compactness, but has no special fortified elements. A large cubic 

stuccoed house on the top of the village may be what is left of the 

castle. 

Daluis (Da) is usually included in the upper Var because it 

became a part of the comte de Nice in 1760 along with Guillaumes, pro

viding political unity, if nothing else to this fragmented area. I 

feel it belongs more properly with Sausses and le Castellet, primarily 

because the narrow gorges of Daluis separate it quite effectively from 

the upper Var. 

Daluis bears some resemblance to le Castellet, although it does 

not stand quite so high above the valley floor. The houses are clus

tered on the slope of the rise and ugly modern concrete retaining walls 

have been erected to reduce erosion. The summit of the rise is a rocky 

platform, it displays the base of a small round tower and, a little 

west of it, a circular rocky depression that could have been the base 

of another tower, containing a cistern. To the west of these is a 

high section with church and cemetery, built on a platform with old 

delapidated retaining walls. These are remains of a castle that, in 

the l8th century, was deemed an excellent position for defending the 

valley. Canestrier (195̂ b) tells us it was ruined in the feudal wars 
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of the l̂ th century, restored in the 15th century and damaged again in 

1793. St-Leger, across the Var from Daluis, had once been a part of 

this fief, as were la Croix and Auvare which are said to have sprang 

as hamlets of Daluis. 

Va'ire. This includes villages on the Vaire itself and on its 

tributaries, the Coulomp (with Aurent, see above, at the head of its 

valley) and the Bernarde. 

St-Benoit (SB) is a small hilltop castrum perched atop a loaf-

shaped butte just off the course of the Va'ire near its mouth. It was 

always a very poor community, and shows no evidence of fortification 

apart from its compactness. 

A little higher above the deep canyon of the Coulomp is the 

village of Braux (Bx). Although its territory is adjacent to that of 

St-Benoit, Braux has always been quite well off and characterized by 

the somewhat nomadic exploitation patterns of its inhabitants (p. 118). 

There are many residences scattered over the township territory, but 

the castrum has remained the base of operations. It is located on a 

slope and is of generally semi-circular shape. The suburban, or ware

house, district has expanded in linear fashion along the main access 

road. 

On a small tributary of the Vaire, the Bernarde, is the village 

of Ubraye (Ub) which might belong more properly with those of the Vail 

de Chalvagne, since the environment is very similar as is the dispersed 

settlement pattern. The castrum of Ubraye is clustered on a ridge 

above the valley floor with no evidence of fortification. 
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Annot (An) is the major center for this valley system; it is a 

bourgade, located at the confluence of the Vaire and Coulomp. It is a 

roughly semi-circular town, built on a low slope above the river; it is 

quite well fortified, surrounded by a curtain, crowned by a church with 

crenellated steeple, and, outside and above the compound, the remains 

of the castle (Fig. 14). The ruins of an earlier settlement can be 

seen on the other side of the Coulomp. Annot is built in sandstone 

country, where huge boulders dot the slopes and some of the houses and 

other structures have been built against them, as in rock shelters. 

Further upstream is the village of le Fugeret (IF), built in 

very much the same situation as Annot, although it does not have the 

fortifications of the larger bourgade, but has retained the compact 

arrangement of its dwellings. It has several hamlets, the most impor

tant of which is Argenton, a loose cluster of houses high over the 

Coulomp valley, almost directly across from Braux. 

Meailles (Me) is stretched along the edge of a plateau that 

borders the north bank of the Vaire. Although the houses cluster 

tightly within its elongated shape, there is no trace of fortification. 

At the head of the valley is Peyresq (Py), again a cluster of 

houses, with no real fortifications. At the highest point is a plat

form of dressed stones which may be the remains of a castle. Built 

against the adret of the pass that separates the Vaire valley from that 

of the Verdon, are the loosely clustered houses of the tiny village of 

la Colle-St-Michel (CSM) whose territory was recently joined with that 

of Peyresq which is now used only by vacationers and as a children1s 

camp. 
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The Upper Valleys 

These valleys are far more reminiscent of the alpine landscape 

than the craggier prealpine valleys of the maritime alps. They are 

glacial in origin and more open, grassier and greener. The narrow ter

races are replaced by small fields, irregular in shape and bound by 

large rockpiles. 

Val de Lantosque. The upper Vesubie is a much richer valley 

than is usually found in the area; it is a wide, sun-drenched glacial 

valley surrounded on all sides by high mountain peaks. It contains six 

communes, all quite close together. Lantosque (La), which gives its 

name to the valley, sits tightly on its little butte in the middle of 

the river bed where it blocks the passage at the southern end of the 

valley. There are a number of hamlets, including Loda (see p. 275)« 

and some military barracks built in connection with 20th century wars. 

LaBollene-V̂ subie (BV) and Belvedere (Bl) are perched high on 

the east bank, Venanson (Ve) on the west, while the valley floor com

munities lie compact, St-Martin-Vesubie (SMV) (formerly St-Martin-

Lantosque) at the head of the main valley, the former village of 

Roquebilliere (R) at the foot of Belvedere (whose clay deposits en

gulfed Roquebilliere in the 1926 landslide) and the modern one, laid 

out in a regular grid pattern, just on the other side of the river. 

Venanson is by far the smallest of the castra. Very little evidence 

of fortification remains in this valley except for portions of the 

outer wall of the old village of Roquebilliere and a gate at St-Martin. 



^77 

Valdeblore. The three-village township of Valdeblore (VB) 

seems like a sort of transition from the Italianate upper V̂ subie to 

the Tinee and Var valleys. The original castrum was St-Dalmas-du-Plan 

(5DVB), still enclosed almost entirely in its ramparts* with gates and 

posterns, and its old church outside the walls, sitting in the middle 

of its richly agricultural basin. The satellite village of la Bolline 

(lBo) and la Roche (LRo), originally barn districts, are very close to

gether at the western end of the Valdeblore, their chapel outside the 

compound at equal distance between them. 

Upper Tinee. This is an elongated valley which includes three 

very large communes. Isola (I) is close enough to the river to have 

been forced to move on occasion when the Tinee flooded the houses. An 

old steeple a little outside of town represents the last trace of an 

earlier settlement. Although the village is compact, it has nothing 

fortified in it. Considerably upstream, St-Etienne-de-Tin̂ e (SE) is a 

large community built on a knoll. There are no traces of fortification 

and most of the village was destroyed by fire at the end of the 16th 

century (see p. 398), so that the present layout is much looser, al

though some old houses do remain (Musso 1907)• St-Etienne has a number 

of hamlets, some known for their painted chapels, like Auron, now a 

popular ski resort. Roya, near the territory of Beuil, is a loose clus

ter of alpine-type barns and houses near which is a larger farm complex 

believed to have belonged to the Achiardi family, Lords of l'Alpe de 

P̂ one, a fief of the Grimaldis of Beuil. 
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St-Dalma6-le-Selvage (SDS) is a compact settlement almost on 

the valley floor, away from the main course of the upper Tin/e. It has 

several hamlets two of which, le Pra and Bousi£yas, were occupied the 

year round until very recently. Bousî yas is the highest permanent 

habitation site in the Alpes-Maritimes. The dead of this hamlet were 

buried in a charnel-house because the ground was too hard in winter 

for proper individual graves to be dug (Cessole 1898). 

Upper Cians. Although Beuil and Peone are actually on two dif

ferent river systems, their history i6 very closely tied not only to 

each other but to the fate of the Grimaldis of Beuil. Beuil (B) crowns 

a hill in the midst of the circular basin from which the Cians flows 

into its narrow canyon toward the Var. The land is green and grassy 

and the valley very open. The castrum has the appearance of a loose 

perched village. There is no evidence of fortification, although the 

remains of the castle, razed to the ground by the men of the Duke of 

Savoy in 1621 can be guessed at on the highest point of the village; 

its stones were used to erect a chapel. 

P£one (P) presents and extraordinary appearance, built among 

the dolomites that bound the Tu£bi river, a tributary of the Var at 

Guillaumes. Although the village is literally on the valley floor, 

its houses are very tall and its general appearance is more formidable 

than the meagre remains of fortification would indicate. 

Upper Var. The area includes the bourgade of Guillaumes, Sauze 

across the river from it, and the four villages of the Val d'Entraunes. 

Much of the upper Var presents one of the bleakest and most barren 
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landscapes in all the Var valley system. In sharp contrast to the 

grassy and often colorful character of most of the upper valleys* the 

Val d'Entraunes suffers greatly from erosion, exposing wide areas of 

terres noires, barren expanses of black badlands with almost no vege

tation. Still, it is a fairly popular resort area for both summer and 

winter vacationers, and on a major route to the alpine resorts of the 

Dauphine. 

Guillaumes (G) has been briefly described in the text (pp. 296-

300, and Figure 28). It is located on the valley floor, where it was 

quite vulnerable to flooding of both the Var and the Tu£bi, and is 

dominated by the imposing ruins of its castle. 

Sauze (Sz) is a small village very high above the river bed, a 

cluster of houses at the foot of a small rise on which stood a castle 

that belonged to the Grimaldis of Beuil. Much of the population of 

Sauze, as of all the other communities here, is scattered in small ham

lets and groups of farmsteads. The importance of its castle lay in the 

fact that it overlooked the castle of Guillaumes, in Provence. 

It is said that the Val d'Entraunes was once a single commune. 

Chateauneuf d'Entraunes (CE) is a rather tight concentration of houses 

arranged along concentric streets. There are no traces of a castle, 

although historical accounts tell us of the capture, probably by 

treason, of the fortress during the war of the Holy League (see p. 398), 

and, of course, the name of the community strongly suggests that it was 

built around a castle. Chateauneuf is located on a high plateau over

looking the Var and in full view of Sauze, and some of the northernmost 

hamlets of Guillaumes, again, the only Provencal community around. 



480 

The three remaining villages all have their chefs-lieux near 

the river. Villeneuve d'Entraunes (VE) today is actually made up of 

three clusters of houses. It was originally on a ridge that dominates 

the present site and where a few vestiges of the castle can be seen* 

although it was already in ruins in the 15th century. 

St-Martin d'Entraunes (SME), also referred to simply as St-

Martinet, and Entraunes (En) are fairly compact, built on knolls on 

the river's edge. Neither shows any sign of fortification, although 

toponymy and tradition point to both having had castles, at least until 

the end of the l6th century. There are severed hamlets, some along the 

river, others higher up in the mountains. Entraunes is believed to 

have had a commandry of the Templars, and ruins at the lieu-dit of les 

GourrSes are variously attributed to the Order of the Temple or to the 

Hospitallers. As we have seen in the text (p. 333)» the Val d'Entraunes 

enjoyed considerable municipal freedom as early as the 13th century, 

and it can be assumed that reports of the iron hand of the Templars on 

the local villagers are very exaggerated. 

The variables of location of the villages of the Var valley 

system are summarized in Table B-l. 



Table B-l. Variables of location of the perched villages of the Var valley system. 

Abbreviations: 
Location of Castrum refers to the type of topographic feature on which the village 
is located. 

Shape of Castrum refers to the type of two-dimensional layout of the village. 
Density of Castrum refers to the compactness of settlement: T = very compact; 
C = loosely clustered; f> = scattered settlement in the entire commune. 

Relative Altitude of Castrum: L = low; M = moderate; H = high (see p. 156). 
Absolute Altitude of Castrum refers to the average altitude of the residential 
village in meters above mean sea level (see p. 156). 

Surface Area of the Commune is expressed in hectares (from Baratier et al. 1969). 
Castle refers to its presence in a village and to its present condition: R = in 
ruins; D = presently inhabited, converted into housing; C = church or cemetery at 
the former location of the castle; ? = means that there are references to the 
castle, but its remains have not necessarily been identified. In this table, unless 
it is otherwise specified, the castle is found at the highest point within the 
village confines and contiguous with the outer wall. Bourgade refers to the con
figuration associated with more important villages (see p. 155)• 

Notes: 
(1) The name la Gaude as it is used here refers to the site presently known as the 
Chateau de la Gaude, where the Medieval village is believed to have originally been 
located (Boniffacy 1912). 
(2) St-Martin-du-Var, a modern valley floor commune founded in the last century, was 
built around an overgrown hamlet of la Roquette-sur-Var, and is not included in this 
table as a separate entity. 
(3) The castrum of Tournefort has been abandoned for a few decades, but the site is 
not completely in ruins as yet and the church was being restored in 197̂ • 
(k) The present village of Malaussene is dominated by the ruins of an older one, 
long deserted, known as Malaussene-d'en-Haut. 
(5) The village of Roquebilliere was destroyed in a landslide in 1926 and was subse
quently relocated along the Vesubie River. The figures in this table refer to the 
older site. 
(The abbreviations of the village names given in this chart are the same used in this 
Appendix (Appendix B) and in the maps of the Var valley system) oo 



Table B-1 continued. Perched villages of the Var valley system. 

Rel. Abs. 
Location Shape Dens. Alt. Alt. 

Lower Valleys 
Lower Var 
SLV slope trap. T M 15m 
1G (1) butte (round?) (T) M 265 
SJ slope oval T M k30 
Gt spur round T H 260 
C spur trap. T M 375 
IB spur oval T M 465 
Gi saddle eight T M 500 
Bn spur round+ T M <•85 
RV (2) spur elong. T M 380 
SB1 butte — S M 325 
A spur round T H 530 

ower V̂ subie 
L hillock trap. T M 650 
D slope — C M 7̂5 
U butte round+ T H 822 
Lu knoll oval T M 635 

ower Est£ron 
Bz spur oval T H 900 
By ridge elong. C M 635 
lesF slope trap. T M 620 
Cg slope trap. T M 650 
RG slope oval T M 325 
RP vail. fl. elong. T L 325 
S saddle semi-c T M 625 
Ai slope oval T M 625 
1M saddle oval T M 900 

Commune 
Surface 
Area (ha) Castle 

lOllha ? 
1383 R 

983 D 
1512 D 
1865 ? 
1018 R 
672 C 
966 D 
803 R (outside village) 
2382 R 

2985 R 
1610 (ruins at Roccasparviera) 
5128 R 
5̂  R 

1350 R 
1229 
1339 
12̂ 5 
1550 R (bourgade?) 
651 
562 R 
1535 
3215 R 



Table B-l continued. Perched villages of the Var valley system 

Middle Mountains 
Mont Vial 
Re 
TR 
T 
Pf 
As 
Cb 

Val de Chanan 
SAn 
IP 
Sa 
SP 
1R 
Am 

Val de Chalvagne 
CC 
V 
Mo 

Upper Esteron 
Co 
leeM 
Oa 
B<? 
SA 
So 

Rel. Abe. 
Location Shape Dens. Alt, Alt, 

spur elong. T M 84o 
spur elong. T M 900 
spur oval+ T M 960 
butte eight T H 618 
ridge elong. T M 1140 
saddle eight T M 540 

hillock elong. C M 840 
butte oval T M 840 
hillock oval T M 760 
hillock elong. C M 800 
ridge elong. T H 925 
slope —• C M 850 

basin S L 860 
slope oval S M 1050 
ridge (elong?) S M 950 

knoll oval T M 640 
saddle semi-c. C H 775 
vail. fl. elong. T L 750 
saddle oval T M 1000 
slope trap T M 1050 
basin oval T L 1100 

Commune 
Surface 
Area (ha) Castle 

974 
1497 R 
2164 C 
2228 R 
1777 R 
2309 R 

644 C 
1878 D 
960 
562 ? (ruins at older site) 
1880 R 
1295 

5̂7 D (isolated) 
1479 D (isolated) 
1330 R 

1079 ? 
1452 ? 
1557 
2432 R 8c D (two castles) 
4254 R (bourgade) 
3453 D 



Table 8-1 continued. Perched villages of the Var valley system 

Rel. Abs. 
Location Shape Dens. Alt. Alt* 

Middle Valleys 
Lower Tin6e 
Tf (3) spur oval (T) H 630 
IT spur oval+ T H 600 
Ba ridge elong. T H 850 
CI spur oval T M 650 
Mr ridge elong. T H 580 
11 ridge elong. T H 1198 
Rm saddle semi-c. T H 1016 
SST vail. fl. semi-c. T L 1+96 
Rr slope concave T M 1089 
Rb slope elong. T H 131̂  

3wer Cians 
Th ridge elong. T H 1026 
Li spur oval C H 885 
Rg saddle oval T M 650 
PI knoll elong. T M 1050 

Dudoule 
PR knoll oval T L 725 
Au slope semi-c. T 11 1150 
IX ridge elong. T M 880 
SL slope — C M 1050 

Commune 
Surface 
Area (ha) Castle 

1013 R 
3670 ? 
152̂  D 
3771 
1̂ 72 D 
2̂ 95 R 
1200 (now a modern fort) 
3195 ? (bourgade?) 
b065 R 
2676 R 

2223 R 
13̂  
3253 R 
3131 R 

22«t6 D 
1828 ? 
3006 R 
6̂0 



Table B-1 continued. Perched villages of the Var valley system 

Rel. Abs. 
Location Shape Dens. Alt. Alt. 

Middle Var 
Ml ( k )  spur oval T M 375 
M spur oval T M k30 
W spur oval T M M5 
TV slope oval T H 380 
PT vail. fl. trap. T L kio 

Gueydan-Var 
E vail. fl. trap. T L 500 
CS butte oval T H 825 
Ss spur trap. T M 720 
Da butte oval T H 780 

Valre 
SB butte round T H 725 
Bx slope oval+ T M 950 
Ub saddle oval T M 1000 
An vail. fl. oval T L 700 
IF vail, fl. oval T L 850 
M6 bluff elong. T H 1000 
CSM pass trap. C M 1̂ 50 
Py spur oval T M 1525 

Ppper Valleys 
Upper Vesubie 
La knoll oval T M V75 
BV butte oval T H 700 
R (5) vail. fl. (oval) (T) L 600 
B1 slope trap. T M 850 
Ve spur elong. T H 116** 
SMV vail. fl. oval T L 96k 

Commune 
Surface 
Area (ha) Castle 

19̂ 8 R (old village) 
1213 R 
2527 R&D (two castles) 
1̂ 97 R 
2164 R (bourgade) 

5078 R (bourgade) 
2325 R 
1568 R 
b002 R 

2103 
1167 
3566 ? 
2980 R (bourgade) 
2838 -
327̂  

588 
2985 R 

5̂15 
3553 
2592 
h&l 
1798 
9670 



Table B-1 continued. Perched villages of the Var valley system 

Location Shape Dena. 
Rel. 
Alt. 

Abs. 
Alt. 

Commune 
Surface 
Area (ha) Castle 

Valdeblore 
SD basin oval T L 1280 -

IRo slope semi~c. T M 1100 9415 -

lBo slope elong. T M 995 -

Upper Tinee 
9798 I vail. fl. semi-c. T L 860 9798 -

SE knoll oval-. T L 1145 17835 -

SDS vail. fl. oval T L 1500 8122 -

Upper Cians 
B hillock oval T H 1̂ 00 7564 R 
P vail. fl. oval T L 1180 4859 R 

Upper Var 
G vail. fl. trap. T L 790 8709 R (bourgade) 
Sz spur trap. C M 1350 2778 R 
CE slope trap. T M 1293 2922 ? 
VE slope — C L 950 2824 R 
SHE! knoll oval T M 1047 4oo4 ? 
En knoll oval T M 1260 8145 ? 



APPENDIX C 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The Sources 

Because of the difficulties inherent in deeding with primary 

sources, I have decided, for this preliminary effort to study the Var 

valley villages, to resort to published accounts, books and articles, 

the works of historians and scholars, professional and amateur, who 

have addressed themselves to problems in local history. I have also 

been able, in some cases, to tie up a few loose ends by personal com

munication with local archivists and historians. Unfortunately, the 

secondary sources, while presenting none of the problems of interpre

tation of original documents, are not always accurate. Serious errors 

have been perpetuated by uncritical writers slavishly copying bits of 

information taken from older works (Boniffacy 1929). I have tried as 

much as possible to verify the information I sun presenting here, but 

there is no doubt that further research would result in a number of 

alterations in the details and even in some major points of the account 

that follows. 

Historical Works 

Because the comte de Nice was only marginal to the more impor

tant states that surrounded it, this area is scantily mentioned in 

histories of Provence, of Liguria, or of the southern Alps. It is 

k?>7 
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therefore necessary to look for information on the Var valley system, 

including the Provencal villages, in works specifically devoted to the 

history of the comte de Nice (e.g., M. Bordes 1976; Compan 1973; 

Latouche 1931). 

The first true historian of the comte was Pierre Gioffredo 

(1629-1692), abbot of the monastery of St-Pons. According to modern 

archivists, his only errors are in interpretation, but the facts he 

gleaned from documents, many of which are lost today, are all extremely 

trustworthy. His works, the mediocre Nicaea Civitas (translated into 

French from the Latin in the early part of the 20th century and pub

lished in Nice historique by the Academia Nissarda) and the Corografia 

e Storia delle Alpi Marittime (Gioffredo 1839; written in Italian, 

not published until 1839 in Turin), form the basis for all subsequent 

historical accounts. 

No particularly distinguished histories of the area were 

written in the l8th century, but the 19th century saw the rise of true 

scholarly works, of history and geography, as well as of propaganda 

literature. Baron Louis Durante is the best known of these historians, 

and the most maligned. He based much of the account of his three-

volume history on Gioffredo (Durante l823-210, but also added some 

juicy events and details, sometimes without references and, as often, 

referring to very specific documents which probably never existed. He 

is actually accused of having invented evidence, but since he is the 

only source on certain points, there is no choice but to quote him at 

times, with the qualification: "Durante says. ..." 
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A number of other 19th century authors are quoted here, but 

foremost among them is Count Cais de Pierlas, whose systematic culling 

of documents laid the foundation for all serious histories of Provence 

written since then. His work in establishing early feudal genealogies, 

analyzing abbey and church charters, and writing medieval social his

tory have become classics. 

At the time of the annexation of the comte in i860, there 

appeared a number of hastily written histories emphasizing the Gallic 

rather than Italian affinities of the region. These are, for the most 

part, hardly more than crude compilations of half-digested data and are 

utterly worthless except to document contemporary attitudes. By the 

end of the century, however, the Society of Science, Letters and Arts 

of the Alpes-Maritimes began the systematic publication of scholarly 

articles and longer works on history and culture of the region. 

With the 20th century and the foundation of the Academia 

Nissarda and its journal, Nice historique, in 1898, the number of 

authors has become too great to be listed here. Among the most promi

nent, are archivists, such as Georges Doublet and Robert Latouche; 

Paul Canestrier, whose work is very uneven, ranging from the most me

ticulous to sloppily compiled popular texts; Joseph-Antoine Durbec, a 

medievalist whose excellent work covers a variety of topics but who is 

best known for his definitive contributions to understanding the role 

of the Templars in the Alpes-Maritiraes; Ernest Hildesheimer, the pres

ent departmental archivist; Charles-Alexandre Fighie'ra, curator of the 

MusSe Massena in Nice; Henri Costamagna and Maurice Bordes, whose 

interests lie in the direction of the rural sociology of the comte in 
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the l8th century, and, finally, Andre Compan and his involvement with 

the preservation of the language and cultviral heritage of the region 

of Nice, to mention only a few. 

In recent years, a number of other specialized publications 

have appeared, including the Annals of the Scientific and Literary 

Society of Cannes and the Arrondissement of Grasse, 'Lou Cubersel que 

Buie1 (local to the Tinee valley), 'Lou Ficanas' (published by the 

municipality of Coaraze), and 'Lou Sourgentin' (a bilingual, bi-monthly 

journal). The result is a wide assortment of information, all of which 

is invaluable to the historian, folklorist and archaeologist alike. 

Primary Sources 

The only original documents I used directly are recent, from 

the time of the War of the League of Augsburg (last decade of the 17th 

century) and after. They come from the Archives Nationales in Paris 

(Carton M6̂ 5) and the Archives of the Genie Militaire, at the Castle 

of Vincennes, on the outskirts of Paris. These include plans for the 

fortification of, and annual reports on, a number of forts from the 

time of Vauban to the last century. The l8th century documents from 

the Archives Nationales deal with strategy in case of war with the 

Duke of Savoy — or, after 1720, the King of Sardinia. The unfortunate 

sovereign of the comte de Nice was obviously not held in high esteem 

by the l8th century military strategists of France. These reports con

sider the comte an easy take, with no truly strong defensive positions, 

except for Nice itself (until 1706 when its fortress was destroyed), 

and a few other sites. 
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Going back in time, I have also had access to some drawings, 

mostly from the l6th century, from the archives of Turin, collected 

in the form of photographs of the documents at the Departmental 

Archives of the Alpes-Maritimes, and called collectively the 'Plans 

de Turin.' Most of these are drawings of the main fortresses of France 

and particularly of Savoy at the time of the conflict in France between 

the Royalist party and the dissident Catholic League. Most interesting 

in this collection are the drawings of Entrevaux (Fig. 2k), a view of 

Gourdon and le Bar-sur-Loup (two villages north of Grasse), as well as 

of sieges of Antibes and of Mons (a village on the edge of the Plain 

of Grasse and the Prealpine zone) and a project for the strengthening 

of Cannes. There are also plans for the renovation of the fortifica

tions of Puget-Theniers, mentioned earlier (pp. 285-86). Also in the 

16th century, an important civic figure, Jean Badat, who played a sig

nificant role in the events of the time, has left a diary, written in 

local dialect between 1516 and 1567, in which he vividly describes 

them (Compan 1973*1; Latouche 1931)* 

The analysis of medieval documents, however, requires special 

skills. Most of these papers are church and monastic charters, lists 

of possessions, inventories of feudal rights, inquests into litiga

tions. In addition, there are a few chronicles and diaries, and some 

letters, generally official in nature. But the sort of information 

that is most useful to the study undertaken here, is only hinted at 

and rarely made explicit. 

Most medieval documents were written in Latin, or at least in 

a form of Latin that underwent transformations in the Dark Ages and 
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high Middle Ages. After the 12th and 13th centuries, however, at the 

sane time as the vernacular languages, more or less mingled with Latin 

words, emerged in written form, Latin regained some of its classic 

structure. The minutes of town meetings could be and were taken down 

in Latin, Provencal, Nissard, French or Italian, or in any combination 

of these. Even after 1562, when the Duke of Savoy forbad the use of 

any language but Italian among the people of the comte, the law could 

not be fully enforced. 

In addition to the difficulties of dealing with documents 

written in old, or localized dialects, the script in which they were 

written can be difficult to decipher. Throughout most of the Middle 

Ages, it was highly formalized, with standard letters and abbreviations. 

By the l*+th and 15th centuries, however, there was greater variability 

and less care taken in the writing itself, up to the 16th century when, 

according to C.-A. Fighî ra (personal communication 197̂ )» it became 

almost illegible to all but the specialists. In the 17th and l8th 

centuries, the problems are lessened by the fact that the language was 

very close to the present French (or Italian), and the letters were 

more carefully drawn and their form more familiar to the modern eye. 

With the Modern Period, the l6th century and after, progress 

reports and other documents relating to specific problems (military or 

other), personal correspondence, diaries, and a whole new range of 

documents flesh out the historical record. This is why there are so 

many more details known about preparations for war, sieges, etc., at 

this time than in the Middle Ages. 
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In the l8th century, travel accounts (such as Smolett's) became 

popular, adding information of archaeological interest by describing 

towns, villages and countrysides as they were some 200 years ago, as 

well as providing some ethnographic data. But, unfortunately, for the 

study of rural sociology and historical archaeology, "the majority of 

the population,involved in the cares of pastoral life, were neglected 

in the reports of the chroniclers who were more interested in the 

glories of court life" (Hildesheimer 19̂ 8:11), thereby leaving great 

gaps in the record. 

The Grimaldis of Beuil (1515-1621) 

The history of the comttf de Nice is regularly punctuated with 

references to the family of the Grimaldis of Beuil, lords of a remote 

mountain village that has recently gained popularity as a winter and 

summer recort. These lords were extremely powerful from the l'+th to 

the early 15th centuries, and their history illustrates the development 

of feudalism in the area, as well as of warfare and defense since they 

participated in a great many military engagements. It also makes 

"rattling good history." 

The original family of the barons of Beuil was probably con

nected to the founding lines of the viscounts of Nice and was, in all 

likelihood, a branch of the Thorame family (Thorame-Haute and Thorame-

Basse are villages in the upper Verdon valley). Few of their names 

have come down to us, but the last of these barons of Beuil was 

Guillaume Postaing, whose demise at the hands of his subjects has be

come an integral part of the folklore of the comte. (Guillaume 
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Rostaing is a confusing name since it recurs again said again among mem

bers of the family over several centuries. The Provencal, families 

that held fiefs in eastern Provence before the Dedition were related 

to the Rostaings of the viscountal family of Nice.) 

Gioffredo tells us that Guillaume Rostaing had a daughter, 

Astruga, who, in 1315» the year of her father's death, married Andarone 

Grimaldi. The Grimaldis, a powerful Guelph family from Genoa, had been 

thrown out of their home city the early part of the l4th century, and 

some had settled on the coast of eastern Provence, in Monaco, Antibes, 

and Cagnes. Most of the historical accounts, taken from Gioffredo, 

tell us that the marriage was not a particularly happy one; Astruga 

preferred to live in her favorite castle of Thiery, where her ancestors 

were buried, and Andaron died a broken man, in the prime of his life, 

probably in 13̂ 3 • 

Astruga also undertook to expand her dominions. She bought the 

fief of Ilonse, adjacent to ber barony, from a member of the Glandevez 

family and, despite a bloody uprising by the people of that village, 

was able to make it a permanent addition to her demesne. As her de

scendants were to do frequently after her, she relied first on her own 

authority and power, but resorted to the sanction of the suzerain to 

support her position. 

There were several children born of the union of Astruga and 

Andaron, and the two elder sons were named after their grandfathers, 

Guillaume Rostaing and Barnaba (Andaron's father). They seem to have 

been no better than robber barons, or, at best, racketeers. The most 

notorious of their actions occurred when Francois Ca'is, a lawyer from 
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Nice, had bought part of the fief of Roure adjoining the Grimaldis' 

holdings, in 13**0« When Cais refused to pay homage to the Baron of 

Beuil, it was decided he should be punished. The lands of Roure were 

mercilessly ravaged until Bertrand Ca'is, Francois' son, ambushed Bar-

naba Grimaldi, stabbed him and left him for dead. Barnaba, however, 

recovered from his wounds and, gathering together his vassals, laid 

siege to and captured the castle of Roure. The unfortunate Bertrand 

had his right hand lopped off and his eyes put out; shortly thereafter 

he died of his wounds. These events transpired under the reign of 

Queen Joan who, because she needed their support, accorded letters of 

pardon to the Grimaldi brothers on 1 August 1353« in exchange for a 

large sum of money to be collected from the villein of the Barony 

(Colletta 1975)# It is likely they committed other atrocities, before 

becoming somewhat more respectable by 1387 when Ladislas of Durazzo 

appointed Barnaba's son, Jean, Governor of Nice and eastern Provence 

(Latouche 1931s77; Sardou 1881:8-10). 

Jean and Louis Grimaldi 

By the time of the disorders following the death of Joan, the 

childless Guillaume Rostaing had died, giving his right to the barony 

to his brother Barnaba (in 1357)« whose last will and testament is 

dated 18 April 1368. Among Barnaba's sons, Jean, the eldest, and Louis 

were to play a crucial role in the history of the future comt6 de Nice. 

Latouche (1931;76) suggests that it was because the Grimaldis were so 

successful at terrorizing their neighbors and peers that the weak house 

of Durazzo had called upon Jean of Beuil to protect Nice against her 

enemies. 
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At the time, Provence was being ravaged by a number of bands of 

brigands, most notorious of whom was Raymond de Turenne. And the sene

schal of Provence, Georges de Marie, perhaps in collusion with the 

Governor of Nice, Jean Grimaldi, threatened to lay siege to Nice. It 

was then that the people felt the need for an effective protector and, 

at the urging of Jean Grimaldi, called on the Count of Savoy for help. 

During the period of civil war (roughly 138*4- to 1399), the 

Grimaldis were able to hold at bay some of the local lords who had re

mained loyal to the Angevins. These were eventually expelled when the 

Terres-Neuves de Provence were solidly in Savoyard hands, and many of 

their confiscated possessions annexed to the barony of Beuil by the 

grateful new ruling family. 

The Imprisonment of Jean and Louis (1395-1397). Although the 

border skirmishes did not stop until after 11KX), the young Count 

Amadeus VIII of Savoy and the regent, his grandmother Bonne de Bourbon, 

began to have the situation under control. The Grimaldi brothers, Jean, 

secure in his position as governor of Nice as well as worthy of the 

everlasting gratitude of the House of Savoy, and Louis, his most in

fluential advisor and newly created Lord of the Val de Massoins, became 

foolhardy, and decided to move on to new horizons. They coveted the 

coasted fortress of Monaco, which belonged to their cousins, also 

Grimaldis. They besieged and captured it, and proceeded on to Venti-

miglia which would have fallen to them had it not been for the inter

vention of Genoese forces who took them prisoner. 
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No doubt the Griraaldi brothers assumed that they would be 

quickly ransomed by their suzerain, but they had made many enemies in 

Nice, particularly among the new nobility that had come into the Terres-

Neuves with the Counts of Savoy. Chief among them was Odo de Villars, 

a Savoyard nobleman, who arranged to have the Baron of Beuil removed 

from his position of Governor of Nice, and replaced him. 

Jean and Louis rotted in jail for two years, their retainers 

were tortured, their possessions confiscated, their families and 

friends repeatedly humiliated. When finally released in 1397, they 

were barely able to sneak back to the valleys of the middle Var and the 

Cians to attempt, in vain, to reclaim what had been the greatest fief-

dom in the land (Ca'is de Pierlas l898:76ff). Some of the letters they 

sent to Savoy and Nice are still extant, written from prison and after 

they were freed to justify their demand of rehabilitation. These are 

remarkable linguistic documents, written in the local dialect, and re

vealing of the frame of mind and negotiating ability of Louis Grimaldi, 

in particular (Imbert 1933)* These letters were sent in vain, and Odo 

de Villars remained the most powerful man in Nice, and determined never 

to allow the brothers to regain their former power and prestige. As 

we shall see, however, they never stayed down long, for, although re

peatedly disgraced, they always managed to bounce back to positions of 

power and influence. 

By the end of the ikth century, the confiscated lands and 

titles had been restored, the seigniories of Beuil and of the Val de 

Massoins were intact and had even expanded, except for the permanent 

loss of Alios and of the city and castle of Puget-Th£niers. But 
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Amadeus VIII's trials with these rambunctious vassals were not over. 

After eight years of peace with the House of Savoy, in 1̂ 08, Jean and 

Louis again plotted against the Count, stirring up a rebellion in the 

lands of the Val de Massoins, which was put down in 1412 when the main 

fortresses of the area were razed. 

The Rebellion of 1*409-1412. There had been peace in the barony 

of Beuil from 1400 to 1408. A final arrangement had been signed with 

the Count of Savoy in 1̂ 03, clearing up the remaining differences be

tween him and his vassals. But, according to all authors, the Gri-

maldis began to resent the yoke of Savoyard domination. And, in 

January 1409, a revolt suddenly broke out in the Veil de Massoins, Louis 

Grimaldi's seigniory. Although the brothers, Jean and Louis Grimaldi, 

pretended not to be involved, the rebellion had been carefully planned 

with their knowledge from the start. 

When news of the disturbance came to Nice, the lieutenant-

governor, Andre de Grol€e, acting on behalf of his sovereign, the Count 

of Savoy, inarched to the scene accompanied by a judge and six armed 

men, to take the necessary measures to try and punish the more promi

nent of the dissidents. At the same time, approaches to the valley, 

including the important fortress of Ascros, were blocked, to isolate 

the rebellious villages and contain the insurrection. This done, de 

Grolee set up a guard, made up of loyal men, to watch over the Grimaldi 

fortresses. Peace was restored to the valley (Ca'is de Pierlas 1898: 

133i Magnan 1953:29-30), for a time. 
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The Grimaldis remained ostensibly aloof but, in September 1̂ 09, 

a full revolt broke out again, instigated by Angevin sympathizers. De 

Grolee had to go back and retake some of the key fortresses captured by 

the rebels. Reinforcements from Ventimiglia were also sent into the 

area. The men were instructed to destroy the crops, and particularly 

the grapes which were a major source of wealth for the middle Var vil

lages (Cais de Pierlas 1898:13̂ ; Magnan 1953*30). 

The Grimaldi brothers were asked for their assistance. Without 

actually refusing, they managed to stay out of the fray. The governor 

of Nice prepared a new offensive to regain control of the Val de 

Massoins for the Count of Savoy. A small army which grew to 170 strong 

was formed and equipped with all the types of weapons available at the 

time. Among the men brought in on this expedition were masons, thir

teen horses and many draught animals to haul artillery, wooden pieces 

for the construction of mobile towers (tours d'airproche) and siege 

machinery: catapults (bricoles), mantlets (mantelli), and traquisie(?) 

(Cais de Pierlas 1898:135-136; Magnan 1953:31). 

This trained army was placed under the leadership of the Lord 

of Gilette, who had been in charge of the occupation of the valley be

fore and was thoroughly familiar with the lay of the land. From 

October 1411 to February 1̂ 12, they fought to subdue the rebels. The 

campaign was brought to an end on February 14, 1̂ 12 (Magnan 1953:32). 

The details of these operations are not known and Cads de 

Pierlas (1898:197) states that even though some of the rebel castles 

may have been taken by storm, there is every reason to believe that 
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treason played a large part in the surrender of others. Such was the 

case with the castle at Villars, "l'Esp̂ ron," which remained in the 

hands of the insurgents after resisting the assault of the specialized 

troops and artillery (Magnan 1953:32). The assailants had to resort 

to paying a man from Malaussene to betray the fortress to its attackers 

(Cais de Pierlas 1898:136-137; Magnan 1953s32). 

The Lord of Gilette, immediately on entering the stronghold, 

raised a banner with the colors of Savoy and had his ruler's coat of 

arms painted on the village gate. He set up a guard, made up of a 

captain and eight men, in the castle. The people of the Val de 

Massoins were penalized by heavy taxation of money, food and lodging 

for the occupation forces. Such payments were difficult to collect 

and, in the midst of his subjects' discontent, Louis Grimaldi, Lord of 

Massoins, personally entered the fray. 

In May, he led a group of devoted followers to take the castle 

of Villars by surprise and they expelled the Savoyard garrison. The 

lieutenant-governor of Nice, hearing of this, sent a delegation to 

Louis Grimaldi, to persuade him to give it up. Grimaldi agreed and the 

castle was once again in Savoyard hands (Cais de Pierlas 1898:137-138) 

Magnan 1953:32-3'+) • But the supporters of the House of Savoy, real

izing that to leave intact those symbols of rebellion would be an in

vitation to revolt again, made plans in September 1412 to destroy the 

castles of the Grimaldis in the Val de Massoins. 

Since there was no doubt that the people of the valley would 

greatly resent the razing of their castles, attempts were made to pre

pare them to accept the decision of their sovereign. As a safety 
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measure six crossbowmen were added to the Savoyard garrison of Villars, 

and those of the castles of Massoins and Malauss'&ne were also rein

forced. Finally all the personnel and equipment necessary for the 

operation were sent up from Nice in great pomp on October 2*+, and, on 

October 29* the castles and ramparts of Villars, Massoins and Malaus-

sfene were destroyed. The rebellion had finally been crushed (Cals de 

Pierlas 1898:139; Magnan 1953*3̂ -35)• 

Soon after the revolt in the Val de Massoins was brought to an 

end, Louis Grimaldi was able to wangle his way back into the good graces 

of the young, but not so impressionable Amadeus VIII. In 1̂ 13• he was 

sent to Emperor Sigismond*s court; in 1̂ 15* to the Council of Con

stance; in 1418, he represented Savoy in negotiations with the Angevins 

of Provence, with whom he had been accused of plotting the overthrow of 

the Count of Savoy only ten years earlier. Finally, in 1̂ 22, his fief-

dom was restored to him in its entirety. Throughout all of his 

troubles, the people of the Val de Massoins had apparently remained 

loyal to Louis and rather hostile to the government of the House of 

Savoy (e.g., Magnan 19535 36). 

Louis Grimaldi continued to work in behalf of Amadeus VIII, 

Duke of Savoy since l4l6, even interposing himself between the govern

ment and his people, who, in 1̂ 29$ after a year of plague, fought 

against what they considered to be excessive taxation (Magnan 1953s36). 

And, again in 1̂ 30, he quelled disturbances in his demesne. But, two 

years later, even he could no longer hold them back, and the spirit of 

revolt spread to the city of Nice in the troubled year of 1432. 
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Louis Grimaldi died in Nice in 1435 and his funeral was marked 

by a curious incident which harks back to the darker days in the his

tory of the family. Francois Cais, descended from the family so bru

tally mistreated by Louis' father Barnaba over ownership of the fief of 

Roure, broke into the church where lay the body of his traditional 

enemy, Louis Grimaldi, to disrupt the ceremony, overturning the casket 

and even attacking priests and mourners. Civil disturbances followed 

in the rest of the city, of course (Ca'is de Pierlas 1898:174). 

Louis died childless, and his elder brother, Jean, who had in

herited title to the barony of Beuil, lived on at least until lM*2. 

Magnan (1953:37) describes the end of his life as peaceful, shielded 

from the political limelight, containing the seeds of rebellion, sown 

less and less frequently as the House of Savoy became more popularly 

accepted through its strong and wise administration. It is generally 

believed that Jean was the more forceful and stronger of the two 

brothers, while Louis was more clever. Magnan (1953!36-37) described 

Jean, the Baron of Beuil, as a shrewd schemer who was cunning and 

astute and more able to contain his ambitions when it suited hi6 pur

pose. 

Jean's son and successor, Pierre, who had been Lord of Levens 

until his father's death, refused to render homage to the Duke who con

fiscated his lands (Magnan 1953:38). In 1461, he was pardoned and his 

lands restituted, but he died two years later. Pierre left several 

sons: Jacques, Lord of Massoins and heir to the barony, who was named 

governor of Nice in 1461; Louis who founded the lineage of the 
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Grimaldis of Levens lasting until the French Revolution, said Guillaume 

who became prior of the abbey of St-Pons in 1̂ 63. 

Defiance of the Duke of Savoy (1508-15**3) 

If Jacques Grimaldi was a loyal vassal of the Duke of Savoy, 

both of his sons were implicated in shady and treasonous dealings. 

Georges, the eldest, soon after his accession, intrigued with the 

French to gain independence from Savoy. In this he conspired with his 

cousin, Jean de Levens, and, when they refused to pay homage to their 

liege lord, proceedings were instituted against them. But, in January 

1508, before any legal or military action could be taken, Georges 

Grimaldi de Beuil had his throat cut by his barber at the castle of 

Villars (Magnan 1953s39) or of Beuil (Sardou 1881:25). Jean de Levens* 

lands were confiscated and he was banished. 

Georges was succeeded, after some hesitation on the part of 

ducal authorities, by his brother Honor*? I, Lord of Ascros, who, in 

1501, had been held in such esteem as to have served as emissary to the 

Imperial court to negotiate the marriage of Duke Philibert II, the Fair, 

to Margaret of Austria. In 1518, he went to Paris on a mission in be

half of Duke Charles III; he was highly favored by the rapid succession 

of Savoyard dukes of that period (Sardou 1881:25-27). 

Unfortunately, Honor̂ 's sons Ren£, Lord of the Val de Massoins 

(title of the heir to the barony of Beuil) and Jean-Baptiste, Lord of 

Ascros, became involved in some very treasonous undertakings in 1526. 

The brothers were accused by their personal enemy, Honore des Ferres 

of plotting with the French to take Nice and hand it over to King 



50k 

Francis I. They did not deny this accusation (in all likelihood it was 

true) but, instead, pursued the Lord of les Ferres to his castle at 

Gilette which they took by storm, but only after their quarry had es

caped, disguised as a beggar (Latouche 1931:121)• They, in turn, were 

besieged in Gilette by the Governor of Nice who, after two months, was 

able to capture the fortress. Ren£ fled to the French court, Jean-

Baptiste, closer to home, to Antibes ruled by the Grimaldis of Cagnes 

(Magnan 1953;39; Sardou 1881:26). The brothers were tried for high 

treason, and Rene was hanged in effigy in Nice. From 1527 to 1529, 

their lands were held as part of the ducal demesne. But, in 1529, Ren€ 

was pardoned, his titles restored and his claim as heir to the barony 

of Beuil recognized anew. It seems likely, although not certain, that 

the same clemency was extended to his brother. The Baron himself, 

Honor£ I, was able, officially, to exculpate himself throughout. He 

died a centenarian in 1537. 

After Honor^'s death, the new Baron of Beuil, Ren6, purchased 

the fortress of Entrevaux in Provence from Erasque Gallean Doria, to 

whom it had been given by the Emperor Charles V (Sardou 1881:27). 

Rene felt he had greater autonomy with his lands astride the Franco-

Savoyard border. This acquisition angered both Duke Charles III and 

the French King Francis I and, in 15^2, the Duke of Savoy, whose 

possessions were increasingly threatened by the French, armed a puni

tive expedition against his presumptuous vassal. Once again, the 

forces of the sovereign arrived too late to carry out justice them

selves since Rene of Beuil, like his uncle Georges some years earlier, 

had already been killed by his barber, Florent de Goret, who clubbed 
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him to death one night after dinner. This sinister act took place 

either in the castle of Entrevaux (Sardou 1881:27-30) or, more likely, 

in the castle of Villars (Magnan 19535̂ 0). Ren€ was succeeded by his 

son, Honori II, who brought honor and glory to his name. 

Rene's brother, Jean-Baptiste of Ascros, was able to ferret 

out the murderer in Marseille. He brought him to justice in Villars 

and had his body exposed at the gate. Jean-Baptiste then proceeded to 

put the hinterland of Nice through one of its bloodiest episodes, 

almost single-handedly, the literature would have us believe. Sardou 

(l88l:30) describes him as a kind of condottiere, who attacked a number 

of villages and threatened them with fire unless they paid homage to 

the King of France. It is difficult to determine just exactly which 

villages he and his men did threaten and attack, burn or spare, but the 

success of his campaigns stands in contrast to the relative difficulty 

of sieges mentioned in earlier periods. 

Jean-Baptiste d1Ascros also played a part in the famous siege 

of Nice in 15̂ 3* where he acted as a go-between in attempting to nego

tiate a surrender of the fort. He was killed a year later in the 

battle of Cerisoles, having remained loyal to the French cause until 

his death (Doublet 1935 "36). 

The Countship of Beuil (1581) 

Rene's son and successor, Honore II, was one of the few Gri-

maldis of Beuil who never turned against his sovereign. In 1560, he 

was named Governor of Nice and on 26 May 1581, his barony became a 

countship, and the seigniory of the Val de Massoins was made into a 
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barony. Honorfe II was, we surmise, a fine soldier, as his son was to 

be, and he died in 1590 after a prosperous reign (Magnan 1953s**0; 

Sardou 1881:31). 

Annibal, the Last Count of 
Beuil (1556-1621) 

This brings us to the accession of the second and last Count of 

Beuil, the notorious Annibal, as enigmatic a figure as any of his an

cestors and the one who has left the strongest mark on local history 

and tradition. In 1589» while still only Baron della Valle di Massoins 

(soon shortened to de Laval), he was able to recover title to Ascros, 

la Ca'inee and Toudon, confiscated from his great uncle Jean-Baptiste. 

After his father's death, he was instrumental in keeping the French 

and Protestant forces out of the comte de Nice in the 1590s (p. 398). 

His military career was brilliant and he won many honors for 

himself. In 1591, like his father and so many of his ancestors, he 

was named Governor of Nice. 

The friction between the Duke and his most powerful vassal in 

the comte did not surface until an incident in October 1613. A public 

official of Nice had made himself very unpopular with the people of 

the city. One night a charivari was organized in which his house was 

not only serenaded with the most unharmonious noises, but broken into 

and vandalized. The Governor of Nice had done nothing to prevent this 

outrage, nor did he punish the offenders. The Duke of Savoy, Charles-

Emmanuel, furious at this slight to his appointed official, marched 

across the Alps to Nice with one thousand men to accuse the Count of 

Beuil and his son, Andre, Baron de Lavsil, of complicity in the 
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charivari. The baron had been overheard in a public place making in

sulting remarks, while inebriated, about the Duke (Sardou l88l:35-36). 

The next confrontation came in 161̂ , over the Duke's inter

ference in the private matters of the Countship of Beuil, where, since 

1353, under Joan, the barons had held complete jurisdictional autonomy 

and were required only to pay homage to their suzerain, be he Count of 

Provence or Duke of Savoy (Hildesheimer 1955)* The rest of the comt6 

received justice from the captains of the viqueries. In 1614, the 

Senate of Nice was created, a judicial authority above all the lords 

and the Governor, an obvious slap in the face of Annibal Grimaldi who 

refused to accept its authority in his demesne. His objections 

prompted Charles-Emmanuel to suggest that the Countship of Beuil be 

annexed to the ducal demesne and that the Grimaldis be given instead 

much richer lands in the Piedmont. Annibal refused, emphasizing the 

glory of his proud lineage and his strong attachment to even so humble, 

impoverished and inhospitable a land. He even offered to relinquish 

the Governorship of Nice and return to his own lands where he would be 

perfectly content to live out his days in peace if left alone. 

For a few months, the situation remained at a standstill, but 

the Duke of Savoy decided to act. He summoned the Count of Beuil and 

his son to Villefranche where he held them virtual prisoners. He then 

announced to the furious Count this intention of not releasing Andre 

de Laval, but of taking him back to Turin to be married. Annibal was 

finally forced to yield to this proposition and asked permission to 

accompany his son to witness the happy event. So Annibal and Andre 

Grimaldi were taken to Turin. Once there, Annibal was unable to 
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obtain an audience with his suzerain and, after two months, feigned 

illness and received permission to move on to Vinadio (closer to the 

comte de Nice) to convalesce. On the way, he abandoned his horse and, 

on foot, returned to the comte over the col de Fenestres, in the spring 

snow, to rejoin his wife at the sumptuous palace of Villars. 

Charles-Emmanuel let the incident go, but had many of the 

Grimaldis' servants imprisoned and humiliated, and insisted on taking 

over the fortresses of Ascros and Toudon. Before his troops were able 

to occupy these strongholds, the Count arranged to have the castle of 

Toudon emptied of all its furnishings, carried to the homes of some 

trusted villagers. Some of the objects, which included everything from 

beds and chests to weapons (pikes and muskets) and wine casks, were 

gradually transported to Villars, and others reclaimed later by offi

cers of the Count from Tourette-Revest. This secret operation of 

cleaning out the castle was not discovered until the Marquis of 

Dogliani, to whom the fief of Toudon had been awarded for his part in 

bringing about the final demise of Annibal, came to inspect his new 

possession in 1621. A complete transcript of the inquest has been pub

lished (Emanuel 1908-1909) and furnishes some fascinating linguistic 

and social data, particularly illustrating the rather intimate per

sonal relationship between the Count and some of his people. 

It was shortly after this that the Count of Beuil began nego

tiations with the Spanish ambassador in Turin. The agreement was for 

the King of Spain to protect Annibal from the Duke of Savoy, in return 

for the Count's homage and loyalty, but with the Grimaldi family re

taining complete autonomy within their territory. 
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To be doubly secure, Annibal made a similar agreement with the 

young King Louis XIII of France and his mother and regent. In this 

document, Annibal referred to himself with the more traditional title 

of baron. When the war with Spain came to an end, the Spanish monarch 

abandoned his ally, and, as Louis XIII reached his majority, he re

versed his mother's politics and sought an alliance with the House of 

Savoy, marrying his sister ChrStienne to Charles-Emmanuel's son, 

Victor-Amadeus I and, in the process, handed his erstwhile ally, Anni

bal, over to the vengeful wrath of Charles-Emmanuel who, on 2 January 

1621, obtained from the Senate of Nice the death warrant for the Count 

of Beuil. 

The Execution of Annibal 

After the decision of the Senate, Annibal Badat, of an ancient 

niqois family, was dispatched to deliver the sentence to the belea

guered Count, and a small force was sent to prevent the flight of Andre 

de Laval from Villars, but it arrived too late since the baron had 

already departed for France with his wife and mother. Badat took the 

road to Levens in order to block escape routes. He was accompanied by 

koo Swiss pikemen, 500 other soldiers, and six small pieces of artillery 

pulled by oxen and two hundred galley-slaves. The artillery had to be 

abandoned because they could not negotiate the trails past Gilette. 

Annibal fortified himself in the castle of Tourette-Revest, but 

even so, Badat's military expedition was unnecessary since the Count, 

although he could have held out for some time in the castle, surren

dered peacefully, seeing that resistance was hopeless. An eye-witness 
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account (Bar6ty 191̂ ) reports that, from Revest, the ducal army sig

naled the castle of Tourette and the Count parleyed with his assailants, 

the two camps exchanged hostages, and Annibal retired to the castle 

where the sentence was read to him. He requested and was granted two 

hours for prayer and, at his own signal, the execution took place: he 

had once defied the Duke by declaring that he would rather die at the 

hands of infidels than submit to Charles-Emmanuel's will, so two 

"Turks" (Muslims) had been brought expressly for the purpose of 

strangling him and, two hours later, his body was exposed in front of 

the whole assembly on a long pole (Barety 191*0. He was later buried 

in the church of Tourette. 

The Marquis of Dogliani, a bitter opponent of Annibal's, and 

one who benefited from his death by the acquisition of Villars, Bairols 

and Toudon, had remained in Revest, 15 minutes away, to avoid a direct 

confrontation with his victim. 

The End of the Grimaldis of Beuil 

The ancient barony of Beuil had finally been destroyed, and the 

last representative of the traditional feudal aristocracy in the comte 

de Nice broken. The communities of the Countship were enfeoffed to a 

number of loyal Savoyard followers and, despite Andre Grimaldi'6 re

peated attempts to regain the favor of Charles-Emmanuel, they remained 

so. The Baron of Laval, unlike so many of his rebellious ancestors, 

could not obtain forgiveness and restitution; the Duke no longer wanted 

the services of his family, and the principal fortresses of the Gri

maldis of Beuil were razed to the ground by 1622: Tourette, Tou£t, 
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Thiery, Tournefort, Roure, Beuil and Sauze. A chapel was erected in 

the village of Beuil with the stones of the feudal castle. 

The Baron of Laval had married, in Paris, in l6l9» a relative 

of the Dukes of Mayenne, Anne de Saulx Tavannes. Andr6 had escaped to 

France by the time of his father's execution and was hanged in effigy, 

his dummy dragged around the city of Nice on the back of a donkey dis

playing posters saying: "Andre Grimaldi, Baron of Laval, had been con

demned to the gibbet for felony, treason and lese-majesty." In 1621, 

the Duke of Mayenne sent a plea to Savoy for the pardon of his new 

protege, but it was rejected. In 1629* at the time of a conflict over 

the succession of Mantua, the due de Guise made an abortive attempt to 

overtake Nice and Andre Grimaldi likewise to retake his barony by force, 

entering the comtg at the head of the men of Annibal de Grasse, Count 

of le Bar (in the Plain of Grasse). Both attempts were unsuccessful, 

cut short by the signing of a truce (Sardou 1881:̂ 8). Finally, in 

1639* Cardinal Maurice, brother to Victor-Amadeus I, pardoned Andre, 

rehabilitated his father and ordered the official restitution of their 

possessions. But the decision was never approved by either Count 

Thomas de Carignan (Victor-Amadeus I*s other brother) or by the Queen 

Mother Chretienne de France, and the baron found it necessary to come 

to Nice in the following year. In 1641, he was given a chance to jus

tify himself and, in 16̂ 2, he tried vainly one last time to plead his 

cause with the regent Chretienne, widow of Victor-Amadeus I. Although 

the confiscation of the barony of Beuil had been revoked, that fact 

was never put into effect. 
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In 16̂ 8, Prince Maurice of Savoy granted Andre's son, Maurice 

Grimaldi, the fief of Pamparato in the Piedmont, but he kept it only a 

few months (Orestis de Castelnuovo 1912:1,101-102). A certain Annibal 

Victoire Am£d£e Grimaldi de Beuil, Marquis de Beuil, is named in a 

document from the Maurienne, in the province of Savoy, in 1697. He is 

again mentioned in 1702 and identified as a successor to the Counts of 

Beuil (Barety 191*0 • A branch of the family, which kept the name 

Grimaldi di Boglio, is said to have lived in the Piedmont into the 

19th century (Orestis de Castelnuovo 1912:1,101). 

The Lascaris of Tende (1261-1309) 

In the Middle Ages, Tende and la Brigue ~ the last two com

munes of the old comtg to be annexed to France in 19̂ 7 — were fiefs 

of the lords of Ventimiglia. Ventimiglia, an important coastal settle

ment founded by the Romans, had been ceded to Provence in 1257 but, in 

order to enforce his right to it, the Count had to draw up another 

treaty in 1262 (Cais de Pierlas 1890:17). 

In 1261, Guillaume-Pierre, lord of Ventimiglia and Tende and, 

technically vassal to Charles I of Provence, had married Eudoxia 

Lascaris, daughter of Theodore II and sister of John, Byzantine 

Emperors of Nicaea. The Emperor John Lascaris had been deposed by his 

regent, Michael Palaeologus, in 1260. It was in part with the inten

tion of posing a more realistic threat to Palaeologus' usurped empire 

in the Mediterranean that the Count of Provence, Charles I, had tried 

to make good his claim to the Kingdom of Naples. The name of Lascaris 

held so much prestige that the House of Ventimiglia adopted it and, 
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thereafter, when there were no male heirs in the family line, the name 

was passed on through the female line, thus creating a number of 

branches, such as the Grimaldi-Lascaris. 

Guillaume-Pierre Lascaris (by marriage), Lord of Tende and 

Ventimiglia, had never recognized the suzerainty of Charles I of Anjou. 

From 1272 to 1278, the lords of Tende had sided with the ghibellines 

against the guelph Angevins, and carried on a guerrilla war in the 

lands of their enemies (Hildesheimer 19̂ 8), devastating the countryside 

in the Val de Lantosque in 127̂  (Raiberti 1898:321-331; Salomone n.d.). 

In 1278, the family agreed to pay homage to Charles, but their loyalty 

lasted only until his death in 1285. At that time, the seneschal of 

Provence had to come in person to quell a revolt in the upper Roya 

valley where he captured the Lascaris' fortresses and forced them to 

sign a peace treaty in January 1286 (Hildesheimer 19̂ 8). 

They never completely submitted, however, and, although King 

Robert visited the Val de Lantosque on his way to the Piedmont in 1309 

(Musso 1907), they took advantage of his difficulties in Sicily to 

engage in sporadic raids on the Provencal villages of the upper V̂ subie. 

They burned isolated houses and barns, chased the livestock into the 

higher reaches of the valley, attacked Roquebilli&re and moved on to 

Lantosque where the local militia was able to rebuff the intruders. A 

truce was set up in 1328-29 and it was, of course, the people of the 

Roya valley, rather than the Lascaris family itself, who had to bear 

the burden of paying for the damages (Musso 1907; Raiberti 1898:325; 

Salomone n.d.). 
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In 1330* the Counts of Tende refused to allow passage of mer

chandise on the road over the col de Tende, and a new treaty had to be 

signed in 1331* It, too, was quickly broken and the Lascaris sent 

mercenaries to harass and attack Roquebilli&re, Lantosque, la Bollene 

and St-Martin repeatedly; according to Raiberti (1898:321-331)« the 

Lascaris actually would have liked to annex these communes. Some 

authors have claimed that the Lascaris of Tende may have held fiefs in 

the Vesubie valley, but to this, Raiberti (1898:336) counters the pos

sibility that, although they may have owned some parcels of land in 

St-Martin-Lantosque, they never actually had any feudal rights there. 

Why else, he argues, would local militias have been raised against the 

perpetual threat of their raids? To him "their frequent incursions 

into the Vesubie valley are obvious proof that they had no feudal right 

there, for they would not have committed such depredations in their own 

dominions"(Raiberti 1898:336). 

The lords of Ventimiglia and Tende sought, at times, the favor 

and protection of the powerful maritime republic of Genoa. In 13̂ 8, 

Guillaume-Pierre Lascaris, encouraged by the Genoese, refused to pay 

homage to Queen Joan, Countess of Provence. This led to another con

flict which, after four years, pitted the forces of Provence under the 

seneschal Raimond d'Agout against a coalition of the Lascaris and a 

number of other nobles from east of the Roya valley. A peace was 

signed on December 7» 1352 between the Lascaris and Gui Flotte, viguier 

of Sospel, with the approval of the Pope (Cals de Pierlas 1890:21; 

Hildesheimer 19̂ 8). During that period, the lands and herds of the 

Val de Lantosque had been ravaged, pillaged and burned, the villages 
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repeatedly besieged and the whole country devastated (Musso 1907:27; 

Salomone n.d.). Salomone (n.d.) adds that, in 1355i Lantosque, along 

with her other Provencal allies, was engaged in a struggle against a 

coalition of the Count of Tende, the lords of Saluces, Dolceaqua and 

Monferrat and the city of Genoa. 

At his death, Guillaume-Pierre1s sons refused again to recog

nize Joan and, in 1364, her seneschal Honore de Berre once more had to 

force them into submission. Hostilities were resumed again in 1368 but 

the coalition fell apart and the proud Lascaris were once more forced 

to pay homage to the Provencal throne in 1370. 

After 1388, the demesne of the Lascaris of Tende remained out

side the jurisdiction of the comte de Nice and Savoy, since they had 

remained loyal to the Angevin house of Provence. The Dukes of Savoy 

became even more interested in both the upper Vesubie and upper Roya 

valleys after 1423 when Amadeus VIII "inherited" the Piedmont and 

needed to use the trail through the Ve6ubie over the col de Fenestres, 

because the Lascaris had made the far more accessible col de Tende 

unsafe for travelers and merchant caravans on whom they preyed like 

bandits. The Counts of Tende kept the precious pass over Tende closed 

to most travelers and, after the Dedition, had the excuse of the 

Lascaris loyalty to the new dynasty of Angevin Counts of Provence and, 

after 1̂ 83, to the Kings of France. The slightest friction between 

Savoy and its more powerful neighbor to the west often translated 

itself into raids on the upper Vesubie valley by the men of the Las

caris of Tende. The Vesubie valley prospered throughout the 15th and 

l6th centuries under the Dukes of Savoy who spent considerable money 
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and effort in the upkeep of the important trade route as long as the 

col de Tende was closed. 

In 1^91» the French King, Charles VIII ordered the seneschal 

of Provence to forbid the Count of Tende, his silly, to annoy the 

Savoyard salt merchants (gabeliers) and muleteers from Nice on their 

way to the Piedmont, or to raise the tolls exacted from travelers. He 

needed the friendship of the Duke to allow his troops to cross Savoyard 

lands into Italy (Imbert 1938). 

The last Count of Ventimiglia and Tende, Antoine Lascaris, died 

in 1509. His successor, the Bastard of Savoy, son of Duke Philip II, 

married to Anne Lascaris in 1501, paid homage to the King of France for 

Tende, Limone and Vernante (both north of the pass, in the Piedmont) as 

well as for Villeneuve, Antibes, Cagnes said Puget-Treize-Dames (in the 

commune of St-Laurent-du-Var) in Provence. He died after his capture 

at Pavia with Francis I, in 1523 (E. Isnard 19̂ 8). 

By 15751 the Duke of Savoy was seriously considering buying the 

old comtfe of Tende and, in 1581, it became a part of the demesne of 

Duke Charles-Emmanuel. Thereafter, the route over the col de Tende, 

passable sill year round, was finally open to all traffic, causing the 

wholesale abandonment of the less practicable Pagari trail in the 

Vesubie valley and precipitating the commercial ruin of the Val de 

Lantosque. 

Hildesheimer (19^:11) concludes his review of the Lascaris of 

Ventimiglia by saying: "the lords of Tende appear to us as coarse 

(rudes) characters. Woe to merchants and travelers who ventured into 

the mountains, carrying valuable merchandise! ... eager plunderers, 
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they have left an image that is hardly reassuring." In the 13th to 

15th centuries, the Lascaris were true robber-barons, a more serious 

threat to neighboring populations than the Grimaldis of Beuil ever 

were. If the pass was open and some merchants were foolhardy enough 

to use the road, the keepers of the path were completely unpredictable 

and might very easily confiscate the goods without warning and murder 

the traders. This was simply in addition to the constant razzias on 

the fertile Vesubie valley. They frequently allied themselves with 

other small-time warlords from neighboring fiefdoms to the north and 

the east. A measure of their lack of real power is the fact that many 

times they were chased back into their strongholds in the Roya valley 

by the troops of the sovereign, and "smoked out" by the avengers from 

Provence. Only when their suzerain was distant enough not to control 

them directly did their loyalty to the Angevins become stable, but they 

continued joyfully to make a nuisance of themselves among their neigh

bors. 

The Holy League (1576-1598) 

In the midst of the bloody Wars of Religion (1562-1598) that 

tore France into pieces, the members of the Guise family of Lorraine 

emerged as leaders of the fanatic Catholic faction. In 1576, four 

years after the infamous Saint Bartholomew massacre in Paris, the fol

lowers of Henri, due de Guise (1550-1588), founded the Holy League, the 

champion of the cause of the Catholic Church. The Guises, in addition 

to finding King Henry III (157̂ -1589) "soft" on Protestantism, had 

pretensions of their own to the throne of France. 



518 

In 158̂ , it became obvious that the next in succession to the 

throne of France would be Henri de Navarre-Bourbon, a Protestant, and 

the League's mission was clear and its members turned increasingly to 

Spain for support against the heretic threat. In 1589* King Henry III 

was assassinated and Henri de Navarre became King Henry IV. Civil war 

broke out in Framee. It was at this time that the League, active in 

Provence in spite of the relatively high population of Protestants 

there (which included the lords of Vence and some of the surrounding 

communities), invited the Duke of Savoy, Charles-Emmanuel, to take over 

the government of Provence in 1589-90. The civil disorders continued, 

threatening to turn into an international conflict and struggle for the 

French throne, and, on 25 July 1593, Henry IV abjured his Calvinist 

faith, and by March 159̂ , had regained Paris. As the French people and 

their leaders came to acknowledge their king, the rug was pulled out 

from under the League which gradually petered out. But it was not 

until 1598, that Henry IV held a firm grasp on the reins of the French 

government. 

Vauban (1633-1705) 

Ŝ bastien le Prestre de Vauban (1633-1707) contributed very 

much to the improvements in the French army under Louis XIV. As a 

military engineer, he designed fortifications to consolidate the north

ern and eastern borders of the kingdom. His purpose was to create a 

line of defense to secure the boundaries and this he did by taking 

enemy forts, designing a new set of defense works so that they could 

not be retaken. In 1671, he was sent into the Piedmont to advise the 
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Duke of Savoy, Charles-Emmanuel II, on the fortification of some im

portant sites including Turin, which later proved very resistant to 

French attack. 

He not only designed fortifications but planned sieges and was 

supremely honored by the King's presence at some of these. He partici

pated in a number of military operations and, at his own request, was 

created field-marshal (marechal de France) in 1703. Unfortunately, his 

prowess in the field was not in any way comparable to his engineering 

abilities and he was soon retired from this new post. 

Vauban was a remarkable man not only for his extraordinary 

ability as a military engineer, but in his deep concern for the human 

side of life. A very prolific writer on a great variety of topics, 

including economic matters, he wrote a proposal for a completely new 

system of taxation which would have been fairer to the poor and which 

was backed up with large amounts of hard data demonstrating the prac

ticability of his plan. Unfortunately this, his last work, was not 

well received and may have cost him the favor of King Louis XIV. 

In letters on the fortification of the border of France with 

the comte de Nice, Vauban includes details that leave a strong impres

sion of his attempts to understand the area in both its geographical 

and human aspects. The later reports by his successors are usually 

dull repetitions and paraphrases wherever relevant, and betray a far 

more superficial acquaintance with the land euid considerable naivete 

about the villagers. This contrasts with Vauban* s strong interest in 

the saving of lives and the welfare of inhabitants of his fortified 

towns, proposing to compensate the townsfolk for the billeting of 
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troops. In all of his writings, Vauban's very strong personality 

emerges, providing a look at a most likable historical figure. 

The State of the Border Between Provence and 
the Comte in the 17th and 18th Centuries 

Vauban visited this border in 1682, 1692 and 1700 (Canestrier 

195̂ c:75-78) and after the occupation of the comte, in 1693, he was 

brought to Nice to inspect and draw up new plans for the citadel as 

well as for the other coastal forts. At the same time, Niquet, one of 

his subordinates, drew up the plans for fortifying the village of 

Aspremont. Vauban's plan, early in the War of the League of Augsburg, 

was to build a bronze barrier (barriere d1airain), making the border 

an impregnable fixture (Canestrier 19̂ 0b). 

In 1700, he visited what might become a defense line, cleared 

for him by the enterprising commander of Entrevaux, Monsieur de la 

Contardi&re, who suggested that Cuebris and le Broc might be useful as 

stores between Entrevaux and St-Paul on the Plain of Grasse. Vauban, 

with his usual lively prose, describes the trailB as having been made 

by the devil, and found these potential military supply depots disap

pointing at best. In the same letter (dated 19 November 1700), he 

suggests that one of the reasons making it imperative to have sin effec

tive defense system along this border is because the nature of the soil 

makes the building of make-shift roads for armies a relatively easy 

task. Vauban viewed the subjects of his inspections with an eye to 

direct attack and communications, as well as in terms of the defense 

network formed by a series of citadels which, as fortresses within a 

community, serve to protect it and the land attached to it. 
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A series of documents from the National Archives in Paris 

describe the state of the border from 1708 to 1726. The remarks show 

disdain for the military prowess of the Savoyard armies and their 

leaders, a relatively understandable position since the French were 

always able to overcome the Savoyards whether on home ground or in 

offensive expeditions. 

These reports include evaluations of the strength of fortresses 

as well as plans for offense and defense. These plans, "in case of 

war," deal with the border between the Piedmont and Dauphine as well 

as between Provence and the comte. The border with the comte is gener

ally dismissed quite summarily. A report from the interim period (171̂ -

17̂ 0) (Archives Nationales n.d., #63) claims that Savoy and the comt£ 

are easy to take, but can serve no useful end in themselves, except for 

the tribute and as winter quarters. It is assumed that the comtg can 

be taken and occupied with the greatest of ease (as it was indeed!) and 

serve as a passage for troops. It is interesting that this report 

considers only the eventuality of a war between France and Sardinia 

alone, stating explicitly that, should the King of Sardinia have the 

support of the Emperor and other allies, the situation would be en

tirely different, and place France in a more defensive position. 

A 1726 report (Archives Nationales 1726, #68) is a more de

tailed account in which the Var river is seen as the only obstacle to 

the capture of the comte. The unfortunate King of Sardinia, whose 

ambitions to become King of Lombardy and, eventually of a unified 

Italy, are duly noted, as well as the likelihood of his desire to 

exchange the miserable Island of Sardinia, a dry bone (un os k ronger)« 
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for a juicier piece of real estate, is held in low esteem by the 

authors of these reports. 

The strategy outlined in these reports is very similar in all 

of them. The underlying tactic is the capture of certain key points 

which must then be secured permanently to prevent the advance of the 

enemy, while exacting the greatest possible amount of tribute from the 

local population. Savoy is portrayed as a rich land, capable of sup

porting the French troops in high style, with plenty of grain and live

stock; the same was definitely not true of the comte de Nice. 

The third, and earliest, of these reports is dated January 3i 

1708 (Archives Nationales 1708, #23); the winter following the Savoyard 

invasion of Provence during the War of Spanish Succession. It i6 a 

most uninspired, blow-by-blow enumeration and rough description of some 

of the village fortresses of the Val de Barcelonnette and the comte, 

displaying a strange naivete and nonchalance about the nature of the 

land. 

The War of the League of Augsburg in the 
Var Valley System (16O9-1697) 

As we have seen (pp. '•02-403), although Victor-Amadeus II was 

France*s ally at the outset, he began very early to evaluate the 

feasibility of switching sides in the conflict and visited the comte 

to inspect its fortresses, the coastal ones around Nice and the for

bidding fortified village of Saorge on the upper Roya dominating the 

route des cols leading to Tende and into the Piedmont, heartland of the 

Savoyard state (Latouche 1931s1̂ 2). What this meant to the villages 
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was higher taxes to pay for this visit and for the repairs that would 

follow. 

Bueil (19̂ 9) has compiled and interpreted the financial records 

of the village of Roubion on the Tinge from 1690 to 1697 which illus

trate the effects of the war on the life of the people. We learn from 

these fiscal records that, in 1689, this village was very heavily taxed 

at the time the Duke was visiting the fortresses of Nice and Ville-

franche, St-Hospice and even Puget-Theniers (Bueil 19̂ 9). In 1690, 

Louis XIV called on his ally, Victor-Amadeus II to come to his aid 

against the forces of the League of Augsburg, reouesting three Savoyard 

regiments to aid him in Flanders. The Duke refused (Latouche 1931:1̂ 2) 

and Louis XIV then requested permission to cross Savoy on his way to 

attack the Duchy of Milan, and sent Field-Marshal Catinat to carry out 

the operation. The battle of Staffarda resulted in Victor-Amadeus* 

loss of Savoy and the Piedmont (Latouche 1931:1̂ 3; Bueil 19̂ 9)• 

French Offensive (March 1691) 

After Catinat*s victory, Nice realized that it, too, was 

threatened, particularly since Louis XIV considered the comte a part of 

his Provencal patrimony inherited from the second Angevin dynasty of 

the Counts of Provence (Canestrier 19**0a). 

The syndics of Roubion were in touch with the captain of the 

valley militia based in Clans, and with the commander of all the mili

tias of the comte, who ordered them to post sentinels and keep watch 

especially since nearby Roure was threatened by bands of marauding 

peasants from the Piedmont and soldiers from defeated armies. Roubion 
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prepared to defend itself against possible attack, purchasing arms from 

Nice (six muskets and ammunition), and the lawyer, Audoly, was named to 

command the village militia and take it to Beuil for further training. 

Orders were received to destroy all roads to the village. The final 

touch in this initial preparation for war was the reinforcement of the 

two village gates (one in the direction of Beuil, the other of Pierlas) 

by nailing on new planks (Bueil 19̂ 9:10-11). 

Early in 1691, the situation became more tense and Audoly took 

his men to Beuil, twice, for special training. They were then ordered 

to remain under arms and to await further instructions. Soon the de

tachment was called to help man the coastal fort of St-Hospice on the 

Cap-Ferrat, as Field-Marshal Catinat threatened to cross the lower Var. 

As soon as war had been declared, the French on the west bank 

of the Var captured the Savoyard outpost of Gattieres, chasing its 

militia across the river to Aspremont (Boniffacy 1912:238-239; 1929)• 

At St-Laurent, on March 12, 1691, Catinat's cavalry forded the river, 

the infantry crossing on a wooden bridge that had been hastily assem

bled at Antibes (Latouche 1931:Ikk) • Villefranche and the forts of 

Montalban and St-Hospice were taken first, and Nice surrendered imme

diately (on March 26), although the citadel continued to resist, for a 

few days, until the donjon was blown up, killing more than 500 men of 

the garrison. The defense held out a few more days, but, finally, 

badly battered, it, too, had to surrender on April 3» 1691. The castle 

of Nice had maintained its reputation for impregnability since its 

valiant resistance in 15̂ 3» and the commander refused to accept its 

defeat as purely military. The severest blows had been dealt from the 
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fort of Montalban, dominating the city and its fortress from a nearby 

height (Latouche 1951•1̂ 5-1̂ 6). 

The hinterland was not so easily tamed, however, Catinat went 

on to Brianqon in the Dauphine, from Nice, leaving the Marquis de Vins 

and the chevalier de la Fare to take over the rest of the comte. 

In April and May of 1691» Roubion braced itself for war, again 

strengthening its "portal," the gate on the trail to Beuil. The mili

tia of Roubion was joined by those of Roure and of St-Sauveur at Beuil. 

More money was paid by the Roubion treasury to finance the visits of 

Audoly to inspect the men at Beuil, as well as for repairs on the town 

drum which had burst no less than three times (Bueil 19̂ 9:11-15)• 

The conquest of the northwestern part of the comtfe was left in 

the hands of the Marquis de Vins who settled in Guillaumes, one of the 

important posts studied by Vauban, along with Entrevaux and Colmars. 

He found resistance among the villagers and particularly among those 

guerrilla fighters who have been given the name of barbets. In this 

case, they were peasants, refugees from the Piedmont and deserters who 

roamed the hills of the Tinee and Ubaye valleys harassing the French 

troops and stealing what they could from the villagers (Bueil 19̂ 9 i 

Canestrier 19̂ 0b, 19̂ 8-̂ 9, 1957). (As early as 1690, they had threat

ened Roure, but they continued making a nuisance of themselves and the 

French decided to mount a punitive expedition against them in l695» 

threatening with destruction any village that harbored the outlaws, 

both in the comte and in the Piedmont.) 

In June 1691» de Vins left Guillaumes, marched on Peone and 

Beuil, which surrendered to him, and the village militias were sent 
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scurrying home. The men of Roubion, considering the land of Beuil to 

have become enemy territory as they crossed it on their way home, 

burned and pillaged fields and bairns. This wanton destruction con

vinced the Marquis de Vins to make an example of Roubion and its people, 

an action he felt would help him subdue the hinterland of Nice. 

He sent his dragoons to attack the village at daybreak on June 

22, they burned down all the houses, and seven people died. The re

port on the attack was written up by the notary Audoly who then 

promptly fled to Breil, on the upper Roya. The death toll among the 

people of Roubion in the months following the attack and devastation 

of the village and its commune soared. In addition to the seven deaths 

that occurred on June 22, forty-seven more are recorded for that year, 

including sixteen children and one adult in August, six children and 

ten adults in September. This is in strong contrast with the normal 

number of deaths; out of a total population of 350, eight people had 

died between 1680 and 1690, and seven between 1692 and 1702. The crops 

had been destroyed in the fields and reserves wiped out by the dragoons 

and the people of Roubion were able to bring in, with difficulty, some 

rye from the outside, but they wanted to keep as much of it as pos

sible for the next planting season. 

Bueil (19̂ 9) ponders the fact that, although about 1% of the 

population died as a direct result of the special punishment inflicted 

on the community, only a very few of those deaths occurred at the time 

of the attack. He judges that the people, expecting the retribution, 

sought refuge with their herds in the heart of the communal woods. If 

they had been under foot in the wholesale destruction of their homes, 
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there would inevitably have been more victims in the attack itself, 

reasons Bueil (19*+9:12). This observation is important, particularly 

in light of what the later and more explicit evidence tells us. 

In the eastern part of the comte, the Chevalier de la Fare took 

Sospel in July. This was the last major event of the campaign before 

the entire comtg fell into French hands (Canestrier 1940b; 1957; 

Latouche 1931:146). Roquebilliere, for example, paid homage to Louis 

XIV in August (Musso 1907), as the occupation of the comte was being 

quickly completed (Cappatti 1937; Imbert 1959:73; Salomone n.d.). 

De Vins had left Guillaumes for Barcelonnette and then joined 

de la Fare in l'Escar̂ ne, then into the B̂ Wra and Roya valleys where, 

from Breil, on 7 July, he wrote to Versailles, pleading on behalf of 

the people of Beuil who had pledged fidelity to the King and who had 

lost all their stores in the raid by the militia of Roubion. He adds 

that "the village of Roubion has been punished, since I had it burned, 

but that does not repair the losses suffered by the others" (Bueil 

1949:10). 

Magnan (1909-10:2̂ 5-248), examining communal ordinances from 

16th and 17th century Villars in the middle Var, reported that most of 

the houses in the village were destroyed, along with the Grimaldi's 

castle, in a fire set by Catinat's men, but finds it curious that 169̂  

was a year of prosperity for the village, in spite of the fact that it 

would presumably have just been rising from its ashes. In his his

torical monograph (Magnan 1953:50), he finds no real evidence for such 

destruction (which had been reported in an 1885 work by Cauvin) and 

suggests instead that Villars simply gave in and acknowledged the 
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occupation of the French as probably did most of the villages of the 

comte at the time. 

The French Occupation of the 
C_omtg de Nice (1691-1696) 

By August 1691, the campaign was over and Louis XIV could call 

himself Count of Nice, and it was time for the villages to regain their 

equilibrium. The French were busily drawing up plans for the rein

forcement of their hold on the comtfe, by arming key fortresses. The 

coast was most vulnerable since it was exposed to naval attack and 

attention was first given to consolidating its fortresses (Canestrier 

I9I4.8-U9). In addition to those of Guillaumes, Entrevaux and Colmars on 

the French side, Aspremont and Saorge were among the more important. 

The latter is a large village (typical of the eastern comte and Liguria) 

built high over the gorge; in the course of time it managed to accumu

late three different castles. It was considered impregnable and its 

fall inevitably spelled doom for the defenders, since Saorge was the 

key to the col de Tende. Aspremont, too, was important since it was 

the only village on the east bank of the lower Var to face the row of 

fortresses made up of old la Gaude, Gatti&res, and Carros, overlooking 

the crossing at the mouth of the river. Plans were drawn up by Niquet 

for Aspremont, and by Vauban himself for Colmars, Guillaumes, Entre

vaux and St-Paul-de-Vence. Sizable garrisons were posted in the French 

fort during the entire occupation, to keep an eye on the local popula

tion, although Vauban suggested the local militias be better used to 

handle the problem of guerrillas or "barbets" (Canestrier 19̂ 8-̂ 9)• 
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The village of Lantosque was fortified, since it blocked pas

sage into the V̂ subie valley and to the col de Fenestres and even into 

the Tinle. The garrison occupied the summit of the village where the 

parish church was transformed into a barracks and magazine, said ammu

nition store, and the claustral house became the commander's quarters 

(Canestrier 19̂ 8-̂ 9)• 

There were no such glorious plans for Roubion, which was strug

gling to get back on its feet. The notary, Audoly, had returned and 

put his efforts to helping his compatriots put some order back into 

their lives. One of his first preoccupations was with the restitution 

of the religious objects stolen from the church of Roubion by the 

dragoons. The French were quartered at Guillaumes, so Audoly traveled 

there to negotiate with Monsieur de Castellane. The notary complained 

that the soldiers had stolen wine, the iron door of the oven and all 

the objects of value from the church. All of this meant more cost to 

the community, since it had to finance their representative's journeys 

to Guillaumes, as well as pay the ransom for the safe return of their 

processional cross and chandeliers. The statue of the Madonna of 

Carmes had to be stored in Peone for a while, which added to the cost 

of the ransom, and the bells had to be located in the town of Entrevaux. 

Moreover, the people had to furnish hay for the soldiers' horses, out 

of their own pockets. Although some individuals benefited from the 

sale of their produce, the financial onus on the community was crush

ing. By the end of 1692, the syndics of Roubion had to borrow large 

sums of money to make ends meet. They had to pay the donatifs (an 
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occasional, officially voluntary tax) to France instead of Savoy 

(Bueil 19̂ 9). 

But at the same time, they were repairing their chapels, the 

sawmill, oven and mill and, by 1692, life was returning to normal. The 

syndics of Roubion apparently took pains to provide food for the poor 

of the commune (Bueil 19̂ 9)• Elsewhere, toward the end of the 17th 

century, the Konte Granatico, or Mont-de-Piete, charitable organiza

tions, began to make their appearance in the villages. Gradually, some 

of the taxes were reduced. This peaceful occupation came to an end in 

August 1696, when the Peace of Turin, strictly between France and Savoy, 

preceding the Treaty of Rijswijk, put an end to the V/ar of the League 

of Augsburg. 

At the peace of Rijswijk, in 1697, there was an uprising of the 

people of Entrevaux to protest the continued imposition on their town 

of a military governor. The poor man was almost murdered, but la 

Contardifere, instead of seeking to punish the people for this act of 

violence against his person, minimized the event in his reports to 

supervisors. This is mentioned in a letter by Vauban, written much 

later in defense of la Contardifere against the bishop of Glandeves, 

Mgr. de Sabran. 

It is likely that Roubion, like most other villages, celebrated 

its return to the House of Savoy with bonfires (feux de joie) and when 

the Count of Roubion, Francois-Marcel Caissotti, let it be known he was 

back in his residence in Nice, the villagers sent him two sheep and a 

pair of partridges. This was a costly gift, especially since they had 

to pay a supplement to a farmer in Tourrette-Levens for damage to his 
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vineyard by the sheep. The account of life in Roubion during this 

period ends as the village learns from a messenger from Isola that a 

band of wolves had been sighted heading in their direction (Bueil 19̂ 9). 

Unfortunately, there is no such study for other villages or for 

other periods. It should be kept in mind that, after having been so 

heavily taxed, financially and otherwise because of the War of the 

League of Augsburg, the free villages of the comte would soon be hit by 

the reevaluation of the pound (p. 339) which prepared for the misery 

some of them were to suffer in the next century (Costamagna 1973)• 

The War of Spanish Succession in the 
Var Valley System (170̂ -1713)" 

Events Leading to the War of 
Spanish Succession 

The Habsburg dynasty of Spain, once so powerful, produced a 

series of increasingly degenerate kings until the last of these, 

Charles II (1661-1700), a physical and genetic ruin (as is so vividly 

illustrated in a famous portrait by Juan CarreSfo in the Kunsthis-

torisches Museum in Vienna) died without heir. Long before his death 

it was known that he could have no children, so his nephew, Joseph 

Ferdinand, electoral Prince of Bavaria, was designated to succeed him 

to the throne of Spain. The prince died in 1699; had he lived, there 

might have been peace, since the balance of power between the Habsburgs 

(of the Empire) and the Bourbons of France, would have been maintained. 

If it is kept in mind that the acquisition of such a kingdom 

as Spain by either of the two giants presented a grave threat to the 
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stability of Western Europe. Charles II, until his death in 1700, had 

refused any partition of the kingdom, so that no previous agreement 

could be reached that might have allowed a compromise between these 

hostile factions. At Charles II*s death, he named as his successor 

Philip of Anjou, the grandson of Louis XIV, thereby laying the ground

work for the War of Spanish Succession, when the Emperor and his Pro

testant allies objected. 

In 1701, Louis XIV's forces seized the Dutch barrier fortresses, 

an act which provoked the wrath of the British and the Dutch, who, 

though allied to the Emperor, had no more wished to see Spain annexed 

to the Habsburg Empire, as it had been under Charles V in the l6th 

century, than did the French. The emphasis in European politics was 

no longer on territorial expansion which, it was realized, could be 

detrimental to all, but on the strict maintenance of a delicate balance 

of power. The l8th century Wars of Succession were the result of un-

resolvable clashes in the realm of European politics. 

The Imperial Habsburgs set up a rival claimant, the Archduke 

Charles, second son of Emperor Leopold I, against Philip of Anjou, and 

the Iberian peninsula was invaded by French, Imperial, English and 

Dutch forces. The war raged on through Europe, and the Drake of Savoy 

who had started out on the French side, married his daughter Marie-

Louise Gabrielle to Philip of Anjou, now officially King Philip V of 

Spain, in 1701. Savoyard Duke Victor-Amadeus II, however, soon let 

himself be tempted by the offers of the Emperor and declared himself 

an Austrian ally in December 1703. In March 1705, the French due de 

la Feuillade crossed the Var, occupied Nice and the comte and, in the 



533 

next year, on the order of Louis XIV, the citadel of Nice was completely 

destroyed, never to be revived again as a fortress. 

In 1706, Leopold's successor, Emperor Joseph I died and the 

Habsburg claimant to the Spanish throne became Emperor Charles VI. His 

British and Dutch allies, afraid of further jeopardizing the precious 

balance of power, lost interest in supporting his claim to the Spanish 

throne. At the Peace of Utrecht, in 1713» France had succeeded in 

placing a Bourbon on the Spanish throne, but the European possessions 

of Habsburg Spain were carefully dismembered and reapportioned; Spain 

lost its possessions in the Lower Countries, the Duchy of Milan and the 

two Kingdoms of Naples and Sardinia during the War of Succession. 

Savoy got almost nothing, being fortunate enough to have lost no terri

tory except the Val de Barcelonnette, negligible from the European 

historian's viewpoint if not that of the comte de Nice. 

In anticipation of another conflict in which France and Savoy 

were on opposite sides, guards were already posted along the lower Var, 

for example at Carros, before any real fighting occurred (Verrier and 

Magnien 1957:80). The war did not affect Nice until 1703» when the 

citadel had been put back in condition, the castle repaired, the gar

rison reinforced, an alliance between Victor-Amadeus II and Austria 

proclaimed and war on France declared (Latouche 1931:1̂ 8). On learning 

of this, the French had immediately taken over Gatti&res, always the 

first to go, and sent troops into the viguerie of Grasse and to the 

border villages. Eight men were stationed at the old castle of la 

Gaude to watch over the Var crossing (Boniffacy 1912:239-2Mf; Verrier 

and Magnien 1957:79). 
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Initial Savoyard Offensive in the 
Lower Var (December 1703-Janustry 170*0 

As the first step in a plan to take Grasse and invade Provence, 

the Savoyard Count de Blagnasc crossed the Var in December 1703, re

captured Gattiferes, marched on to St-Laurent, where he blew up one of 

the town gates, killing the guard, and he sacked the town and castle, 

ruined the hospital, and took as hostages the lord and town notables 

along with thirty soldiers, seven of whom drowned in the crossing of 

the Var on the way back to Nice (Boniffacy 1929? Doublet 1901:139-151» 

1903:59-66). 

Fearing an invasion from Nice, scouts warned the Provencal vil

lagers that le Broc and the castle of Gattieres, now manned by 300 

French soldiers, would also be attacked. Help in the form of rein

forcements was requested but refused. At St-Jeannet, all the inhabi

tants took up arms, fearing the worst. They were joined by thirty men 

from Tourette-sur-Loup, since the nearby garrison at Gattieres, await

ing a siege, could not offer its assistance. When the Savoyards did 

approach St-Jeannet, they met with little resistance, and set about 

plundering the village all night. The next day, officers asked for 

the payment of tribute, in exchange for nut burning the village. Two 

hundred of the soldiers were left behind in St-Jeannetf as the others 

moved on to Vence. But they soon returned through St-Jeannet, com

pleting their depredations, actually taking the clothes and shoes off 

people's backs and feet, and destroying food stores wantonly, en

couraged in their vandalism by their officers. When they left, they 

took hostages back with them to Nice (Malaussfene 1909:39̂ -̂ +06). Carros 
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was also attacked by the Savoyards who entered the castle and emptied 

its coffers (Verrier and Magnien 1957:79)• In addition to the damage 

inflicted by the attack and the hostages taken, the villagers were all 

forced to contribute financially to the nî ois war effort (Beri 1933; 

Borea 1933). There is evidence that some treason was involved in 

facilitating the Savoyard entry into the area and particularly St-

Laurent (Bianchi 1949-51)# 

The community of le Broc had received orders to attack the 

nearby niqois village of Bouyon, which they easily overcame, taking 

hostage its lord and consuls who were sent to Antibes to await ransom. 

A few days later le Broc was the object of a retaliatory raid from 

Gilette. The Brocains paid dearly for their easy capture of Bouyon, 

for the chastisement seems to have been even more violent than the 

sack of St-Jeannet so vividly described in Malaussene's (1909) mono

graph. To make the demise of le Broc more complete, there followed a 

devastating frost, for the month was January, and it was bitter cold 

(Doublet 1901:139-115; Durandy 1919:237-243). 

The Savoyard offensive across the lower Var stopped there, for 

the Chevalier de Damas arrived in time to "save" the west bank vil

lages in March of 1704 (Verrier and Magnien 1957:80), and, slowly, 

French troops under the command of the due de la Feuillade were ad

vancing, 8,000 men strong and with 1200 horses. A naval fleet was 

also on its way toward Nice (Latouche 1931:148). 
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Savoyard Offensive in the 
Middle Var (June 170*0" 

A new offensive was under way. Puget-Th£niers became the fief 

of Nicolas Grimaldi de Busca, who was made Count in 1704, and hasty 

measures were taken to prepare for war. The old clock tower was torn 

down since it stood in the way of ducal artillery fire (Beri 1933)• 

The Siege of Entrevaux. In June 1704, at the nearby French 

fortress of Entrevaux, news came of Savoyard troops having left Nice 

and regrouped at Gilette and pushing north through the Proven9al vil

lage of Cuebris over the very roads that had been cleared by the French 

to facilitate Vauban's passage through the region about a decade 

earlier (Michel 19635 34). It had been anticipated that the Savoyards 

would move toward Antibes and, because of the overall war effort, the 

garrison at Entrevaux was very small, made up of two regular companies 

of young and inexperienced soldiers and two companies of disabled men 

(invalides). The commander of Entrevaux, Monsieur de la Contardiere, 

fearing a siege, set about inspecting the walls, bastions, curtains and 

redoubts of the town as well as ammunition and food stores. He also 

had to rely on the "bourgeois militia," about 200 villagers divided 

into escouades of twelve men each (Michel 1963s5-9). 

As we have seen, Entrevaux had been fortified for the War of 

the League of Augsburg, but the work was still far from complete and 

there were several weak spots in the defenses of the town and citadel. 

The Commander had all openings in the outer wall sealed, and measures 

were taken to anticipate the kind of attack as much as possible (Michel 

1963slO-15)• In January 1704, the consuls had decided to distribute 
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arms to all the inhabitants in case of attack or, if need be, for an 

offensive sally (Michel 1963s65). 

The Savoyards left Nice with 500-600 men and were joined at 

Gilette by the regiment of Saluces and some barbets from the Tinee 

valley, on June 6 (Michel 1963:33)* They then proceeded up the Esteron 

and on through Cuebris, whose castle they besieged, on their way to the 

more strategically valuable fortress of Entrevaux. 

Entrevaux was the seat of the diocese of Gland̂ ves. The 

cathedral was originally built outside the town in the quartier of la 

Sedz, but, early in the century, a new one had been built within the 

compound. The episcopal palace was still located at la Sedz and the 

bishop at the time was a most unpleasant fellow, Mgr. Cesar de Sabran. 

His feud with the military Commander, la ContardiSre, began at the time 

of the siege. There had already been some friction when the Commander 

had moved his residence from the citadel down to the village, near the 

bishop's home. In the course of the siege, the bishop had pleaded for 

the city to surrender to the Savoyards, in order to avoid the plunder 

of the countryside, then, when Entrevaux had successfully routed its 

assailants, he claimed credit for the operation, denigrating the efforts 

of la Contardiere and even suggesting that the latter, along with the 

Baron de Glandevez, had been in collusion with the enemy all along. 

In truth, the evidence points rather to Sabran as having engaged in 

some shady and profitable dealings with the Savoyards. (Finally, 

several years after the siege, la Contardiere turned to his old friend 

Vauban to defend his name against the vicious epistolary attacks by 

Sabran. Vauban interceded in his behalf and a royal order commanded 
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the two opponents to stop their bickering. Sabran then transferred his 

hostility to the municipal council of Entrevaux ̂ anestrier 1954a/. In 

1712, he began a series of suits against the community, in which he 

typically worked for his own interests, but, because it was a confron

tation between rich and poor ̂ the latter being in his emplô , there 

was a certain humanitarian veneer to his antics ̂Pillorget 196̂ .) 

As news of the expected siege spread, peasants from outlying 

hamlets and farms poured into the city, with their animals and as much 

food and portable goods as they could carry. Only some old people and 

children were left behind. Many of these people had a pied-k-terre in 

town, others simply lodged with relatives (Michel 1963:35-̂ 0)• 

Members of the militia of Entrevaux posted guard. At 10:00 

p.m., a wild shot was fired from the outside and set off a panic in the 

surprised fortress. Muskets were fired, grenades thrown, and, to top 

off the general chaos, someone began to ring the tocsin. La Contardi&re 

started to restore order by stopping the relentless beat of the tocsin, 

clearing the streets by keeping all non-combatants indoors. He also 

attempted to organize the defense by sending officers to check on the 

soldiers manning the ramparts. 

The assailants, meantime, had surrounded the entire village and 

the citadel, creating diversions at all the weak points of the for

tress, behind the citadel and particularly the cathedral wall for which 

a massive hornwork was planned, but not yet completed. The Savoyards 

attacked with petards and ladders. The defenders were 'halberdiers,' 

peasants handy with the heavy pikes (pertuisanes) and hooked forks 

(fourches a croc) meant specifically to discourage scaling of walls. 
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To enable them to see in the dark and find the blast-holes (fourneaux 

de mine), they lit long tar-soaked wicks (Michel 1963ŝ 1-̂ 6). The 

siege continued into the night, strengthening the resolve and the hope 

of the people of Entrevaux, while lowering the morale among the assail

ants. 

The next morning, June 8, although there was no breach in the 

wall, the entire place was surrounded and the blockage complete. The 

enemy had counted on taking Entrevaux by storm, within a couple of 

hours, and could have succeeded by creating surprise and fear, but the 

commander of the fort had been able to organize the defense and calm 

the panic of the people in this reasonably well-fortified stronghold. 

In preparation for the inevitable prolongation of the siege, 

the houses were sandbagged. In 1690, the two ancient cannon of the 

castle of Entrevaux had been melted down and sent to Marseille, and it 

was not until September 1706, more than two years after the siege, that 

Entrevaux received twelve new cannon to replace them. So all the de

fenders had to fire back at the enemy artillery were harquebuses. The 

enemy artillery itself apparently consisted of two guns, or falconets 

(fauconneaux d'une livre et demie de balle). 

The fighting lasted until dusk when the perplexed people of 

Entrevaux watched some 300 of their assailants march off in the direc

tion of Puget-Thiniers, opening up the blockade of the town. Mail 

could not be sent out. The Savoyard "artillery" had been successfully 

put out of commission, but 200 reinforcements arrived from Puget and, 

while diversionary tactics were busily going on along the south bank 

of the river, the serious threat was being prepared out of view of the 
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besieged city in the olive groves of the north bank, on the road to 

Puget. 

On June 10, heavy rains made the fickle Var rise high and ob

literate the Savoyard entrenchments, so they had to reestablish a camp 

across from the town, on a small plateau. About 1,500 men were in

volved in the siege, another 1,000 had remained behind in the siege of 

Cuebris, as well as in minor forts in the Val de Chanan, la Penne, St-

Pierre, Collongues, and la Rochette. The Savoyards were joined by 

people from Roquesteiron, Sigale and Gilette. 

Inside Entrevaux, measures were being taken to distribute food, 

water and work tasks among the people. The enemy had cut the aqueducts, 

but there was one communal well and some private ones and access to 

these was strictly regulated. Food stores were carefully managed, too. 

All trades were suspended except those relating to metal work and the 

manufacture of arms. The old ladies made wicks, and religious life 

knew an increased intensity. 

The Sack of Annot. As the people of Entrevaux were safely 

locked up in their besieged town, the enemy waited outside the wails, 

high enough to be out of reach of the waters of the Var, and drying 

off the rain of the previous day. Upstream from Entrevaux, on the 

Vaire river, was the important fortified town of Annot, in a similar 

physical setting to that of Entrevaux, but not so recently redesigned, 

said, for a number of reasons, not so successful in fending off enemy 

attack. Before returning to the textbook siege of Entrevaux, let us 

take a look at the disastrous events that shook Annot at the same time, 
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through the eyes of Balthazar Beroard, who recorded them twenty days 

after their occurrence (Bailhache 1929)-

La Contardî re, on hearing of the approach of the Savoyard 

force, had sent word, on June 7, to the captain of the Annot militia, 

the son of Lord Pontev&s, lord of Ubraye, ordering him to bring his men 

to Entrevaux to join forces and watch for enemy attack. Unfortunately, 

Ponteves was ambushed by 100 Savoyards at St-Maquary in the middle of 

the night and he and seven of his men were taken prisoner, the remain

der retreating in disorder. 

The next day, on the morning of June 8, the Chevalier de 

Blaignac arrived at the gates of Annot at the head of some Savoyards 

and a parley was sounded (battre la chamade). Beroard tells us that 

this struck panic among the population whose immediate reaction was to 

save themselves and their children, instead of seeking to defend the 

city. Blaignac's purpose was to negotiate for the amount of requisi

tion money Annot would contribute to the Savoyards under threat of 

military attack. He warned that 8,000 Savoyards were on their way. 

The town council, hoping for reinforcements and biding their time, de

liberated for several hours. At the same time, the Savoyard drummer 

led the priest and mayor of Annot and a merchant to St-Maquary where 

he said the enemy troops were camped. But they found nothing there and 

had to spend the night in an empty barn with neither food nor water. 

During this time, a consul sent off a letter to the commanders 

at Colmars (in the upper Verdon) and at Castellane to plead for rein

forcements, said asked for munitions, the better to defend the town in 

case of siege. Copies of the requests were sent to Monsieur de 
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letters, Nadame de Sevigne), who was director of operations in the 

campaign in Provence. 

Spies were sent out from Annat to report on enemy movements, 

and fifty men were posted on the trail to Entrevaux and another fifty 

in the direction of the hamlet of Rouaine, watching day and night. 

Early on June 10, Ubraye was approached by 400-500 Savoyards 

and forced to pay 800 pounds. Two hours later, the Savoyards were at 

Rouaine. On learning of this, Annot was again in a panic, without 

ammunition, no hope of reinforcements and most of its men outside the 

village posting guard. The remaining men were dispatched to the col 

de Rouaine to block the passage of the enemy, by firing on them and 

rolling rocks down on them to force them back. The Savoyards, led by 

guides from Puget-Theniers, took another trail from Rouaine, to Colle 

Basse, a road in such a state of disrepair no one could have expected 

them to come from that direction. They arrived in the early afternoon 

at Colle Basse. At that hour of the day, most of the men of the vil

lage were out on guard duty at one of the two major passes, or else 

busily carting out their possessions and families, in anticipation of 

plundering by the enemy. Only fifteen men were left and they went out 

to meet the enemy whose commander accused them of trying to avoid ne

gotiations over the tribute and the Savoyard troops approached the 

paralysed village. 

The Savoyard commander, in a show of compassion for the people 

of Annot, promised his men would do no damage and called them to order 

in front of the ravelin (Fig. 23) on the outer wall of the village. 
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The commander entered the compound and decided to lodge his men around 

the church and town hall, while he and his officers were to be billeted 

in private homes. Hay was to be provided for the horses, as well as 

bread, meat and wine and half a pound of cheese and all necessary uten

sils for each soldier. If this was not done, the Savoyard commander 

threatened to lodge his soldiers in the private homes and let them 

loose on the town. 

The people of Annot who had already left the village stayed 

away to watch these events from a distance. When the question of trib

ute came up again the next day, June 11, the consuls, hoping to provoke 

a further delay until reinforcements could arrive from Colmars, tried 

to make time and t)leaded the poverty of the land. The Savoyard com

mander agreed to write to Blaignac to see if he would be willing to 

bargain. And, in the waiting period, the consuls went out to look for 

money, to see if they could raise a sufficient sum. 

The Savoyard soldiers, probably with the authorization of their 

commanding officers, roamed the countryside looking for booty and, in 

town, broke down the doors of the houses they found empty. When the 

consuls complained to the officers, they were mocked and insulted and 

warned that, if the money were not raised soon, the whole town would be 

sacked and burned. The soldiers continued to abuse the people in every 

possible way, and were joined in their rapine by others from Puget-

Tĥ niers. The consuls had only been able to raise less than half the 

sum tentatively agreed upon and the enemy officers threatened to take 

their horses and mules, but, by the end of the day, Savoyard spies 

warned them that reinforcements were indeed on their way, so the 
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invading army, taking some locals as hostages to guide them, followed 

circuitous routes out and left Annot the more destitute for their visit. 

The account ends with a list of thefts by the Savoyard soldiers and we 

are told the hostages were held in Nice for a month (Bailhache 1929)• 

The Val de Chanan had similarly been threatened. Annot would 

later complain that the commander at Colmars, Monsieur de Laval, had 

never come to their rescue in spite of pretense to the contrary, but 

his garrison, as well as the one at Guillaumes had been alerted and the 

Savoyard besiegers of Entrevaux dared no longer to venture upstream 

from that point (Michel 1963:62). On June 12, nothing had changed in 

the stalemate between Entrevaux and its attackers. But the English 

fleet (allied to Savoy) was menacing Antibes while Monsieur de Narbonne, 

the commander of Grasse, moved up to Soleilhas and French troops recon

noitred as far as Brianqonnet. At the same time, three more Savoyard 

companies were sent to reinforce the troops of Monsieur de Blaignac. 

The Lifting of the Siege of Entrevaux. Morale was high in the 

town of Entrevaux on June 13. The Var, in overflowing, had carried 

away the bridge on the Savoyards' route of retreat. The beleaguered 

fortress of Cuebris had not succumbed to its prolonged siege, and 

Blaignac had returned to Puget-Theniers. 

That night, every effort was made to avoid raising the sus

picions of the assailants as a plan for ending the siege was put to 

execution. The 'bourgeois militia' of about 200 men was to leave the 

town in all secrecy, and silently moved along the road to Draguignan 

(the one south of Entrevaux, leading toward lower Provence through 
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Castellet-St-Cassien over the col de Buis to Brian^onnet), to a point 

dominating the Savoyard bivouac and, at a signal, the defenders-turned-

attackers were to throw themselves on the enemy camp. Scouts were sent 

out and signaled the coast was clear, and the militiamen wore white 

kerchiefs to identify themselves, and some of the regular soldiers re

mained to guard the bridge over the Chalvagne between the enemy camp 

and the town. 

Suddenly, the sleepy sentinels were neutralized, panic broke 

out and the attackers made a breach in the enemy palisade. Muskets 

were fired from the other side of camp, giving the impression that 

there were French reinforcements. The Savoyards fled, some to Puget-

Theniers where they were chased by the militia of Entrevaux who then 

salvaged the equipment left behind; another contingent fled to la 

Rochette-Chanan. 

As the town learned of the successful sally, the bells rang 

and the joyous event was celebrated in the streets. The rout of the 

enemy was complete; Blaignac fled to Puget, then to Tougt-sur-Var where 

he was joined by his colleague, the Marquis de Senantes who, on foot 

and empty-handed, went back to la Rochette, chased part of the way by 

the valiant Monsieur de Leme who, having resisted the Savoyard siege 

of his delapidated castle of Cuebris for more than a week, managed to 

capture seven Savoyard soldiers and their sargeant. The Savoyards then 

left for Nice, and 200 men remained at Tou6t under Count Guerra. The 

Savoyard offensive was over, and the comt£ de Nice itself was being 

threatened this time. 
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First French Offensive (170̂ -1705) 

Reinforcements from Brianqonnet and the Dauphin̂  joined la 

Contardiere and they marched on towards Gilette. The Savoyard Count 

Guerra moved on to la Roquette-sur-Var, across from Gilette, and con

centrated on maintaining the morale of the villagers to keep them from 

paying contributions to the French military effort. 

The French ministry decided to raze Puget-Tĥ niers to the 

ground, since it had obviously been the people of that town who in

formed the Savoyards of the vulnerability of the fortress of Entrevaux. 

But Grignan rescinded the decision on the grounds that, if the evil

doers were routed from their homes, they would only spread their evil 

elsewhere (Michel 1963:85). Puget-Theniers at the time was unfortified, 

therefore a weak position and, assuming France would conquer the comte, 

as it expected, it was more expedient to keep all the villages in good 

shape beforehand. 

In preparation for the inevitable outbreak of fighting, Entre

vaux* garrison was increased, and the local residents moved out of 

their homes to make way for the soldiers, although the governor of the 

city, the kindly la Contardiere, arranged to pay a compensation for 

food (Michel 1963:77-90). 

The Savoyard offensive into the middle Var was ended, and the 

French army crossed the Var at Gattieres on March 3i 1705 (Latouche 

1931:1̂ 8; Raynaud 1908-09:7̂ -76). The city of Nice was attacked on 

March 16, and the people sought refuge in the churches of the city. 

Red-hot cannonballs fired into the city set fire to the hay stored in 

the loft on the top floor of the houses. The bombardment of the city 
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refused to surrender despite the pleas of the people and when finally 

the city did capitulate, the citadel continued in its defiance of the 

assailants, and held good until the fall. The army of Field-Marshal 

de Berwick crossed the Var in October and relieved the forces of the 

due de la Feuillade. Heavy rains cut communication between the French 

across the Var and Carail, holed up in the citadel of Nice, was later 

blamed for not taking advantage of the situation to force the lifting 

of the siege. His resistance continued despite the arrival of mortar 

and cannon and the constant bombardment through the month of December. 

Finally, an all-out assault on April 3, 1706 forced the reluctant de

fenders to admit defeat and surrender to the French (Latouche 1931!1̂ 8-

1̂ 9; Raynaud 1908-09:7̂ -76). 

It was because of the terrific resistance of the fortress in 

1691 and again in 1705-06 that Louis XIV decided on the need for its 

obliteration. The work began in April and was completed by late July 

1706. All that was left of the citadel was a pile of rubble and, of 

the city wall, the arches of two gates. The Field-Marshal de Berwick 

had also intended to destroy the other coastal fortresses, but Montal-

ban and Viilefranche were left standing, while St-Hospice was razed to 

the ground and the fortress of la Turbie, built from the three-tiered 

Roman Trophy of Augustus, was toppled (Latouche 1931s150). The comte 

was overrun by the French who exacted tribute from the villagers; in 

March 17051 wealthy citizens of Roquebilliere had been called upon to 

help their community pay up (Musso 1907)- Lantosque was methodically 

sacked (Salomone n.d.) and the church and highest point of the village 
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again transformed into a fortress while the chapel of the White Peni

tents was used as the parish (Canestrier 1948-49). 

Although the French occupation lasted until 1713» it was not 

so uneventful as the previous occupation of the l690's. The Duke of 

Savoy was victorious at Turin on September 7, 1706 and decided to re

take the comte from the French and undertake an invasion of Provence. 

The Invasion of Provence (1707) 

In June, the villagers of St-Jeannet were on their guard, re

membering all too well the horrors of the 1704 invasion from Nice 

(Malaussene 1909:394-406), and entrenchments were dug around the vil

lage (Verrier said Magnien 1957:80). On July 1, 1707* Victor-Amadeus II 

and Prince Eugene of Savoy, a famous Austrian military commander, 

crossed the col de Tende, and, ten days later, they arrived in Nice at 

the head of 7,000 men. They crossed the lower Var the next day, over 

two flying bridges thrown over the river, one at St-Laurent, and the 

other between Carros and GattiSres, so they could move the artillery. 

Raynaud (1908-09:74-76) reports that 12,000 men crossed into Provence 

at St-Laurent and fifty companies of grenadiers at le Haut-Puget, a 

little above the village. The Savoyards threatened to burn down St-

Laurent which had been almost totally abandoned, but the prior, who 

had stayed behind, was able to soften their hearts. The majors of 

several other villagers rode out to meet with the Duke and negotiate 

calmly for the amount of tribute due. Of course, only a month and a 

half later, the French were again in possession of the village of St-

Laurent (Canestrier 1932-33:64; Raynaud 1908-09:74-76). 



At the coastal city of Toulon, the Austrian-Savoyard invasion 

of Provence suffered a resounding and definitive. defeat and the army, 

severely reduced in numbers, began a retreat, thoroughly plundering the 

Proven~al countryside on its way back to Nice. Houses and churches 

were sacked at la Gaude and St-Jeannet, and Vence, Carros, le Broc, and 

even Gat tieres, also suffered considerable damage (Verrier and Magnien 

1957:80). 

Victor-Amadeus did not even stop in Nice, but prepared the con-

suls of the ci t y for the unavoidable prospect of French retaliation. 

The French entered the now defenseless city in September and, in ex-

change for heavy taxes and tribute, spared the land (Latouche 1931:151-

152; Raynaud 190R-09:92-93). The French, in their own flight before 

the advance of the Savoyards, had abandoned Nice, but stayed on in the 

increasingly insecure positions of Villefranche and Montalban, as well 

as that of their traditional ally, the monegasque enclave in the comte 

(Canest rier 1932-33). 

The French Occupation of the 
Comte de Nice (1707-1713) 

Although Latouche (1931:52) calls the occupation "good" in that 

the French cared for their new subjects, Salomone (n.d.) found evidence 

that the area around Lantosque had been thoroughly devastated by mid-

1707. In 1708, the French had Lantosque fortified, constructing a 

thick defensive wall on the top part of the village. Fortifications 

were also built along the lower Var, ~ound St-Laurent and the castle 

of old la Gaude, and some troops were concentrated along these areas 

(Boniffacy 1912:239-244). Carros sealed off its gates except the main 
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one (Verrier and Magnien 1957:80-81). In 1710, the people of Lantosque 

complained to the King of France of their suffering at the hands of the 

occupation forces (Salomone n.d.). 

The winter of 1709 was the coldest on record. Ancient olive 

trees died, as did all the more fragile crops, and the ensuing famine 

was disastrous. The people of the village of Bairols reportedly bought 

bran from neighboring Villars to use with morcia (or marc d'olives, the 

residue from the olive oil press) to make bread (Magnan 1953:175-180). 

The French imported huge quantities of wheat from the Languedoc and 

took great pains to distribute it to the starving people (Latouche 

1931:152). 

The Duke of Savoy, with the aid of the Imperial army threatened 

to invade the comte again in 1709 and in 1712, but the war did not come 

to an end until the Treaty of Utrecht on April 11, 1713• 

The comte de Nice was returned to Victor Amadeus II, but, in 

exchange for some valleys to the north, the new King of Sicily ceded 

the valley of the Ubaye (Val de Barcelonnette) to Louis XIV. Latouche 

(1931:153) calls this the first attempt to delineate a neutral boundary 

between the two states. It is also reported that the annexation of the 

Ubaye valley was partly the result of a plea on the part of the local 

population to become a part of Provence (Latouche 1931:153)* 

The War of Austrian Succession in the 
Var Valley System (17̂ *4—17̂ 8) 

Events Leading to the War of Austrian Succession 

In 1720, Emperor Charles VI made an agreement with his tradi

tional allies, England and the Low Countries to give up Antwerp ("a 
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pistol pointed to the heart of England") and recognize the Bourbon 

right to the throne of Spain -- which he did not do formally until 1725. 

He had been displeased that his only acquisitions in 1713 had been in 

t he southern Netherlands, the Spanish possession on the Italian main

land (namely Naples), and the Island of Sardinia. The treaty of the 

Hague (1720) granted him, in compensation, the. Island of Sicily, which, 

of course, had to be taken from Victor Amadeus II of Savoy who, in re

turn, received the paltry prize of Sardinia. Eventually, in the course 

of the War of Polish Succession (1733-1738), Naples and Sicily reverted 

once more to the Spanish rulers, now of the Bourbon (French) dynasty. 

It was the death of the Emperor Charles VI that brought on the 

next major war to the comt~ de Nice, the ~/ar of Austrian Succession. 

As a measure to counter the threat of problems in his own succession, 

Charles VI had issued the Pragmatic Sanction (April 19, 1713) in which 

a set of priorities of relatives through the female line was outlined 

in the event there would be no sons to succeed him to the throne of the 

Empire. In order to ensure a smooth succession, when it became obvious 

that there would be no sons, he needed for the European rulers to 

recognize this Pragmatic Sanction. He eventually obtained the official, 

if grudging, recognition of the Bourbon Kings of France and Spain and 

of the Electors of Bavaria and Saxony. The War of Polish Succession 

did much to make this possible. The death of the Polish King, in 1733, 

had provoked the formation of two opposing factions: Austria, Russia 

and the rising kingdom of Prussia against France, Spain and the Kingdom 

of Sardinia. In the end, France agreed to accept the Pragmatic Sanc

tion i f the Habsburg princess and heiress to the Austrian throne, 



552 

Maria-Theresa, and her husband, relinquished their claim to the duchy 

of Lorraine, coveted by France. 

With the Pragmatic Sanction recognized by all, Charles VI could 

die in peace. But shortly after his death, in r?1̂ , the Austrian prov

ince of Silesia was invaded by the armies of Frederic the Great of 

Prussia (a kingdom created in 1701 by the Emperor Leopold I for the 

Hohenzollern dukes); a powerful military force arising in the l8th cen

tury, the Prussian army dominated most of Europe but did not make an 

appearance in the southern regions. The Prussian army organized by 

King Frederic William I was said to have been a marvel of military 

efficiency and effectiveness. The Habsburg succession by Maria Theresa 

was further challenged by Bavaria, Saxony suid Bourbon Spain which began 

attacking part of the Imperial territory. Louis XV held out, although 

encouraging this activity against his traditional enemy; finally, 

England entered the fray, predictably siding with Austria against 

France. 

The King of Sardinia, Charles-Emmanuel III of Savoy, would have 

liked to euinex the Duchy of Milan which had fallen to Austria in 1713« 

He had been one of the candidates for the succession to the Empire, but 

suddenly changed his mind and signed the convention of Turin with Maria 

Theresa on February 1, 17̂ 2, promising to protect Lombardy from the 

French and Spanish Bourbons, thereby pitting Austro-Sards against 

"gallispans" and bringing about another ruinous occupation of the comte. 

The Elector of Bavaria, who had proclaimed himself Charles VII, 

died in 17̂ 5 and his son officially recognized Maria Theresa, but the 

fighting continued with France in the Low Countries, in Germany and in 
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Italy. In 17^6, Frederic the Great accepted the province of Silesia 

from Maria Theresa in return for recognition of her claim as Empress. 

The removal of the threat from Prussia freed Austrian troops to rein

force the Sardic contingent in Lombardy. This resulted in the Austro-

Sardic push back into the comte and their abortive invasion of Provence. 

The occupation of the comte by the French and Spanish troops 

did not come to an end until the armistice of June 17^9 which led to 

the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle. The agreement recognized Maria Theresa 

as successor to the Austrian Empire, gave Spain some land in Italy and 

recognized the Hanoverian dynasty in England; in addition, some adjust

ments were made in the various Old and New World colonies of the Euro

pean states. More significant on the level of European history was 

the emergence of Prussia as a power to be reckoned with and which was 

courted by both England and France, traditional enemies. 

French Offensive (April 17^*0 
and Occupation 

Although Savoy was attacked by the Spanish Prince don Felipe in 

October 17^3 (Moris 1886:23), the comte de Nice did not suffer directly 

the consequences of this European conflict until 17kk, when the Bourbon 

alliance (Louis XV of France and Philip V of Spain) decided to invade 

Lombardy. A French and Spanish army crossed the Var on April 2 and 

occupied Nice which, without its fortifications since 1706, could not 

very well resist and the comte was on its way to experiencing the worst 

of its occupations until the French fievolution (Latouche 1931!158-159)• 

The initial crossing of the Var by the French was quite simple. 

Bridges partly on pilings, partly on trestles, were put together at 
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St-Laurent and at the foot of Aspremont, so that ammunition and sup

plies could more readily be transported across (Moris 1886:29-30)• 

Once Nice was occupied, the French and Spanish forces, the "gallispans," 

moved on to the crucial strongholds of Montalban and Villefranche on 

April 20. After losing the bloody battle, the Sards fled to Oneglia. 

Latouche (1931s159) reports that there were more than 8,000 casualties 

and that the invaders made 1500 prisoners. Four hundred men had been 

sent to man the castle of Aspremont and smother contingent climbed up 

the Paillon valley to PeUra Cava (in the commune of Luceram) dominating 

the entire V̂ subie valley (Moris 1886:30). They occupied Utelle, stra

tegic because of its command of the entrance to the Val de Lantosque 

(Canestrier 1930s193-19*0 • The Spanish moved on to Monaco and Venti-

miglia but, instead of going on to Genoa and Lombardy, the Bourbon 

forces changed tactics and went up into the Dauphine, leaving a rela

tively small contingent to supervise the two year occupation of the 

comte where Nice and St-Etienne remained key posts (Latouche 1931s159; 

Moris 1886:31). 

Canestrier (1930:193-19*0 gives us the number of gallispan 

battalions at key occupation sites: five in Nice, four at l'Escar&ne 

on the Paillon, blocking the route des cols to the col de Tende; two 

at Levens and one each at Aspremont, Utelle, Lantosque, Roauebillifere, 

the head of the Tinee valley, Tourette-Levens, Chateauneuf-de-Contes, 

Contes and Berre. 

Entrevaux was also a key post in blocking the Var valley. In 

conjunction with Guillaumes and the old castle of Cuebris, which could 

hold 100 men, it formed a line of surveillance of the movements of 
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enemy troops from Nice to the Tinee and Var valleys (Canestrier 195**b: 

83-8*0. The Val d'Entraunes was completely occupied, the gallispans 

bombarded and burned St-Martinet, destroying its fort (so that nothing 

is left of it today but the place-name) and captured the castle of 

Entraunes, and, of course, exacted tribute from the villagers (Canes

trier 195̂ :78; 191̂ ; 380-389) . The col de Fenestres was also occupied 

by a French contingent and the ruined buildings of the sanctuary served 

as lodgings for the soldiers (Raiberti 1898:252-262). Faraut (1933i37-

*40), in his study of la Tour, reports that 30,000 gallispans maneuvered 

around the village, and camped in that area in 17̂ . 

Austro-Sardic Offensive (17̂ 6) 

The occupation, which was far from pleasant, lasted until 17̂ 6. 

Frederic the Great of Prussia stepped out of the conflict that year, 

freeing Austrian reinforcements to be sent to Charles-Emmanuel in Lom-

bardy. A victory of the Sardic King at Piacenza (16 June 17̂ 6) forced 

the Bourbon troops to retreat. The Austro-Sards moved along the coast 

in October toward Nice and inland (Latouche 1931sl60; Moris l886:l810. 

From the heights of Levens, gallispan encampments below could be 

spotted, but the French were on the retreat and the coast was left 

relatively clear (Moris 1886:199-200). At first the French clung to 

their strongholds at St-Pons, Cimiez and in the village of Falicon. 

Then, on leaving Nice, the gallispans abandoned these and crossed the 

Var on October 17-18, cutting the bridges behind them, and set up camp 

near St-Laurent, keeping only Montalban and Villefranche (Raynaud 

1908-09:107-110; Moris 1886:201). The east bank of the Var was closely 
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guarded with Levens, la Raquette and Aspremont as outposts, manned by 

Sardic soldiers, and more troops were sent to St-Hartin (the river 

floor settlement at the foot of la Raquette), Utelle and Gilette (Moris 

1886:.202) • The British encouraged the Austro-Sards to invade Provence 

and Count von Brown, with thirty-seven Imperial battalions and 2,000 

horses, and the Harquis Balbian, with eighteen battalions and 1,000 

horses, prepared to cross the Var into Provence. 

In the comte, the two remaining strongholds still in gallispan 

hands were attacked at the end of October 1746. At Hontalban, trenches 

were dug around the fort, and the trail leading up to it was secretly 

prepared to accommodate transportation of the necessary heavy artillery. 

By the time the French garrison realized this, the assailants were well 

protec t ed from defensive fire. The siege lasted from October 20 to 

November 1 when the French commander surrendered. 

Around Villefranche, trenches were also excavated and when the 

attackers opened fire, the French surrendered on condition that the 

fort not be used for military purposes by the Austro-Sards for the 

period of one year. Charles-Emmanuel agreed, for fear a long siege 

would cause severe damage to the fort, and because he needed the harbor 

(rade) for his galleys. As a result, Villefranche lived through a 

quiet eighteen months of the war (Moris 1886:205). 

Invasion of Provence (1746-1747) 

On November 29, 1746, the Austro-Sardic army crossed the Var 

in six columns, early in the morning, fording the river at a point be

tween St-Jeannet and the old castle of la Gaude (Moris 1886:208). The 
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signal came from am English boat and sixty men (mostly drunken Slavs, 

according to the sources) drowned in the river. To ensure the main

tenance of communications with Nice, the English built a strong bridge 

which the Austro-Sards later attempted, unsuccessfully, to destroy in 

order to cut off their pursuers while retreating back to the comt6 in 

February 17̂ 7; to this end, they tried to attract enemy cannonfire to 

it, but finally had to resort to setting it on fire (Raynaud 1908-09: 

107-110). 

The west bank villages of Provence did not suffer directly from 

the war as long as the Bourbon forces were on the offensive and occu

pied the comte. But the French retreat at the end of 17̂ 6 brought 

terror to the villagers who suffered greatly from the passage of the 

Austro-Sardic troops (Malaussene 1909:̂ 06-̂ 12). 

As soon as the Austro-Sardic troops could regroup, the advance 

guard marched on the castle of la Gaude from which the small French 

garrison fled after firing only a few token shots at the attackers 

(Moris 1886:209). St-Laurent was quickly abandoned. The gallispan 

army had left all its posts and the way was open for the invasion by 

the Austro-Sards (Moris 1886:210). Villeneuve, St-Paul and Grasse fell 

on December 3 and the French Field-Marshal de Berwick had to retreat 

further back across the Siagne as the Austro-Sards set up their winter 

quarters in the Plain of Grasse. Riboulat's study (1969-70) would 

indicate that, in order to consolidate their positions, they built 

crude fortresses and there is evidence of similar hasty defense pro

jects identified in several areas of the Alpes-Maritimes (see pp. 303-

305). 
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A detachment from the invading Austro-Sardic force was sent 

north to St-Auban to contain the garrison of Entrevaux and collect 

tribute from the Proven~al villages in the area (Moris 1886:218). The 

Austro-Sards requested more reinforcements as they moved on toward 

Castell ane which, although an important site, was no longer particu-

larly useful to them, since movements to the coastal plain from Entre-

vaux through Brian~onnet and St-Auban could not be observed from there. 

A letter to the Marquis Balbian, one of the Austro-Sardic commanders, 

complains that the nature of the terrain and the lack of food made 

conditions very difficult (Moris 1886:221-222). 

Gallispan Counter-offensive (1747) 
and Occupation to the End of the v!ar 

In January 1747, Antibes managed to resist an attack by the 

Austro-Sards and the gallispans to overcome some internecine differ-

ences. A new offensive was initiated against the invaders. The French 

took back Castellane and moved on eastward to Soleilhas and St-Auban 

(Noris 1886:223) Horis (1886:226) recounts how some Sardic soldiers 

left behind at s6ranon, badly reduced in numbers, demoralized and 

starving, happened on a flock of sheep in their search for food and, 

since t here was little wood, were forced to devour the meat almost raw. 

The French continued pressing the enemy and, on January 26, a few days 

after t he recapture of Castellane, sent reinforcements to St-Jeannet 

and a garrison of sixty men to the old castle of la Gaude (Verrier and 

Magnien 1957:81). 

The French Field-Marshal de Belle-Isle's new offensive finally 

routed the Austro-Sards from the Siagne river and Grasse. The 
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Imperials crossed the Var back into the comte on the morning of Febru

ary 1, 17^7 and continued to occupy the middle and upper Var and all 

the east bank of the lower Var from Nice to la Tour, while the galli-

spans consolidated their hold on the west bank (Moris 1886:239). The 

gallispans led incursions on to the other side, threatening to devas

tate the land if the peasants did not bring fodder to them in St-

Jeannet (Moris 1886-23^0 • 

There followed a general retreat of Austro-Sardic forces toward 

the south and west. Austro-Sardic Major General Chevalier Martini left 

only twenty-five men at la Roquette "including one non-com and reduced 

the garrison of all the posts in danger of capture when the French 

crossed the Var, leaving only enough men to provide warning. The cap

tains were instructed not to abandon these positions too easily and to 

beware of false alarms" (Moris 1886:2^0). The Austro-Sards moved back 

toward Genoa which they besieged. In the meantime, the French Field-

Marshal de Belle-Isle sent troops to St-Laurent and Carros, and, in a 

new strategy, garrisoned the islands of Lerins, off the coast at 

Cannes. The French forces began moving, with cannon, toward the comt£, 

occupying and arming the villages of Gattiferes and le Broc, the heights 

around Gilette, Malaussene and the middle Var (Moris 1886:252-253)* 

Early in the morning of June 3» the gallispans crossed the Var in 

three columns at St-Laurent, Gatti^res and le Broc. The Austro-Sards 

retreated in front of them. They tried to defend the fort at Montalban 

but, realizing the threat of damage to the fort itself from cannonfire, 

surrendered to the Bourbon allies who were then free to overrun the 

southern comte once again (Moris 1886:253-256). By July, they were 
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again entrenched in the Val de Lantosque and threatened the Piedmont 

from the col de Fenestres (Moris 1886:272). 

In August 17̂ 7 a new Austro-Sardic offensive began, with two 

columns crossing over the col de Fenestres, one to Isola, the other to 

Argentiere but, at the end of the year, when they set up winter quar

ters, there had been no conclusive confrontation. The gallispans were 

firmly entrenched at Levens said along the coast, the Val de Lantosque, 

Utelle, la Tour, Villars, Puget-Theniers (Moris 1886:319). They con

tinuously occupied the c Pints' until the armistice of June 27* 17̂ 8. In 

November 17̂ 8, the treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle restored the comte once 

again to its rightful ruler, the King of Sardinia, and, by February 

17̂ 9, the Savoyard troops had made their triumphant return into the 

territory of Nice. 

The comte had been devastated by the war and the occupation 

between 17kk and 17̂ 9. Intendant Joannini's 1752 report records that 

the towns halls (mairies) in most villages were in disrepair (Costa-

magna 1971s157-178). The communities most affected by the war were 

Aspremont, Gattiferes, Aiglun, Roquebilliere, Marie, Rimplas and St-

Etienne (Costamagna 1971:17*0. The archives of Aspremont, St-

Etienne, Roquebilliere, as well as of Coaraze, Berre, l'Escarene and 

Falicon had been completely destroyed by the gallispans who had stolen 

and either burned or scattered them. Gatti&res had been sacked by the 

French in early February 17̂ 7; in July 17̂ 7, Rimplas had been totally 

ravaged and the castle destroyed; an important bridge over the Esteron 

at Aiglun was wiped out, as was the townhall of Marie. This wanton 

rampaging on the part of the vengeful gallispan invaders was most 
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obvious in the Tinee valley, particularly around St-Etienne, although 

most of the fighting did not take place in the comte. Some villages, 

like Roure, Massoins, Bouyon, Luceram, where enemy troops had taken all 

available food supply, were left completely destitute. In addition to 

the necessity of borrowing funds, the bankrupt communes found their 

reserves for charity severely depleted and there was a noticeable in

crease, after the war, of seasonal migration from the Esteron, Cians 

and Tinee valleys, a clear sign of worsening misery (Costamagna 1973)• 

The picture of the comte in 1752 is a grim one, despite some 

of the improvements Charles Emmanuel was undertaking in the city of 

Nice, such as the excavation of the new harbor. In that year, the 

poorest villages included Dosfraires, Massoins, Tournefort and Daluis; 

Guillaumes, a fortified village on the Provencal side during the war, 

was still very much in debt in 1761 when it had been annexed to the 

Sardic comte de Nice (Costamagna 1973)* 
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archeologie, pp. 431-438. 

SAALMAN, HOWARD 

1968 Medieval Cities. New York. 

SALOMONE, JEAN 

n.d. Histoire de Lantosque. Handwritten manuscript. 

SARDOU, A.-L. 

l88l Les Grimaldi de Beuil. Histoire d'une puissante maison 
feodale de l'ancien comte de Nice. Nice. 



58^ 

SCLAFERT, THER^SE 

1959 Cultures en Haute Provence. Deboisements et paturages au 
Moyan Age. Paris. 

SINGER, CHARLES, E. J. HOLMYARD, A. R. HALL and TREVOR I. WILLIAMS 

1956 A History of Technology. In The Mediterranean Civilizations 
and the Middle Ages, c. 700 B.C. to c. 1500« Vol. II. New 
York. 

SIVADE, HENRI 

1970- La grotte a ossements de Levens. L'anthropophagie des 
1971 hommes prehistoriques. Memoires de l'institut de pre-

histoire et d'archeologie des Alpes-Maritimes XIV, pp. 5-9. 

SMITH, C. T. 

1967 An Historical Geography of Western Europe before l800, 
London. 

SMOLLETT, TOBIAS 

1766 Travels through France and Italy. London (1907). . 

STACY, VALERIA KAY PHERIBA 

197̂  Cerros de Trincheras in the Arizona Papagueria. Doctoral 
dissertation, University of Arizona, Tucson. 

STEWARD, JULIAN H. 

1958 Theory of Culture Change. Urbana, 111. 

STRAYER, JOSEPH R. and DANA C. MUNRO 

19̂ 2 The Middle Ages. New York. 

TAYLOR, EDMOND 

197̂  The Fourth World. Horizon XVI, No. 2, pp. k-13» 

THIRION, JACQUES 

1962 L1 eglise rornane de Chateauneuf-de-Contes. Nice historique, 
Vol.65, PP. 97-107. 

TOY, SIDNEY 

1939 Castles: A Short History of Fortifications from 1600 B.C. 
to A.D. 1600. London. 



585 

TRASTOUR, LOUIS 

1971 Aspremont, mon village. Nice historioue, Vol. 7*N pp. 1-80. 

TRESSE, R. 
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