
When Robert Merle published The Brethren in 1977, he had no idea 
it would form the first volume in a series that would take him 26 
years to complete, covering more than a century of  French his-
tory, and becoming a much-loved classic. Originally conceived as a 
stand-alone novel, the book’s huge popularity (it sold more than a 
million copies) prompted Merle to write a sequel, and then a sequel 
to the sequel… and so on until the thirteenth and final volume was 
completed in 2003.

Robert Merle worked for many years as an English teacher, and 
adored English literature, the influence of  which is everywhere in his 
work. His colourful characters owe much to Dickens, while Thackeray’s 
The History of  Henry Osmond originally inspired Merle to try his hand 
at a historical adventure. He even declared of  Shakespeare: “For 
me, he is God!” 

And at last, his epic Fortunes of  France, such a brilliant addition 
to the historical fiction genre, has arrived in English. And what a 
series it is! It has all the dash of  Flashman, all the grit of  Sharpe, 
all the swagger of  The Three Musketeers combined with historical and 
philosophical insight worthy of  The Name of  the Rose.

This sample chapter will give a taste of  the first book’s rich, 
earthy flavour. It’s told from the perspective of  Pierre de Siorac, son 
of  Jean de Siorac, one of  the two Brethren of  the title. Pierre is the 
charmingly impetuous narrator of  the first six volumes of  Fortunes of  
France, after which… But that can wait for another time!

To read The Brethren is to take the first step on a long, fascinating 
and adventure-filled journey—one I’m sure many readers are going to 
be taking over the coming years. They certainly have a treat in store.

Daniel Seton 
Editor, Pushkin Press
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I was six years old   when my father left Mespech for the war. 
On the eve of  his departure, as night fell in the courtyard of  the 

chateau, the three soldiers loaded the wagon they would take with 
them. As long as it was merely oats for the horses, flour, salt, cured 
pork and nuts that were being stowed, we children could be content 
just to watch. But when they brought out the arms and cuirasses, our 
interest was sparked.

“What’s that helmet with blinders?” asked my elder brother François.
“A burgonet,” answered Cabusse.
“And this helmet with raised sides?”
“A morion.”
Of  the three soldiers, as I have mentioned, Cabusse was the only 

talker. But there were two reasons for this: Coulondre Iron-arm was 
economical in everything, even his words; Cockeyed Marsal stuttered.

“And what’s that?” I demanded.
“Little idiot,” said François, “that’s a coat of  chain mail.”
“And that?” asked my half-brother Samson.
“A cuirass,” answered François.
“Not at all,” corrected Cabusse. “Its a corselet. It only protects the 

torso and the back.”
“Cabusse,” I said, “will the corselet protect you from being shot at?”
“A… a… a… las,” said Marsal, looking at me sadly through 

crossed eyes.
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“My little men,” said Cabusse, “if  I tell you all the names of  the 
firearms, will you then be off to bed?” We all looked at each other, 
vexed by this manoeuvre; then François, always on his best behaviour, 
replied with great importance:

“Agreed, Cabusse.”
“Well then,” continued Cabusse, “this…”
“Is an arquebus,” said François.
“Fuse or flint?” asked Cabusse, smoothing his moustache.
“Flint.”
“No, Monsieur,” corrected Cabusse, “fuse. But the fuse is missing. 

Here’s a pistol. This is a small arquebus. Its advantage is that you 
can shoot it with one hand. Here’s a pistolette—a small pistol. This 
is a gun you hold against your chest rather than your shoulder.”

“These are proud weapons!” I exclaimed. “They’ll kill lots of  enemies.”
“The enemy’s got the same ones,” replied Coulondre. He seemed, 

as usual, quite lugubrious, unlike Cabusse, who whistled as he worked, 
quite cheerful, it appeared, at the thought of  leaving home and cut-
ting loose.

Barberine called us all within, soldiers included, and, with Samson 
and me at the head of  the pack, we raced to the great hall, where my 
father and Sauveterre were standing, backs to the fireplace, looking 
very serious. My mother sat at the far end of  the table, between her 
chambermaid, Cathau, and Barberine, who held my two-year-old 
sister in her arms. Between these two groups, the three soldiers took 
their places and, opposite them, my two cousins from Taniès and the 
stonecutter Jonas, the three of  whom would be staying to man the 
defence of  Mespech during my father’s absence.

To my father’s right stood a little man dressed all in black save for 
an enormous white ruff that seemed to make his head smaller, like 
that of  a plucked bird, his thin, arched, beak-like nose emphasizing 
this avian comparison and his jet-black, round eyes fixed on my father. 
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This man stood absolutely silent, and since he gave us no command, 
we children slipped as best we could into the spaces left by the adults 
at the table: François on Sauveterre’s right, Samson on Jonas’s left and 
I on my father’s right.

François and Geoffroy de Caumont finally arrived and, a few min-
utes later, Faujanet, who had tethered their horses after lowering the 
drawbridges for them. The Brethren and the new arrivals embraced 
each other with a gravity that made a deep impression on me. I noticed 
that Geoffroy de Caumont was content to wave to his cousin Isabelle 
from across the room rather than going around the table to greet her.

“Maître Ricou,” said Jean de Siorac, addressing the little bird-beaked 
notary, “since we are dealing with a matter of  the utmost importance 
requiring the presence of  François and Geoffroy de Caumont, my wife 
Isabelle, my children, my cousins and all my servants, I took the liberty 
of  troubling you to come all the way to Mespech, and I promise to have 
my men accompany you back to Sarlat.” He paused to glance around at 
the assembled group. “Maître Ricou,” he continued, “will read you the 
codicil that Sauveterre and I have decided to add to our act of  brother-
hood. Each of  you should pay close attention to this reading, for any one 
of  you may at some future date be required to testify as to its contents. 
Maître Ricou, please proceed.”

Ricou pulled a scroll from his pocket, unfurled it, and though he 
read it slowly and distinctly, I couldn’t understand a word of  it at the 
time. As I read it today I remember that the only thing that struck me 
then was that my father might be killed in the war, a thought that had 
not yet occurred to me and that overwhelmed me.

If  such an event occurred, Maître Ricou informed us, Monsieur de 
Sauveterre, Écuyer, agreed to consider Isabelle de Siorac as his own 
sister and to provide her with food and hearth for the rest of  her days. 
He was also to provide for François, Pierre, Samson and Catherine, 
whom he would consider to be his own children. On coming of  age, 
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François de Siorac would join Sauveterre as lords of  Mespech although 
the latter would continue to assume the management and defence of  
the household until his death. An appropriate sum of  money would 
be given to each of  his younger sons, Pierre de Siorac and Samson de 
Siorac as they came of  age, so that they might carry out their studies 
at Montpellier: Pierre in medicine and Samson in law. On her wedding 
day, Catherine was to receive the same fields, woods and quarry which 
Isabelle de Caumont had brought in dowry to Mespech. If  Monsieur de 
Sauveterre were to die before the four children had reached majority, 
the Caumont cousins would become co-tutors with Isabelle.

Having finished his reading, Maître Ricou invited all present to pose 
any questions they might have, and my mother asked in a trembling 
voice whether the fact of  naming Samson in the codicil was sufficient 
to legitimize his birth. “No,” answered the notary, “in order for Samson 
to be legitimized, a special request would have to be addressed to the 
king, and in the present case, the child is merely recognized, which,” 
he emphasized, “in no way undermines the inheritor of  the estate.” 
My father listened to this explanation without so much as a word, a 
sign or a look in my mother’s direction.

François de Caumont asked if  it might be possible to specify the 
“appropriate sum of  money” which would be allotted to Pierre and 
Samson for their studies. Sauveterre proposed 3,000 livres for each, to 
be inflated or deflated according to the current price of  grain, a proposal 
that was immediately accepted by my father and co-signed by Ricou.

Geoffroy de Caumont wished to know why, at the age of  six, Pierre 
de Siorac was already destined to the study of  medicine and Samson 
to the law. My father replied with a smile that, as younger brothers, 
we would need a serious profession in order to make our way in life; 
that he had already been struck by the interest I showed in sick people 
he had attended, and by all the questions I asked on this subject. As 
for Samson, he had a precise and practical turn of  mind, which, my 
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father felt, would lead him to an interest in the law. He added that, of  
course, he might be mistaken about all of  this, but that, in any case, 
each of  his younger sons should receive the prescribed sum whatever 
subject he wished to pursue in order to gain an honourable situation in 
life. François de Caumont requested that this consideration be added 
to the codicil, which was done. The act was then signed by Sauveterre, 
Siorac, Isabelle de Siorac, François and Geoffroy de Caumont, the 
two Siorac cousins, and Cabusse as well, who was the only one of  our 
people who could sign his name, which he did with a great flourish.

After many compliments, the notary withdrew. Marsal and Coulondre 
were to accompany him back to Sarlat, armed to the teeth, for the 
roads had again become dangerous, and it was rumoured that a large 
band of  Gypsies had been pillaging outlying farms near Belvès and 
even attacking some of  the chateaux. As for François and Geoffroy de 
Caumont, they were to spend the night at Mespech, and set out the next 
morning with my father towards Périgueux, where a great assembly of  
nobles was being gathered for the march to Paris.

Once Ricou had left, my father announced in a sombre and sono-
rous voice, “My friends, in view of  the perils we are going to meet in 
the north in our defence of  the kingdom and of  the dangers that those 
who remain here may have to confront, I ask that we all commend each 
other to the grace and mercy of  God in a short prayer recited together.” 
Whereupon, with a grave voice but without the bombast or any of  the 
mechanical quality that our priest always adopts, without mumbling 
or stumbling over words, but pronouncing each of  them in a sincere 
tone as if  each one were new to him, Jean de Siorac recited the Our 
Father, and we all began to pray along with him, including the children.

Night had fallen and the hall was lit only by the two oil lamps on the 
table. I was astonished by this Our Father, recited so slowly, with such 
force and fervour. And believing that my father was going to be killed 
in battle, just as the horrible notary had said repeatedly while reading 
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his document, a shiver went down my spine and tears streamed down 
my cheeks. Certainly I loved my mother and adored Barberine, who 
had suckled me and raised me and Samson—much more than my 
elder brother—and my little sister Catherine. But no one at Mespech 
seemed more admirable, stronger, more knowledgeable in all things, 
wiser, more able and indestructible than Jean de Siorac. I loved every-
thing about him, his clear eyes, his eloquence, and especially the way 
he stood so straight and tall, head held high, the scar on his cheek 
adding to his majesty.

As the prayer came to an end, my tears continued to flow unremit-
tingly and I didn’t even try to wipe my eyes. Then an incident occurred 
which broke the solemnity of  the scene and shook me to the core. In 
the silence following the prayer, Isabelle de Siorac suddenly announced 
with her usual petulance, “My dear husband, I would like to add to the 
paternoster a little prayer intended for your special protection.” And 
she immediately began the Ave Maria.

Had lightning struck the middle of  the great hall of  Mespech, it 
could not have produced a more terrifying effect. Sauveterre and Siorac 
stood silent, still as statues, fists clenched behind their backs, teeth grit-
ted, staring icily at Isabelle. Geoffroy directed an equally furious look 
at his cousin, and his elder brother, who was also a reformer, though 
not so passionate as the others, seemed intensely embarrassed. Cathau, 
Barberine, little Hélix and I recited the Ave Maria along with Isabelle. 
Samson, who had never been prey to the influence of  my mother and 
who was consequently ignorant of  this prayer, said not a word. As for 
François, after reciting the opening words, he stopped short as soon as 
he saw my father’s face. I resented his cowardice and continued recit-
ing to the bitter end, convinced that my mother was wrong to have so 
antagonized my father, yet little inclined to abandon her, for I could 
see her chin trembling as she braved the terrible stares from all sides. 
As for my cousins and the soldiers, all remained immobile, their eyes 
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glued to the floor, utterly silent, looking as if  they wished they were a 
thousand leagues away.

“My friends,” said my father when she had finished, his face pale, 
his teeth clenched, but his speech calm enough, “you may withdraw 
into your chambers for the night, I must take leave of  my wife.”

He warmly embraced François and Geoffroy de Caumont, who were 
the first to retire, followed by Sauveterre, who escorted them, limping, 
to their rooms. My cousins and the soldiers were next, and with them 
went François, who was no longer treated as a child and had his own 
room. Cathau and Barberine were slowest to withdraw, gathering the 
children in their skirts. Once the door to the great hall was closed, I 
noticed that they lingered in the kitchen, seeming to busy themselves 
there and imposing the strictest silence on all of  us.

Their delay was rewarded, for, after a long silence, we could hear 
my father say: “Madame, you might have avoided offending me in front 
of  my friends and my children, and this on the eve of  my departure 
for the war unsure that you will ever see me again.”

There was another silence, broken by my mother’s trembling and 
tearful voice:

“My dear husband, I did not think to brook your anger in reciting 
a prayer of  the Catholic religion in which we were married.”

Here we could hear sobs as my father replied: “My friend, it is too 
late for tears.” But his tone was considerably softened, and Barberine 
later told Cathau that if  my mother had persevered in her tears and 
silence, everything might have turned out for the best. Instead, my 
mother added,

“Truly I did not mean any harm. I only wanted to bring you the 
protection of  the Virgin.”

“Is Christ not enough for you?” cried my father angrily. “Why do 
you need the intercession of  your little gods and goddesses? Have you 
no sense, woman? There’s nothing but pagan superstition, stinking 
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idolatry and pestiferous ignorance of  God’s Word in your worship. I’ve 
explained this to you a thousand times, Madame, and since you have 
the good fortune to know how to read, why do you refuse to seek the 
Word of  God as it is given in the Holy Scriptures, rather than relying 
blindly on the tales of  your priests?”

At this point, little Hélix gave my arm a terrible pinch and I responded 
with an elbow, which missed its mark and hit a kettle, knocking it with 
a great crash to the kitchen floor. The door of  the great hall flew open 
and my father’s head appeared, flushed crimson, his eyes ablaze, and 
he thundered, “What are you doing in here? To bed! To bed! Or every 
last one of  you’ll get the whip, boys and girls alike, young and old, no 
matter what your condition!” Barberine gave a shriek, and, seizing her 
lamp, disappeared into the stairwell, all of  us on her heels, panting 
with terror.

Cathau, the lithe chambermaid Cabusse had taken such a fancy to, 
slept in the little room adjoining my mother’s bedroom, and she took 
a hasty leave of  Barberine on the first landing, her eyes and lips full of  
the commentary they would share the next morning but must now sleep 
on. Our nurse, lamp in hand, shepherded her little troop into the room 
in the west tower where she slept in a bed whose great size was com-
mensurate with her own. Catherine’s bed was next to hers, little Hélix’s 
on the other side, but shoved against the wall to allow passage between 
them, while Samson and I shared a bed on the far side of  the fireplace. 
In the frigid winter weather, we lit a great blaze at nightfall against the 
terrible glacial draughts blowing through the machicolations pierced in 
the walls, which, during an attack, permitted rocks, hot pitch or boiling 
water to be hurled on any attackers, but which now allowed the humidity 
of  the moats to infiltrate our beds.

Barberine placed the oil lamp on the night table and came to tuck 
us into our beds with the care, caresses and kisses with which she always 
dosed these rites, her deep, lyrical voice finding sweet words for each 
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one of  us (including Samson, though she’d never suckled him), calling 
little Hélix “My big rascal! Little devil! Sweet sorceress!”; Catherine “My 
little golden écu! My pearl of  God!”; Samson “My little fox cub! My 
curly little St John!”; and me “My sweet! Dear heart! My little rooster!” 
These are only examples of  her nicknames for us, for she imagined new 
ones every night, each one perfectly fitting the person and the occasion, 
never calling one of  us by a name she’d used for another on another 
night, which, I’m sure, would have wounded us no end.

Catherine and Samson fell asleep during this rite, but not little 
Hélix, who, leaning on one elbow, and behind Barberine’s spacious 
back, made her last faces at me. I did not doze off either, but only 
pretended to do so, and, turning on my side, one eye closed, seemingly 
the innocent angel, I watched Barberine undress, while her gigantic 
shadow, projected by the lamp onto the curved tower wall, made its 
final preparations for sleep.

I now understand that Barberine was not as colossal as I’d believed 
at the age of  six. She was, however, a large woman with luxuriant black 
hair, a round face, large mouth, round and robust neck, wide shoulders, 
huge bosom with firm and abundant white breasts from which I had 
drunk life, and which now dazzled me in the lamplight as, sighing, she 
unlaced the red bodice which imprisoned them. And they seemed to 
swell, impatient for liberation, as Barberine undid with her large fingers 
the last knots holding the lacing firmly in place. Finally they made their 
appearance, milky and round, fabulously enlarged by the shadow on 
the wall, as if  the tower itself  had become a huge breast which would 
come to rest on our cheeks during the night. Barberine carefully folded 
her red halter and her corset, and then her skirt, her apron and finally 
her green velvet petticoat, striped with three red bands, one at the 
waist, a second around her thigh and the third at the hem. Then she 
pulled on an ample white sleeveless nightgown, cut very low so that her 
liberated bosom could undulate freely. As her body came to rest on her 
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woollen mattress she sighed with sleepy content. I had only this brief  
moment to ask a question or make a request, since only seconds later 
the lamp would be extinguished and she with it, sinking into a sleep 
so deep that ten arquebuses firing simultaneously in the tower room 
would not have stirred her.

I slipped out of  bed and ran over to hers to curl up and snuggle in 
her arms.

“And who is this pretty little mouse?” asked Barberine in her low 
sing-song voice, squeezing me tight. “What could it want?”

“Barberine, why did my mother make my father so angry?”
“Because she was upset herself,” said Barberine, who never lied.
“Upset about what?”
“Because the notary called Samson ‘Samson de Siorac’.”
“Isn’t that his name, then?” I asked astonished.
“Now it is, yes.”
“And what was it before?”
“He didn’t have a name.”
I couldn’t believe my ears.
“But he’s my brother!”
“Of  course!” replied Barberine. “And a handsome, strong and 

honest lad he is, like a shiny new coin. It would have been a great pity 
not to name him Siorac and God bless him!” And, between her teeth, 
“And the Virgin Mary, too. Go on, my little mouse, back to your hole. 
I’m dousing the lamp.”

And even before I could get back to my bed, she blew out the lamp, 
so that I “lost my way” in the dark and found myself  in little Hélix’s 
bed, who, all ears, was wide awake and whose arms encircled me with 
astonishing force.

It’s true that she was already ten years old and I don’t know why 
we called her little Hélix, for she was no longer little, far from it and 
almost completely formed already.
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“Aha, I’ve got you!” she whispered. “And now that I’ve got you, I’m 
going to eat you right up like a she-devil.”

“S’not true!” I hissed. “I don’t believe you, you don’t have teeth 
like a wolf.”

“What about this?” she said, rolling me over on my back and putting 
her full weight on me. “Me,” she continued half-scolding, half-laughing, 
trying to nibble my ear, “I always begin with the ears, because they’re 
the best morsels, like the coxcomb or the artichoke heart! But after the 
ears, I eat everything else, bit by bit, right down to the bones.”

“Not true, I tell you, and you’re crushing me! Get off me! Or I’ll 
call Barberine!”

“My mother’s asleep,” she laughed shamelessly. “So, my little mouse, 
you’ve met your cat. Keep still or you’ll feel my claws.”

“If  you’re a cat,” I answered bravely, “tomorrow I’ll take my father’s 
sword and cut you in two, from the guzzle to the zatch!”

“Fie then!” cajoled little Hélix. “No bragging little mouse! Listen 
once and for all: if  you don’t sleep in my bed I’ll eat you all up.”

I answered neither yea nor nay, so astonished was I to find her at 
once so plump and so strong, gave up the struggle and fell asleep in 
her arms. At daybreak, however, she woke me with a violent pinch 
and, pretending to be angry at finding me in her bed, sent me off to 
my own with dispatch.

My father’s departure deprived us as well of  Cabusse, who, among 
other duties, was our cook. He enjoyed an easy familiarity with Cathau 
and Barberine. Neither one, however, tolerated his advances for fear 
of  being sent away, though Cathau would have been hard pressed to 
resist if  the master’s eye hadn’t kept her in line, for she found herself  
attracted to Cabusse’s formidable moustache, his great size, his coax-
ing ways and his Gascon accent. Alas, now, when she came down 
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of  a morning to fetch hot milk for her mistress, Cabusse would no 
longer be there to say in his warm voice, “Greetings, my sweet! How 
fare you this day? And how could you not fare well, fresh as you are, 
with cheeks as red as apples and lips like cherries! How you make the 
kitchen shine just by comin’ in! They say ‘A lass who’s pale seeks her 
male,’ but I don’t believe it! It’s just the other way round! Whoever 
saw a turnip fall in love?”

But even Cabusse, as hardy a soldier as they come, spoke in a whisper 
to Cathau, so fearful was he of  being heard by the captains.

To replace Cabusse as cook, they tried Barberine, but Barberine, 
who had nourished so many children in the natural way, turned out to 
have no culinary talent whatsoever for nourishing adults. So Sauveterre 
called on la Maligou, wife of  the man who had had such trouble guard-
ing Mespech against the evil schemes of  Fontenac. La Maligou came 
and stayed. As voluminous as Barberine, she lacked our nursemaid’s 
strength, and possessed not the least grain of  common sense or reason 
in her great ruffled head, being all vanity and chatter, as credulous and 
superstitious as they come, genuflecting twenty times a day, crossing her 
fingers to conjure fate, throwing salt over her shoulder and in front of  
her pot (which she somehow cooked to perfection), always careful to 
draw a circle with her finger on the kitchen floor behind her to prevent 
the Devil from whipping up her skirts and cowling her while she was 
bent over her fire.

She brought with her daughter, named Suzon, but later we turned 
to calling her “Little Sissy”, a name which stuck. At the time of  her 
arrival she was a little devil of  three years, with the skin of  a Saracen, 
thin and graceful as a blade, her close-set eyes liquid and malicious 
enough to damn you, yet of  a good heart all the same. At six, already 
tall for my age, I carried her on my shoulders, leaving Catherine to 
pout on her little chair, her two blonde braids encircling her scowling 
face, while little Hélix wrestled with her barely contained fury, for no 
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one dared lay a finger on Little Sissy, since la Maligou had a sharp eye 
and a fast hand.

Her mother made a great mystery of  the birth of  this girl, whom 
she elevated in importance over all her other children, husband, father, 
mother and grandparents—with endless fussing, signs of  the cross, and 
frequent pinches of  salt thrown in the fire (a practice which, with salt so 
expensive, Sauveterre was quick to condemn). But, of  course, unable 
to hold her tongue, she revealed that secret at least once a month, with 
murmurs, expressions of  the greatest confidence, and a mixture of  
hidden pride and contrition. Little Sissy was not, alas! (this “alas!” was 
so hypocritical!) her husband Maligou’s daughter, but was the daughter 
of  a Gypsy who had taken her by force one night four years previously. 
La Maligou claimed that this Gypsy captain’s armed band had pillaged 
their house, demanding all the cured meat hanging from their rafters, 
and threatened to burn their entire field of  wheat, cast spells on the 
cows and cut down their vines. At the mention of  the vines, Maligou 
gave in immediately. But once they had the meat, the Gypsy captain, 
a tall handsome brute who looked like a prince, put his evil eye on la 
Maligou and, drawing a cross on her breast with his thumb and another 
on her stomach, he said in his half-Catalan, half-Provençal patois, “I’ll 
return for you tonight in the barn when the owl hoots. If  you aren’t 
there, I’ll burn your body with the fires of  hell from your womb to your 
lungs till the end of  time.”

And indeed, as midnight sounded, hearing the hooting of  the owl 
(her husband sleeping drunk as a log beside her to forget the loss of  
his salamis), la Maligou, shuddering as she slipped on her clogs, went, 
against her will, to the barn, where in the inky darkness of  the night the 
Gypsy captain threw her into the hay and had his way with her no less 
than fifteen times. “But there was no sin on my hands,” la Maligou was 
quick to add, “because I was forced by magic to do it.” So often was this 
story told that no one at Mespech or any of  the surrounding villages 
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(except perhaps for a few virgins who grew dreamy at its telling) was 
the least moved by it. Whenever he heard it, my father always laughed 
to split his sides, and I realized only later why he found it so amusing.

Among the new arrivals at Mespech were my cousins Benoît and 
Michel Siorac, sons of  my Uncle Raymond, who had perished in the 
plague at Taniès. It was a great blessing for my cousins to live in the 
chateau. The curate of  Marcuays, whose parish included the towns 
of  Sireil and Taniès, had forbidden burning the corpses under threat 
of  eternal damnation and so everyone feared another outbreak of  the 
epidemic from the bad vapours from the earth of  Taniès where the 
pestiferous lay buried.

Benoît and Michel were twins, and no two peas ever looked more 
alike in the same pod. They were merry lads in their thirties who spoke 
little and were secretly unhappy that neither knew which was the elder, 
since their mother and midwife had passed away and no one in Taniès 
could tell them which of  them had been born first. Neither could lay 
claim to their small domain, and consequently neither could take a wife 
since the domain could support only one family.

La Maligou always said, out of  their earshot, that they were fools 
not to take one woman to the altar before a priest, since no woman 
could ever tell them apart and thus there could be no sin where there 
was no knowledge of  sin. In this way, the twins could have shared the 
pleasures of  a wife without having the expenses of  two families.

But these ideas would have seemed sacrilegious to the pious brothers. 
They were so dependent on each other that they simply accepted their 
celibacy and their coexistence. Indeed, if  one were alone, he would 
search about, asking everyone anxiously, “Where is Michel?” By which 
we could recognize that it was Benoît who was speaking. Otherwise there 
was no way: they were the same size, the same breadth of  shoulder, had 
the same black curly hair, same features, same way of  sitting, sniffing 
the wind, spitting, breaking bread or supping soup.
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Sauveterre had a blue ribbon sewn on Michel’s shirt collar, and 
a red one on Benoît’s, but since they slept together, their clothes 
thrown pell-mell onto the bed, Michel might easily slip on Benoît’s 
shirt by mistake in the morning, so it was of  no use. As pious as they 
were, the Siorac brothers were not terribly clever and should one of  
us, meeting one of  the twins in the courtyard, ask “Which one are 
you?” the twin in question would invariably reply, “I’m the brother 
of  the other one.”

Jonas, our stonecutter, was unhappy to have to leave his cave to come 
to the defence of  Mespech. He bit his nails worrying about his beauti-
ful cut stones lying at night alone in their quarry. But for all that, the 
new company changed him for the better, especially the women, whom 
the poor hermit devoured with his eyes at the dinner table every night, 
most of  all Barberine, whose abundance and milky complexion caught 
his fancy. With our three departed soldiers, the two Siorac twins and 
Faujanet, Jonas made the seventh bachelor, not counting all the young 
men of  the neighbouring towns who were unable to marry since they 
possessed no house to lodge a family nor lands to nourish one. It was a 
great shame that so many of  the girls of  our countryside had to enter 
convents for lack of  an earthly husband. I make these observations at 
an age where I myself, though born into a well-to-do family, am but the 
second-born and am unable to marry the woman who has enchanted 
me since I have no means of  supporting her. Sadly, filthy lucre seems 
to dominate everything, even the sweetness of  life.

Sauveterre became quite bilious at the news that an armed band of  
Gypsies were roaming the countryside around Belvès, taking advantage 
of  the absence of  the nobility and their men at arms to besiege the 
chateaux. For the strongest chateau is only as strong as its defenders, 
and these were too often too few or too cowardly, since the call to arms 
to save the kingdom had skimmed off the cream of  the soldiery from 
our region.
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The Gypsies were not a people who dreamt only of  blood and 
carnage. If  victorious, they raped the women, to be sure, but did not 
kill them afterwards. It was rumoured that they never touched children 
either, but seemed to love them so much that they often stole young 
ones if  they found them beautiful. Before attacking, they would always 
enter into negotiations with the chateau or the farm and, in return 
for a pledge of  neutrality, would carry off arms, silver and provisions. 
But it sometimes happened that, after receiving a ransom, they would 
break their word and attack anyway. It was said that they castrated the 
men they killed, which was very much an affront to our own customs, 
although I have seen it done by our soldiers—both Huguenots and 
Catholics—during the great civil wars of  the kingdom.

The Gypsies were armed with makeshift weapons but were fear-
some nonetheless, for they often attacked at night, silent as snakes, 
nimble as cats, quickly scaled walls thought to be unassailable, and 
were already within the walls by the time the alarm was sounded.

At Mespech there was now only one captain, Sauveterre, and a 
single soldier, Faujanet. Jonas was, to be sure, a sure shot with his 
longbow, but the Siorac brothers had to be taught how to shoot an 
arquebus. Even the women were taught soldiery, at least my mother, 
Cathau and Barberine were, for la Maligou, faced with the task, made 
such a fuss and cried so shrilly that Sauveterre sent her quickly back 
to her pots and pans. My mother also put up some resistance, but 
of  another sort, claiming that it was beneath the honour of  a noble-
woman to touch firearms. To which a glowering Sauveterre crustily 
replied: “Madame, if  Mespech is taken what will become of  your 
honour then?” At this Isabelle shuddered, paled and gave in.

François was also given lessons in marksmanship. Samson and I 
bit our knuckles with rage, for our elder brother immediately put on 
unbearable airs with us. But Sauveterre found a use for us younger 
brothers. He had us make piles of  large stones every three toises along 
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the catwalks, and, wearing helmets much too big for our little heads, 
we were instructed to run back and forth along the ramparts brandish-
ing pikes to give the impression of  great numbers at the approach of  
the enemy. Little Hélix even got a helmet and a pick, but these were 
soon confiscated, so dangerous did this weapon seem in her hands. If  
ladders were raised against our walls, we were instructed to put aside 
our pikes and valiantly to hurl the stones from the battlements onto 
the heads of  our assailants.

That autumn, the grain had been harvested and the grapes picked, 
and as soon as the ploughing was done, the livestock was brought in 
from the pastures despite the good weather, to keep them, and the 
cowherds, from exposure to the roving bands. We also avoided trips 
to Sarlat, to neighbouring chateaux or even to our villages, so wary 
were we of  the roads where the Gypsies had become masters of  the 
ambush.

Sauveterre ordered that a brief  reconnaissance be made outside the 
walls at dawn each day, and after sundown each evening. He entrusted 
these little patrols to the Siorac twins, and, before opening the gates, 
had their horses’ hooves trussed with rags to muffle their approach. 
The twins were great hunters and we knew we could count on them 
for detecting the least trace of  man or beast on the roads and in the 
surrounding woods.

From the ramparts of  Mespech, we could easily spy the fortified bell 
tower of  the church of  Marcuays and, off to the right, on a more distant 
hill, the imposing facade of  the Château de Fontenac. Overcoming 
his repugnance, Sauveterre wrote to Bertrand de Fontenac a courte-
ous letter in which he proposed that our two chateaux, being so close, 
should each give aid if  the other were attacked by the Gypsies. But the 
wolf  cub, showing his fangs for the first time, refused this proposition 
flat out: Fontenac had no need of  help nor wished to be obliged to give 
it to anyone, least of  all those who had banished his father.
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As for the other neighbouring castleries, Campagnac, Puymartin, 
Laussel and Commarques, their forces were even more impoverished 
than ours. Nor could we expect any help from Sarlat, deprived of  its 
archers and royal troops: the consuls had hastily organized a town 
militia which was barely capable of  defending its walls, being few in 
number and unused to battle.

Sauveterre, never one to mask the truth, especially when it was 
unpleasant, repeated to us every night after prayers that we must not 
rely on the moat surrounding us, nor on our walls, our towers, our 
ramparts or our drawbridges, and that we had little hope of  victory if  
the Gypsies attacked us. It was on hearing this that, for the first time 
in my young life, I began to think about death.

Mespech had withdrawn into itself  as if  it were midwinter, despite 
the beautiful autumn season, the clear October sun beginning to 
turn the leaves of  the chestnut trees. It was a pity to think that 
we were sequestered in Mespech as if  in a prison, the three draw-
bridges raised even during the day, my father and the three soldiers 
in danger of  being killed in the war which weighed so heavily against 
France, and we ourselves, far from the battlefields of  the north, in 
the greatest peril.

I was too young in 1554 to have retained any memory of  the 
plague in Taniès other than the happy arrival of  Samson, with his 
curly hair, his clear eyes, his strength and his exquisite manners. But 
ever since, Ricou, the notary, had talked about the possible death of  
my father, and Sauveterre, doubtless wishing to sharpen the cour-
age of  his little band, had not let a night go by without evoking the 
massacre that would attend the fall of  Mespech—I believed we were 
all fated to die.

The twins, Jonas and Faujanet took turns standing guard on the 
battlement walk, anxiously scanning the horizon. Thanks to our ser-
vice as rock suppliers to the battlement walk, Samson and I were the 
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only children allowed up there, a privilege we valued greatly since 
from there we had a marvellous view of  the surrounding villages 
and hillsides. Breathless, our backs breaking from our labours, our 
hands rough from hefting the fieldstone, we would look out over the 
ploughed fields and the woods. As the sun set over Périgord, giving a 
sweet serenity to everything, the thought of  death, which had so lately 
come to me, returned with a force it had never before had.

“Samson,” I said, “when you die, do you go to heaven?”
“God willing,” replied Samson.
“But on earth, everything continues?”
“Yes, of  course,” Samson said.
“Life goes on in Taniès, Marcuays? And Mespech? And the la 

Feuillade woods? And the marauders’ field?”
“Yes,” announced Samson firmly. “Everything goes on just the same.”
“But we,” I stammered, a lump in my throat, “we won’t be here 

to see it.”
“No,” said Samson.
“But, Samson, how is that possible?” Tears streamed down my 

cheeks, I grabbed his hand and squeezed with all my strength.

The day after I had discovered that the earth would continue to be just 
as beautiful when I was no longer there, a rider bearing letters from 
the north for the chateaux whose lords fought for the king, brought us 
a missive from my father. It was addressed to Jean de Sauveterre, and 
my mother seemed reluctant to take it when, his face beaming with joy, 
Sauveterre handed it to her after perusing its contents. But since he was 
called outside at that moment, he placed the letter on the table of  the 
great hall and left. Seeing this, my mother approached almost in spite of  
herself, reached out a hesitating hand, as if  both attracted and repulsed 
by the letter, and ended up by seizing it and retiring immediately to a 
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window seat, at a discreet distance from Barberine and her children. 
She skimmed most of  the letter rapidly, until she got to the end, which 
she read much more slowly, with sighs and tears.

Sauveterre, returning at this moment, went up to her and said 
quietly and with an unusual gentleness: “Well, my cousin, you see 
your husband is concerned about your health and your children.”

“But the letter is not addressed to me,” replied my mother with a 
half-angry, half-plaintive tone, her blue eyes brimming with tears.

“That’s as it should be, since it’s a matter of  wars and campaigns. 
But the last part proves that Jean has thoughts only for you.”

“And for you as well, Monsieur,” answered my mother with an effort 
at generosity evidently much appreciated by Sauveterre, for he seized 
her two hands in his and pressed them.

“Am I not his brother,” he said with a voice at once vibrant and veiled, 
“devoted to his person, his wife and his children to my dying day?”

This “to my dying day” resonated through me painfully, for I naively 
believed that our deaths were now literally imminent. I little realized 
then that people who use this expression are usually quite alive and 
consider their own deaths a possibility so remote that they can speak 
of  it without anguish.

That evening after dinner and common prayer led by Sauveterre 
(and to which my mother and perhaps others among us felt it nec-
essary to make secret additions in the privacy of  their chambers), 
Sauveterre addressed us all, and particularly the children, regarding 
the affairs of  the kingdom, and reporting the good news that my 
father had sent.

By his account, François de Guise had succeeded in extracting 
his troops from the Italian campaign, which had been but a series of  
errors, and had reached Saint-Germain on 6th October. Henri II had 
immediately named him lieutenant general of  the kingdom and placed 
him at the head of  an army, swelled by Swiss mercenaries (for the most 
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part paid for by the burghers of  Paris) and by the many nobles who 
had hurried there with their soldiers from all the provinces of  France, 
and now numbered some 50,000 men eager for battle.

Guise apparently feared that all this ardour would burn itself  out 
right there before reaching its true object. But a redoubtable adversary 
was beginning to undo the army of  Felipe II of  Spain: lack of  money. 
“It may seem astonishing,” wrote Jean de Siorac, “that a sovereign as 
methodical and painstaking as Felipe II should have undertaken such 
a great campaign without assuring himself  of  the financial means to 
carry it out.” And yet that is exactly what was happening. Unable to 
pay his soldiers, Felipe’s able general, Emmanuel-Philibert de Savoie, 
was cashiering his army. And Guise, instead of  meeting the awesome 
legions, which had crushed Montmorency before Saint-Quentin, 
encountered only absence.

The French court now remembered that we were also at war with 
Mary Tudor and, though they had done little to support their Spanish 
allies with reinforcements or subsidies, our English neighbours offered 
at least one major advantage over the Spanish: they were quite close 
at hand. For 200 years, England had occupied Calais. Jean de Siorac 
was careful to avoid mentioning Calais by name in his letter, and yet 
by certain allusions which only his brother could interpret, he implied 
that it was to that city that Guise would direct his blow and attempt to 
undo the knot of  this war.

At this point in his presentation, Sauveterre paused to send Faujanet 
to fetch Jonas, who was standing guard on the ramparts, because he 
wanted everyone to hear what he was about to say. Then he ordered 
la Maligou to light both of  the pewter five-stemmed candelabra.

“Both at once?” asked la Maligou hesitantly.
“Both at once, and all the candles as well,” replied Sauveterre firmly.
This was a surprising answer, given how close a watch Sauveterre 

kept on expenses. La Maligou, rising to the occasion and, as always, 
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prepared to see magic everywhere at work since the day the Gypsy had 
taken her by force, lit each of  the candles with an air of  great pomp 
and mystery. Already overjoyed at the news that our father was alive, 
the rest of  us were filled with admiration at the unheard-of  luxury of  
such an illumination—the two candelabra reflecting their light in the 
polished walnut surface of  the table. Sauveterre had ceremoniously 
seated us on either side of  him, François and Isabelle on his right, 
myself, Samson and Catherine on his left; behind us in a second row, 
Cathau, Barberine and little Hélix, la Maligou carrying Little Sissy in 
her arms and, lastly, behind the women, the Siorac brothers, Jonas, 
who had just come back from his watch, his blunderbuss in his hand, 
and Faujanet, limping at his heels.

Sauveterre went to the armoire of  the great hall and removed a long 
scroll, which he unrolled on the table, weighting each corner with a 
blunderbuss bullet that he pulled from his pockets. “This,” announced 
Sauveterre, his black eyes shining beneath his bushy eyebrows and his 
voice straining to contain an emotion we could all feel, “is the kingdom 
of  France.”

There was a long silence, and la Maligou made the sign of  the cross 
with a terrified air. “Sweet Jesus!” she moaned in a trembling voice. 
“That’s strange magic indeed that can reduce such a great kingdom 
to a piece of  paper scarce as long as our table!”

“Fiddlesticks!” retorted Jonas. “It doesn’t fit on the paper. It’s just 
a picture, like the master craftsmen give me to carve my stones from. 
It’s a picture made all small.”

“That’s right,” said Sauveterre, “and the kingdom of  France is a very 
great kingdom. Even changing horses every day, it would take a rider 
more than thirty days to gallop from Marseilles” (and here he tapped 
the port on the map with his index finger) “to Calais.” (He indicated 
Calais with the flat of  his hand.)

“Thirty days!” gasped Barberine. “In other words a whole month! 
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God preserve the king of  France who must watch over such a vast 
kingdom.”

“But where is the diocese of  Sarlat?” asked Isabelle de Siorac.
“Here’s Sarlat,” answered Sauveterre, who didn’t care for the term 

“diocese”.
“And the Dordogne?” said François to show that he was eldest.
Sauveterre followed with his index finger the sinuous line of  the river.
“God keep me from his devils and his sorcerers,” breathed la Maligou. 

“But this Dordogne doesn’t flow.”
“Silly fool!” cried Jonas. “Do you want to feel the snow on the 

mountains as well? The great waters of  the seas? And the winds and 
squalls that buffet the kingdom?” He appeared to be quite indignant 
about la Maligou’s superstitions and stupidities, yet all the while he was 
taking advantage of  the crowd around the table to press up against 
Barberine a bit more than he should have, Sauveterre lacking eyes in 
the back of  his head.

“What about Taniès?” one of  the Siorac twins asked suddenly, 
though for the life of  me I could not tell which one.

“Yes, where is Taniès?” repeated the brother of  the other one.
“It is not marked on this map,” Sauveterre announced patiently.
“And why not?” asked one of  the Sioracs, clearly offended by this 

omission.
“Listen, my poor friends,” broke in Faujanet, “I’ve travelled this 

country over during my ten years in the legion of  Guyenne, and I can 
tell you that there are so many thousands of  villages in the kingdom 
that they can’t all fit on this map.”

Sauveterre raised his hand: “Well said, Faujanet. I’ll simply add 
that Périgord is but one of  the provinces of  France. And Sarlat is only 
one among dozens of  cities in France.” And he continued, “Here is 
Paris, the capital of  the kingdom, where the king lives in his Louvre. 
And here to the north-west is a little sleeve of  water, at its narrowest 
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only two leagues wide, called La Manche. On the other side of  La 
Manche lies Dover, which belongs to England. And on this side is 
Calais which used to belong to the kingdom of  France.”

Sauveterre tapped his hand on the map and said in a trembling 
voice: “The English took Calais from us in 1347, exactly 200 years ago.”

“What evil men these English are,” said Faujanet. “But I thought 
Joan of  Arc kicked them out.”

“Not from everywhere,” replied Sauveterre. “They hung on to this 
little piece of  France in the north country, like ticks on the ear of  a dog.”

“Two hundred years!” said François, able to do his sums, to be sure, 
but whose imagination was surpassed by a figure so much greater than 
the ten years of  his life.

“I am fifty-two years old,” announced Sauveterre. “Two hundred 
years is about four times my age.”

I looked at Sauveterre with his greying beard, his scarred and wrin-
kled face and his hands covered by large blue veins. Four times the age 
of  Uncle de Sauveterre was an immensity. “But if  God didn’t give us 
back Calais after all this time,” argued la Maligou, “it’s because God 
didn’t want to.”

“Silly imbecile!” rejoined Jonas, who in his indignation leant even 
more heavily on Barberine. “If  God had wanted the English to have 
Calais, He would have put it on the other side of  La Manche, next to 
Dover.”

“Ay, that’s true enough!” said Barberine, struck by the evidence 
of  this reasoning, simultaneously aiming a kick at little Hélix, whom 
she caught in the act of  pinching me. As for what was happening 
immediately behind her enormous backside, she seemed entirely 
oblivious.

“Did the English take Calais by treachery?” François asked.
“Not at all,” said Sauveterre, “but by loyal combat after their stun-

ning victory over our poor King Philippe VI at Crécy.”
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During the summer, Samson and I had memorized the interminable 
list of  French kings and I was terrified for a moment that Sauveterre, who 
was in the habit of  asking such questions, might examine me as to Philippe 
VI’s succession. But instead he continued, “At Crécy, it was the English, 
the best archers the world has ever known, who earned the victory.”

“Excuse me, Captain,” broke in Jonas, appearing to be deeply 
wounded, “but it’s the English bow and not the English archer that is the 
best. You see, the bow is made of  a wood that grows only on their soil.”

“Right you are, Jonas. And if  there had been 2,000 like you at Crécy, 
the battle would have turned out differently.”

“Thank you, Captain,” murmured Jonas, blushing with pride at 
the thought of  the exploits he might have accomplished at Crécy 200 
years earlier.

“How was Calais taken?” asked François, who knew how much his 
uncle loved such questions. Like my father, and like so many Huguenot 
noblemen and burghers, Sauveterre had enormous respect for knowl-
edge, which extended to teaching the servants how to read so that they 
would have access to the Scriptures.

“Calais,” he explained, “was taken after a year of  terrible hunger, 
the English fleet having blockaded the port and Philippe VI unable to 
reach them from the land side. They had eaten everything: dogs, cats, 
and even horses, to the point that the valiant captain of  the defence, 
Jean de Vienne, feared that the poor citizens of  Calais would be reduced 
to eating human flesh.”

“Horrors!” cried Barberine, who, because she herself  was so white 
and succulent, had always nourished a secret fear of  being roasted 
during a siege. “It’s a capital sin to eat the flesh of  a Christian.”

“Christian or not,” returned Faujanet, “hunger brings the wolf  out 
of  the wood, and human or not, a starving man becomes a wolf. In 
my ten years of  service in the Guyenne legion, I saw things I couldn’t 
tell you about.”
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“And ’tis well,” said Sauveterre, showing no impatience. “In these 
extreme conditions and with no help in sight, Jean de Vienne capitu-
lated. He asked Edward III to allow the people to leave the garrison. 
‘Nay, nay!’ replied Edward. ‘They have killed too many of  my good 
Englishmen. Every one of  them must die!’”

“The wicked man!” said Barberine.
“Not at all,” corrected Faujanet. “It was his right.”
“A barbarous right,” said Sauveterre. “And the proof  is that the 

English barons begged him a thousand times to temper his hatred. 
Well, Edward finally agreed that the people and garrison should 
be spared, but on one condition: that six burghers of  Calais should 
surrender to him barefoot, bareheaded and wearing a rope about 
their necks, bringing him the keys to the city. And on these men,” 
said Sauveterre, his brow furrowing sadly, “Edward would take his 
vengeance.”

“And the people of  Calais had to choose those six men,” Jonas 
recalled. “I’ll wager that it was not an easy task. Ordinarily, the burghers 
of  these cities are well fed, crimson-faced and cleave as much to their 
skins as they do to their purses.”

“They chose themselves,” said Sauveterre, who did not much like 
Jonas’s way of  speaking. “And the first to volunteer was the richest of  
them all. He was called Eustache de Saint-Pierre.”

“So he already had a saint’s name,” said la Maligou, but Sauveterre 
gave her such an angry look that she fell silent. “His name has nothing 
to do with it,” he said severely. “Eustache de Saint-Pierre was a good 
Christian, who despite his riches aspired to eternal happiness in the 
sight of  God. And in volunteering for the rope, he said this: ‘If  I die to 
save this people, I have every hope of  obtaining the grace and pardon 
of  Our Lord.’ Of  course,” added Sauveterre, “Eustache was mistaken 
in this hope, for grace is not given for works alone.” (How many times 
had I heard this Calvinist credo from his lips or those of  my father!) 
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“But his thought was no less noble or pious, since he sacrificed his life 
for his people and his city.”

“Did he die?” asked Barberine, tears streaming down her cheeks, 
with Cathau and my mother close to tears as well, I think. “My heart 
breaks to think of  this poor man forced to go barefoot like a beggar, 
without so much as a hat or doublet…”

“But there were no doublets back then,” said François, a remark 
that seemed to me both pedantic and heartless given the great peril 
Eustache had accepted.

“He did not die,” explained Sauveterre. “Nor did his five compan-
ions, all honourable burghers and well-off in goods, one of  whom had 
two beautiful and gracious daughters to marry off.”

“Alas!” said Cathau, who was sensitive enough, but tried to appear 
even more so and lisped a bit according to the custom. “Such poor 
girls who, instead of  finding a husband, lost their father to the stake.” 
Cathau had already been my mother’s chambermaid at Caumont, 
and put on a few airs among us, finding our nobility scarcely ancient 
enough to suit her. She was a sweet girl nonetheless, with bright black 
eyes, rosy cheeks and full red lips. Her one thought was to marry 
Cabusse someday. Ever since he had left, she had wept day and night, 
constantly broke into sighs and wore out her bed at night with all her 
tossing and turning.

“But he was not hanged,” repeated Sauveterre. “Neither Eustache 
nor any of  the others. ‘Cut off their heads!’ ordered Edward III.”

“Sweet Jesus,” cried Barberine.
“Nor were they beheaded,” said Sauveterre. “For the gentle queen 

of  England, though very pregnant, threw herself  at the king’s feet and 
said, ‘Good sire, ever since I crossed the sea from Dover to Calais in great 
peril to join you, I have asked no favour of  you. But today I ask you, 
for the love of  Christ, to have mercy on these six men!’ And the king, 
relenting, gave them over to her care and she treated them worthily.”
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The women all sighed with relief  at these words. In truth, as I dis-
covered later, Sauveterre had changed somewhat the queen’s words, 
for in her plea to her king she had said “For the love of  the son of  Holy 
Mary”, a version that in Sauveterre’s Huguenot mind had become “For 
the love of  Christ”.

“Nevertheless,” said Sauveterre, “all the Frenchmen of  Calais, nobles, 
burghers and artisans, were dispossessed of  their goods and ordered to 
leave the city within the hour. Edward III replaced them with as many 
Englishmen of  various estates. And so it is that the English cuckoo, 
throwing out the French eggs, laid its own in our nest and made of  it 
a haven for himself  and his people for the next 210 years!” He broke 
off and frowned. “But I hear our dogs barking furiously. Jonas, go see 
what has upset them.”

Jonas left the room with his usual giant’s gait. A few minutes passed 
before we heard the sound of  someone running, and Jonas burst into 
the great hall crying with a trembling voice,

“The Gypsies are attacking!”


