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Les Baux-de-Provence, France
Evening, Saturday, 27 April 1929

The Anglaise was dead. It was inconvenient timing, but the villagers kept watch over her body as they would keep watch over any of their dead – at least, they tried.

The first convention to fall by the wayside was that which confined the deceased to his or her own bed until the day of the funeral. As the Anglaise had not died in her own bed, and her farmhouse had been sealed by the authorities, that had not been possible. Instead, they had brought her up to the village on a handcart, intending to lay her out in the little-used mortuary by the cemetery. Just as they were trundling the body along the ramparts, however, having struggled up through the Porte d’Eyguières, young François Pinet called them back and offered a room in the Hotel Monte-Carlo.

The small, family-run hotel was perched at the very edge of the medieval citadel. It had formed the centre of village life for as long as anyone could remember, its cafe and terrace providing the backdrop to endless trivial dramas, and the grande salle hosting feasts for every conceivable occasion. That it still did was thanks to the Anglaise herself, whose recent purchase and renovation of the buildings had saved it from being absorbed by the altogether more refined Hotel Reine Jeanne next door.

The bedroom in which they laid out her body held testament to the effort she had expended to rescue the hotel: the fact that the roof was not about to cave in was due to the architect she had engaged to sort out the sagging beams, while the fresh whitewash on the walls was there at her insistence, along with the cheerful blue on the shutters that had been pulled across the window outside. She’d even clambered up a ladder to paint the picture rails herself, in the same manner as she had attacked all the others in the hotel, which is to say somewhat testily, after dismissing the miserable Isnard, who had downed tools on the grounds that picture rails had not been specified in his contract.

No doubt her death had occasioned a few additional details to the room: a chair or two placed near the bed for the watchers, some black crape to cover the mirror, perhaps even a pious cluster of candles. But how far did they take tradition? Did they trouble to leave the window ajar, even though thunderstorms were rumbling across the plain and there had been opportunity aplenty for her soul to escape in the hours since her body had been pulled from the water? Did they maintain a respectful silence, despite all there was to discuss? It wasn’t as though the Anglaise had family in the village, or even in France. There was nothing to mandate strict adherence to the rules.

In any event, no such rules applied in the hotel cafe. There, amid glasses of anisette and games of cheville* the villagers would have been able to talk freely about the day’s unexpected events. That they discussed the arrival of the gendarmes and the lengthy operation to retrieve the body is a given, but perhaps their tongues also turned to the more general, and perennially interesting, saga of the Anglaise and her ways.

Perhaps they recalled her arrival, how she had blown into Les Baux five years earlier, pale and withdrawn; how they had taken little notice at first as she placed herself quietly around the village, settling down with her drawing board underneath the medieval lanterne des morts or by the remains of the Saracen’s Tower. It was a common enough sight, after all. Artists seemed drawn to the unique melancholy and romance of Les Baux. There could hardly have been a sketchbook in Europe that didn’t hold some approximation of the ruined château or a lonely olive tree posing in front of some craggy backdrop. But most left soon enough, defeated by the impossibility of capturing Les Baux’s strange essence in graphite or wash.

The Anglaise, on the other hand, once settled into Madame Sous’s hostellerie, had shown no desire to leave. She’d established a little studio and sent for her ageing greyhound, Spring. Together, woman and dog had soaked up the scent of wild thyme among the ruins and wandered the rocky hills and valleys. Well beyond the first flush of youth, the Anglaise had seemed set on a new beginning. Each day, she had grown browner from the sun and plumper from the meals served in the little courtyard of the Roi René. (Madame Sous and her husband were excellent cooks. One supper of ‘tomatoes stuffed with sausage and cooked in olive oil and honey, tart and fragrant with the thyme and marjolaine of the mountain side’ had even been immortalized in print by an appreciative American scholar.)1

Gradually, she had become part of the scenery. They had got used to the sight of her tall figure striding out towards the vast rocks of the Val d’Enfer, with her sketching kit slung over her shoulder and Spring by her side. Sometimes they’d spot her at night, shuffling along the narrow path to the communal fumier with her slop pail, or in the morning, folding herself into Louis Vigne’s taxi to explore the backstreets of Tarascon or Arles. Occasionally, Vigne would drive her and Spring the thirty or so kilometres to Avignon to catch the fast train to Paris and on to London. But, over time, her visits home had become less and less frequent, until she was, if not a Baussenc (for she could never be that), then at least a permanent resident of Les Baux.

For all her eccentricities, the Anglaise had seemed to understand the essence of the village and what made it tick. She had taken to wearing wide Arlesian skirts and found herself a fine Camargue hat; she had bought the tumbledown Mas de Chiscale in the valley below and made it into a small but comfortable home.

True, they probably should have told her that the old farmhouse was prone to winter floods; mentioned, perhaps, that the reason it had been left to rot was because the water would cascade down from the hills, surge over the terraces and burst through one door of the kitchen and out the other. The problem was the rock against which the house was built. There was nothing to absorb the rain. Nevertheless, the Anglaise had stuck it out, limpet-like, diverting some of the water into a large cistern and commissioning various useless defences against the remainder, before simply abandoning the old kitchen altogether and squeezing her living quarters into the higher rooms.

She had proved herself to be charitable in nature, eased no doubt by the private income she enjoyed. Her biggest gesture, of course, had been the purchase of the Hotel Monte-Carlo after the death of old Pierre Pinet, thereby not only saving it – and, most importantly, its cafe – from inevitable gentrification, but also sparing the Pinet family’s dignity. But there had also been many smaller favours. Just that last Christmas, for example, she had hosted the shepherds’ annual lunch, on top of providing her usual sackful of gifts for the schoolchildren; and then there was the palaver of Marthe Patin’s lengthy hospital treatment, which she had arranged and paid for despite the raging of Etienne Patin, who’d wanted his wife at home to look after their young daughter.

Yet, the Anglaise had also endured her own share of hardship, of the kind that no amount of money could prevent and which she had borne silently and privately behind the thick walls of Mas de Chiscale. The day’s events had been testament enough to that, although there had been signs of her inner disquiet before: the rest cure she had taken with the nuns at Sault, for example, or the time she had lost all her hair (for months, her scalp had been raw beneath her headscarf, with just two silver ringlets that Marie-Thérèse Girard had managed to salvage hanging from her temples like ribbons). Some said it was a nervous disorder left over from the war, others that it was simply her time of life, but no one knew for sure. Whatever the cause, the Anglaise had always tired easily. Sometimes they wouldn’t see her for days on end.

As to the arguments and petty feuds, who in Les Baux hadn’t felt the heat of her fury at one point or another? The Anglaise had never been one to let things lie. In all likelihood, however, the cafe dwellers of the Hotel Monte-Carlo would have left those tales, along with other more delicate matters, for another day. Surely, even the people of Les Baux knew it was no time to speak ill of the dead?




II

It would be said repeatedly over the following months that, to understand the Baussencs, one first had to know something of their history and the source of their stubborn pride. The name of Les Baux itself was derived from the Provençal baus, meaning a rocky spur or precipice. The baus in question was a small limestone outcrop that jutted out from the Alpilles – the ‘Little Alps’ – high above the vast, alluvial plains of the Crau. Whipped though it was by the legendary winds of Provence, this craggy little spot had been inhabited since Neolithic times.

The site was a natural fortress. Its strategic position allowed for defence from all sides and provided a view fifty kilometres south to the azure shores of the Mediterranean. At the western foot of the escarpment lay a narrow, fertile valley with a spring, affording a secure supply of crops and water in times of siege. Antiquarians had unearthed various clues in the vicinity as to Les Baux’s distant past: flint blades and stone axes; a Bronze Age burial ground; a Phocaean Greek cemetery; traces of a Ligurian Celtic settlement and the larger camps of their Gallo-Roman successors.

Les Baux’s heyday, however, had been in the Middle Ages. By that time the Baux valley had passed into the hands of the Catholic Church and formed part of the Bishopric of Arles (the city lying about fifteen kilometres to the south-west). In the late tenth century, the powerful Archbishop Manasses gave the land to one of his chief administrators, a man by the name of Isnard. It was a gift the archbishop would come to regret. Isnard, a ruthless tactician, constructed a small castle on the Baux plateau and promptly set about seizing more land, aided by a relative called Pons the Elder. The pair’s merciless plundering not only saw them excommunicated from the Church, but also set a precedent for the manner in which their fledgling dynasty would continue.

Over the years, Pons’ and Isnard’s much-feared descendants – the lords of Baux – would justify their bellicosity with a heavy dose of mythmaking. In a linguistic sleight of hand, they would claim lineage from Balthazar (Bautezar in Provençal), one of the three wise men of the Bible. After leaving his gift of myrrh with the infant Jesus, or so their story went, Balthazar had continued following the Star of Bethlehem all the way to Provence, where it had stopped once more, directly above the Baux plateau. To proclaim this God-given heritage, the lords of Baux adopted as their emblem a shimmering, sixteen-pointed star, under which banner they took part in the Crusades and waded into the endless power struggles at play in Provence, with the dreaded battle cry of ‘A l’asard Bautezar!’ (‘To chance, Balthazar!’) heralding their arrival.

At its height, the House of Baux controlled nearly eighty towns and villages in the region, including Marseille and Orange. The dynasty was also connected by marriage with noble and royal families throughout Europe, from Monaco to Albania. In the twelfth century, one such connection – and a subsequent disagreement over inheritance rights – led to civil war in Provence, with the House of Baux and its allies taking on the ruling House of Barcelona. The Baussenque Wars did not end well for Les Baux. In 1162, the original castle was destroyed and the surrounding land laid waste.

The lords of Baux, however, refused to be beaten. They built a bigger castle and re-entered the fray. Over the years, as their fortunes waxed and waned, they would periodically adapt their money-making strategies. At least one lord took to piracy, using as his base the port of Cassis; others terrorized the region through banditry and kidnapping, stuffing the castle full of wealthy victims awaiting ransom and tipping those who proved unprofitable over the walls onto the rocks below.

Some modern Baussencs still claimed they could trace their lineage straight back through these robber barons to Pons and Isnard, but a deeper pride came from their cultural heritage and the reputation that the medieval House of Baux had enjoyed as a centre for chivalry and romance.

In the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, Les Baux had exemplified the epitome of a cultured existence. The castle halls, resplendent in tapestries and oriental rugs, played host to sumptuous feasts of wild boar and venison plucked from nearby hunting grounds, and resounded with the great stamping songs and plaintive melodies of the finest troubadours. Outside, the crowds gathered for raucous bullfights and jousts. On quieter days, the noblewomen were said to hold their own form of games: the fabled Courts of Love, in which, armed with guides such as Ovid’s Ars amatoria, they would gather in their finery to judge matters of the heart.

But the glory days of the House of Baux were numbered. In 1426, in a bedchamber in the castle’s north tower, Alix des Baux, the last direct descendent of the dynasty that had enjoyed Balthazar’s celestial protection for over 400 years, exhaled her last. With no immediate heir, the title was passed around until it landed on the Count of Provence, otherwise known as Good King René, the erstwhile ruler of Naples. In 1481, Provence itself was inherited by Louis XI of France and incorporated into the French crown estate. There followed a period of peaceful prosperity for Les Baux, with the castle undergoing restoration and genteel residences being erected in the new Renaissance style.

Yet, behind those elegant facades, more trouble was brewing. The French crown was Catholic, and Les Baux – like much of Provence – had often struggled against papal authority. During the Reformation, it soon developed into a Protestant stronghold. This came to a head during the French Wars of Religion in the late sixteenth century, when the citadel became an outright supporter of rebellions against the crown.

Les Baux’s final downfall came during the Thirty Years War. In 1631, Louis XIII, as part of his bid to stamp out further Protestant uprisings, attempted to dissolve the regional parliament at Aix-en-Provence, prompting a revolt led by his brother, the Duke of Orléans. Upon defeat, many of the rebels fled to the trusty fortress of Les Baux. The following summer, the king dispatched his chief minister of state, Cardinal Richelieu, to end the scourge of Les Baux once and for all.

Richelieu’s men made camp on a nearby hill and subjected the ‘eagle’s nest’, as the Cardinal called it, to a month-long battery of gunpowder and fury, destroying the castle and almost everything – and everyone – within its walls. By the end of the ordeal, it was said, some survivors willingly took up their pickaxes to help dismantle the last of Les Baux’s fortifications.

And so the site had remained ever since. The grandeur of Les Baux was no more. Its mutilated remains began to crumble back into the earth. Silver tufts of sea ragwort sprang up in the cracks of the old city walls, and nettles guarded the base of the cliff. Forlorn reminders of the past lay everywhere: in the haggard, roofless buildings covered with ivy; in the gaping cellars open to the sky; in the sounds of rotten doors creaking and banging in the wind. A particularly poignant relic stood among the remains of one large residence: a bare, mullioned window inscribed with the Calvinist motto ‘Post Tenebras Lux’ (‘After darkness, light’).

It was a humbling sight. Les Baux had once been home to thousands of souls; their footsteps had worn down the threshold of the twelfth-century church and their carriages had left deep grooves in the streets. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the population had fallen to a light-footed 500. The latest census, taken in 1926, had recorded just 80 in the village itself, with a further 140 on the farms below.

Yet, perhaps old Balthazar was still keeping a watchful eye on his chosen people, for two things prevented Les Baux from sliding entirely into obscurity. The first was relatively benign: the discovery in 1821 of a reddish-purple rock in the vicinity, which proved to be rich in aluminium. It was duly named bauxite, a name that would spread throughout the world as further deposits, and new extraction processes, transformed aluminium from a rare and precious metal to an essential component of everyday life.

The second was either a blessing or a curse, depending on one’s point of view. Les Baux’s magnificent past, and equally magnificent decay, had been drawing sightseers for over a century. At first, this was just a few hardy Romantics, blown off course from the traditional grand tour, who journeyed over the hills and along rutted tracks to commune with the lords of yesteryear. But, as the roads were improved and the motor car took hold, a visit to the ville morte became an essential component of a trip to Provence.

Some had thought the appetite for ruins would diminish following the Great War, that the time-honoured fascination would be overpowered by memories of towns and villages in the north burned and bombed to blackened rubble, of windows blown out like eye sockets, and loved ones similarly annihilated. But that ignored the psychological balm that a place like Les Baux could provide. Broken yet inhabited, it was an unspoken testament to the human spirit, a tale of shattered dreams and ploughing on regardless. It was life at its bittersweet core, writ large in golden, crumbling stone. It put things into perspective.

By the 1920s, summer day-trippers would arrive in small hordes, clambering down from charabancs put on by the Paris–Lyon–Méditerranée railway and other excursion companies. The Baussencs as a whole did their best to ignore this seasonal invasion. A few stepped forward as tour guides, welcoming the opportunity to earn a few extra francs; others set up honesty boxes for jars of olives or the postcards they sold on behalf of printers from Arles and Avignon. Most, however, just erected signs that said Private! or Do not disturb the snails! and got on with their daily lives. Apart from the two hotels and Madame Sous’s hostellerie, the amenities on offer remained stubbornly limited to the Pinets’ morning boulangerie, tucked away down a side street by the main entrance to the village, and a small tobacconist near the church. Even the cafes – that is, the bar of the Hotel Monte-Carlo and another, more earthy affair, run by Madame Pinet’s long-suffering brother – were not entirely welcoming to outsiders.


[image: Start of image description, The two-storey hotel stands on projecting rocks. In the foreground is a narrow cobbled street with a waist-high wall on the valley side, also built on the rocks, and a row of two-storey houses on the other., end of image description]
Les Baux in 1929, showing the rear of the Hotel Monte-Carlo and the town walls.



The Baussenc aversion to hospitality was widely acknowledged. Indeed, in 1926, Les Tablettes d’Avignon et de Provence, a weekly magazine devoted to regional tourism, had published a damning assessment of the local psyche, painting a portrait of an embittered and insular population nursing a 300-year-old grudge:

. . . one shouldn’t expect to find the enthusiastic and carefree spirit of the Provençal soul here. This semi-literate population is both timid and proud. The Baussencs are not particularly welcoming to tourists . . . They listen to the cries of wonder with scepticism. What do they care about the romantic sight of their ruins? They are still tormented by Richelieu’s punishment.

This spirit of wild and harsh distrust is evident in relations between individuals. Disputes frequently arise over trivial matters. Two neighbours quarrel about a right of view or a right of way. The incident usually ends up in court . . .

This is how life goes on in the old capital of Les Baux. Today, the descendants of that ‘race of young eagles, never in bondage’* are . . . buried in the rubble of their own town, where memories of the Past erase the Present.1

All this could perhaps be attributed to the fact that, save for a few sympathetic incomers and the odd prudent marriage, the population of Les Baux comprised one large family. For hundreds of years, the Graugnards had married the Moucadels who had married the Quenins who had married the Cornilles who had married the Tougays and so on, each person descended in multiple ways from the contrary souls who had refused to leave after Richelieu had done his worst. It was said to have kept the resentment alive in their veins. More fundamentally, however venomous their inter-familial squabbles became, it kept them united against one common enemy: the outside world.




III

It was Joseph Girard who had found the body. A small man in his early thirties, with chestnut hair and blue eyes, Joseph was not a native of Les Baux but the son of a butcher from nearby Saint-Rémy. He had moved to the village in 1922 after marrying Marie-Thérèse, one of the stocky, dark-haired Pinet siblings. The pair now had three daughters, the youngest of whom was just seven months old.

The Girards had been working for the Anglaise for nearly two years by the time of her death, with Joseph taking on the gardening and other heavy work, and Marie-Thérèse the cooking and cleaning. They had also recently taken over the management of the Hotel Monte-Carlo, which the Anglaise had bought from Marie-Thérèse’s family.

There are three things worth noting about Joseph Girard. Firstly, he was a kind and industrious soul and had been welcomed in Les Baux despite his status as an étranger. Secondly, he lived for his family. He could be lost without them. Early in her last pregnancy, for example, Marie-Thérèse had fallen gravely ill and had been swept off to Saint-Didier for treatment and bed rest. With their daughters Pierrette and Mireille taken in by relatives elsewhere, Joseph had been left alone to fret about whether Marie-Thérèse was being properly cared for, whether she needed clean linen, whether the baby would survive, and so on. Somewhat out of character, he had started to drink heavily. Only a series of stern chats from the Anglaise, whose stock of cognac had begun to suffer, had dragged him back to sobriety.

Thirdly – and, for our immediate purposes, most importantly – Joseph loved to talk. He would talk to anyone: to the farmers in the valley, to his fellow villagers in the streets or in the bar of the Hotel Monte-Carlo – even, in a very un-Baux-like manner, to strangers.

By the time of the trial, some nine months later, Joseph would have recounted the tale of his morbid discovery so many times, both voluntarily and otherwise, that one might have expected him to have perfected its telling. Indeed, that would be the assumption of many of the spectators who travelled to Aix-en-Provence to witness the proceedings. There would even be a small wave of excitement when he was called to the stand.

The case would attract an extraordinary amount of attention for such a parochial affair. This was due not only to the twists and turns the case would take on its way to Aix, but also to a more general fascination with the Anglaise herself and the eerie backwater she had made her home. Olive Branson – for that was her name – certainly made an intriguing victim, not least because not everyone would be satisfied that she was a victim at all. Murder or suicide? That would be the question – still is the question – and, in an attempt to answer it, many turned to her colourful past and eccentric spinsterhood for clues.

Joseph, of course, had known the minutiae of Olive Branson’s life in Les Baux better than most. It was therefore inevitable that his testimony would be keenly anticipated. As soon as he opened his mouth, however, it would become clear that Joseph’s enthusiasm for public speaking was not matched by any noticeable talent. His words – and there were many – would dribble from his tongue in a lifeless drone, with no detail seemingly too small to be inflicted on the airless court. ‘Dismal,’ the press would note. ‘Monotonous verbiage.’1

His account of finding the body was a case in point. Those present were well aware that Olive Branson had been found submerged in the water cistern in her garden at two o’clock in the afternoon, yet Joseph chose to begin with his arrival at her house some seven hours earlier.


[image: Start of image description, A head-and-shoulders photo of Olive Branson, looking to her right. She has short hair parted above her left eye, and wears a dark cardigan, a white blouse, and a white geometric necklace. The magazine has placed her slightly larger than the frame, so that she partly obscures the headline, L’enigme des Baux., end of image description]
Olive Branson’s photograph on the cover of Détective magazine, 16 May 1929.



It had been a fine spring day – a Saturday – when he’d approached Mas de Chiscale at quarter past seven. There had been no immediate signs that anything was amiss: when he whistled for the dogs, they came to the gate, eager as always for their morning walk, and the house was just as Miss Branson always left it before going to bed, with the door to her studio strung open to allow the dogs free rein and the window of the adjoining bedroom off the latch.


[image: Start of image description, The two-storey house, yard, and cistern. Handwritten annotation notes the cistern, about 6 metres from the door; Olive’s bedroom window; and the doors to the dining room, kitchen, and laundry room., end of image description]
Mas de Chiscale, May 1929.



This arrangement of doors and windows had once been a matter of contention between Joseph and the Anglaise: Mas de Chiscale was fairly isolated and he’d worried for her safety. But Olive Branson had been a firm believer in fresh air and was adamant that the dogs provided more than adequate protection. It was hard to argue on that last point. Frida was part Great Dane and part wolf-dog, and her two-year-old pups – Marcel, Tony and Fly – would become a swirling mass of teeth and hackles if confronted by a stranger. So, yes, the door and window had been open and the dogs had been loose.

Yet, when Joseph had called up – ‘Good morning, Mademoiselle!’ – there had been no reply. Usually, Miss Branson would be sitting up in bed by the time he arrived, eating her breakfast (two buttered eggs and a café crème prepared on her portable oil stove), and would respond with a small shout. But he’d thought little of her silence. As he’d already explained – at some length – she had been out of sorts since her return from England, and he’d assumed she was still asleep. So, after gathering the dogs’ leads from the kitchen and collecting the empty milk bottle from the side, Joseph had assembled Frida and the pups and headed out to Carita, the neighbouring farm.

Dogs, eggs, milk bottles . . . Understandably, Joseph’s testimony had a soporific effect in the already stuffy courtroom. Two of the jurors nodded off completely, their lunch sitting heavy in their bellies. Even Juror Six, who had marked himself out as something of an amateur sleuth, started to flag. The president of the court, however, being in no position to let his mind wander, had no choice but to absorb the full, flaccid force of Joseph’s interminable account. At one point, he would explode, ‘Hurry up and get to the cistern!’ and Joseph would reply, ‘Monsieur le juge, I’m still a long way from the cistern,’ and there were hoots of laughter and the president attempted to clear the court, none of which endowed Joseph with the ability – thus far elusive – of getting to the point.

And so, on he ploughed, through the purpose of his visit to the Carita farmyard (to drop off the milk bottle), who he had met along the way (his brother-in-law Louis Vayssière and the farmers Félix Tougay and Louis Graugnard), what they had discussed (the upcoming municipal elections) and his subsequent walk with the dogs (rambling).

It was only after he’d returned at half past eight and released the dogs back into the yard that Joseph had begun to suspect something was wrong. When he approached the studio with a handful of wood to light the fire, he noticed a napkin draped across a planter outside the door. Stepping inside, he saw the remains of Miss Branson’s supper still on the table. Her handbag sat by the foot of her chair and, there by the hearth, untouched, were the two pots of water he’d warmed for her evening toilette the night before.

‘Hullo, Mademoiselle?’ A note of panic had crept into his voice as he edged his head around the bedroom door. The bed had not been slept in, although the clothes Miss Branson had been wearing the previous day were on the chair and her silver wristwatch and rings had been placed on the dresser. It wasn’t unknown for her to walk the dogs in her dressing gown or throw on her cape and go sketching in the moonlight if the mood took her, but the dogs had been in the yard and her cape was still on its hook.

It was then that Joseph had noticed that the side drawer of the dressing table was open. The Anglaise had shown him what she kept in that drawer once, and he’d snuck back later for a closer look. The old nickel-plated Orbea Hermanos had been heavy and familiar in his hand; it was the type of revolver they’d used during the war. That morning, though, the drawer had been empty apart from a cardboard box of ammunition. The box, he discovered, was no longer full.

He’d rushed back to Carita to intercept his brother-in-law, Louis Vayssière. Together, they’d done another sweep of the fields with the dogs and scoured every inch of the property: the cellar, the kitchen, the studio and bedroom, the terraces and orchard, even the little privy tucked away under the overhanging rocks next to the cistern.

The cistern? No, they hadn’t looked in the cistern itself at that point – or, rather, Joseph had given it a brief glance but had noticed nothing unusual.

A map of Les Baux would be given to the jurors, with important locations and the distances between them marked in red ink. Had they been so inclined, they could have followed Joseph’s subsequent journey back to his own house – marked as 200 metres away – to collect his motorcycle, and then the kilometre past vineyards and olive groves and up the steep, winding track to the village and the infamous Hotel Monte-Carlo.

Ever since Miss Branson had bought the hotel from his wife’s family, Joseph would explain, they had kept a room at her disposal. She had used it when she couldn’t face the walk home – if it was raining heavily, for example, or the mistral was particularly fierce. She had also transferred some of her art equipment there, as working at Mas de Chiscale had become all but impossible with the dogs and her new parrot (an ill-mannered Amazon named Jacquot), not to mention the swallows nesting in the rafters that she indulged by keeping the window open.

But Joseph had found her room empty. The whole hotel was deserted, in fact, except for his niece Madeleine Vayssière, who’d been hovering by the reception desk.

He’d then walked round to the home of Andrée Sous, the antiques dealer, who lived on what passed for Les Baux’s grand rue. Olive Branson had stayed at Madame Sous’s hostellerie when she’d first arrived and the two had, for the most part, been friends ever since. Andrée Sous and her husband Jean listened to Joseph’s concerns, but knew nothing of Miss Branson’s whereabouts. Their only advice – and something he’d already thought of – was to call the taxi driver Louis Vigne in Saint-Rémy: if the Anglaise had left the village for any reason, she would have taken one of his cars.

There was a telephone back at the hotel. After the operator had put Joseph through to the Vigne household, the driver’s mother-in-law answered. Yes, indeed, Louis had been called out, Madame Jarmasson said. She didn’t know by whom or where they had wanted to go, but they had specifically requested his roadster. Joseph begged her to find out whether that person was the Anglaise and to call him back as a matter of urgency. Leaving Madeleine in charge of the telephone, he got back on his motorbike and returned to the valley to attend to the animals.

The president of the court would interrupt him again as he was launching into yet another diversion, this time regarding the black mare that Olive Branson had planned to sell days before her death (its pitiful origins, its knees, its rehabilitation through daily lungeing, and so on). The court had no desire to hear about horses. Joseph would try again, describing his care of Frida and the pups, but the president was in no mood for a sermon on dog food, either.

The next creatures to appear in Joseph’s tale were more to the court’s liking: members of the Pinet family. As he would explain, his young brother-in-law’s open-top Renault had pulled up outside the gate at about eleven o’clock. François had taken his sisters to Arles on a provisioning trip and was dropping off Marie-Thérèse so she could start her daily chores at Mas de Chiscale.

Rushing to meet them, Joseph brought them up to speed on the morning’s events. The older sister, Marguerite Vayssière, stayed in the car, trapped in the dickey seat by assorted baskets and packages, but François and Marie-Thérèse joined him for another round of the house and garden. After ten or fifteen minutes, they agreed that François and his sisters would carry on up to the village, while Joseph took the dogs out for one last search of the valley. They would then all meet back at the hotel, in the hope that Madame Jarmasson had called.

Madame Jarmasson had not called.

Not wanting to wait any longer, Joseph persuaded François to drive him to Saint-Rémy so he could track down Louis Vigne himself. As François’s car had been running low on petrol after the trip to Arles, they made a detour south to the pump at Maussane before heading up the long, twisting road to Saint-Rémy.

Twenty minutes later, the Renault drew up outside Louis Vigne’s home on the Boulevard Mirabeau. The chauffeur, whose rotund form the court would have the opportunity to appreciate later in the proceedings, had returned from his call and was eating lunch with his family. But he had not seen nor heard from the Anglaise since driving her home from the station at Avignon the previous weekend.

Joseph and François’s next stop, at half past twelve, was the gendarmerie on the Boulevard Gambetta. There, they found the head of the barracks, Sergeant Fabre, in the foyer and explained the situation once more. Joseph did most of the talking, as François had a tendency towards muteness when away from his usual haunts. On hearing voices, the young gendarme Roujon had also come down the stairs. Sergeant Fabre suggested that he and Roujon accompany the men back to Les Baux, as soon as he’d eaten his lunch.

As the resources of the Saint-Rémy gendarmerie did not extend to a motor car, Fabre proposed they take the Renault. But François demurred: it was only a three-seater and had weak springs; even if they did all manage to pile in, the old six-horsepower engine would struggle to make the climb up to Les Baux. Besides, he couldn’t wait for Fabre to eat, as he had an important errand to run.

Between Fabre’s stomach, François’s springs and Joseph’s anxiety, they had soon reached stalemate. Fortunately, at that point, Louis Vigne turned up and offered to drive the gendarmes in one of his own cars, and François and Joseph returned to Les Baux alone.

Back at the hotel, Joseph had grabbed a quick bite to eat in the kitchen before taking his motorbike back down to Mas de Chiscale. As he passed the public washhouse in the valley, he spotted Félix Tougay rinsing himself down and crunched to a halt, calling out to alert the farmer to the imminent arrival of the gendarmes. He did the same when he passed the road-mender, André Graugnard.

After securing Frida and pacifying the pups with more food, Joseph surveyed the yard and realized there was one place he hadn’t looked.

The cistern.




IV

Sergeant Fabre had instructed Louis Vigne to stop discreetly in Les Baux to collect the mayor before heading down to the valley. As he saw it, there was no point calling attention to the matter until they were absolutely sure that the Anglaise was missing. When the car arrived at Mas de Chiscale just after two o’clock, however, Fabre saw that a small group had already gathered at the top of the garden.

Joseph Girard broke away from his friends and rushed towards the car. He was carrying a long branch, torn from a tree.

‘We’ve just found her . . . She’s in the cistern.’

Fabre would later state that Girard’s throat was tight as he said this and there had been tears in his eyes as he looked down at the branch, struggling for words. ‘I just touched the body . . .’

Sergeant Fabre was familiar with Mas de Chiscale. It stood on a steep slope at the edge of the valley. The garden, like the house, was split into three levels. A wide path zigzagged up from the dirt yard and formed three small terraces, each supported by a rough stone wall jutting out from the house. Fruit trees traced the path’s route at random intervals.

At the very top, built against the rock, was the cistern: a large trapezoid structure, faced in stone. Everyone in the valley had one like it to collect rainwater, even those lucky enough to have found a reliable spring on their land. Most of the tanks had been in situ for decades, if not centuries, but this one was a recent addition, having been commissioned by the Anglaise shortly after she moved in.

Fabre also recognized the farmers gathered beside it: Ricaud, Vayssière and Tougay, along with the Spanish farmhand Vincent Aracil. No doubt more would arrive in due course. This was, after all, Les Baux, and news travelled fast. He knew these people; he understood the rural frame of mind.

A valley boy himself, Fabre had grown up in a farming family in the Basse-Alpes. The daily grind these men endured, or one very like it, would have been his daily grind, and their reliance on gossip his reliance, had he not glimpsed freedom as a young man while completing his military service in the cavalry. After that, he’d turned his back on the plodding workhorses of the farm and opted instead for a succession of marginally sleeker models by joining the Gendarmerie Nationale. He and his various steeds had trotted their way up the ranks until – just after his forty-fifth birthday, four years earlier – he’d been appointed head of the barracks in Saint-Rémy.

Now, taking charge, Fabre followed the path up to the cistern and ushered the men aside. The Anglaise’s dogs were making a racket at the bottom of the yard, so he ordered Joseph Girard to shut them in the cellar.

The cistern was larger than it seemed from the yard. He estimated it was about eight metres wide and jutted out from the rock by about three metres. It was high, too. He wasn’t a small man, but the top came up to his nose.

A ladder was resting against the side. After climbing up, Fabre found the tank was almost entirely covered with heavy stone flags. The only part exposed to the elements was a narrow strip at the rear, which caught the rainwater as it ran off the rock. This was covered by a wire mesh set inside a heavy iron grille. One small section of the grille – that nearest the house – was partially raised. On closer inspection, Fabre saw that it could be lifted out altogether, to allow access for maintenance. He placed it to one side and peered into the water. He could just make out a dark mass against the back wall.

Taking the thick branch from Joseph Girard, he lowered it through the opening and felt around. After some manoeuvring, he managed to hook it underneath the mass and heave upwards. A woman’s head and torso emerged from the depths. It was pale and rigid, the eyes and mouth closed. In the middle of the forehead, just above the brow, was a clean bullet wound oozing blood.

Fabre let the body sink back down. It was the Anglaise all right. He dispatched Louis Vigne to fetch Dr Cot from Maussane and inform the justice of the peace.

Fabre’s immediate problem was one of logistics. How to get the body out of the water? They couldn’t simply reach in and pull it out. Although the head and shoulders were almost within reach, the rest was stretched out under the fixed part of the grille. As the rear of the cistern sat beneath a low, rocky overhang, the geometry simply didn’t work. Nor could the grille be easily dismantled: the iron girders had been fixed directly into the rock face and also ran underneath the stone flags, which were themselves cemented in place.

The first thing, Fabre decided, was to drain the water. The tank was two thirds full, so it would take some time, but at least they’d have a better view of what they were dealing with. Yet, opening the tap at the far side of the cistern only produced a slow trickle. He called for an axe to sever the pipe. This improved things slightly, but the water still lacked any force.

While they waited, a few of the farmers told Fabre that they’d heard a gunshot the previous evening, just as it was getting dark. None of them had thought anything of it: gunshots weren’t uncommon in a rural valley. Only now did they realize its significance.

Almost everyone agreed that the Anglaise’s spirits had seemed low all week. She had just returned from a visit to England, and whatever had happened there appeared to have diminished her. Whenever people had passed the house in recent days and seen her in the garden – stretched out on her deckchair, either dozing or reading a book – she had been unwilling to engage in her usual conversation.

Everything certainly pointed towards suicide, although Fabre preferred to wait until the doctor had examined the body before reaching any firm conclusion. In the meantime, he decided to look inside the house. He called for his gendarme Roujon to join him.

The house had a strange layout. Not as strange as some up in the village, where the homes had been haphazardly carved out of the ruins, but still odd in the way it was stacked up on its steep plot. Its whitewashed facade was fairly sizeable, but Olive Branson had only occupied half the space: just three rooms. The lowest and largest level – once a fine, old kitchen with rooms above – had been put over to rough storage and the occasional hardy guest.

There were three ways in. One blue door – that nearest the cistern – led into her living quarters, while two others on the lower terraces opened into the old and new kitchens respectively. Fabre and Roujon entered at the top of the house, stepping directly into Olive Branson’s studio.

As they’d both had occasion to visit the artist while she was alive, they knew what to expect. It was a mess. Apparently, Louis Vayssière had recently moved a cartload of equipment up to a new studio at the Hotel Monte-Carlo for her, but the room was still full to bursting. Every surface was piled with clutter, and what they could see of the floor was filthy, dotted with bird droppings, ink and the odd cigarette end. Dark cobwebs, furred thick with dust, clung to the ceiling joists and crept down from the corners; the unadorned walls were stained with damp. A small, green parrot squawked at the interlopers from his cage.

The right-hand wall was almost entirely taken up by a monumental stone fireplace, its surround black with soot; the other walls were abutted by an assortment of heavy, dark furniture on which had been piled various books and papers, etching plates and drawing boards. Opposite the door, the star-shaped wheel of a large printing press rose up from behind a table, the bed of the machine itself obscured by an old tablecloth. Rags, metallic tubes of ink, and tools of unknown use were strewn nearby.

That Olive Branson had been an unrestrained collector was clear from the mismatched shades of the kerosene lamps dotted around the room and the jumble of objects on the shelves below the large arched window, where Buddhas and African figurines fought for space with bronze animals, decorative pottery and cheap Provençal trinkets. Balanced on the high mantel were three giant blocks of ornate stonework, salvaged from some long-crumbled local monument. The largest – nearly four feet long – depicted Christ and two saints.

Fabre’s attention, however, was drawn towards the middle of the room, where a small table covered with a chequered cloth held the remains of Olive Branson’s last meal. Looking down, he noted the shrivelled asparagus ends on the side of the plate and the greasy smears where the meat had been, the little dish of butter, the limp, blackened banana skin and the untouched apple. A bottle of wine stood behind the serving dishes, along with a glass containing a few dark, crusty dregs.

To the left of the plate, next to a pair of spectacles, was an open book. Fabre picked it up. It was in English. Of more interest was the soft leather handbag, which stood by the leg of the chair. He emptied it out: various toiletries and a handkerchief; a purse containing 1,739 francs in banknotes and small change; a small, black pocket diary and the Anglaise’s identity papers.

The beige carte d’identité said Edith May Olive Branson had been born in Madras on 14 August 1884, making her forty-four. The accompanying photograph was a studio portrait, posed with care and professionally finished to give a dewy tone to the skin – a cut above the startled mugshots that gendarmes usually saw. Her papers had been issued just four years earlier, in May 1925, but the intervening years had not been kind. The woman in the photograph looked much younger than the one they knew, with brown hair, not grey, and wearing a flowing silk jacket more suited to a Parisian salon than the wilds of Provence.


[image: Start of image description, The card additionally records Olive’s father as Paul Branson and her mother as Edith Girlestone., end of image description]
Olive Branson’s identity card.



Fabre told Roujon to gather up the cash and turned his attention to the rest of the house.

A door to the right of the fireplace led across the top of the staircase and into the bedroom. This room was less cluttered than the studio, although hundreds of books were crammed onto the wooden shelves that ran around the room at ceiling height, and there were curios and discarded pieces of jewellery on every surface. Still, it seemed Marie-Thérèse Girard had been allowed in to dust and have a go at the floor: the herringbone pattern of the linoleum was quite visible towards the centre of the room.

There was a tall single bed in the far corner. The last time the gendarmes had been in that room, Olive Branson had been ill and was propped up on the pillows like a dowager duchess, offering a 4,000-franc reward to catch a perpetrator she refused to name, for an incident that had not yet happened. As no crime had ever materialized, the visit was filed away with the other times they’d been summoned to Mas de Chiscale – over wilful damage to some olive trees by her neighbour Moucadel, for example, and a complaint about hunters letting their bullets ricochet off the rocks above the cistern. Such incidents didn’t usually fall under the remit of the gendarmerie, but as Les Baux had been without a garde champêtre for some time, they’d been duty-bound to respond. On each occasion, they had listened to her concerns and offered support should matters escalate.

Now, Fabre walked over to the bed, moved aside the bolster and pulled back the taut covers. The protective top sheet was covered in dog hair – as were the large floor cushions scattered around the room – but everything else seemed in order.

A large, mahogany-framed armchair in front of the bed had a fur coat draped over one arm and a neat pile of clothes on the other. He inspected the clothes – a pair of white bloomers, some tan riding breeches, a short-sleeved undershirt, a pullover, a woollen waistcoat and a brown velvet corduroy skirt. A pair of yellow shoes lay at the foot of the bed.

Behind the chair, he found the open drawer where Girard said the Anglaise had kept her revolver, and he took out the box of cartridges: 8mm calibre, two missing. Nothing else in the room seemed to have been disturbed.

He returned to the door and made his way down the stone staircase that ran behind the studio hearth and curved around into the kitchen. This was the tidiest room of all. Madame Girard’s territory. Non-essentials had been limited to a small memorial photograph of an elderly man, a few religious prints and a plain, rush-seated chair by the hearth. The rest was put over to the usual batterie de cuisine and larder items. Three buckets of drinking water had been placed on the floor; pans and colanders hung from a large wooden rack; casseroles and oulos* were lined up by the fire; and the crockery and glassware were stacked alongside storage pots and tins on the sturdy shelving. Madame Girard had clearly tidied up after preparing the previous night’s meal. The only sign of recent activity was a fresh bottle of milk on the side.

Fabre stepped back outside into the spring air.

In time, there would be accusations that Fabre’s investigation had been hasty and flawed, a clodhopping fiasco by a provincial fool. That would be unfair. Louis Fabre was no fool and had handled the situation with dignity and compassion. He did nothing wrong, other than, perhaps, lack the creative imagination and resources that a more specialized investigator would have deployed.

Some would also say that Fabre’s judgement had been swayed by the fact that Olive Branson was foreign, or a woman, or unmarried, or simply eccentric. That was harder to disprove – who could know what biases, conscious or otherwise, had guided his thoughts? That said, there was one factor that might have coloured his reading of the scene: that Olive Branson had been an artist.

Fabre was familiar with the ways of artists who flocked to Provence for the clear light and cheap living. He and his men had met enough of them over the years while checking the identity papers of guests at local hotels. He would have known that the drive for creative fulfilment could sometimes make a person seem somewhat
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Appendix: Olive Branson – Known Exhibited Works

Abbreviations


	
   
	AAA
	Allied Artists’ Association


	CAS
	Calderon Art Society


	ISSPG
	International Society of Sculptors, Painters and Gravers


	NBA
	North British Academy


	NEAC
	New English Art Club


	RA
	Royal Academy of Arts


	RGI
	Royal Glasgow Institute of the Fine Arts


	RHA
	Royal Hibernian Academy of Arts


	RSA
	Royal Scottish Academy


	SAF
	Société des Artistes Français


	SWA
	Society of Women Artists







	
Year


	
Exhibition


	
Work





	
1908 (Winter)


	
SWA


	
Herbert Ashby’s Daisy





	
	
	
Study of a man x 2





	
1908 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
‘Short’, a portrait





	
	
	
Head of an Old Horse





	
	
	
Untitled sketch





	
	
	
Henry Smith of London





	
	
	
Untitled pencil sketch





	
1909 (Winter)


	
SWA


	
The Charcoal Burners’ Camp





	
1909 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
Smiler, the Cripple





	
	
	
The Flower Stall outside St Sulpice, Paris





	
	
	
Victor Bourrer, Acrobat





	
1910 (Spring)


	
RSA


	
The Farm Stable





	
1910 (Summer)


	
RA


	
Interior of a Ruined Mill





	
1910 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
Romany Hop-Pickers





	
	
	
The Bather





	
	
	
The New Stacks





	
1911 (Spring)


	
RSA


	
Miss Freedom James





	
1911 (Spring)


	
RHA


	
Freedom – Janus





	
	
	
Joey Buckland





	
	
	
Wishanger





	
1911 (Summer)


	
CAS


	
The Doorkeepers of the Wild Beast Show





	
	
	
Miss Ada Ohmy’s Ring Horse





	
	
	
Joey Buckland





	
	
	
Travellers Hop-picking





	
	
	
Alfie, the Ring Horse





	
1911 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
Miss Ada Ohmy’s Ring Horse





	
	
	
Travellers Hop-picking





	
	
	
‘Alfie’: a portrait





	
1912 (Spring)


	
RHA


	
Alfie the Ring Horse





	
1912 (Spring)


	
SAF


	
Le Bois





	
1912 (Summer)


	
RA


	
The Wood, Wishanger





	
1912 (Summer)


	
CAS


	
Various circus drawings and etchings





	
1912 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
The Ring Horse Tent





	
	
	
The Circus Band





	
	
	
The Circus Tent





	
1912 (Autumn)


	
NBA


	
Unknown colour prints





	
1913 (Summer)


	
AAA


	
Behind the World’s Fair, Islington





	
	
	
‘Topsy’, sketch of elephant for colour print





	
	
	
Giro San on the Rope, sketch for colour print





	
1914 (Autumn)


	
ISSPG


	
Unknown etchings





	
1919 (Summer)


	
NEAC


	
Havre





	
	
	
Mrs Comfort Stevens





	
1923 (Summer)


	
NEAC


	
The Chateau, Les Baux





	
	
	
St Rémy, Provence





	
1924 (Summer)


	
NEAC


	
Vallée de la Fontaine





	
1925 (Summer)


	
NEAC


	
La Ville des Baux





	
	
	
The Gate, Les Baux





	
1925 (Autumn)


	
RGI


	
Les Baux, Provence





	
1926 (Summer)


	
NEAC


	
Mas de Chevrier, Les Baux





	
1926 (Summer)


	
RA


	
Midsummer, Provence





	
1926 (Autumn)


	
RGI


	
Mas de Chevrier, Les Baux





	
1927 (Winter)


	
NEAC


	
Le Camp de Marius, Les Baux





	
	
	
Les Baux, Vue des Bringasses





	
1927 (Summer)


	
RA


	
Le Cimetière Gallo-Romain, Les Baux





	
1928 (Winter)


	
NEAC


	
Les Baux

La Carrière des Grands Fonds, Les Baux





	
1928 (Autumn)


	
NEAC


	
Les Baux, seen from Les Bringasses





	
1929 (Spring)


	
NEAC


	
The Town, Les Baux
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‘A ghost story, a tale of folk long-dead,
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