DOLMENS OF MINERVE

Burials of the Past

WHERE ARE THEY?    

You will be surprised to learn that there are more than 1,500 dolmens and 600 menhirs in the Languedoc-Roussillon region! The department of Herault with 171 dolmens lags behind the departments of Aveyron (435), Morbihan (305), Lot (284) and Ardèche (241) but that still means there is a lot to see. The Occitan language calls it the Stone Country. 

The vegetation as much as the sites invites us to dream. The wild, wind-swept landscape is covered in boxwood and holm oaks. When the thyme and yellow broom flower in May, it smells so good. Then, you will understand why these strange structures were attributed to fairies and giants. Beyond a doubt, we are on magical ground.   

Of course, you will adore Minerve, the medieval village nestled among mountainous buttresses as if set in a jewel case, and even more the two dolmens, which are located on its Causse. If you are lucky, you will be able to visit the 13 other dolmens located on a private property at the edge of a cliff. Each dolmen is different from the next but a nomadic shepherd people living in small family groups as contemporaries of a new farming people in the plain built them 2,800 to 1,500 years BC.  

A few miles away in the plain between Cesseras and Siran, on land belonging to the municipality of Pépieux, you will discover the dolmen of Las Fados, the legacy of an already highly structured agricultural civilization. On its tumulus, sheltered by a pine forest where the wind likes to hum symphonies, you will appreciate this peaceful and restful place as an ancient necropolis. 

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?    

A dolmen consists of large, upright stones supporting a flagstone in the shape of a table. Did you know that? Around the dolmen, smaller stones were generally accumulated to form a circular mound that covered it completely. Sometimes, the base of this little mound was surrounded by a circle of set stones (cromlech) and, sometimes, it is supposed that the roof was made from wooden logs, which would explain why some dolmens are without a cover. 

To our great regret, many dolmens are in a serious state of degradation due to the actions of men and the ravages of time. To see them as they were in the beginning requires a lot of imagination. However, they have not lost any of their charm, their mystery and their ancestral beauty.    

The dolmens were tombs and each was used several times. Teeth and bones are often found inside and indicate partial cremation. Room for new occupants was made by not very delicately pushing aside the remains of the preceding ones and lighting a fire, probably with the objective of purifying the inside. But nothing makes it possible to tell whether the purpose behind the cremations was religious, medical or maybe both.

Inside, scattered teeth, bones, funerary objects, flower pollen, flint pieces, beads of various origins (shell, hard stones, sometimes copper, malachite or amber), bronze pins, pottery fragments and small furnishings have been found. At the very least, this material provides some help when we bridge time to discover our Neolithic ancestors and their burial habits.    

The architecture varies from simple boxes to dolmens in a “hive,” including dolmens with anterooms or shaded walkways, with broad or narrow corridors etc. The tumuli in which they were enclosed were sometimes lengthened when they surrounded a dolmen in an open valley but were round when they enclosed a simple dolmen.     

The two dolmens of Minerve stand above the valley a few miles from the village and the plains of the department of Aude. They look over a landscape of great serenity that extends to the buttresses of the Pyrenees. The first one is composed of 3 upright stones (vertical flagstones made of one piece each) and a flagstone to cover it. It has an alley delineated by stone borders (flagstones at the end or the entrance). With its considerable size, it is a very pretty specimen of a simple dolmen in a relatively good state of preservation. The second one, higher up along the path, is smaller but in the same style though it does not have an alley.   

The walk to the 13 other dolmens is unforgettable, a marvellous trek through scrubland. They are small and surrounded by vegetation, jealously defending their secrets. They form a loop around a cliff, a fairy ring of dolmens. They are of a simple style, with their entrances emerging from the side or directly from the box shape. Several have a small passage though it is often ruined. The most famous one has a long alley; while the strangest one, at the edge of the cliff, uses a natural opening in the rock to form a long alley though, unfortunately, its roof is missing today. The orientation of these dolmens is random according to one opinion but all register a SE-SW alignment on the compass. It should be noted that there are natural shelters under the rock face, which made it possible for the sheep-breeding nomads to set up camp during their passage through the area.

The dolmen of Las Fados (or Fades or Fadas) on the fairy slope of Moural of Las Fadas is very large compared to those of Minerve. In fact, it is the largest dolmen in the South of France. It was completed towards the end of the Neolithic era during a transitional period between the 3rd and the 4th millennium before our era and has been restored. Finds from this site include a dagger with copper rivets, so it is believed that an important person was interred inside. A single flagstone covers the anteroom.  Its measures 6.70 meters by 2.80 meters and weighs about 20 tons! The dolmen measures 24 meters in length.  It has a corridor of 11.40 meters by 2.10 meters set in raised flagstones and dry stonewalls, with an anteroom covered by a larger flagstone and a cella (cabin) at the end.  By learning that the covering flagstone was transported from more than 3 km (about 2 miles) away, we can easily imagine that the force of many men was needed to set up this monument. It is here because of a relatively important farming community, more substantial in any case than the nomads living in small groups in the mountainous garrigue who built much smaller structures.  

WHERE TO SLEEP?    

If you want to spend the night in the Minerve area, you can spend it in full nature and you will not regret it. The Ferme du Bois Bas (Farm of the Low Wood) will accommodate you with a reservation. There, you will meet M. Loiseau, an ornithologist and woodsman who breeds exotic pigeons and nice ponies. His cook is excellent and his wine, too. The reception is rustic and pleasant.  

An Internet site:  lafermeduboisbas@wanadoo.fr  

Tel.:  04 67 97 14 95  

Fax:  04 67 97 10 68   
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