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THE CASE OF THE FIRE OF JULY 14, 1895

The case of the fire that occurred in Rennes-le-Chateau on July 14, 1895, is well known to
researchers. But what is less well known is how it unfolded through its unpublished documents,
notably two letters that the priest sent to the prefecture.

Rennes-le-Chateau on October 7, 1895

Mr. Prefect

It is to your ever-impartial justice, which we are pleased to admire
( ’ in you and which presides over all your actions, that | come to

t4 appeal in the conflict which has arisen between the municipality on
the one hand and myself on the other.

Here, in summary, Mr. Prefect, is the statement of facts.

The commune of Rennes-le-Chateau had a public square in front
of the church and the presbytery which was nothing more than a
pile of stones and rubble; in aword, it was the receptacle of all

s sy rubbish.
: /' ‘ : / // o Wishing to make this place unused by the inhabitants a place of
" pleasure for everyone, | requested from the municipality the
“ NoAY g authorization to enclose at my own risk this said place. To erect
rigd o LTI religious monuments there and to establish a flowerbed. The
= ( Municipal Council, seized of my proposal after a careful examination,
B g 23 /' P ,—,4' T ‘ , granted me by a deliberation dated February 15, 1891 the requested
% e Farsia A thenae - A authorization without however renouncing its right of ownership, a
e E . "/’ . Gt right which | have always religiously respected.
Now, Mr. Prefect, here is another Council, by a resolution of July gD 7 el o s gl o i
20, 1895, which has just annulled and repealed that of February 15, e uitt ‘., " I L e ey
1891, invoking to justify this measure pretexts which are nothing 2dl et o P G abi ol " s
but a dreadful slander, pretexts inspired by hatred and malice. The e ".f. s e
Council has substituted for the clauses of the first resolution new A By - .,
clauses which | consider to be prejudicial to my rights and which /. io s esafndies: it
consequently | cannot accept. They want to trample on my rights & ' ' . F b':‘ :
and enjoy alone, without any benefit to me, the work which | have 4 iy, , : : _" : 7 //‘
laboriously erected and which has cost me more than ten thousand R I
francs. e R e e el ;
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Therefore, Mr. Prefect, it is with all my strength that | come to 7 oo ¢ : : e e o
protest against the injustice that seeks to strike me and to = #e /“ i : RN 3 /'
demand from your kindness a judgment in accordance with et ; s ”’ /"A 7 o 4
law and equity. (f.; 7 T i, N o e
The Council makes it a crime for me to have dug a cistern s , Alrererrcie 4 ‘/"--/-r«'-’, e G Sty e s
and built on it an apartment serving both as a greenhouse e e e R ST TG QLR
and a work office. Now, Mr. Prefect, was not the cistern in a L e Rl e
dry country like ours and lacking in springs a necessity? s ""”""h:“ : (/1’/(/ ’ e L.
Moreover, should not this cistern be covered to protect from e e S S ST s M, 1011111\
the action of the sun and the air the little water it could i S G :
contain? e T S A
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If the Council accepts them, | will maintain them. If
not, the court will rule on our respective rights.
However, before engaging in a trial which is always
boring, | wanted, Mr. Prefect, to submit the case to
you and ask you to intervene in order to resolve this
unpleasant conflict as wisely as possible.

The judgment you will render cannot be doubtful to
me. It will certainly be in accordance with my rights,
| call your fairness and loyalty to witness.

In this hope, | have the honor to be, Mr. Prefect, your

very humble and devoted servant.
B. Sauniére Priest

P.S. As | close my letter, the Mayor informs me that | have eight
days to put them in possession of everything because, they say,
your approval given to the deliberation of July 20 is enough for

them to seize all my work. Well, to put an end to this state of affairs

and show you my good will, | agree to immediately abandon to the
commune everything | have done, if the latter wants to reimburse
me all the money | have spent on it. If my first two concessions do
not satisfy it, please, Mr. Prefect, inform it of this last resolution
and have its determination transmitted to me.

The greenhouse was just as necessary as the
cistern because with the severe winter frosts |
needed a well-exposed apartment to preserve the
vases that adorn the flowerbed.

Besides, the municipality only had to prohibit me
from this small construction since it was not the
work of a day; and the latter remained silent
which is equivalent to tacit consent and
consequently to approval.

| cannot therefore, Mr. Prefect, accept the
deliberation of July 20 with’the clauses which
destroy all my rights and which tend to completely
dispossess me of what | have done with my
money and without a cent from the municipality.
However, Mr. Prefect, before suing the municipality
for damages under my law, | want to be
conciliatory towards it and make some
concessions. Thus, the garden gates, as the
Council demands, will be open every day from
morning until evening, although the last resolution
states that they should only be open on Sundays
and public holidays. Furthermore, if a fire breaks
out, l undertake to leave the municipality free to
come and draw the necessary water from my
cistern, which it contains. These, Mr. Prefect, are
the two concessions that | can make and that |
already make.

4 / - ol s i
i
T / & 2oy,
4 # y
v /
i &
&
/ f
il
(4
% e A
= & o
/ ra 7 P v rean
P > / s « B, £ / iy
...... 7. /. 7 % F P
= z. iy I .
(4 d ¢ / 7
- v ) A ira
A Lol 2 ! -
s M / . LS
PR 7 Fl o s './ o=
o, ) T ~
7 e w3
TN el o
/ 1 5
ot ..,.,/-,‘.
o Ve Ao

In this letter, Bérenger Sauniére provides unprecedented information by writing that the
construction of the cistern and the apartment above it cost him more than ten thousand francs.

! This small building, which the administration considers a pavilion, was erected by the priest in 1894. https://
2 www.rennes-le-chateau-doc.fr/Villes%20Villages/ville%20rennes%20le%20chateau/Registre
%?20conseil%20municipal/images/Reposoir_21_07_1895.pdf


https://www.rennes-le-chateau-doc.fr/Villes%20Villages/ville%20rennes%20le%20chateau/Registre%20conseil%20municipal/images/Reposoir_21_07_1895.pdf
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After learning of this letter, on the following 15th of October, the Prefect of Aude addressed the municipality of Rennes-
le-Chateau. Apparently, by his words, Father Sauniére had touched the Prefect, who seemed to take up his cause: "The
priest, who, by virtue of the resolution of 15th February 1891, had carried out all the beautification work in the public
square at his own expense, is prepared to3plead. However, to avoid a trial, the priest agrees to leave the garden gates
open every day from morning until evening and, in the event of a fire, to make the cistern available to the inhabitants. |
ask you to inform the Municipal Council of the concessions granted by the priest, inviting them to consider whether it
would not be appropriate to accept them." If these two concessions were not accepted by the Municipal Council, the
Servant would be willing to immediately abandon the works in question to the municipality on the condition that the latter
reimburse him for the sums he has spent on these various constructions .

On November 9, 1895, the Prefect sent a letter to the Sub-Prefect in which only a third point of contention appeared to
remain unresolved: "The mayor and deputy mayor of Rennes-le-Chateau came to see me to discuss the existing
conflicts between the municipality and the Servant regarding the public garden and the religious monument that was
built there. The municipality has shown itself eager to put an end to the difficulties that have arisen and has informed me
of the following proposed arrangements, which | ask you to communicate to the Servant, urging him to accept them: 1)
freedom of access to the square, which will simply be closed with a latch; 2) use of water from the cistern, but only in the
event of a fire; 3) removal of the furniture from the chalet to avoid the municipality having to pay taxes, the building in
this case being used to store the flowers from the public garden. "

On November 17, 1895, in his response to the Prefect, Bérenger Sauniére informed him of his agreement with the first
two provisions. However, he rejected the third, explaining the reasons.

/ Sl srisieres /t" g}'frﬁf‘,’r‘”f Mr. Prefect,
/ i " Circumstances beyond my control prevented me from
; responding earlier to your honored letter of the 9th of this

month, forwarded on the 12th by the Sub-Prefecture, and
received on the 13th.

D5 i consbiassens’ i dlarilar il pron vl snd R oo s On October 7th, Mr. Prefect, when sending you my complaint,

: I had the honor of telling you that, wishing to be conciliatory
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open from sunrise to sunset, not only on Sundays and
onifiant veienores s o IR ster Wi o= i ommec s

public holidays, in accordance with the first deliberation of
Soaireniy ddese comebosions o fevims e L Leniety Fieirey Lo February 15, 1891, but also every day of the week. | maintain
this second concession. But what | cannot accept in any
way is that during the night, the gates be closed with the
latch only. Who would prevent, Mr. Prefect, | ask you, the
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images/Cloture_place_publique_15_02_1891.pdf
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Those who need water, who would prevent them from going
to get some since it can easily be drawn through the exterior
openings of the cistern, without having to use the pump? In
accordance with the deliberation of February 15, 1891 which
states that all doors must be provided with keys, one of which
must be deposited in the hands of the civil authorities, since
the installation of the doors, the Mayor has had one of these
keys. If during the night, someone is obliged to go to the
cemetery, let them go and get the key from their home (the

Mayor).

As for the 3rd proposition which requires the removal of the
furniture from the chalet, to avoid the municipality having to
pay the taxes, here is my answer: | have never refused and |
never refuse to pay the said taxes, however heavy they may
be. When the controller came, | asked this gentleman to put

these taxes on my account, the municipality absolutely refused

for fear that | would later have a title of ownership. | therefore
always agree, Mr. Prefect, to pay these taxes, even the arrears
if there are any. Finally, | ask myself, in closing, what this can
do to the municipality; what harm can | cause by placing in
the greenhouse next to my flower pots, a few books and my

work desk?
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without speaking of the insufficiency of premises in
my presbytery, the most lamentable in the whole
region, |

consent

Once again, to settle the taxes? If the Prefect would be
willing to take the trouble to think about it, it will not be
difficult for him to realize that this is just pure hassle,

nothing else.

Please accept, Mr. Prefect, with all my regrets at not
being able to accept this last proposal, the testimony
of my most humble and respectful feelings.

BSauniére Ptre
Rennes-le-Chateau on November 17, 1895.

On November 21, 1895, the Prefect wrote the following to the Sub-Prefect: "I had the honor of instructing you to inform
the Minister of Rennes-le-Chéateau of the conditions that the municipality of this commune was placing on the solution of
the conflict raised concerning the public garden. The Minister is sending me today his response to your communication

directly.

He expresses the wish that the garden gates be closed at night and offers to pay the contributions for the pavilion he
uses. The Dessecrant's claims seem reasonable to me. | am sending you his response here and ask you to inform the
municipality and to work towards a conciliation that can only be beneficial to the interests of the commune .
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Once again, Abbé Sauniere's claims were approved by the Prefect. At his instigation, the Sub-Prefect, in a letter to the
Mayor of Rennes-le-Chateau dated December 11, 1895, asked him to accept the priest's conditions, which seemed
reasonable.

/

e ﬂ”' 4 Mr. Mayor

ni"

i'{ DAY m,tmq, g
7

AE‘?\ PO 7 f{"‘(}’“,‘w.j (/)J// /”&

;,(,f/z//m&/a s il S B o In his letter of 9-9bre last, the Prefect of Aude informed
B rscr vt e @,,,,,W,..,,{,,wg A the Minister of your commune of the conditions that
/M[f;z yyﬁ/ A / o ; the Municipal Council was placing on the solution of
li &, U/‘:‘wjfw, ~ul ,/ DY o the conflict raised concerning the public garden.
4;44[ ze,

b// ), MLM‘/"‘LA . The Servant sent him his reply in the letter that | am
21/’“)”4" Yl Q4,//‘,_ e /} L >t = sending you here and that you will be kind enough to
e T sas R GL/,,Z, / ot i er @,@ return to me. He wishes the garden gates to be closed

?;WZJM i //ZI’Z i g during the night and offers to pay the contributions for
] z the pavilion that he uses.
/Mz‘ by it /:Mﬂ:z
/ o~ r'au/ %
= / AW -1 The Prefect finds the claims of the Servant reasonable.

/—’»z)zw ("’L’_‘/:rzp;f/’ L_,/érrf-///:",:/’-"-)' ‘
LB NE Lo T tris el
. -‘l‘l’/é—d»ﬂ/f@bly e Kesrcerom A j

e, %@mws ol
/’// / et 4(@%::4’/’)?745/&« g/m.an-/ﬁ-
L)

//M&/,Z:\_, Cla//;ﬁ-ﬂ)k .zm‘a? I

Forced and constrained to comply with the demands of Abbot Sauniére, validated by the Prefect, the Municipal Council
nevertheless retains a bitterness manifested by the "empty chair" policy.

| ask you to communicate this letter to the Municipal
Council, asking them to accept these proposals.
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that no one attended the meeting.

Please accept, Mr. Deputy Prefect, the assurance of my full
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In his letter of October 7, 1895, Abbot Sauniére wrote, " The work that | painstakingly erected
cost me more than ten thousand francs." The construction of the building that the administration
calls "pavilion" was probably carried out during the years 1893 and 1894. In the inventory of the

works and supplies of the blacksmith of Alet, Charles Dénarnaud, drawn up by Abbot Sauniére
in July 1894, the latter mentions this "pavilion ."
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Patrick Mensior

Send your comments to: patrick.mensior@rennes-le-chateau-docfr
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