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The History of the House: The Search for ” The Cella” 
 
(Freely translated and processed from texts written by the house's previous owner Paul Pailhé) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I discover the farm 

When I in 1960, in conjunction with a health resort visit in Amélie-les-Bains, discovered the historic 
site Lavail (La Vall in Catalan), I immediately liked the area. 
And when I found an impressive farm in ruins, above all at a reasonable price, I jumped on it at once. 
On the farm there was a sheepfold, a donkey-stable and a loft which could be used as a refuge 
during our vacations as soon as it became livable. 
Going by the beautiful name of "Casa d'en Sisclet" the farm lay in the villages tallest part - a place 
with plenty of sun in the winter, many trees, and scrubland that covered the mountain.  
 
The name "Sisclet" derives from Pierre Cadène (probably a man of the church. Translator's note), 
which was installed in 1567 by the valley’s nobleman St. Martin de Montbram.  
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After the St André monks fled the valley was depopulated and it now needed to be rebuilt and 
farmed. 
 
The little farm that I earlier read about in "la Revue du Touring Club de France" is described as 
follows: "The village of Lavail alongside Massane's cliffs is about to die". With its three houses and 
eleven inhabitants… without electricity, the village emanates a kind of disinheritance.  
 

Restauration 

Between 1961 and 1968 I began the restoration of the first building component in order to make the 
house satisfyingly livable. The electricity was pulled to the house in 1962 and I managed to find a well 
and built a reservoir that afforded running water during the damp season between September and 
June. Sanitation was installed as soon as 1970, and oil heating, which then made us decide that it 
was the last time we returned to Paris (St. Germain en Laye to be precise). And so we in 1969 
became Sorèdians, or more correctly Lavaillians. My free, artistic vocation allowed this relocation.  
 
With that this part of the story was completed and we entered the start of a period when I began to 
form an interest in the subject of my research; to find out more about Lavails monastery.  

 

Where was the monastery?  
I soon got in contact with the local populace: the families Estève, the Llongs, and a delightful old lady 
Térésine Lavail, who soon became our friend.  
In my attempts to gain more knowledge about the village's history I soon learned that there a long 
time ago existed a monastery, also known as a "cella", which is a kind of temporary monastery, 
founded by monks from Spain who fled the Saracens (easterners). As lovers of "old stones" I wanted 
to learn more but nobody could tell me where this "cella" was. 
 
Maybe it was by Massane's riverbed? There was a large field with stones there, between the Llong-
prairie and Estève-prairie, exactly where EDF (Èlectricité réseau Distribution France) had placed a 
double pylon in metal which couldn't withstand the snow in 1970. It was replaced by another pylon of 
the same type which also didn't make it against the snow (or was it a storm ?), and was eventually be 
replaced by three wooden posts, tied down (which by the way were moved there by helicopter) - 
people never give up in Lavail! Except for sometimes. Every time I went there to find out if there were 
any remains of buildings it proved to be in vain - new pylons had been erected. Only one area with 
rocks from the river attracted my attention. Maybe the stones had been placed there to reroute the 
water after significant rainfall (perhaps that of 1939)? 
This cairn was in any case completely new. It hadn't been overgrown yet and as impenetrable as it is 
today. The stones were on closer inspection not suitable for house building, much too big and round.  
 
Once it was thought that the "cella" might be where the current church is, but since no one has found 
any trace of any pre-romantic church, the place has been dismissed.  
 
 



 
 

                 
www.labrilavall.com 

Baptismal font in granite 

And then, a few days before Christmas of 1969, when I was busy leveling the part of my property 
called the Olive terrace, I bumped against the foundation of a wall, perpendicular to the remnants of a 
primitive wall that supported it. At an angle formed by this wall and a stone at the place, I dug up 
another stone which at first glance was special. It was to the shape regularly oval but looked a little 
like a small pool. I immediately gave it the name "bénitier" (a vessel for holy water).  
As it was carved from rough granite, and as one can't find such a hard and fine stone at the place, 
according to its size like a baptismal tub for a large church, it made me think of a baptismal font, large 
enough to dip a newborn baby in.  
My first idea was to give it as a Christmas present to the family, place some candles in it and show 
them during the night's family celebration.  
 

Monks as architects 

After this discovery, in the continued work with leveling the property, I discovered the foundation of 
another wall. It was parallel to the one I mentioned earlier and seemed to form the second width to a 
building of roughly eight square meters, with two flat stones in the middle that clearly indicated a 
threshold.  
 
If one compares the construction of the "old" wall I just mentioned, with the "new" constructions at 
Mas de Lavail one can immediately see that this one, just like the one standing at a right angle to one 
of the ends, is mortared with another kind of stones. These are more carefully selected, better 
placed, better adjusted, without the interruption of tile-pieces to block (hence signs of an old wall), 
with angles bolstered by larger boulders, carefully carved. For these reasons I came to the 
conclusion that this was the work of builders, perhaps even led by an architect, and thus… monks, 
that day and age's builders of monasteries and cathedrals.  
I also understood that many stones that I'd collected here and there on the property to make use of 
for steps for each terrace, were these shaped stones. Of course there had been other buildings on 
the lot. I have as an aside found other foundations, particularly at the place used for parking by the 
Crêperie (The Crêperie was closed in 2013. Translator's note). 
The current "Mas" (big house, property) is a much later construction, maybe from the 1500's. Those 
walls have immured tiles.  
It's probable that if there was a construction of a "cella" with stones which were carved and 
processed, for example for a door, then maybe the stones have been used for the current church, 
possibly for the altar table.  
 

Why here? 

Why did they choose this location instead of the riverside? 
Because the farmers had reserved that space for their fields and gardens. They had constructed their 
housing just above and abstained from the upper part of the Hameau (small village) because it was 
unusable. There was "chaos" there.  
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Here I have to go over some geology. The Hameau is on what one would call a "cone of excretions 
and debris from floods". Rock fall from the mountainside that dominates has formed a chaos that 
elevates itself, just like the other side of the creek. The two waterfalls that come from the mountain's 
side, le Trépadou*∗ and Sisclet creek which  
runs between the property Tauzin and la Galerie St Martin, (which I think marks the boundary to what 
has become the property Cadène, after the monks abandoned the place) have (in the inner area) 
gathered a mass of small stones after flooding. Slate, sand and clay formed a terrain where the 
vegetation could spread. 
In the upper area, the filling from the flooding has been contained and the boulders - the chaos - has 
remained stable. 
 
This is the place the monks would have chosen. 
 
They have probably cleared all the cliffs (????) which could be moved, to build walls that might 
strengthen the terraces. (There are six or seven, more or less important terraces) I think that these 
constructions could only have been made by a big workforce with good leadership, above all by 
people of faith (that which can "move mountains") since some of these boulders are enormous.  
 
One can also ask the question: Why have they erected the church of Saint Martin by the riverbed? 
The answer is because they needed a graveyard by the church and only there was there enough 
earth to dig graves.   
 

Water supply 

Another problem the monks must have had was "water". 
The distance to the river Massane is far too long. And the terrain’s construction excludes that one 
could arrange water supply via a small channel upstream from the river. Then only the rapids are left. 
But today this seems to be just an "oued" (African river) filled with water only when it rains. However, 
according to the information I've received I learned that there was not that long ago a source of 
constant water, where the village's women would wash. When we moved in there were actually two 
flat stones which stood leaned like "washboards" by the waterfalls edge. They are still present there, 
but I was forced, after the flashflood that in 1999 moved at least 2,5 tons of stone two meters within 
the brook, to use them as a base for a small, protective wall. This saved my garden from flooding 
during each downpour.  
Maybe they'd tried to dig a well here, because there is a passage here that looks like two small 
source flows. Here the base seems appropriate for plants that love water, the kinds that grow 
naturally on mires and also giant bamboo which I've planted here (I managed to bring a root-trunk 
when they built the new post office in St. Génis-des-Fontaines). These plants that want "their feet in 
water", have acclimatized well and now have a large network of roots. Nowadays our eight bamboo-
stalks are 7-8 meters high.     
 

                                                
* On the map given as "Ruisseau de Trèpassadou", which is a mistake. It is actually mentioned as Trépadou which in Catalan 
means an impenetrable passage because it is too narrow with cliffs and holes (always chaos). Please note! It has nothing to 
do with "un trépassé  = a corpse".  
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Olive trees from the ninth century 

Here is my next reflection which confirms my theory about the presence of monks: the olive trees.  
As I mentioned earlier in the text I think the presumed chapel to the "cella" lay in conjunction to the 
terrace where I planted "my" olive trees. I'm entirely sure that there are no other olive trees than mine 
in Lavail. I simply don't think that Lavail's natives were interested in growing olives. There are plenty 
of them in the flat Argelès - the door to the coast. Perhaps they acquired olives through trading what 
they themselves produced; fowl, eggs, fruit and different kinds of livestock including cows and calves. 
On my terrace I found three olive trees, to be precise three trunks, all with plenty of buds surrounding 
them. These trunks were one and a half meters in diameter. They were definitely not young and had 
also unfortunately been damaged by the big frost of 1956.  
Somebody - probably the sellers of the property M Izzard from Argelès - did not have the knowledge 
about how to crop such beautiful trunks. He had sawed - or cut - or massacred them with a small 
chainsaw so that it was now impossible to draw any conclusions about their age. When I got to know 
them the seeds had turned five years old. I kept 2 trunks. Hence I now have six young olive trees that 
have survived for many years and have had many olives that, as it was, I haven't used. 2001 they 
were quite large and pretty, but when they'd never been cropped they weren't especially elegant. 
However, we decided to crop the trunks to about two meters in height in order for them to spread out 
their branches according to our tastes.  
When it comes to the trunks I'm going to delve into some education about their growth. 
On one part of a trunk - 10 cm in diameter - I've counted 45 annual rings, 45 years that is, which must 
be the age of the young olive trees. If you measure the distance between the annual rings you get, 
on a radius of 5 cm a mean surface of 1,1 mm. This seems reasonable on the small trunks, as they 
farthest in, while the tree was still young, have a space of 2-3 mm between the rings. Then the space 
decreases to 1-1/2 mm and even a dry year. If you count then the intervals have decreased to 1/2 
mm in 45 years and thus there's no reason why they wouldn't have continued to decrease at the 
same rate. Hence one should be able to imagine a tree with a trunk with a diameter of 1,2 meters and 
a height of 2 meters. Also, the branches, leaves and fruit have conserved their energy to be able to 
have such a bulky trunk. I decided that the number 0,55 mm would be reasonable. If one talks of a 
trunk with a 60 cm radius that would put the number at 1099 years old, which means that the tree is 
from the end of the 9th century. The time of the monks! 
 
So it was the monks who planted these olive trees! It is all too beautiful to be true, and yet all the 
same I believe it to be true. We must not forget that these olive trees grow on a mountain, on a steep 
base, and therefore don't retain the water from the rains (on the terrace there is just 1 meter of dirt 
above the on top of the bedrock), and so in short suffer almost permanent drought. And then…  
an act of faith to plant olive trees on the pitch of a Christian chapel – bringing to mind the Mount of 
Olives! 
 

Beer as medicine 

Here is another little chapter that might serve to surprise one.  
It concerns "beer". Let us dive into it! 
One day as I was clearing weeds I discovered, at a place which is always moist, a hop bush. Hop is 
used in making of beer. I don't think it is a normal plant in these parts. Anyways it was planted here, 
with the intent of making this brew. 
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I immediately dove into my encyclopedias and learned that this drink was well-known by our 
ancestors - particularly in Rome - going by the name cervisia which has given us the name cervoise 
in Gallic and cerveza in Spanish. At that time our predecessors favorite drink of choice was probably 
still wine, but beer was used for medicinal purposes. With people from northern Europe and among 
the Celts this was the favorite beverage, called bière - beer.  
The Visigoths are said to have introduced the beverage in Gaul and also in northern Spain where 
they resettled. In another work I learned that beer had been known for three thousand years in 
northern Spain. (The author of that article used the word "Catalan" to describe the area and thus 
committed a frightening mistake in chronology. The word has only been used since the 800's when 
Charles the Great gave this area of land to the Goths, who were occupying this part of his kingdom, 
and so he gave it the name "The gothic wander", "Gotland" in German, which was later changed to 
"Catalan".) 
Recently, during digs in Asturias, they have found a container that after all the analyses and expert 
advice shows clear residue of yeast grains (or other similar cereal). In any event it is certain that the 
monks knew of this drink and since they were always curious to learn about everything created by 
God and were ever eager to advance civilization, knew the recipe for the manufacture of cervoise 
and introduced it in Albères (the mountain chain of the area), either as a drink or more likely as a 
drug, because I haven't seen too many small Lavail-inhabitants producing beer.  
 
Here it is probably best I cease my "ramblings". Think if this was to be given to an expert in history 
(and stories). It should be said that this is no more than precisely rambling… 
 

Amen  

 


