
The Bertranges Forest

«It is the rule in forest where to return 
    in the future what was bequeathed in the past.»





LA CHARITE-SUR-LOIRE - BERTRANGES. 

Situated only a few kilometers from the town 
of La Charité-sur-Loire, the prestigious 
centuries old Bertranges oak forest has a 
long and interesting history which is evoked 
simply by the menstion of its name.

It starts back in the year 1121. In that year, 
the very devout Ermengarde de Narcy 
expressed her dying wish to donate most of 
her wealth to the Virgin Mary including the 
“Grande Bertrange”, the woods of her estate. 

On 15th August 1121, her husband Hugues 
de Til Lord of Narcy, respected his wife’s last 
wish and solemnly donated this property to 
the Benedictine Convent of La Charité. And 
so the Virgin to whom the convent church 
was dedicated became, by canon law, the 
owner of the forest that was then renamed 
“Bertrange Sainte-Marie”.

For several centuries, the Benedictines from 
La Charité convent were responsible for the 
forest and its management.

A monastic city, the Priory of which is classified in the 
UNESCO world heritage, a fortified town, a wild famous 
river, the biggest oak grove of France, a local wine today 
adjoining those of Sancerre and Pouilly... Here is how to 
describe briefly the Pays Charitois.



In 1253 the convent acquired, probably 
through a donation, the woods that previously 
belonged to Etienne de Blancafort and his 
wife Agnès.

At that time the forest covered 6,000 arpents 
or around 3,650 hectares. Its specific size 
was mentioned in letters of depreciation from 
King Philip the Fair concerning the woods 
for which the Priory owned the rights.

To the east, its boundaries reached Chaulgnes 
and Raveau. To the south-east the Priory 
woods bordered those of Frasnay and to the 
north-east the Usages de Narcy, of which 
the Priory became the owner in 1364 (Petite 
Bertrange). To the west, its boundaries were 
those of today’s massif.

For several centuries, the forest in the county 
known today as La Charité was inextricably 
linked to this important massif. The regime 
of forestry exploitation had the primary 
objective of providing the local population, 
commerce and industries with wood because 
until the end of the 18th century, it was the 



only source of energy used. These industries 
had come to the forest’s edges because of 
the difficulty in travel and communication. 
We believe that the forges responsible for 
the enormous slag heaps around the forest’s 
edges date back to the Gallo-Roman era.

The archives tell us that this period of 
history was rich in claims and counterclaims 
of all kinds raised by fierce competition for 
the wood which was a limited resource. 
Interminable litigation ensued, for the most 
part concerned with diverging interpretations 
of the right to use the forest.

This resulted in increasing pressure from 
users on the most frequently exploited 
coppices, weakening forest planting. 
Admirers of the today’s high forest would 
be disappointed to learn that back then, 
the Bertranges was a mere coppice grove, 
exploited every 16 years at the most.

It is interesting to note the beneficial 
intervention of Minister Colbert in Nièvre. 
It began in 1659 when Cardinal Mazarin 

The state of Nièvre, with a hectare of forest per capita, 
is the first producer of oaks of France, the most 
beautiful specimens of which result from the big forest 
of Bertranges. These forests were the siege of an intense 
economic activity where mixed lumberjacks, ferriers and 
manufacturers of charcoal.



bought the province of Nièvre from the 
Duchy of Mantoue, severely indebted the 
Cardinal.

Colbert, then secretary to Mazarin, was 
charged with organising the Duchy’s affairs 
and in particular the forests which were of 
great importance to the ducal estate.

Barely ten years later and as Minister to 
Louis XIV, Colbert legislated the famous 
ruling of 1669 concerning the exploitation of 
forests in the Kingdom.

One could legitimately conclude that his 
experience in Nièvre served as a base for this 
ruling, the essence of which still reigns over 
French forest estates today.

The ruling is in some way responsible for 
the development of the Bertranges forest 
towards its current structure; the Decree 
of 9th December 1687 reserved an initial 
809 arpents which were extended to 1,131 
arpents on 5th August 1738 and 15th July 
1739.

Minister Louis XIV, Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert marked durably his time. He is 
the one who contributed strongly to the 
economic development of France in the 
18th century.
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The oldest oak trees still standing today in 
the Bertranges forest date back to this era. 
They are the descendants of forest planting 
staggered between 1740 and 1748.

So, a curious visitor would know that the 
age of the oaks growing near the Rond de 
la Réserve [Rond Saint Vincent] (parcels 
43, 44, etc. currently begin renewed) is 
somewhere between 190 and 240 years.

These centuries-old oak trees too old to 
stand are progressively making room for 
younger stocks, heralding magnificent high 
oak forests in two centuries’ time. This is the 
fundamental rule of the forest: giving to the 
future what has been inherited from the past.

At the time of the French Revolution, the 
Priory’s properties were nationalised with no 
great damage to the wood, but its conversion 
to a high forest was only made official on 2nd 
November 1838 by royal ruling. Today’s high 
forest is the result of meticulous hard work 
and the strong convictions of generations of 
civil servant foresters that have fought hard 

The Rallye Pique Avant Nivernais, equipage of big venery of the 
Forêt des Bertranges - created 90 years ago by a 21-year-old 
young man, a marquess of Roüalle, grandfather of the current 
Boatswain - decouple Tuesdays and Saturdays during the period 
of hunting.



for over a century to create what we enjoy 
today.

The oak is the king of all these forests, an 
oak of very high quality. With the Bertranges 
massif, the county of La Charité owns a forest 
of exceptional richness in terms of business 
and tourism. The oak wood is highly sought-
after by carpenters and coopers for high-
end barrels for the world’s most prestigious 
vineyards and wineries.



Text by René Le Théry (1943 - 2005), 
Ingénieur Général du Génie Rural 

des Eaux et des Forêts, 
ancien Directeur technique 
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