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Life-giving Waters

Biographical notes

The writer and poet Maurice Zermatten
was born at St.Martin on 22nd October
1910. On completion of his studies at Fri-
bourg University, he became lecturer in
French literature at the «Gymnase» of
Sion.

As author of many publications, he was
awarded the Gottfried Keller Prize, the
Grand Prix Catholique de Littérature and
an honorary doctorate of the University of
Fribourg.

In the Rhone Valley, the aque-
ducts have been the preoccupa-
tion of the rural population from
one century to the next. It is the
consequence of the driness of our
climate and the poverty of our soil
in this rocky country of ours. For
fifty generations of our ancesters,
water meant life. Without water
no harvest. Driness means misery
and death. The «bisse», the water
duct is the vein which transports
the vital element into the body
dried out by the sun.

This means that the «bisses» are
as old as the Valais civilization.
Cranks would have it that it was
the Arabs or, as we call them the
Saracens who taught us the art of
survival. This is an art which man
discovers inside himself as soon
as he is in danger. | watch children
playing near water. With a small
piece of wood or a pebble they
spontaneously invent veritable
aqueducts. The small stream is
channelled according to their
whims. A small boy is victorious
over the inherent tendency of the
water to follow the steepest gra-
dient. The fragile barrage breaks
all the laws of physics and the
water flows where it had no inten-
tion of flowing.

It would be condemning the
mountain dweller as an imbecile
to maintain that he had lived for
centuries in the neighbourhood of
our great waterfalls and rivers
without getting the idea of
making use of them in order to
fight hunger. Under the heat of

our summers, the harvest burns.
The heat of high summer is mor-
tal. Get a few steps away, the
water runs uselessly into the
Rhone... The remedy exists in the
next room, whilst the patient suff-
ers in his bed and dies. And no-
body would have the idea to fetch
the remedy?...

What | want to say is that the
«bisses» are as old as our agricul-
ture, as our paths and routes, our
houses. Communal life was only
possible, especially in the moun-
tains, thanks to the «bisses». In
turn, their use has improved ever
more in the course of centuries. In
order to construct the long ducts
in the varied topographical ter-
rain, it was necessary that the
community organized itself and
became aware of its collective re-
sponsibility and means. It is not in
the power of one man alone to
lead the water canals along the
unconquerable rocks. The ex-
ample of the old «bisse» of Sa-
viése is a most enlightening wit-
ness of a victory which was only
possible by welding together all
the forces available in a region
which was threatened by famine
year after year. The aqueduct or
death... And these people of the
13th century achieved what
seems to us today a veritable mi-
racle: trimmed the walls of the
vertical rocks and constructed the
«bisses» with a courage and anin-
telligence which still today fills us
with wonder.

Thus the whole Valais gradually
became dotted with an immense
system of canalization which is so
fragile that it has to be serviced
every spring in order to be opera-
tional. Ant’s work, ancient ob-
stinacy and fabulous enterprise
which require the energy of all the
men and women, for the women
like the men take part in this
drudgery. They use the pickaxe
and the shovel just like the men.



They want to have water day and
night just like the men. Like the
men, they «put» the water on the
meadows at night with the light of
a lantern. They watch its flow,
going from one piece of land to
another, so that not a single drop
gets lost of what is theirs accord-
ing to the rules.

The «bisse» is not just a duct em-
bedded in the earth and between
estates. It is a whole organization
based on the needs of everyone
and at the same time defending
equally the rights of all. The total
of dispositions taken in order to
govern the utilization of the water
for a given area is called «le rate-
ment du bisse». It contains a com-
plete list of all those entitled to
water, a register of pieces of land
which may be watered, as well as
the amount of time allotted for the
watering according to the size of
the piece of land. As in olden
times when people were not con-
cerned with written records,
everything figured on the four-
sided «batons de bisse», all the
important data: 1. the house
mark, 2. the day of the round, 3.
the time available for the water-
ing, 4. the division of the sector
into apportioned lots.

These «batons de bisse» thus
contain an outline of book-keep-
ing valid from the date of be-
ginning of the watering. This date
varies from year to year according
to the start of spring. Generally it
is in May that watering becomes
indicated. The «procureur», admi-
nistrator of the «bisses», decides
one fine day to call all those en-
titled to take part in the cleaning
procedure. Because the «bisses»
are empty during autumn and
winter. From that first day, water-
ing is open and the round begins.
He allocates the necessary time
for watering to all the proprietors
of the sector, between twenty
and thirty days. Then follows the
second and if necessary the third
round. As a matter of course, the
watering begins on the lowest

pieces of land, those furthest
away from the ducts and most
threatened by the drought, and
goes up the slope, higher day
after day. There are even «bisses»
one above the other: the one be-
low, the one in the middle and the
one above on the hill. Each one
has its proper organization, its
special participants and distribu-
tion system. They all act indepen-
dently, although the owners may
be the same.

It must be said that these com-
munities are like the Alpine
corporations, completely inde-
pendent of the political organiza-
tion of the Commune. They don’t
render account to anyone but
themselves and function com-
pletely outside any other institu-
tion of the Commune or the citi-
zens. It is certain that these
economic associations preceded
any political organization by the
citizens. These, in turn, are even
older than the Communes which
are only just a century and a half
old.

As the historians told us long ago,
it was economic corporate bodies
like these which were responsible
for founding the Confederation.
Within a communal organization

from which depend the interest of
all concerned, some men learn to
direct, to think for the community
and to act on its behalf. They learn
not only to carry responsibilities
but also get to know the rights
and the strength of the small cor-
porate group. One day these men
will demand rights from their
overlords, which means liberty.
From an economic body, it be-
comes a political one. We
gradually come to the constitu-
tion of citizens’ communities
which are at the origin of our
political history. Because from
now on the banner symbolizes the
existence of a moral force which
in all its aspirations tends towards
liberty.

From this we gather that the
«bisses» are not just a simple
system of canalization necessary
to economic existence of a small
community. It grows into the cen-
tre of communal and collective
activity and becomes the starting-
point for the cohesion of common
interests which each participant
has to defend through the inter-
mediaries he has given a mandate
too for representation. Thus real
democracy is born in which all
have the same rights and duties.
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The «procureur» is not in his of-
fice by divine right, but because
he has been chosen by his fellow
citizens.

But don’t let us forget our
«bisses». The water flows, the
round begins. Everyone knows
the day and the hour, even the
half-hour when the water begins
to flow for hin\w. | don’t know how
the peasants knew the time be-
fore the existence of the precision
watch. Did the notches on the
«baton du bisse» correspond to
the sun dial? The fact remains
that there were not a few disputes
regarding the use of the water.
Our legends inform us. Amongst
the ghosts which disturbed the
nightly rest of our ancestors there
were quite a few water thieves.
That is to say, people who di-
rected water from the «bisses»
onto their plots at a time which
was not theirs. Every pannier of
hay had its value. The existence
of these mountain farmers had al-
ways been marked by a hard fight
against poverty. An additional
hour of watering meant a better
harvest. A curious temptation
which moral theology had pos-
sibly not foreseen! Those who
could not resist, had to admit to it
in the confessional. If not, pur-
gatory would be obliged to re-
dress justice.

One bought and sold water of the
«bisses», or rather the hours of
watering. The scales, at least
those | saw, excluded watering on

Sundays. On those days, the ad-
ministrator could sell the water
without committing a wrong. On
the contrary, he could thus earn a
little money for the collective hou-
sehold.

The watering at night has given
birth to innumerable tales. The
man or woman behind the storm-
light or the lantern, seen from the
distance, could remind one of a
lost soul in search of forgiveness.
But the waterers themselves
often had strange adventures. In-
definable creatures barred their
way, or they heard the rosaries of
the procession of the lost souls.
Or again they saw dark spots in
the dark that could only be birds
of ill omen. They heard voices or
steps which followed them along
the water ducts and remained
hard on their heels without ever
touching them. The ghosts had no
right to touch the living nor to ad-
dress them. But they could ans-
wer questions put to them and
also put their demands for prayers
and mass. With regard to their
situation as the dead, they re-
mained dumb - like the dead...

It is the life of the wine-growers
and the mountain dwellers which
is sketched on the background of
the aqueducts of the Valais.
Lerchwood channels, stone
walls, grooves in the soil, glades
in the woods or cuts in the
moraine - everywhere the
«bisse» passes, and men and wo-
men walk along the verge. From
century to century, man follows
this health-giving water, this ex-
pression of life. He hears the
gentle song which accompanies
him and which promises not to
abandon him to destruction. Rain
is so rare in these dry lands and
the processions of prayer often so
unavailing that the sole hope rests
on these domesticated and willing
waters.

In the meantime, time has
changed. Mountain farming in
particular has lost significance.
Man is no longer dependent on a

handful of hay or rye. Affluence
has replaced extreme poverty.
We have hardly any peasants left
who live only from the products of
the soil. If wine-growing has be-
come more important compared
to earlier times, mountain farming
is in dire danger. Large meadows
are no longer mown, and the
«bisse» has become superfluous.
Many are covered in rubble and
pebbles. The wooden ducts are
rotting away and disappear. It is
with great distress that one re-
gisters this slow disappearance,
yet nothing is done.

For two or three thousand years,
these loyal and irreplaceable ser-
vants enabled the Valaisans in the
mountains to survive the annual
drought, and yet nobody seems to
worry about their disappearance.
One has to ask oneself occasion-
ally to what purpose are the orga-
nizations for the promotion of de-
velopment. The walks along the
water ducts have an unique
charm. What is done to prevent
the irremediable destruction?
Occasionally, there is a narrow
path, not yet quite disappeared.
Butitis the presence of the water,
the flowing water, the softly sing-
ing water which ought to be pre-
served.

If one is not careful, the Valaisans
of tomorrow won’t even know
any more that these aqueducts
existed at all and that they saved
our ancestors from famine.
Certainly, the watering channels




for the vineyards remain. The
wine-grower, at least in parts, is
dependent on these old channels,
certainly from the moment of
planting the vine-stock. One has
repeatedly stated that the vine is
of Roman origin. Why should it
not be Celtic or Ligurian? Were
the soil and the climate not al-
ready favourable for its cultiva-
tion at times immemorial?

A stroll along a «bisse» in the
vineyard means walking in the
footsteps of our most ancient an-
cestors, in the footsteps of those

who settled on our slopes and
discovered the splendour of our
countryside.
In order to live there, they needed
water. They went to find it at the
mountain torrent. They opened
the first «bisse» a little like the
child who plays at the fountain-
head. And ever since then, the
«bisse» has never betrayed. We
ought to remember this.

Maurice Zermatten

(Text and photos: «Revue 13 Etoiles, ref-
lets du Valais», n°5, Mai 1982)

Results of the federal plebiscite
on 2nd December 1984

Surprising conformity

Three subject matters had to be
voted on.

The People’s Initiative on an ef-
fective maternity protection with
its proposal of parents’ leave of
absence of nine months was re-
jected by a massive majority, i.e.
1288181 (84.2%) against
241400 (15.8%); all the Cantons
had a majority against.

The Constitutional Article on
radio and television and the Fe-
deral Council’s counter proposal
for aid to the victims of crimes of
violence were accepted by a large
majority of citizens, i.e.
1001693 against 456102, and
1240077 against 272141 re-
spectively. Both proposals were
accepted by all the Cantons. Vo-
ting participation was 37%.

The maternity protection Initiative
had been proposed by the big wo-
men’s organizations and sup-
ported by the Parties of the Left. It
demanded complete cover of all
costs arising from pregnancy and
birth, the introduction of paid
leave of absence for the parents
(mother or father) for 9 months. It
was this proposal which was op-

posed by most voters. The Initia-
tive also asked for protection
against notice during pregnancy.
Parliament, Federal Council and
all the Parties on the Right had
declared unanimously against the
Initiative, not least because some
of the new introductions would
have been unacceptable for
employers.

The Constitutional Article on
radio and television, which was
accepted by 68.8% of the citi-
zens, had practically no opposi-
tion from the political Parties. It
enables the Confederation to leg-
islate in the field of electronic
media, in order to get a more
satisfactory basis. A first project
of this kind was rejected in 1957

‘and a second one in 1976.

The proposal for aid to victims of
crimes of violence was accepted
by 82% of the voting electors.
The aid by Confederation and
Cantons as proposed for the con-
stitutional change will be realized
as moral and legal assistance, as
well as considered compensation
should the victims get into finan-
cial difficulties due to such
crimes. I:E:

Ein Schweizer
im Ausland
soll nicht zum
Auslinder in der
Schweiz werden.

Auf dem laufenden bleiben tUber
alles, was in der Schweiz lduft - dazu
brauchen Sie die heimatliche Stimme,
die hilft, dass einem Schweizer in der
Fremde die Schweiz nicht fremd
wird:die Tages-Anzeiger-Fernausgabe.
Auf 16 Diinndruckseiten ist sie ein
Querschnitt durch eine volle Tages-
Anzeiger-Woche, durch das ganze
Spektrum von der Politik bis zum Sport.
Bestellen Sie das kostenglinstige
Abonnement oder lassen Sie sich
zundchst 4 Ausgaben gratis zum
Kennenlernen schicken.

Y AV AV AV Ay Ay 4
. Ich abonniere die Tages-Anzeiger .

Fernausgabe.
Gewilinschte Zustellart:
[ Luftpost O gewodhnliche Post
Gewdlinschte Zahlungsweise:
Jjahrlich O halbjahrlich
O vierteljahrlich
Die ersten 4 Ausgaben sind gratis.
[ lch mochte die Tages-Anzeiger-
Fernausgabe kennenlernen.Schicken
Sie mir 4 Ausgaben gratis.

Zustell-Adresse:
Name:

7030

Vorname:

Strasse:

. PLZ/Ort:
Land:

. Abonnementsrechnung an:
Name:

Vorname:

Strasse:
PLZ/Ort:

Coupon einsenden an:Tages-Anzeiger
Vertrieb/Verkauf, Postfach, CH-8021 Zirich

Die Preise der Tages-Anzeiger-
Fernausgabe in Schweizer Franken

Gewodhnliche
Postzustellung 3 Monate 6 Monate 12 Monate

BRD, Danemark, Finnland, Frankreich, ltalien,

Jugoslawien, Luxemburg, Malta, Niederlande,

Norwegen, Osterreich, Portugal, Schweden, Zypern
22.80 44.80 87.60

Ubrige Lander 25.30 49.70 97.40
Luftpostzustellung

Europa und Mittelmeerladnder, Spanisch
Westafrika 24.60 48.50 94.80

Ubrige Lander 27.30 53.60 105.40

@ages-Ansciger

FERNAUSGABE
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