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After the French Revolution (1789), the Vallée de Freissinières, like many other rural areas, started experiencing the consequence of consolidation and centralisation of powers in Paris, which transformed the rules of the local political arena: communitarian institutions that defended the acquired privileges were gradually replaced by strong individuals that mediated between the village and the State level (Rosenberg, 1988: 69–77). This political transformation had profound consequences for the socio-economic development of rural communities, in the Alps and elsewhere. The implementation of the Forestry Code in France since 1827 restricted the multifunctional use of the forest, in order to avoid generalized clearance and overexploitation (Rosenberg, 1988: 105–106). This initiative triggered disputes between foresters and local communities and affected the fragile economic equilibrium of some mountain communities (Simon et al., 2007). Entrepreneurial activities and modernisation of agricultural strategies were encouraged by stakeholders, in particular during the second half of the 19th century (Vivier, 1992). Besides, since the end of the 18th century, mining activities increased in the Southern Alps, and they further intensified with the development of modern exploitation methods during the 19th century (Ancel, 2010). This led to an improvement in economic conditions that enabled alpine communities to cope with the dramatic rise of population occurred in this historical phase. This process, though, did not occur uniformly across the French Alps, and Freissinières did not experience an economic improvement. The isolation of this valley favoured the persistence of a thriving protestant community (Bolle, 2004) but affected communications with and trading to the surrounding areas. Farming strategies, focused mainly on potato cultivation, complemented by animal husbandry (Baridon, 1933: 15–17), were still largely traditional and non-mechanized, and the pressure of the growing population on local resources resulted in soil erosion and depletion. As a consequence, during the 19th century, long-lasting seasonal migration (Fontaine, 1998: 355–359) started being replaced by permanent migration to the cities of Provence as well as to the African colonies, mainly Algeria (Baridon, 1933: 89). During the 20th century a massive emigration to the silver mining districts of Fournel (L’Argentière-la-Bessée), located in the neighbouring Durance valley (only 5 km as the crow flies), produced an abrupt decrease in population. Depopulation, in turn, loosened the community cohesion and triggered the collapse of the local rural economy around the mid-20th century. In 1972 the high-altitudes of Vallée de Freissinières were incorporated into the new-born Parc National des Ecrins, which contributed to promoting tourism in the valley.
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At the end of the 18th century, Val Maudagna, like the rest of the Mondovì district (Monregalese), was one of the poorest areas of Piedmont, with high population density and low agricultural productivity. This led local communities to increasingly rely on natural resource extraction (such as marble), small-scale crafting activities and seasonal migration toward the nearby Piedmont plain and Southern France, where migrants were hired as shepherds or farmstead laborers during the harvest time (Ferro, 1967; Lebaudy, 2010). The economy of Val Maudagna in the 19th century was largely focused on marble quarries and chestnut production, the latter mainly aimed at supplying tannin to the growing chemical industry (Casalis, 1833). Rural activities in Val Maudagna during the 19th and early 20th century relied on a vertical and seasonal exploitation of the territory, with cultivations (potato, buckwheat, rye) in the lowlands (500-800), silviculture and chestnut production at mid-altitude (800-1000/1200 m) and hay-making and summer grazing above the timberline (Rosso, 1950). Woodlands and meadows were dotted with seasonal settlements (tecc) and functional structures (such as chestnut drying rooms, leaf and hay deposits, cheese cellars, barns etc.), often associated to the settlements (Roatta and Roatta, 1999; Vecchiatini and Gnone, 2015). The last century saw a progressive depopulation of the area, the collapse of the rural economy in the 1960s (triggering reforestation of the previously cultivated slopes) and the development of the tourism industry, particularly winter tourism (ski resorts) (Ferro, 1967). Agriculture is currently marginal for the economy of the valley, and the importance of chestnut production survives solely in the renowned annual “chestnut fair” (Sagra della Castagna) of Frabosa Sottana.
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