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Introduction
Luxembourg, though small in both land area and population, holds a uniquely
significant place in European history. Nestled between larger neighbors—Belgium,
France, and Germany—it has long stood at the crossroads of empires and shifting
alliances, its territory coveted and contested. Despite frequent occupations, partitions,
and the persistent threat of larger powers, Luxembourg has proven remarkably
resilient, carving out an enduring identity and national story against the odds.

This book, "A History of Luxembourg," traces the extraordinary arc of this nation, from
the earliest traces of human settlement in its forests and valleys, to its rise as a key
fortress city, and eventually to its modern role as a leading financial hub and a
founding member of the European Union. The history of Luxembourg is marked by
episodes of division and unity, subjugation and independence, illustrating the complex
interplay between geography, politics, culture, and the enduring aspirations of its
people.

We begin by delving into Luxembourg’s ancient origins, examining the Celtic and
Roman legacies that shaped its early character. As we move through the medieval
era, the creation and expansion of the fortress of Lucilinburhuc will serve as a central
motif, symbolizing both the vulnerability and the tenacity of the Luxembourgish state.
Dynastic rise and fall—the House of Luxembourg’s imperial dreams, the centuries of
Burgundian and Habsburg rule—contrast with the quiet persistence of local traditions
and the growth of a unique national consciousness.

Modernity brought new challenges and opportunities: invasions and annexations in the
revolutionary and Napoleonic periods, the forging of a grand duchy out of Europe’s
diplomatic settlements, and the wrenching experience of World Wars I and II. Each
crisis forced Luxembourg to redefine its position in an ever-changing
Europe—sometimes at great cost, but alongside remarkable feats of adaptation and
survival.

Today, Luxembourg enjoys both prosperity and international influence
disproportionate to its size. Its journey—from ancient oppida to a key pillar of
European integration—offers invaluable insights into how even the smallest polities
shape, and are shaped by, the tides of history. In the chapters that follow, we will
uncover the remarkable events, transformative figures, and decisive moments that
together form the tapestry of Luxembourg’s past.

This book is both a detailed chronicle for the historically curious and an invitation to
appreciate the ongoing story of a nation whose history echoes far beyond its borders.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People: Geography and
Early Settlement
Nestled in the heart of Western Europe, the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg occupies a
strategic position that has profoundly shaped its destiny. It is a small, landlocked
nation, sharing borders with Belgium to the west and north, France to the south, and
Germany to the east. This location, at the historical crossroads of powerful European
entities, has meant that Luxembourg has rarely been a passive observer of history,
but rather a stage upon which larger dramas unfolded, often to its own peril. Yet, this
same geography also provided advantages, offering defensible locations and valuable
resources that allowed for the development of settlements and eventually a distinct
national identity.

The landscape of Luxembourg is broadly divided into two principal geographical
regions, each with its own character and historical implications. To the north lies the
Oesling, a part of the Ardennes massif. This region is characterized by rolling hills,
dense forests, and deep river valleys. The terrain is rugged and historically less
hospitable to extensive agriculture compared to the south. Its elevation is higher, and
the climate tends to be cooler and wetter. This area offered natural defenses and
provided timber resources, influencing settlement patterns which were often more
dispersed and focused on smaller communities nestled in valleys.

South of the Oesling is the Gutland, or "good land." This region is an extension of the
Paris Basin and is markedly different from the northern part of the country. The
Gutland is characterized by rolling plains, gentler hills, and fertile agricultural land. It is
lower in elevation and enjoys a milder climate, making it far more suitable for farming.
Major rivers carve through the Gutland, their valleys providing natural corridors for
movement, trade, and settlement. This area has historically been more densely
populated and economically productive, forming the agricultural and later the
industrial heartland of the nation.

The transition between the Oesling and the Gutland is not abrupt but forms a
transitional zone. The distinct geographical differences between these two regions
have influenced everything from historical settlement patterns and economic
development to local culture and even dialects. The Oesling, with its challenging
terrain, fostered a more isolated, self-sufficient way of life for centuries, while the
Gutland, with its fertile lands and river connections, was more open to external
influences and economic activity.

Waterways have always been vital to the geography and history of Luxembourg. The
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most significant river is the Moselle, which forms the border with Germany for a
considerable stretch in the southeast. The Moselle Valley is famous for its vineyards
and has long been a crucial artery for transport and trade, connecting Luxembourg to
the Rhine river system and beyond. Its fertile banks attracted early settlers and
facilitated the movement of goods and ideas throughout history.

Another important river is the Sûre (or Sauer), which flows through the Oesling and
then forms part of the border with Germany before joining the Moselle. The Sûre's
valleys, particularly in the more rugged north, provided vital routes through the
difficult terrain and were often the sites of early fortifications and settlements. Its
tributaries, such as the Alzette, further carve through the landscape, creating the
valleys and defensible promontories that would later become the sites of castles and
towns.

The Alzette river, though smaller than the Moselle or Sûre, holds particular significance
for the history of Luxembourg. It flows through the Gutland and its deep, winding
valley, along with the Petrusse tributary, creates the dramatic topography of the
capital city, Luxembourg City. The defensible spur of the Bock rock, overlooking the
Alzette valley, became the nucleus around which the historic fortress and the future
nation would grow. The confluence of rivers and the steep valleys provided natural
defenses that were invaluable in an age of frequent conflict.

The climate of Luxembourg is temperate, with distinct seasons. It is influenced by both
oceanic and continental patterns. This moderate climate, particularly in the fertile
Gutland and the river valleys, supported agriculture for millennia. While not blessed
with vast quantities of diverse mineral wealth, the Gutland contained significant
deposits of iron ore, particularly in the southwest. This resource, known as "minette,"
would become incredibly important in the 19th and 20th centuries, transforming
Luxembourg into an industrial powerhouse, but even in earlier times, the presence of
workable metals would have been a factor for early inhabitants.

The interplay of these geographical features – the strategic location at the heart of
Europe, the contrasting landscapes of the Oesling and Gutland, the vital network of
rivers, and the presence of natural resources – created the stage upon which
Luxembourg's history would unfold. The rugged north offered refuge and resources,
while the fertile south provided sustenance and connectivity. The defensible river
valleys and rocky outcrops presented ideal locations for strongholds, a necessity given
the region's position between competing powers.

It is this geography that provided the fundamental constraints and opportunities for
the earliest human inhabitants of the land. The river valleys offered water, food
sources, and relatively easier passage through the landscape. The caves and rock
shelters in the valleys provided natural protection. The forests of the Oesling offered
game and timber. The fertile soils of the Gutland, once cleared, promised agricultural
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bounty.

Evidence suggests that humans have been present in the territory of present-day
Luxembourg for a very long time, drawn by these basic necessities and geographical
advantages. The initial human presence, dating back tens of thousands of years,
would have been tied directly to the availability of resources dictated by the landscape
and climate of the time. Early nomadic groups would have followed migrating animals
through the valleys and forests, seeking shelter in the natural formations the land
provided.

As humans transitioned from nomadic hunter-gatherers to more settled agricultural
communities, the fertile areas of the Gutland, particularly along the rivers, would have
become increasingly attractive. The presence of water for irrigation and the potential
for cultivating crops made these areas prime locations for early villages. The
landscape itself offered clues and resources that early peoples learned to exploit for
survival.

The defensible nature of certain geographical features, such as elevated plateaus and
rocky promontories surrounded by steep valleys, would also have been recognized
early on. While not immediately used for the elaborate fortifications of later eras,
these locations offered natural protection against rivals or predators and likely served
as gathering points or temporary encampments for early groups.

The raw materials provided by the land were also crucial. Beyond food and water,
early inhabitants would have utilized stone from the landscape for tools, wood from
the forests for shelter and fire, and clay from the riverbanks for pottery. As technology
advanced, the presence of metals within the earth would become increasingly
important, influencing trade and the development of more complex societies.

Understanding the geography of Luxembourg is therefore not merely an exercise in
physical description; it is fundamental to grasping the course of its history. The
mountains and valleys, the rivers and fertile plains, the strategic location – these are
not just backdrop but active participants in the story of the Luxembourgish people,
influencing where they settled, how they lived, who they interacted with, and the
challenges and opportunities they faced throughout the millennia. The land itself
provided the canvas upon which the history of this resilient nation was painted.
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