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			Back cover

			A key figure in French Africa, Robert Bourgi, for the first time ever in a book, discusses his life, his relationship with his mentor Jacques Foccart and all the «missions» he undertook over almost forty years, on behalf of African and French presidents, including the leading lights of the Right (Jacques Chirac, Nicolas Sarkozy, Charles Pasqua, Jacques Toubon, Dominique de Villepin, Claude Guéant, François Fillon etc.). He reveals the financing networks of French political parties, based on his personal notes that he kept for 40 years. He also describes the sensitive cases in which he was involved—the liberation of French journalists from Lebanon in the 1980s; rehabilitation of Mobutu Sese Seko; the liberation of the French hostage, Clothilde Reiss, in Iran; the rescue of Laurent Gbagbo; the resignation of Jean-Marie Bockel; the appointment of French ambassadors to Africa; his lobbying of the Élysée Palace on behalf of African heads of state. From Félix Houphouët-Boigny and Laurent Gbagbo (Ivory Coast) to Mobutu Sese Seko (DR Congo), via Blaise Compaoré (Burkina Faso), Mathieu Kérékou (Benin), Abdoulaye Wade and Macky Sall (Senegal), Mohamed ould Abdel Aziz (Mauritania) and Gnassingbé Eyadéma (Togo), Pascal Lissouba, Denis Sassou Nguesso (Congo), and above all Omar and Ali Bongo (Gabon), this book throws light on the psychology of numerous presidents, south of the Sahara, and their regimes, giving the reader a fresh look at France’s African policy over several decades.

			 

			Robert Bourgi, born April 4, 1945 in Dakar, is a Franco-Lebanese lawyer and political advisor. A specialist in African affairs, he is considered a leading exponent of French Africa. For thirty years, he personified the relations between France and its former sub-Saharan colonies, heir to the mythical Gaullist Jacques Foccart.

			A political scientist by training, Frédéric Lejeal has been an Africa-journalist for twenty-five years. A former contributor to the business magazines Marchés Tropicaux et Méditerranéens and Jeune Afrique, he spent ten years running La Lettre du Continent, a leading confidential publication on politics and business networks in West Africa and the Gulf of Guinea.
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			Dedication

			To my parents, who showed me the way.

			R.B.

			 

			To Cassie, Malou and Max, the only reason.

			to Flo, Angelo, Joelma, Katy, Caro, Marie-France, Manu, Dounia and all the others without whom this book would not be possible.

			F.L.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Libreville, Palace by the Sea, Presidency of the Gabonese Republic, January 1988

			I only met Roland Dumas once, during the 1988 presidential campaign in France. We met in the anteroom of Omar Bongo’s office. Chirac had sent me there to remind him that a campaign is expensive, especially a presidential one. I was waiting to be received, chatting with the aide-de-camp, when François Mitterrand’s friend and man of secret missions, future president of the French Constitutional Council, arrived.

			“Hello, Bourgi, how are you? I think we’ve come for the same thing…”

			The red light came on. Respectfully, I put him in front of me. He rushed into the office, much to the dismay of the aide-de-camp, who glared at me and told me I’d been wrong. Roland Dumas came out a little heavier than when he went in, then made this comment, with a mocking air:

			“Don’t worry Bourgi, I’ve left some for you!”

			Once in Omar Bongo’s office, I received quite a beating:

			“Idiot! Why didn’t you come home first?”

			“Dad, I couldn’t do it, it’s still protocol.”

			“You’re an idiot! We had to get home before he did. As a result, he took Jacques’ share. Now, what I’m going to give Chirac is cut in half!”

			“Forgive me, Dad, but could you please warn Monsieur Chirac?”

			He called him to tell him not to worry and that all he had to do was get me back to Libreville within the same week.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Foreword

			In the autumn of my life, at the end of a career that has seen me serve some exceptional characters and rub shoulders with many insipid ones, I decided to gather my memories, archives and personal notes in this book, Memoirs of a Life Spent Wandering the Franco-African Arcane. 

			Having long welcomed them into the incense-filled atmosphere of my office on Avenue Pierre Ier de Serbie in Paris, journalists and media alike are familiar with my prodigality for confidences and first-hand information. Whether they took place in France, Africa or the Middle East, my missions, just like my role for my political family or with African heads of state, were known to all and commented on with regularity according to current events in Françafrique or French politics. 

			For the first time, however, I’ve decided to go a lot further, by summoning up my whole life without exception, from my childhood with my parents and my fascinating father, Mahmoud, to my actions as an influential lobbyist, via my dealings with very high dignitaries or the organization of transports of funds from Africa to France. 

			“Extorted” during fifty hours of interviews with finesse and intelligence by journalist Frédéric Lejeal, a cutting-edge Africanist and former editor-in-chief of La Lettre du Continent, these confessions paint a picture of what I was given to do, hear and see. With a wealth of details, anecdotes and revelations, he recounts scenes which, because of their explosive, even breathtaking aspect, may leave the reader totally stunned. But that’s the truth, the only truth that matters. 

			In spite of these unpublished testimonials and documents, contemptuous critics calling me “sulphurous”, “intriguing”, “an occult messenger” will no doubt continue to work to discredit me, as they have done for so many years, constantly stumbling over the hard pips of my reality.

			To bring their investigations to a screeching halt, all they have to do is replay the debate that Mediapart organized on January 28, 2023 between Eva Joly, the judge who investigated the Elf affair, and myself, to understand that Robert Bourgi’s name remains the source of every fantasy, of a false image, of a falsified legend fabricated by rumor, ignorance and even slander1. 

			In fact, my name does not appear at any time in this resounding affair, any more than it does in the many scandals in Franco-African relations, from Angolagate to BMA (Biens Mal Acquis) to Carrefour du Développement. What were my real missions? Fund transfers, mainly at a time when they were authorized, “services”, high-intensity influence, strategic connections, eminently sensitive missions for which official diplomacy was showing its limits. The 2010 release of the young Frenchwoman Clotilde Reiss, imprisoned in Iranian jails, is just one of many examples. For me, it was a source of great pride. 

			Does this mean I can use these memoirs as a screen for criticism of my behavior, my ethics, my associations or my perfectly assumed lifestyle choices? Obviously not. Although I decried the Franco-African system, I don’t deny having benefited from it and served it ad nauseam, to the point of denouncing its turpitudes, excesses and shortcomings in 2011, in the JDD. By providing readers with a sincere and even more lucid look at this entire facet of French diplomacy and political life, this book is simply the logical continuation of that interview.

			 

			Robert Bourgi

			 

			 

			

			
				
						1. Debate between Eva Joly and Robert Bourgi, “Mediapart’s Total Day”, Cité Fertile. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oXOcFrkBrXk


				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: In the Shadow of Mahmoud Bourgi

			We are all more or less the product of the environment in which we grew up. Your father, Mahmoud Bourgi, is a veritable guardian figure. What role did he play in shaping your personality?

			Dad was born in 1893. As his passport indicates, he was blond and blue-eyed. He came from a family of peasants from the village of Ramadié, in southern Lebanon, a few kilometers from what is now the State of Israel.

			His father, my paternal grandfather, was a modest camel driver. He traded the produce of the land, which he sold throughout the region, sometimes even as far away as Syria. My father accompanied him on these journeys, which they both made on foot.

			Goods from the family orchard—oranges, mandarins…—were transported by camel. A particularly poor and deprived region, southern Lebanon was already predominantly populated by Shiite Muslims. 

			 

			From the beginning of the 20th century, this context led many Lebanese to emigrate around the world, to Australia, the United States and Latin America, as well as to Europe and Africa.

			All Lebanese families were involved in this first great wave of migration. For example, my uncle, my father’s elder brother, landed in New York at the end of the 19th century, before settling in Chicago, Detroit and Michigan City, Indiana. Once an American citizen, he met his future wife, an American, with whom he had several children, including William, nicknamed “Bill”, and David. 

			My uncle’s name was Mohamed Ali. He changed his name to “Allie” to sound more English. David would later become a pilot and senior officer in the US Air Force, and William an American diplomat. He was stationed in Beirut. He ended his career as a U.S. Secret Service agent in Tripoli and Benghazi, Libya. 

			For the record, my uncle from Chicago had been a member of the Incorruptibles, the police officers charged with enforcing the laws prohibiting the consumption, sale and trade of alcohol. Hence the ease with which he got his sons into the army and the intelligence service. I first met William in 1981, in San Francisco. 

			 

			Didn’t your uncle suggest that your father join him across the Atlantic? 

			He wrote to my father in the years 1918-1919, at the end of the war and with the decomposition of the Ottoman Empire, asking him to join him. Let’s face it: my father was a simple peasant, a poor wretch. 

			The year was 1923. He took a boat from Beirut, traveling fourth class, as it were. Taking advantage of a long stopover in Marseille, he met a number of Lebanese living in the city, who convinced him to stay and settle there. Father Bourgi was not in the United States, but in this already cosmopolitan city! He stayed from August 13, 1923 to August 9, 1924. 

			 

			What was he doing? 

			He worked as a porter, which is the same as a docker. He was short and stocky, but phenomenally strong. He was an imposing figure. At the port, he carried loads and luggage. He lived on rue Bernard Dubois, a very working-class neighborhood not far from the Gare Saint-Charles. 

			A year later, he took a boat back to New York, but for reasons I don’t know—he himself will never know—the ship stopped in Dakar. 

			 

			The capital of French West Africa (AOF), where the Lebanese presence is already marked. 

			The year was 1924. He met up with the local Lebanese community. Although influential, it numbered no more than a hundred. 

			A self-taught adventurer, my father had learned to read in Koranic school and write Arabic. He landed on his own and found work with a Lebanese man married to a Senegalese woman who had been living in Ouakam for 10 years. 

			 

			Still carrying loads? 

			Yes, he was employed as a porter. He loaded sacks of foodstuffs, cloth, a heap of goods. He slept on a mattress on the floor of his boss’s house. He confided to us that for years he’d had nothing but bread and peanuts to eat, in order to save money. 

			He then left Ouakam to settle in Dakar, where he opened a fabric trading store. A combination of interpersonal skills and luck enabled him to grow steadily richer. His business grew. He bought from the big French colonial trading posts such as SCOA (Société commerciale de l’Ouest africain) and CFAO (Compagnie française d’Afrique occidentale). 

			He sold his fabrics to the locals. He was easily trusted. His honesty was his main quality. What’s great is that he later hired the Lebanese man who had employed him as a porter when he first arrived in the country. 

			 

			Where was this store located? 

			In the Sandaga district. As his business flourished, he quickly came to the attention of the Lebanese community. At the same time, he decided to bring in relatives from Lebanon, cousins and acquaintances from neighboring villages. 

			At first, they worked for him, then prospered in their own right. Today, the Bourgis represent one of Senegal’s wealthiest families. Whenever I visit Dakar, I never fail to meet some of my generation. Like me, they are in their 80s. 

			 

			With his success, your father started a family.

			In Senegal at that time, the Lebanese community was mainly made up of single men who were trying their luck in Africa, in search of a better future. My father was alone for a long time. He returned to Lebanon as soon as he could afford it, this time in second class! He returned to Ramadié, distributing gifts, offerings and money. 

			It was there that he met Mohamed Assaad Abou Khalil, the mayor of Tyre2, the country’s fourth-largest Shiite-majority city, of which he would remain the emblematic mayor for over a quarter of a century. My father proposed to his eldest daughter, Nazar. She gave him his first child—Ali—the eldest in our family. Ali still lives in Dakar. 

			Sadly, Nazar died as a result of childbirth. She is buried in the Soumbédioune cemetery in the Senegalese capital. Finding himself a widower with a young child to look after, my father decided to return to Lebanon to entrust him to his in-laws. It was then that he befriended Manar (“lighthouse” in Arabic), the youngest daughter of the same mayor of Tyre. 

			My mother-to-be was only 18. Sandrine Rousseau didn’t yet exist! They were married in 1934 and sailed for Dakar on March 9 of the same year aboard the Giulio Cesare. They arrived in Senegal on June 4. 

			 

			What happens to the first child? 

			Ali stayed with his grandparents in Tyre until 1951. I don’t know why my father entrusted him to his in-laws. 

			My mother, on the other hand, bore him thirteen children, including twins, of which I am the survivor. Although he didn’t speak or write French, my father, who tended to use sabir, prospered. In the 1940s, he was one of the wealthiest Lebanese in Senegal, a country where he knew most of the dignitaries and political leaders. 

			 

			What’s your position in this imposing family? 

			After Ali’s birth came René, Suzanne, Simone, Lili and Maye, all of whom have since passed away. Albert, my brother and future professor of public law, was born in 1942. Then there was Liliane, who has just celebrated her 80th birthday. My twin brother Hassan and I were born in 1945. He died of dysentery at 18 months. Then came Mohamed Hassan and Rassika, who also disappeared, then Rassek, also a future lawyer3, Nouad and, finally, a last sister also named Maye. She is a sinologist, with a doctorate in Chinese literature, having defended her thesis in Mandarin at the Sorbonne.

			 

			 

			

			
				
						2. Today Sour or Sûr.


						3. Defender, among others, of the Senegalese state.


				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Sweet Dakar

			What kind of family environment did you grow up in?

			In the 1930s, my father’s innate sense of commerce made him increasingly comfortable financially. He owned several cars, which was not a common sight in Dakar. This affluence enabled him to open other stores. He was well known, appreciated and close to the French colonists, with whom he had established many contacts. This situation prompted him to leave Sandaga and move, with my mother, to rue de Thiès, in the beautiful city center. This street is now called Galandou Diouf4. 

			Along with my brothers and sisters, we were all born in this house, with the exception of Maye, who was born in 1953 at the Bouchard clinic in Marseille. I remember that the midwife, assisted by a nurse, came regularly to the house. Her name was Madame Casahous. Her son now runs the eponymous clinic on rue de Thiong in Dakar. 

			The house still exists. It’s a one-storey house with ten bedrooms. We lived happily together. We’d go to the beach, on excursions to Gorée. Albert5 and I would play soccer with the neighbors. Mostly French and Lebanese. The Senegalese didn’t live in the neighborhood, only the adjacent streets. But we shared all our leisure activities with them. We’d meet in the street. We spoke Wolof. From this came many “brothers” in friendship. 

			 

			What were the family customs like? 

			We never ate at our parents’ table. Served by the household staff, the children ate lunch and dinner on their own. The youngest were naturally looked after by the nannies. The only one who lunched with my parents was René, the eldest. There was also my uncle Abdallah, whom my father had brought over from Lebanon in the 1920s. 

			Dad maintained a great distance from us, who were always impressed. He had a look that was hard to bear. A look of steel. He didn’t trade with us. I don’t remember ever being kissed or hugged. He imposed himself with authority. We lived in an Arab-Muslim world. 

			My mother was more urbane and literate. She had studied at a Christian school in Tyre. She had her school-leaving certificate, which was rare for a Shiite girl in those days. She could therefore read and write French. She was very sophisticated and elegant compared to the rough peasant my father was. 

			In fact, she contributed a great deal to his rise by dressing him up and socializing him. He was also very elegant. He had his suits made to measure in Marseille, by the couturier Charles Georges. His ties came from Charvet et Sulka in Paris.

			 

			Your mother pushes the whole family to study. 

			We all attended the Notre-Dame institution in the Plateau district, run by the nuns. My sisters continued their education at this school. The boys were enrolled in private French schools before attending the Lycée Van Vollenhoven, better known by its diminutive name “Van Vo”6. 

			It was at this time that our first names were Frenchized, as Muslim names were refused. The eldest, René, was called Rouda. I was Riad Jaffar before becoming Robert. 

			 

			Was it important to your father that you study? 

			No. We all agree that without our mother we’d all have ended up as shopkeepers. On the other hand, thanks to my father, I was able to learn Arabic, which opened many doors for me later on. 

			 

			“Van Vo” was a benchmark in the French West Indies.

			Dakar was the capital of this historic bloc. All the elite of the sub-region sent their children there. 

			 

			What was your relationship with the French? 

			There’s no point hiding it: they were racist towards Africans. From primary school teachers to high school professors, many of them abused and bullied blacks. In primary school, when I attended the Franco-Senegalese school on the Plateau, avenue Franklin Roosevelt7, I remember that at the start of each school year, the French, the “little whites” as we called them, were systematically placed at the front of the class, with the Lebanese and Africans at the back. I’ve never forgotten it. 

			 

			Did they talk politics at home? 

			I’d hear about African politics, but mostly I’d see lots of visitors. My father had forged close ties and a personal relationship with MP Galandou Diouf. There was also a close relationship with Lamine Gueye, a member of parliament from the Section française de l’Internationale ouvrière (SFIO), mayor of Dakar and minister in the Fourth Republic. 

			These political figures regularly visited him at home. I vividly remember Lamine Gueye’s Cadillac, donated by the American administration. As soon as he arrived at our house, a huge crowd would gather. It was the 1950s. I was 6 or 7 years old. He had a majestic bearing. We called him “Papa Lamine” and his wife, a West Indian, “Maman Lamine”. We were close to his son Ibrahima, known as “Iba”, now deceased. 

			My father also knew the great Senegalese religious leaders. Mourides, Tidjanes, Lebous. He frequented El Hadj Ibrahima Diop, El Hadj Seydou Nourou Tall and El Hadj Omar Ndir.

			 

			Paradoxically, you’re not raised in a godly environment. 

			As much as my father prayed his five daily prayers, my mother did not. True, there was no pork or alcohol in the house, but my mother’s tastes clearly leaned towards France, with a real desire to assimilate. She would buy books in French and read them to us. 

			 

			Aside from visits from notables and your father’s connections, how did you perceive Senegalese political life? 

			We were totally unaware of this. However, we were aware of the dissensions between Lamine Gueye’s SFIO and Léopold Sédar Senghor’s Bloc Démocratique Sénégalais (BDS). My father was a “Laminist” until Senghor’s death in 1968. 

			His wealth had made him one of the main financial backers of his political party. He helped his electoral campaigns in his capacity as president of the Lebanese community. He asked his compatriots to make often colossal contributions. For each campaign, there were also lanterns, ancient traditions and torch-lit retreats. My father financed them in Dakar, but also in Saint-Louis. When the lanterns were paraded, they regularly passed in front of our store and our home. 

			 

			Your father traveled a lot for supplies. 

			Thanks to his prosperity, he regularly travelled to the Lyon region of France, the silk region, England and Germany to source quality products. 

			 

			And in Lebanon? 

			He made his last trip there in 1933. Ditto for my mother. He brought his first child, Ali, back to Dakar in 1951. That was the year we met him. My mother adopted him immediately. 

			 

			 

			

			
				
						4. A teacher and journalist, Galandou Diouf (1875-1944) was a French deputy from 1934 to 1940, the second African parliamentarian elected to the Chamber since the beginning of colonization, after Blaise Diagne. He was mayor of the commune of Rufisque from 1919 to 1923. 


						5. Born in 1942. A constitutionalist close to left-wing circles in Africa, Albert Bourgi taught public law at the University of Reims and directed the Center for International Relations Studies at the same university. He was also a columnist for the weekly Jeune Afrique. The author of numerous books, including Le Printemps de l’Afrique, co-written with journalist Christian Casteran, Hachette, 1991.


						6. Today Lycée Lamine Gueye.


						7. Today the Diap-Diop Franco-Senegalese school.


				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: A Loyal Gaullist

			What did Mahmoud Bourgi do on the eve of and during the Second World War? 

			As Lamine Gueye and the religious leaders sided with De Gaulle, my father followed them from day one, without really understanding the context. It was pure followership in the great Senegalese tradition. The fact that leading figures such as El Hadj Nourou Tall and El Hadj Ibrahima Diop had sided with De Gaulle convinced him. 

			Although he wasn’t Martin Heidegger, he had a feel for situations. He was instinctive, which got him into trouble. After the failed Free French landing attempt in Dakar, from September 23 to 25, 19408, he was arrested on the orders of the Provichist High Commissioner for AOF and AEF, Pierre François Boisson9, and taken to the Thiès reform camp. He spent a month there before being released. 

			 

			This was not activism against the Petain administration. 

			My father had no political thoughts or intentions. He followed in Lamine Gueye’s footsteps out of affection for and devotion to de Gaulle. Apart from the episode at the Thiès camp, he was left to get on with his business. 

			 

			However, he crossed paths with Claude Hettier de Boislambert, a key figure in the Resistance and a close collaborator of De Gaulle in London. In August 1940, along with René Pleven and Colonel Philippe Leclerc, he was tasked with rallying the African colonies to the Free French movement10. 

			Rallying began with Cameroon. Squadron leader Claude Hettier de Boislambert took command of Douala and then Pointe-Noire. However, his landing in Dakar on September 23, 1940 was unsuccessful. He was arrested and interrogated by the Vichy authorities. 

			My father met him then, but he knew nothing of the historical dimension of the character. When Free France took hold in Africa from 1943-1944, my father began to rub shoulders with many French supporters of Charles de Gaulle. Civilians, soldiers, government officials. 

			 

			Did he meet de Gaulle when he came to Dakar on January 25, 194411?

			We introduced her to him. His Gaullist streak was above all dictated by affect, but it would have many implications, notably in the mobilization of funds to support the future Rassemblement du peuple français (RPF)12. 

			 

			Co-founder of the RPF in April 1947 and member of the National Council, Jacques Foccart is a leading figure in the Gaullist party. Delegate for the French overseas departments and territories, he was appointed advisor to the Union française in 1951. In this capacity, he was responsible for developing and consolidating networks of support for General de Gaulle. He relies on your father. 

			My father was one of the very first members of the Senegalese section of the RPF and one of its first major contributors. Financing political parties was far from prohibited. His ability to mobilize the Lebanese Shiite community throughout the AOF was real. In Paris, they knew it. He first met Jacques Foccart on his very first trip to Africa, in 1949. He stayed at the Hôtel du Globe on rue Vincent. 

			The meeting had been organized by the RPF’s heralds in the country, both in political and business circles. Despite their twenty-year age gap, the two men hit it off immediately. Thereafter, whenever Jacques Foccart visited Dakar on his African tours, he would meet and chat at length with Mahmoud Bourgi. He would come to lunch at the house. Sometimes, he would even be dressed in a saroual, which was quite unlikely.

			 

			In his memoirs13, Jacques Foccart describes Mahmoud Bourgi as “extremely kind, very loyal, informed and influential”. Do you find him in this description? 

			Absolutely, the reason is simple: he was powerful within the unstructured Lebanese community. He knew everything and was informed of all rumors and plans.

			As I’ve already mentioned, he had brought over many Lebanese and dignitaries from southern Lebanon who were, in a way, indebted to him. Members of his family, but also of the Abou Khalil family from which my mother descended. This community grew. 

			From 1947 onwards, his contacts in the colonial administration convinced him to create an organization capable of representing the interests of these Lebanese nationals. This he did with the Comité libano-syrien du Sénégal, of which he was the first president. He remained at its head until 1960. This structure quickly became indispensable.

			Jacques Foccart introduced him to other personalities, including Georges Pompidou, in the early 1950s. By virtue of his status, my father literally obliged the Lebanese to pay money into the RPF. Not just those from the Senegalese section, but from all the sections in Africa. The Gaullist party earned part of its subsidies in this way. This money was repatriated to Dakar and sent back to Paris, where it contributed to the life of the party. 

			 

			Georges Pompidou, then director of the Rothschild bank.

			It was rare, not to say impossible, that my father, as chairman of the Lebanese-Syrian committee, didn’t meet or talk with the high-profile personalities visiting Senegal. In the 1950s, Pompidou was head of the Rothschild bank. He was visiting the country after a detour in Mauritania. The ties would endure. In his Journal de l’Élysée covering the Pompidolian period14, Jacques Foccart regularly mentions Bourgi’s name. He evokes “mon brave Bourgi”15 when talking about his visits to Senegal, but also “mon vieil ami Bourgi”16 when reporting on his tours to Georges Pompidou, now President. He says: “I saw ‘Bourgi’, without a first name, without a title, without anything”. He said “Bourgi”, and that was enough. In the same Memoirs, my father confided to Foccart that, without France, Léopold Sédar Senghor would not have stayed in place for 24 hours in the face of the social and student unrest the country was experiencing in the early 1970s17.

			 

			This financing already benefited from the CFA franc.

			The colonial currency was strong, and the volume of money transferred was substantial. The many branches of the RPF in Africa enabled funds to be mobilized throughout the Empire. Jacques Foccart orchestrated the whole system, and General de Gaulle was well aware of this. In fact, part of Foccart’s influence was due to this work and these actions.

			 

			Still referring to your father, Jacques Foccart describes him as one of Africa’s greatest connoisseurs, and one of the best-informed personalities in the French West Indies. Thanks to him, he explains, “I knew not only what was going on in Senegal, but also in Sudan and Upper Volta”18. 

			Sensitive information was passed on to him by religious leaders like El Hadj Nourou Tall and key civil figures in the Empire. He took part in all events. He supported them financially, while maintaining exemplary loyalty. As proof of this, he always distanced himself from Léopold Sédar Senghor, who would make him pay for it once he was president. 

			 

			Jacques Foccart uses the verb “tramer” deliberately. Does this mean that your father was up to no good in Senegal or, more broadly, in French-speaking Africa? 

			He wasn’t an “Honorable Correspondent”, but he trusted him with everything. And my father was a formidably well-informed man.

			 

			However, he was not an intelligence agent.

			No, that didn’t stop all the officials from the Service de documentation extérieure et de contre-espionnage (SDECE)19 from meeting him, starting with Maurice Robert, then a captain stationed in Dakar20. He, too, was familiar with our company. 

			Loyalty was second nature to my father. I’ve kept that quality. So, for example, why am I so close to Michel Aurillac?21 Because my father was very close to his father, Jean Aurillac, an outstanding French overseas administrator in Senegal in the 1940s and early 1950s22.

			 

			Beyond his loyalty to de Gaulle, did he know why he supported the RPF? 

			Of course, the ultimate goal was to return De Gaulle to power. 

			 

			Why the rift with Senghor? 

			Léopold Sédar Senghor was especially popular in Thiès and the bush. He tried to approach my father as soon as Lamine Gueye was defeated at the deputation23 via an emissary: Joseph Mbaye. But my father renewed his loyalty to Gueye. He didn’t betray him. Senghor did not win his support. Even colonial officials, including Senegalese governor Don Jean Colombani24, failed to persuade him to help this rising star. 

			I remember that when Lamine Gueye died in June 1968, my father paid his respects at his home on Avenue de la République, before Senghor, who was still President of the Republic. My father was devastated. 

			 

			What were the consequences of this mistrust? 

			Senghor blacklisted Papa from all presidential protocol. The doors closed. He was no longer invited anywhere. He complained to Claude Hettier de Boislambert, High Representative of the French Republic in Senegal, who resolved the dispute. My father and Senghor never met. Fortunately, from Bernard Cornut-Gentille to Pierre Messmer25, Mahmoud Bourgi knew all the senior representatives of the colonial administration. 

			For the record, when Jacques Chirac visited the Congo on October 8, 1980, to attend the centenary of the founding of Brazzaville, he introduced me to Georges Pompidou’s former Prime Minister. We were staying at the Olympic Hotel run by Robert Felicciaggi, a member of the Corsican Assembly who was murdered in 2006 in the parking lot of Ajaccio airport. I’d like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to this lifelong Gaullist and absolute loyalist of Jacques Chirac and Charles Pasqua. 

			At the Olympic Hotel, where the French from Brazzaville had met up with Chirac and his delegation, I took the liberty of apostrophizing Pierre Messmer, asking him if the name Bourgi reminded him of the time when he was High Commissioner General in Dakar. He immediately made the connection with my father, telling Chirac: 

			“You know Jacques, Mr. Bourgi was a considerable figure in Senegal, a committed patriot.” 

			In front of an astonished Jacques Chirac, I evoked Messmer’s former great collaborators in Dakar: the Risterucci and other Jean Sicurani26. It was an emotional moment. 

			So many times, when I was 12 or 13, these personalities came to the house. Jacques Chirac would often talk to me about this discussion, which, in my opinion, gave him a better grasp of the importance and permanence of Franco-African networks. This meeting sealed a strong relationship between us, even if, later on, figures such as the hilarious Jacques Godfrain would challenge this closeness27. 

			 

			In the 1950s, François Mitterrand fought de Gaulle for influence in French-speaking Africa. He succeeded in swaying Félix Houphouët-Boigny within the Union démocratique et socialiste de la Résistance (UDSR), a center-left formation co-directed with René Pleven28. Leader of the African Farmers’ Union (SAA) and of the Ivorian branch of the Rassemblement démocratique africain (RDA), “Houphouët” was considered a pro-communist. Why didn’t your father’s socialist affinities via Lamine Gueye and the SFIO lead him to join forces with Mitterrand, Minister for Overseas France from 1951? 

			Because de Gaulle was a true Oriental. He quickly became a cult figure in our family. We were into the tales and legends of the Orient. He followed de Gaulle through his speeches. Admittedly, he was related to Lamine Gueye, but the latter, though a SFIO member, admired the General. This loyalty earned my father French nationality in 1947. With my brother Albert, we accompanied him on many meetings, as we often had to translate his sabir. 

			 

			Jacques Foccart did business in the West Indies via his company—Safiex—founded with Henri Tournet and Georges Flicourt, a former member of the Bureau central de renseignements et d’action (BCRA). Was he in contact with your father in this respect? 

			Yes, they quickly got into the import-export business, trading goods and commodities. Whenever my father came to France, he would meet Jacques Foccart at the company’s headquarters at 3 rue Scribe, in Paris, opposite the Grand Hôtel where he stayed29.

			 

			During all this time, your mother refused to return to Lebanon. What was the reason? 

			His father came to Dakar in 1954. For the record, he wore a tarbouch. However, my mother always complained that he had pulled her out of school and married a much older man. She suffered greatly from this. She followed our schooling assiduously. 

			 

			Then came the tragedy of his untimely death. 

			She died of a heart attack on July 29, 1960. Multiple pregnancies weakened her heart. She is buried next to her older sister, Nazar, in the Soumbédioune cemetery in Dakar, where two of her children, Maye and my twin brother Hassan, are also buried. 
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			Chapter 4: Corsican Loves

			How did your father feel about Senegal’s independence? 

			To be honest, he wasn’t in favor. Senghor was in ambush. He wanted France to hold on at all costs.

			 

			As a child and teenager, who did you feel closest to?

			Definitely Albert. We were very close until the late 1990s. Our quarrel was sparked by François-Xavier Verschave’s book30, Noir silence. Qui arrêtera la Françafrique?31 which particularly scratched me in certain passages, making me out to be a schemer, a toxic character. I blamed my brother for concealing from me his collaboration with this author. I blamed him terribly. This led to a twenty-year break with my much-loved and admired brother. I suffered a great deal. Twenty years is a long time.

			 

			Did you already have an interest in law? 

			No. In high school, I followed the normal curriculum and I’ll put you at ease on one point: I was a passable student. I was only good in Latin, history-geography and French. Once I’d passed my baccalaureate, I enrolled, like many of my fellow students, at the Faculty of Law in Dakar.

			 

			Did your father remarry after your mother’s death? 

			He remarried seven years later, in July 1967. A marriage we all rejected out of love for our mother. His new wife was a distant cousin living in Dakar. She gave him seven children, whom I never saw. He died in 1979 and is buried in the Yoff cemetery. He had stopped his business in 1965. My mother’s death had affected him greatly. Jacques Foccart made him an Officer of the National Order of Merit.

			 

			He was also a Freemason.

			Yes, even if he didn’t know much about it. He felt the need to be like his African friends. He was in the Grand Orient at a very high rank.

			 

			Later, you’ll borrow this posture from him: loyalty to men while remaining informal.

			That will be my guiding principle. Jacques Foccart gave me my foot in the door. Admittedly, I joined the Union pour la nouvelle République (UNR)32 very early on, then the Rassemblement pour la République (RPR), but I was always careful to approach people, starting of course with Foccart. I always visited him. I regularly went to say hello to him on the rue de l’Élysée, at the Safiex or in his apartments at 95 rue de Prony when Valéry Giscard d’Estaing dismissed him as Secretary General for African and Malagasy Affairs33. 

			He was a great help to me and gave me many contacts for my thesis. Thanks to his contributions, I was able to meet Michel Debré and De Gaulle’s aides-de-camp, including colonels Gaston de Bonneval34 and Jean Martin d’Escrienne35. 

			 

			What profession were you destined for?

			I spent two years in Dakar, and the rest at the Faculty of Nice, until I obtained my Diplôme d’Etudes Supérieures (DES) in Political Science. I had the idea of continuing my studies with a state thesis, but I had to earn a living. I had already met my wife, Catherine. She was expecting our first child, Olivier. I wanted to continue my studies while working in a cooperative. 

			 

			Why Nice? 

			With the events of May 1968 in France, the Dakar faculty was blocked. I was part of a group of students sent to Nice to complete their studies. I already knew France, as every summer we went to Marseille, where my father had owned an apartment since 1949. 

			Why Marseille? Firstly, because he had lived there in the 1920s. Secondly, because he used to associate with Gaston Deferre’s father, who was a leading Dakar lawyer in the 1930s, and whom he had approached several times in the course of his business dealings. He often spoke to us of this man and of a certain Jacques Mouradian, whom he met regularly on rue Edmond Rostand in Marseille. Mouradian was Jacques Foccart’s correspondent and SDECE’s man in the city. He was later appointed High Commissioner to the New Hebrides and then Ambassador to Madagascar. 

			 

			When did you meet your wife and under what circumstances? 

			At the Faculty of Law in Nice, in 1969. Catherine was in her first year, I was in my fourth. She was Corsican and a brilliant student at the Lycée Laetitia Bonaparte in Ajaccio. A friend of mine invited me to a party where she was. 

			 

			Hence two other loves: for her and for the Emperor. 

			He already fascinated me. What’s more, my future wife’s family apartment happened to be across the street from her birthplace, more precisely in front of the bedroom. It took me a while to get to know my future in-laws. And with good reason: I was in Corsican territory! Catherine kept repeating: 

			“You can still come, but you won’t be received and you won’t be seen”. 

			His father was a math teacher and his uncle, Paul Vittori, an early Gaullist Resistance fighter. He even has his own plaque in Ajaccio. It was unveiled in September 1993 by Philippe Mestre, Edouard Balladur’s Minister for Veterans and Victims of War, during François Mitterrand’s visit to mark the 50th anniversary of the liberation of Corsica. Paul Vittori was a member of SDECE’s Service Action (SA). 

			 

			In Nice, you can see that Dakar is not so far away. 

			My father didn’t help me anymore. I had cut all ties. When I arrived in the city, I was housed in room 3305D of the Jean Médecin housing estate in La Lanterne. 

			I was tired of being poor. I only earned 300 francs a month. In other words, nothing. So much so that, every evening, a blackfoot woman who worked at the Resto U, and with whom I’d befriended, would bring me up some bread, jam and butter. I’ll never forget her. 

			I then decided to contact Michel Alliot, Edgar Faure’s chief of staff and Minister of Education, who taught at the Dakar Law School from 1957. He owned a villa in Ngor. I knew him because he was also in business with my father. They both traded tomatoes with the utmost discretion.

			After receiving my letter, he immediately made an appointment for me with the rector of the faculty, Robert Davril. His secretary, Mademoiselle de Chicourt, welcomed me on a red carpet. He gave me what I wanted: a position as a pawn in the lycée hôtelier, 100 meters from the university. 

			The principal, a certain Mr. Armisen, was waiting for me. I opted for the position of boarding master. My salary suddenly shot up to 1,300 francs. It’s such a small world. I learned that the young lady from Chicourt was from Dakar. I knew her family from the colonial administration. I was friends with one of her nieces.

			 

			When do you meet your in-laws? 

			Seven months after meeting Catherine, on April 1, 1970. She had received the green light from her father. I celebrated my 25th birthday with my in-laws. Why did I wait so long? Because my future father-in-law had made inquiries about me, even going so far as to ask the French ambassador in Dakar for information about my family. Once reassured, he welcomed me with open arms. Paul Vittori, the man behind the investigation, became “Tonton Paulo” to me. 

			 

			Marriage followed.

			December 7, 1972 at the 13th arrondissement town hall. Paul Vittori, a member of Amicale Action, was my wife’s best man. It was all the more impressive given that he had invited his friend, the great resistance fighter Hubert Germain, then deputy of the 13th arrondissement. 

			For my part, I brought along a number of VIPs, including Jacques Foccart, who attended the after-ceremony drinks reception. My best man was my childhood friend Patrick Danon. We went to school together at Van Vo. His father was a lawyer in Dakar. 

			 

			Once you’ve completed your studies in Nice, you’ll embark on a state thesis. 

			As soon as I had obtained my DES, I went up to Paris to begin it. The subject was thoroughly discussed with Foccart: “Le général de Gaulle et l’Afrique noire 1940-1969” (“General de Gaulle and Black Africa 1940-1969”). At the same time, I had to support myself and my family. 

			After my experience as a pawn, I worked at Lira Films, the company of film producer Raymond Danon, Patrick’s uncle, but it wasn’t enough. My wife had given birth to our first child in August 1973. At the same time, she graduated from the Certificat d’aptitude à la profession d’avocat (Capa) in Paris. The idea of touring Africa through a teaching partnership was taking shape. 

			 

			Why didn’t you become a lawyer like your wife? 

			I wanted to go all the way, as far as possible.  

			 

			A thesis on de Gaulle and Africa is a commonplace. Why this subject? As a tribute to your father or out of genuine interest? 

			De Gaulle remained engraved in my mind, in my imagination. There was an adoration for him at home, where his portraits were everywhere. This subject combined both my African roots and the life of the man I admired most. I wanted to show how Africa had historically shaped de Gaulle, and the continent’s considerable weight in his politics. 

			Taking advantage of my desire to work on the continent, Jacques Foccart pushed me. He recommended me to the head of the Political Science department at the Sorbonne, the Resistance fighter, hard-line Gaullist and member of the Special Air Service (SAS), Pierre Dabezies, who was also a Free French Cadet36. I met him at his home on rue de la Cerisaie. He immediately agreed to supervise my work, even though he didn’t know I was going abroad. 

			 

			How do you end up in Benin? 

			Through my brother Albert, another doctoral student in the family. In Paris, he introduced me to Nathanael Germain Mensah, head of the Department of Legal and Economic Sciences at Cotonou’s Faculty of Law. He was looking for a teacher of public law. I met him near the Ministry of Cooperation, rue Monsieur37. I dedicated my thesis to him. He died in 1979, before I could defend it. This period in Benin was a turning point in my life. You could say that this mission gave birth to my African identity.

			 

			What happens next? 

			Nathanaël Germain Mensah presented my file and my diplomas to a certain Mr Haïkine, in charge of recruiting cooperant staff at Rue Monsieur. The deal was done. He came back to me and said he’d be expecting me in Cotonou in a month. 

			Haïkine confirmed the news to me by phone, asking what channel I had used to get Mensah to insist on recruiting me. It has to be said that he wasn’t exactly thrilled, as my application had forced him to reject a candidate, a Frenchwoman with a double-particle name. 

			As the name Haïkine was ringing in my ears, I asked him if there was a link with a Yvan Haïkine, a person I knew. He was, no more and no less, her son, a former student at Van Vo. His father was at the cooperation mission in Dakar at the time. My life has been a succession of timely encounters.

			 

			Why didn’t you apply for a position in France? 

			I absolutely had to go to Africa, it was my calling. But I didn’t know any other country than Senegal.

			 

			 

			

			
				
						30. Founder of the Survie association, François-Xavier Verschave (1945-2005) was one of the leading critics of Françafrique. He has published several works on the subject, including La Françafrique, Le plus long scandale de la République, Stock, 1998.


						31. Noir silence. Qui arrêtera la Françafrique, Les Arènes, Paris, May 2000.


						32. Gaullist party founded in October 1958. It succeeded the RPF and disappeared in 1967.


						33. From 1960 to 1974, Jacques Foccart orchestrated France’s African policy from the élysée Palace, as Secretary General for African and Malagasy Affairs. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing put an end to his functions as soon as he came to power. 


						34. A former student at Saint-Cyr-Coëtquidan, Gaston de Bonneval (1911-1998) was aide-de-camp and one of General de Gaulle’s closest collaborators from 1945 to 1964.


						35. An officer in the 1st Free French Division, Jean Martin d’Escrienne (1922-2014) was aide-de-camp to General de Gaulle from 1966 to 1970. 


						36. Born in Casablanca, Pierre Dabezies (1925-2022) belonged to the Free French Forces. A native of Saint-Cyrien, he pursued his military career in a number of theaters and as aide-de-camp to Pierre Messmer, Minister of the Armed Forces, before embarking on an academic career. With a doctorate in public law and political science, and an agrégation in law, he taught throughout his career at Sorbonne University, as well as at IEP and ENA. 


						37. Located at 20, rue Monsieur, Paris, the Hôtel de Montesquiou, built by architect Alexandre-Théodore Brongniart, was the historic headquarters of the French Secretariat of State for Relations with the States of the European Community, then the Ministry of Overseas France and the Ministry of Cooperation. Put up for sale by the French government in 2009, it was bought by the People’s Republic of China, which set up its embassy in France. 
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