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7
            INTRODUCTION

            A Shawl in Rajasthan

            
        Only the impossible is worth doing.
      

            Akong Rinpoche

         

         For me India has always been somewhere else, close, sometimes incomprehensible, often captivating. I’ve loved India, I’ve loved the villages that live outside the world, at their own pace, I’ve loved the women who are so brave, so joyful, whose language I couldn’t speak, yet who welcomed me and shared their laughter and their meals with me. I remember with feeling the dances and songs that united us without our understanding one another, strangers to one another, but sisters in an affinity that sprang from beyond time and place. I loved this world, and yet what was I doing to make it better, to help the women of this country, the poorest of the poor?

         Then one day in 1992 I found myself with two friends in a dusty village in Rajasthan, a forgotten corner of the world close to the Pakistani border. How did I get there? My memory doesn’t show me arriving near this unknown woman, but I was on her doorstep… She was still young, but her body was tired, worn, her gesture heavy, a baby in her arms and other children running around. She was weaving a colourful shawl and I thought it would be a good idea to help her out a little by buying this square of fabric into which she had poured her energy, her taste, her traditions… I put a few rupees on the table, the asking price. Did the coins jingle? No doubt. In any case, at that moment the husband jumped up and, without a word, under the woman’s empty and disillusioned gaze, he 8took the coins and disappeared as silently as he had come. This woman had managed to make something, then sell it, and by the time she had done so the money had been taken from her. She had no way of defending herself.

         Wasn’t I, too, that silent woman? Of course, the life of the woman in Rajasthan and mine seemed to have nothing in common. And yet in my Swiss childhood in Fribourg I also experienced a kind of confinement and submission. In that rigorously Catholic town women of my generation could hope for nothing more than to become attentive mothers and exemplary housewives. No one cared to listen to us, no one thought of letting us live out our hopes. University was out of the question; at a pinch, perhaps, we could apply for secretarial school, which would be quite sufficient for girls. There too no one would defend us.

         This woman in Rajasthan had no rights. Who cared about her? Who spoke up for her? Who defended her? That’s how I wanted to act. And my life was changed.

         Those famous women’s rights enshrined in United Nations resolutions mean nothing if they don’t apply to the woman I’d just met. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, ‘Where do human rights begin? In small places, close to home, so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world.’ These are the places where every woman seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity.

         I still had to give the project a name. In Indian eyes I was a British aristocrat, and later, when I arrived in Jodhpur for the inaugural trip of the health team, I was surprised to find that on the medical van the following words had been painted in large letters: ‘Lady Weir Project’. By then I was divorced from Viscount Weir, but it remained my name. Worse still, this pretentious denomination sent out a bad message. Didn’t these terms suggest a little too much of the British Raj, the colonial 9regime formerly established in India? An effort had been made to promote the project under this name. We had to move away from it. My Indian friend Maja Daruwalla came up with the solution: it would be ‘Veerni’. Veer means ‘hero’ in Hindi, and ni means ‘woman’. So ‘Veerni’ means ‘female hero’ – heroine. It couldn’t be better!

         For almost thirty years the Veerni Project’s mission has been to provide women in India’s poorest regions with the support they need to make their daily lives a little easier. It took patience, skill and diplomacy to confront the fathers in the villages, fathers who were furious, sure of their rights, convinced that we had come to poach their daughters.

         We fought against malnutrition, and finally we took care of women’s health and brought some education to the villages. Gentle programmes to tame the men and help the women. Then, slowly, we were allowed to take young girls to Jodhpur, the big city, to open the doors to the best schools.

         The problem of girls’ malnutrition extends to female infanticide. I’ve known several dramatic cases: if the mothers gave birth to a girl, they didn’t feed her and left her to die. We were able to remedy this to some extent, although in the 1990s this atrocious practice was carefully hidden. But the Veerni Project saved several little girls, who survived and grew up! One of them was called Badami. She lived in a very poor village called Uchiyarda. Her mother already had a daughter, and the grandmother absolutely wanted a boy! As a result, they didn’t feed her. In addition, her father had burned her neck with a red-hot iron, to chase away demons. We had baby porridge given by an English organisation, and we gave it to the mother with instructions on how to feed her daughter. We watched the little one every week… and she survived! She became one of my favourites among the young women we rescued in the villages; I brought her dresses from Provence, of which she was very proud. 10Her grandmother always told me to take her to ‘Am’rica’.

         A little later, a new kind of violence against women began to spread. With advances in ultrasound technology, women were sometimes forced to have abortions if they were expecting a girl. Sex selection!

         That said, in the last thirty years or so there has been significant progress. Electricity has arrived in the villages, and above all they all benefit from Internet connections that would make many a French village jealous! Links in India work remarkably well. They have gone from medieval times to the linked-up world, and know all about WhatsApp groups and other applications. A revolution that could well change the face of India and the future of Indian women.

         Even mental attitudes are changing. In the past, fathers looked at us with suspicion and found it hard to entrust their daughters to us to take them to school. Today, faced with the reality of male violence and the horror of early marriages, they come to us with a request: ‘You absolutely must educate our daughters.’

         With the help and support of so many people of good will we have set up a training programme for young girls: thanks to the Veerni Project, they are escaping social damnation, learning a trade, and earning a living. The man is no longer the sole provider of funds: the woman becomes independent! More than two hundred girls have been able to escape their condition, become computer specialists or nurses, shopkeepers or civil servants… I know all this is just a drop in the ocean, but even a tiny drop spreads into the sea, perhaps to transform it. Isn’t the ocean made up of drops?

      

   


   
      
         
            I

            The Sources of my Action

            
        A woman is the full circle. Within her is the power to create, nurture and transform.
      

            Diane Mariechild

         

         Fribourg is a contradictory city, chilly and bold, devout and sovereign. Fribourg shuts itself in, curls itself up and lets itself sink into the chasm that opens to the Sarine. The city seems to fall towards the river, only to rise again and reach the bridge above it.

         In the old days when you were from Fribourg, a passionate and devout Catholic, the alliance of families posed a delicate problem: to whom was one going to affiance the young lady of the house or the young man returning from military service? Proudly French-speaking, like half the population of Fribourg, one wasn’t going to look for the ideal spouse in German-speaking Switzerland. Nor was one going to turn to French-speaking Switzerland, a land of Protestants, and even less to the Valais, which was undoubtedly Catholic, but populated by rough peasants! So, one had to look to Italy or France. Fribourg was an inland town, but it cultivated a taste for the outside world. For example, my paternal grandmother came from a Catholic family of twelve children from Lyons. Fribourg, both French-speaking and Catholic, is the most European city in Switzerland.

         When I think of my childhood, it is the taste of Fribourg that comes to my lips, it is Fribourg that I feel, its cobbled streets that climb towards an improbable elsewhere, the fresh air you breathe 12when spring covers the hillsides with green, its cathedral of St Nicolas of which the tower dominates the city – my memories cling to Fribourg, and yet I was born in Paris. It was just before the war.

         The story of my parents, who lived between Boston, New York, Paris and Fribourg, via Saint-Jean-de-Luz and Lyons, is a strange patchwork of love, adventure and espionage that has always fascinated me. My father, Louis de Chollet, had studied at the École des Hautes Études Commerciales in Paris, then left for the United States to try and make his fortune, because he was as poor as Job. His own father, who had emigrated to Argentina, had ruined himself in unsuccessful ventures.

         So, my father arrived in New York in 1928, a poor penniless immigrant that I imagine washing cars to try to survive. Within a few years business was looking up for him; he was working in finance on Wall Street, and that is no doubt when he came upon art and the Impressionists. He was living with the Durand-Ruels, who let a room to him in the attic of their luxurious New York residence. The Durand-Ruel galleries in France, Great Britain and the United States were among the first to understand the pictorial revolution brought about by Monet, Pissarro, Sisley, Renoir and others – great names that now seem to belong to art history, but who was interested in them in the 1930s? Just a few Swiss and a handful of Americans. That is why the great private collections of Impressionist paintings are mostly to be found across the Atlantic or in Winterthur! In the world of the Durand-Ruels, no doubt with their advice, my father discovered and came to love the Impressionists and was able to put together a fine collection, of which some paintings ended up in great museums.

         Back to pre-war New York, when my father met my mother, a young woman as beautiful as she was enterprising and independent, a Boston Protestant whose ancestors were said to have landed from the famous Mayflower in 1620. She had just 13been divorced and already had two children – a girl and a boy – but that did not prevent her from leading a bohemian life in the Big Apple, all the more carefree because she had acquired a handsome sum of money at the time of her separation.

         Louis and Frances – my parents – married in 1937, but they weren’t to stay in America very long. Soon, at the request of his boss, the stockbroker Stanley Halle, my father established an ‘information office’ in Paris to help persecuted Jews transfer their money to the United States. My parents moved into a beautiful apartment on the Quai d’Orsay, and I was born shortly afterwards.

         In May 1940 my parents and I took a trip to New York. We returned to Europe on the worst possible date, 23 May, on the Conte de Savoya, a luxury Italian liner for which it was the last crossing before the global conflagration.

         We did not leave occupied Paris until the end of May, when I was two years old and my mother was six months pregnant. Memories are of course hazy, but I think my parents lived as if the war did not exist. They did not really believe in the war, although it had already broken out. My father was Swiss and American, my mother American. Coming from two neutral countries, how could they be affected by a conflict that did not concern them? Not yet.

         That summer they rented a house in Saint-Jean-de-Luz. In a letter that my mother wrote in 1994, shortly before her death, she told the circumstances of my sister’s birth, of which I knew nothing. In September 1940 my mother left the Basque country and arrived in Paris alone. The American Hospital had been requisitioned by the Germans, so she went to give birth all by herself in a clinic in Boulogne-Billancourt. Then in August 1941 my father was denounced for his activities on behalf of the Jews, and our English nanny was arrested at dawn one morning by the Gestapo and held in an internment camp until the end of the war. 14

         For his part my father, alerted by the Swiss Legation, learned that he must leave as soon as possible. Pierre, his elder brother, was working in the Free Zone for Lait Mont-Blanc powdered milk, and was able to obtain official papers for my father as an employee of that company. To leave the occupied zone, however, the documents had to be stamped by a Gestapo office. My mother’s birthplace, Philadelphia, posed a problem for the German officer. ‘Where is Philadelphia?’ ‘In Seine-et-Oise,’ my father replied at once. Everything is in order!

         We all took the train to Lyons, where my mother moved into a small hotel with my sister. And me, a three-year-old? I stayed with my father. Where did I stay? I don’t know. But when my mother saw me again, after two or three days, I didn’t feel right, and above all I had a terrible squint!

         I was cross-eyed for a very long time. I couldn’t see well, I bumped into things, I even fell down a lot, and at school I was cruelly called ‘the cross-eyed one’! I have photographs of myself as a child where there is no sign of squinting; then photographs taken in Switzerland in 1941 show a little girl squinting horribly. Dismal!

         What could have happened? Why does a child suddenly start squinting? I recently asked my doctor, and he told me that such squinting was certainly the result of a trauma. Yes, but what trauma? Neither my father nor my mother mentioned it. What happened to me in those three days?

         My whole childhood was marred by this handicap, which I could not overcome at the time. My sister, who was so pretty, was the favourite; my father called her Sunshine, and she was indeed his sunshine. I was the unloved one, loved by neither my mother nor my father. I carried the handicap for a long time: I underwent a first operation at the age of twelve but it was unsuccessful, and I was not rid of the problem until much later, at twenty-seven, after a second operation carried out in 15England by a wonderful surgeon who changed my life.

         I confess that I have some trouble understanding what went on in my parents’ heads. Why these convolutions in occupied France? Risk-taking? Indifference? Ignorance? In any case, that is how we arrived in Fribourg, my father’s stronghold. We settled in Guintzet, the hill above Fribourg, in a magnificent ‘maison de maître’ that had been the summer residence of my great-grandparents. This beautiful house was in an advanced state of disrepair when we arrived, but like a good enterprising American my mother had it all redone, organising the renovation of the building from cellar to attic.

         This house, like Fribourg as a whole, became a melting pot of resistance and reflection during the war and in the years that followed. We met the American Allen Dulles of the OSS, refugees from all over Europe, British agents, Italian families including the Agnelli, the head of the Federal Police, and a few Germans… For some German families, openly anti-Nazi, had found a land of freedom and expression on the banks of the Sarine, as well as universities where young people disturbed by the conflict could study in peace.

         We were also still receiving children from France who had been driven out of their country by the Occupation, little refugees who had passed through a reception camp in Switzerland but then had to be taken in by a volunteer family. So it was that I, the unloved and unhappy little girl, found my own sunshine. It was Jeanine, a little girl five years older than me, a refugee from Belfort where her Polish parents lived. Lonely as I was, in her I found a sister in distress, an ally in sorrow, and I think she saved my life by preventing me from sinking completely into depression.

         Jeanine should then have left us and gone home. But she didn’t leave, because I wouldn’t let her! When she was due to leave Fribourg I cried a lot, a scene so heartbreaking that my 16mother took fright: I was five years old, and I said that if Jeanine left, I’d go with her! Jeanine did not leave.

         Returning temporarily to Paris in 1945, my mother wanted her American car back, a grey Packard convertible that she had hidden in a garage in Neuilly. She opened the bonnet, fixed the engine, and drove it, all by herself, to Fribourg!

         In the following year my parents wanted to return to their Paris apartment, which had been requisitioned by the Germans. That meant a family journey in the car and a three-hour stop at customs, where French officials practically dismantled the car to check for any black market!

         When we arrived at our apartment on the Quai d’Orsay, we were devastated! The Louis-Philippe furniture was in pieces, the fireplaces ripped out, and the living room ransacked. My sister and I were stunned and shocked; for us, it was the image of the war we had escaped.

         In 1948 family life in Fribourg was profoundly disrupted by my parents’ separation: my sister, Jeanine and I went to live with my mother in Paris, and we were placed in the Couvent des Oiseaux school on the rue de Ponthieu. On the way there we were forbidden to use the Arcades du Lido, as we might have discovered indecent photos there. So we took the rue Lancaster and its charming prostitutes!

         Shortly afterwards, my mother married an American general, Foster Tate, hero of the Italian campaign, military attaché in Paris, decorated by General de Gaulle. Having decided to return to the United States, she relinquished custody of her children and sent us back to our father in Fribourg. I didn’t see my mother again for several years.

         Fortunately, however, she took Jeanine with her, because I don’t think there was any future for the daughter of a Polish immigrant in Fribourg at that time. The United States gave my dear Jeanine a chance that she seized: she got married, had two 17children… I’ve always kept in touch with her, whom I’ve never stopped thinking of as my sister.

         Jeanine was able to make a life for herself in the United States because over there the question is not ‘Who are you?’ but ‘What are you doing?’ Nobody cares about the past, about family, about ancestors… People come from all over the US – they’re born in one state, they go to live in another, they go to university here, they go to work somewhere else. In Europe, chatter, backbiting and gossip readily classify people according to family and origin. In the United States that nonsense is irrelevant because everyone is from everywhere.

         Today I have American grandchildren: their grandfather was the son of a Cretan villager who landed penniless on Ellis Island, New York’s immigrant reception centre. He started out working in a tannery in Pennsylvania and his six children all went on to extraordinary careers: one was a physics professor at Yale University, another an influential Orthodox pope, a third a brilliant financier. That’s America. There’s great social mobility there, but you have to make the effort to succeed. In the United States if you don’t succeed, don’t look for responsibility elsewhere: it’s your own fault! Europe, on the other hand, is Freudian – nothing is your fault, it’s always someone else’s! Personally, I have much more sympathy for America, because it opens up all possibilities.

         My father was an important figure in Fribourg, and our house on the Guintzet soon resembled an international aviary where artists, politicians and more or less discreet spies crossed paths. My father knew everyone through his professional contacts in America, France and Switzerland. For business, he lived in Paris, on the Avenue George V, where he had a beautiful apartment, because he loved only France, considered himself French, and most of his friends were from France… He was a brilliant man, an international banker who worked with Wall Street 18establishments, with the Union de Banques Suisses, with the Rothschild Bank… He had that American mentality of daring and originality, always proposing an innovative vision, a different organisation. But he was a complicated, anxious character, who’d had a difficult childhood and never found peace in life.

         After my mother’s departure and their divorce, my father married Roselyne Radziwill née de Monleon, who was half French and half from Fribourg. Her father, Count Guy de Monléon, was a heroic figure of the First World War dying in August 1914.

         Growing up in Fribourg, a very catholic town could be somewhat suffocating. Constraints, it’s true, but life was interesting and many years later, around 1995, I met Balthus again in London at the home of the Swiss ambassador to the UK. ‘But she’s not squinting anymore!’ he cried. He remembered.

         How could I not also mention the German painter Dietz Edzard? He had painted my portrait as a child, then a new one for my eighteenth birthday. It was a way of thanking my father, who had helped him during the war to leave Paris and his studio on the rue des Saints-Pères to take refuge in New York. It was in the studio there that I had posed after the Liberation.

         In Fribourg I was educated at La Chassotte, an international boarding school for girls run by the Fidèles Compagnes de Jésus, a congregation that was for a time an offshoot of the Jesuits and also flourished in Great Britain.

         I remember having to pay special reverence to an Italian saint named Stromboli, or something similar. I didn’t understand this adoration for a woman who had never been a mother. Why do we celebrate a virgin when we’re supposed to be on Earth to bear children? A question the nuns should never have been asked!

         At La Chassotte I was suffocating from an air so infected with rigorism and bigotry. Religion was certainly intense, but there was a new contradiction: everything was allowed in Fribourg 19during the carnival in February. For three days the Church turned a blind eye to all excesses, mockery and quips. Sometimes I think that Fribourg, with all its antagonisms, is perhaps the most interesting city in Switzerland, the most original without doubt, and I sometimes have the impression that it crystallises the entire history of the confederation… We must never forget that we were occupied by the Habsburgs and that we fought against the French, notably at the Battle of Morat in 1476. Independence was no empty word!

         Yet Swiss mercenaries were famous throughout the armies of Europe: some of my Chollet ancestors, originally from Gruyère, fought in Louis XVI’s troops, while others fought for Spain. Poor people from a poor country, they enlisted in the cohorts that were willing to take them on, fighting for the foreigner, fighting to survive, but never forgetting their country. Isn’t it said that Swiss mercenaries deserted en masse when they heard ‘le Ranz des Vaches’, the song of the Fribourg shepherds? ‘Les armaillis des Colombettes de bon matin se sont levés…’ (The herdsmen of the Colombettes rose early in the morning). It was forbidden to play this tune in the armies of the King of France, and death to anyone who muttered this hymn of cow herding!

         Later, my great-great-uncle brought our family name into the realm of philanthropy: this Louis de Chollet – whose first name my father bore – set up a foundation around 1890 to help young Fribourgeois from disadvantaged families pursue long studies. This ‘Caisse des scholarques’ still exists today, and as a reminder my grandfather’s bust stands in the town hall and a street near the university bears his name.

         My paternal grandmother’s brother was Adolphe Messimy, a name that has gone down in French history, a Dreyfusard general, Minister of War just before 1914, an astonishing character whom my father knew well and adored. This politician general had shown immense courage in his support for Captain Alfred 20Dreyfus, the Jewish officer falsely accused of espionage. Messimy had been expelled from the army, and even his own parents had rejected him as anti-Catholic and unpatriotic! Rehabilitated, the general joined the Caillaux government in 1911, then fought valiantly on the front in the First World War.

         As for me, although my schooling was initially tinged with intransigent religious rigidity, I was eventually to discover the astonishing contrasts of Fribourg: when the time came for me to prepare for my first baccalaureate, I changed schools. I was enrolled in a Dominican convent just outside Fribourg, in Pensier. My life changed radically! I was still in a strictly religious establishment, but what happiness to discover an observance lived with joy, relaxation and a smile… I learned to loosen the overpowering straitjacket of religion and bite into life with happiness.

         I remember with emotion and gratitude Mother Ancilla, a cheerful Dominican with whom we skied down the snowy slopes of the Moléson. It must be said that there were only three of us. Obviously, in the canton of Fribourg, very few girls were preparing for the French bac. But I was there at the behest of my father, who had studied at the École des Hautes Études Commerciales in Paris and was determined that I too should follow a French curriculum.

         Our Dominican school in Pensier was a boarding school, but this time my parents allowed me to be a bit of an airhead and go home in the evenings. I was the only day student, and every day I took the train to cover the few kilometres between Fribourg and our school. Adolescence is the age of great attachments, and it was here that I met Dominique Claudel, the granddaughter of the writer Paul Claudel, a friend for many years.

         It has to be said that teaching in Fribourg in the post-war years benefitted from the presence of teachers of a rare elevation of spirit. My literature teacher was Pierre-Henri Simon, a future member of the Académie française, who in 1957 published a 21pamphlet against the war in Algeria entitled Contre la torture (Against Torture), which earned him strong enmities in France. There was also Father Joseph-Maria Bochenski, a world-renowned Polish clergyman, philosopher and Sovietologist, author of works against Marxism that are still a reference today.

         In the end I took the written part of my first baccalaureate in Thonon and the oral part in Grenoble. As Switzerland was so misogynistic, you couldn’t find a school in French-speaking Switzerland for girls who wanted to take the second bac. That level was reserved for boys! I had a choice: Paris, where my father had returned to live, or Madrid, where he had some connections. I chose Madrid without hesitation, because it offered the promise of a new life.

         There was an excellent French lycée in Madrid, but it was run by Communists obsessed with the class struggle! The philosophy teacher was brilliant, and adored Kierkegaard, so we only studied him… and Marx, of course. By the end of the year, we were all Marxists!

         The deputy director was a certain Monsieur Julien, and as I had a particle in my name, which annoyed him, he took extreme care to call me ‘Chollet’, for short! There was a pupil in the class called Duroux, and he thought it was very clever to call him ‘Roux’! ‘But, Monsieur, my name is Duroux in a nutshell,’ the young man protested. ‘Shut up!’

         Despite his proudly plebeian stance, the deputy director couldn’t play on the non-existent particle of the pupil Simeon – who had been, as a child, the last king of Bulgaria! I don’t remember the young boy being taunted by his teachers, but I imagine that a deposed sovereign must have satisfied and reassured the revolutionary spirit of our teachers.

         After I graduated my father put me to work in a business of which he was president, l’Office du livre de Fribourg, a Swiss distribution company for French and German publishing houses. 22At the time the company was run by Jean Hirschen, a great art book publisher, and for two years I contributed in my own way to the sumptuous works he published, including a fascinating study of the arts of China written by Daisy Lion-Goldschmidt, a project manager at the Musée Guimet in Paris. Then I joined an American company and went to live with my mother in the States. I never came back to live in Fribourg. I couldn’t take it anymore, and I lived in terror, fearing more than anything that my father, habit, social pressure and tradition would combine to push me into marriage! A beautiful wedding, of course, complete with cathedral, white dress and wreath of orange blossom. There was no shortage of candidates! A nightmare for me. I saw myself locked up for life somewhere in Switzerland, imagining myself a prisoner in a despairing Jura countryside…

         I had to get away, take flight, and I left for a weekend in Southampton, near New York. There, to my great surprise, I was offered a job. A company was looking for a French-speaking secretary, and I immediately accepted. And so, in the days that followed, happy and free, I moved into offices in the most beautiful building on Park Avenue. My life was changing, Switzerland was slipping away. The shifty, unloved Fribourg girl had found her place.
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