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            ‘For four years, we worked, we searched, like alchemists in pursuit of the philosopher’s stone. And then Miss Dior was born …

Because, you see, for a perfume to “hold”, it must first be held for a long time in the hearts of those who created it.’

            
        christian dior
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1
            Into the Rose Garden

         

         This is the story of a ghost who walked into my life on a sunlit Sunday morning in early summer, and would not let go of me, however much I might wish, at times, to be free of her. Her name is Catherine Dior, and she arrived as I wandered through the garden of La Colle Noire, her brother Christian’s graceful château in the hills of rural Provence; a place she often visited, and a house where she lived for a while, after his sudden death of a heart attack at the age of fifty-two, in 1957.

         Catherine was twelve years younger than Christian – he was born in 1905, the second son of a prosperous family; she was the youngest of five children, born in 1917, just before their eldest brother, Raymond, began his service in the French army during the First World War. But thoughts of war were far from my mind during that enchanting day at La Colle Noire. Instead, I was seduced by the exquisite beauty of the house, bought and restored by Christian Dior with the proceeds of the successful brand that he had created in 1946.

         His debut collection, shown in Paris on 12 February 1947, had been christened the New Look by Carmel Snow, the editor of Harper’s Bazaar (a position that I, too, have been privileged to hold). But despite the name, it was as much a nostalgic reimagining of the Belle Epoque, the golden years before the Great War. This was the era of Christian’s early childhood, growing up in the secure surroundings of the Dior family home in Granville, on the coast of Normandy. His mother, Madeleine, had dressed in the romantic, sweeping gowns of the period, and it was these that inspired Dior’s creation of swishing full skirts and a rounded hourglass silhouette, achieved with a corseted waist and padded bust. 2Yet equally important to Dior’s conception of ‘flower-like women’ that emerged in his couture salon in Paris was his mother’s love of gardening. Madeleine’s passion – which she passed on to Christian and Catherine – had found expression in the expansive garden she established at Granville, a miracle of hope and desire, built on a rocky outcrop overlooking the churning sea, several hundred feet below.

         Her husband, Maurice Dior, had inherited the family fertiliser business, and on days when the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, the stench of his factories would drift across the town, although seldom as far as Les Rhumbs. But for all its unsavoury connotations, the guano industry paid for Madeleine’s magical creation on a barren cliff top: tender flowerbeds protected from the salt-laden storms by hardy conifer trees, and most importantly of all, the roses that were (and remain) the centrepiece of the garden.

         Roses continue to bloom everywhere at La Colle Noire, too: tumbling over pergolas and climbing up the outside walls, their tendrils gently tapping at the windows; luxuriant even on the patterned floral wallpaper and chintz furnishings within. And beyond the terraces and herbaceous borders is a meadow of a thousand rose bushes, whose flowers are still gathered (just as they have been since the field was planted to Christian Dior’s original specifications) to produce an essential ingredient for his perfumes. The first of these, and closest to Christian’s heart, was launched alongside the New Look collection, and named in honour of his beloved sister Catherine: Miss Dior.

         Catherine outlived her brother by five decades, and died in June 2008, not far from La Colle Noire, at her home in the neighbouring village of Callian. Here she too cultivated roses, both for her own pleasure and to be distilled as an essence for Dior’s perfume manufacturers in nearby Grasse. She had been a loyal and loving sister throughout her brother’s life, and continued to be so after his death, honouring his legacy in many ways, including her consistent support for the Christian Dior museum that was eventually established in Granville. 3

         But while Christian became one of the most famous Frenchmen in the world – a celebrated name alongside Charles de Gaulle – the remarkable story of Catherine Dior has never been fully explored. The little I knew of her life I had gathered from the Dior archives before I first visited La Colle Noire: she had lived with Christian in Paris in the late 1930s, and shared a small farm with him during the war, on the outskirts of Callian, where they grew vegetables, as well as roses and jasmine. Then she joined the French Resistance, and was captured by the Gestapo, before being deported to Ravensbrück, a German concentration camp for women.

         One of the Dior archivists, Vincent Leret, had come to meet me at La Colle Noire on this particular Sunday morning, to discuss the possibility of me writing a new biography of Christian Dior. Yet as we spoke, I found myself asking him more and more questions about the mysterious Catherine, who appeared to have rarely referred to her involvement in the Resistance, nor her time in Germany. Vincent had known Catherine – before moving to his job at the Dior archives in Paris, he worked for the museum in Granville – and they corresponded, whenever he had queries that she could answer about her brother. But she gave nothing away of her wartime experiences, and he said that he felt it would have been impolite to press her for more information. As for the other writers who had previously chronicled the life of Christian Dior, few were particularly interested in Catherine, or even aware of her deportation to Ravensbrück. It was as if the hermetic world of haute couture had no concern for a woman such as Catherine Dior, or for the suffering that she had endured; nor even as to whether her experiences had played a part in her brother’s legendary vision of fashion and femininity.

         I wrote some notes, and then walked down to the meadow of roses, where butterflies danced about the petals, accompanied by a chorus of birdsong and bees. All was peaceful, caressed by gentle sunlight; yet as I stood there, I wished with all my heart that I had met Catherine before her death, a decade previously. And it was then, in that instant, that the seed was sown within me; a desire more akin to obsession – even possession 4– that I would tell the story of this silent woman and her unknown comrades, who had somehow survived Ravensbrück and returned to France; but to a France where many of their compatriots preferred simply to forget the war years and disregard the shame of collaboration.

         I did not hear Catherine’s voice; the blue skies did not open. But the scent of the roses seemed to contain within it a question: was it conceivable that so much beauty had arisen from the ashes of the Second World War? And if so, what message might Catherine Dior have for us today, even if she never said another word. 5

         
            
[image: ]Catherine Dior aged thirty, in 1947.6

            

         

         
            
[image: ]The Dior family in their garden, c.1920.

Catherine sits in the middle, between her parents. Behind them, left to right, Christian, Jacqueline, Bernard and Raymond.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            The Garden Maze

         

         A soft rain is falling over the midsummer roses that are blooming in the garden of Les Rhumbs, and a sea mist is gathering, veiling the solid lines of the house. This substantial late-nineteenth-century villa, positioned high above the Normandy town of Granville, overlooking the English Channel, was the childhood home of Christian Dior. Hence the decision to turn it into a museum that cherishes his heritage, while the surrounding garden, created by his mother, has become a park open to the public. It is surprisingly quiet this morning in the grounds, perhaps because of the damp weather, although the museum has several dozen visitors who have come to see a new exhibition, dedicated to Princess Grace of Monaco, and displaying clothes designed for her by Christian Dior.

         I’ve just been given a guided tour of the exhibition, each section staged in a different room that had been lived in by the Dior family in the early decades of the twentieth century, and I can’t help feeling a strange blurring of time. For while I am admiring Princess Grace’s outfits from the 1950s, and watching her glide on continuous loops of film, wearing the same couture gowns that are now preserved, inanimate, in glass vitrines, I am also searching for any clues about Catherine Dior that might be hidden in the fabric of the building. The dead princess walks through her palace in Monaco on the video screens, beckoning towards her lost life, as if in an uncanny fairytale. But I do not want to be distracted by this ghostly presence, nor by her silken sartorial relics.

         Instead, I’m hoping to discover an earlier era, when Catherine was a child. She seems absent, however, even in the small bedroom that had been hers, where a short text explains her role in the story of Christian Dior: 8Catherine was Christian’s favourite sister, and when he introduced his first perfume in 1947, he christened it Miss Dior for her, and described it as ‘the fragrance of love’. So it seems appropriate that I should be wearing the same scent on my trip to Granville. The original formula is classed, in the specialist terminology of perfumery, as a ‘green chypre’, blending complex notes of galbanum (a distinctive-smelling plant resin), bergamot, patchouli and oakmoss, with the warmth of jasmine and rose at its floral heart. And just for a moment, standing in Catherine’s former bedroom, I become aware of this unmistakable scent; not on my own skin, but emanating from some other, unseen source … perhaps the huge flagon of perfume presented to Princess Grace by Christian Dior, on show in a nearby gallery?

         None of the rooms in Les Rhumbs is furnished. Instead, they are lined with museum cabinets for the display of artefacts, drawings and photographs; on this occasion, relating mostly to Princess Grace’s wardrobe. Yet for all the poignancy of these objects – in particular, the image of a youthful Grace Kelly, wearing an ethereal white Dior gown at the ball celebrating her engagement to Prince Rainier in 1956, unaware that she would die before growing old – Les Rhumbs remains a monument to a more distant past. For this is the place where Maurice and Madeleine Dior moved at the beginning of the century and raised their five children. They had married in 1898, when Madeleine was a beautiful nineteen-year-old girl; Maurice Dior, at twenty-six, was already an ambitious young man, intent on expanding the fertiliser manufacturing business that his grandfather had set up in 1832. By 1905, Maurice and his cousin Lucien were running the flourishing company together, and its growing success was reflected in their social ascendancy. Lucien Dior would become a politician, and remained in parliament until his death in 1932, while a rivalry developed between his wife Charlotte and Madeleine, apparently arising from their competitive aspirations to be the most fashionably dressed chatelaines of the wealthiest households. 9

         I have brought my battered paperback copy of Christian Dior’s memoir, with his evocative memories of Les Rhumbs, and the exterior remains just as he described it: ‘roughcast in a very soft pink, mixed with grey gravelling … these two shades have remained my favourite colours in couture.’ But the elaborately decorated interiors that he described in such detail have vanished: gone are the china shepherdesses, glass bon-bon dishes, and all the other ornaments that Christian remembered in such detail. I have read and reread his autobiography many times but for some reason, it is only today that I realise he does not mention his brothers or sisters by name. Indeed, he only refers to one brother – and then only briefly – and to his beloved Catherine. It is as if Raymond and Jacqueline never existed. Yet here in the entrance hall of the museum, the siblings remain gathered together in a family photograph: Raymond, the eldest, born on 27 October 1899; then Christian, who was born on 21 January 1905 (the same year that his father bought Les Rhumbs); followed by Jacqueline on 20 June 1908, Bernard on 27 October 1910, and seven years later, the baby of the family, Catherine, on 2 August 1917.

         Les Rhumbs has a spectacular setting, standing proud on a granite headland, with a magnificent view across the bay. It had been built by a ship-owner, and its name comes from a nautical term referring to the points on the face of a compass, traditionally known as the ‘rose of the winds’, which is itself a symbol that appears on an original mosaic floor inside the villa. Today, the sky is a gentle grey – Dior grey – and the sea merges into the horizon. After my tour of the exhibition, I have been granted permission to spend the remainder of the day writing in what was the Dior children’s playroom in the garden. It is set some distance away from the house, hidden at the end of a path, out of sight of onlookers – yet once inside, the view from the windows is unexpectedly dramatic. Two sides of the room are glazed, and it seems to be constructed on a sheer drop, with a vista of the jagged rocks below. The tide is out, and the sand bars exposed, the beach deserted, as gulls fly overhead, their melancholy cries calling across the waves. 10

         
            
[image: ]The Dior family home, Les Rhumbs, in Granville, on the Normandy coast.

            

         

         11How might such an outlook have shaped the hopes and dreams of the Dior children? Clearly, it was very much on the mind of Christian Dior, when he wrote his memoir in 1956, the year before his sudden death. ‘Our house at Granville,’ he observed, ‘like all Anglo-Norman buildings at the end of the last century, was perfectly hideous. All the same I look back on it with tenderness as well as amazement. In a certain sense, my whole way of life was influenced by its architecture and environment.’

         Christian’s earliest memories were rooted at Les Rhumbs, which remained the family’s primary residence, although they also spent some time in Paris. In 1911 Maurice Dior bought an apartment in the opulent 16th arrondissement of the city; but during the First World War, they lived entirely at Granville, thereafter returning to Paris in 1919, to a larger apartment on Rue Louis-David, in the same district, when Christian was a teenage schoolboy at the nearby Lycée Gerson. Catherine, meanwhile, was educated at home by a governess, and at a girls’ school in Granville; the Dior archives contain several evocative photographs of her playing on the beach as a child. Certainly, she felt sufficiently strongly about Les Rhumbs to have supported the initiative that it should become a museum, attending its opening ceremony in 1997, and serving as its honorary president from 1999 until her death. It was thanks to her recollections of the past that the garden was restored as closely as possible to its original design, and the wrought-iron conservatory at the front of the villa filled with a selection of palms and ferns, just as it had been under her mother’s stewardship. Catherine continued to correspond with the museum curators, providing concise answers to their questions about the planting of the garden; she remembered it as ‘a verdant fortress’ protected from the wind by ramparts of trees, and shored up with great mounds of earth that had been transplanted to the headland upon which the house was built. Her brother Christian, she recalled, had trained roses, honeysuckle and wisteria to climb a white wooden pergola; and together they would watch the goldfish that swam beneath the water lilies in the pond. As for their mother, Catherine described her as ‘a remarkable botanist’, 12with a profound understanding of the Granville climate and soil. And despite Madeleine Dior’s strictness with the children, Catherine made a brief yet intriguing reference to her mother ‘closing her eyes’ and giving them the freedom to create two flowerbeds, one in the shape of a tiger, and the other a butterfly.

         Christian’s surviving writing also provides a sense of the emotional resonance and powerful influence of the landscape. The young trees that were planted, as he described them in his memoir, ‘grew up, as I did, against the wind and the tides. This is no figure of speech, since the garden hung right over the sea, which could be seen through the railings, and lay exposed to all the turbulence of the weather, as if in prophecy of the troubles of my own life … the walls which encompassed the garden were not enough, any more than the precautions encompassing my childhood were enough, to shield us from storms.’

         For this is a home built on the very edge of France, where the land gives way to the sea. The original iron railings and stone walls still enclose the garden – although they are not sufficiently high to conceal the cemetery adjoining the property. And for all the bourgeois respectability of the house, and the care that has gone into planning and maintaining the garden, the sea and the sky are so vast that any human endeavour to create stability might seem reckless. Yet the Diors had lived and prospered in Granville for many generations; their wealth based on the enterprise of Christian’s great-grandfather, who imported guano from South America into Normandy, to supply raw materials for the fertiliser industry. ‘L’engrais Dior, c’est d’or!’ proclaimed the company’s publicity (‘Dior fertiliser is gold!’). But Christian declared himself horrified on his few visits to the family’s foul-smelling factories – ‘they have left appalling memories,’ he declared in his memoir, establishing in him a ‘horror of machines’ and a ‘firm resolve’ never to work in such an unpleasant environment.

         Instead, like his sister Catherine, he preferred to stay at home and help their mother in the garden, away from the malodorous Dior factories. 13Christian went so far as to learn by heart the names and descriptions of flowers in the illustrated seed catalogues that were delivered to Les Rhumbs, while Madeleine Dior’s love of roses was inherited by her youngest child, Catherine, who made it her life’s work to grow and nurture them. If the Dior children regarded their parents as distant figures of authority – as is suggested by Christian’s biographer, Marie-France Pochna, who noted that they were raised in an era ‘when open demonstrations of affection were considered likely to weaken the character and strictness was the norm’ – it might also be possible that the way to their mother’s heart was through her cherished garden.

         Aside from the garden, the place that Christian felt safest in was the linen-room, where ‘the housemaids and seamstresses … told me fairy stories of devils … Dusk drew on, night fell and there I lingered … absorbed in watching the women round the oil-lamp plying their needles … From that time I have kept a nostalgia for stormy nights, fog-horns, the tolling of the cemetery-bell, and even the Norman drizzle in which my childhood passed.’

         These, then, were the shadows of devils and the dead that were kept at bay during the golden age of the Belle Epoque, when Les Rhumbs had not yet been touched by the threat of war or financial ruin. But what of Catherine, born when the battles of the First World War were raging? Her birth certificate gives her name as Ginette Marie Catherine Dior; family lore has it that it was her brother Bernard who first chose to call her Catherine, rather than Ginette, when she was still a baby. Pictures of her at Les Rhumbs show a solemn little girl, dressed in starched white cotton and lace; her parents are stern, somewhat remote, Christian a more gentle-looking figure standing behind them.

         I close my eyes, searching for Catherine, trying to envisage her as a small child in the garden, just outside, playing hide and seek. Catch me if you can, whispers the imaginary child, and then her voice is gone, and I can hear only the sound of the wind murmuring in the chimney, sighing in the empty fireplace beside me. 14

         
            
[image: ]The Dior family album. This page, clockwise from top left: Catherine on the beach at Granville; Catherine and friends; Catherine; Catherine and Bernard; Catherine, 1920; the Dior children.15
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            clockwise from top left: Raymond; Christian, Bernard and Jacqueline with their governess Marthe Lefebvre, 1916; Jacqueline, Christian and Raymond; Madeleine Dior; Catherine; Christian.16
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            clockwise from top left: the clifftop garden of Les Rhumbs; Madeleine and Maurice Dior; Les Rhumbs; Madeleine’s mother, Marie-Juliette Surosne; Christian (left) and Raymond in the garden; Catherine.17

         

         
            
[image: ]The Dior family album. This page, clockwise from top left: Christian at Raymond’s wedding, 1925; Raymond and his bride; Maurice and Madeleine Dior at the wedding; Madeleine Dior; Les Rhumbs.

            

         

         18Through the windows, I notice two tiny figures walking along the beach in the distance, an adult and a child; as the rain becomes heavier, they disappear out of sight. The grey sea mist is thickening; the daylight seems to be dissolving into the fog; the glass of the playroom’s windows is darkening, the wind growing wilder. And I feel a glimmer of understanding as to why Christian and Catherine felt such an attachment to Les Rhumbs, yet chose not to return to live here, even when they had the means to do so in adulthood. For this is a place where journeys begin, a starting point that could never be entirely forgotten; the restless waves and soaring seabirds a constant reminder of what might lie beyond the house on the headland.

         There is something about the view of unyielding granite cliffs and rocks that might reflect the severity that Catherine attributed to her mother. As she said in a rare interview with Marie-France Pochna, in 1993, Madeleine Dior was a disciplinarian: ‘My mother was severe with the boys, and even more so with the girls.’ But such maternal sternness is not enough to explain the character of Catherine, or to understand the haunting atmosphere of this garden built on stone. So I decide to brave the rain, and leave the warmth of the playroom for a brief excursion. The brisk sea breeze is cold, buffeting the roses, their bruised, delicate petals falling to the damp earth, like confetti after a wedding.

         Just along the path, I find a maze made out of privet hedges, and remember that one of the curators in the Dior archives told me that Catherine, in old age, had described this to him as an important feature of the garden in her childhood. I am tall enough to be able to see over the hedges, but a little girl, running through the green labyrinth, would have to know it very well to find her way out. I know my own way, comes a whisper in my head, though I cannot be sure whether it is mine, or a memory of my lost sister’s voice, when we played together in the secret gardens of our own childhood.

         If the ghost of Catherine is indeed here, she is not inclined to speak to me, in this, her private domain. The playroom is usually closed to 19visitors; it has been unlocked for me today as a special dispensation. And why should an adult sit alone in a playroom? I cannot envisage Madeleine Dior approving of this, nor encouraging much in the way of playfulness. As Christian himself wrote in his memoir: ‘My early years were those of a very good, very well-brought-up little boy, watched over by vigilant fräuleins, and seemingly quite incapable of mingling in the hurly-burly of life.’

         As I reread his words in my well-thumbed copy of his memoir, I am struck, for the first time, by the reference to German governesses, and wonder what became of them during the First World War. The answer comes a few pages later: ‘The outbreak of war caught us by surprise at Granville … At first our fräulein refused to go, since she thought, as everyone did, that the cataclysm was impossible. She lived completely as one of the family, but when war broke out, she declared to our terrified amazement that she was ready, if needs be, to go “bang-bang” at the French soldiers …’ As a consequence, a twenty-five-year-old French governess, Marthe Lefebvre (soon known affectionately as ‘Ma’), was employed by the Diors in 1915, and she was to remain with them for the rest of her life.

         Long after Christian discovered the delights of the capital city, he remained devoted to the family home in Granville, and to the grounds in which he had spent so much time as a small boy. In 1925 – when he was supposed to be hard at work in Paris as a student of political science, having been refused permission by his parents to study architecture – Christian found the time to design a new garden feature at Les Rhumbs, with arched trellises covered by roses surrounding a pool of water, complete with a small fountain.

         This seems almost like an act of bravado, when one considers the vast expanse of ocean on the other side of the railings; but even so, there are pictures of Christian standing beside his water garden. The expression on his face is inscrutable; like his younger sister, he had the ability to present an enigmatic look to the world. Yet the roses that continue to 20flourish where once he stood – thanks to the instructions of Catherine, who oversaw their replanting here – are irresistibly beautiful, each new bud opening to reveal its own untouched perfection. The salt winds may blow and the rain pour down, but these roses seem bred to survive in the most challenging conditions.

         The tide is coming in, and the sound of the sea is growing louder. If I had expected anything of this visit, it was to feel a sense of peace. Instead, I am aware of something more uncomfortable, and a growing unease. It may be that in such an eerie place – where the veil between the living and the dead is translucent; where ghosts are not confined to the glass cabinets that contain their old clothes; where their whispers are carried across the waves – a search for calm is misguided. After all, the Dior family was not safe here forever, nor did the protective buttresses of wealth remain intact. Sadness, madness, death and misfortune were not kept at bay; and the long shadow cast by the First World War reached Granville, as well as the rest of France. Roughly one third of France’s male population between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven died in the war. Raymond Dior, who had volunteered for the army soon after his eighteenth birthday in October 1917, was the only member of his platoon not to be killed in battle. And like so many other survivors, his psychological suffering continued long after the Armistice. What the British called ‘shell shock’ was perhaps more eloquently described by the French as a crise de tristesse sombre (an attack of dark sorrow). In the words of one of the army’s leading commanders, Marshal Philippe Pétain, young soldiers would return from the front with expressions that ‘seemed frozen by a vision of terror; their gait and their postures betrayed a total dejection; they sagged beneath the weight of horrifying memories …’ By the spring of 1918, his British counterpart, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, reported that Pétain himself ‘had a terrible look. He had the appearance of a commander who was in a funk and has lost his nerve.’

         Raymond Dior, who served in an artillery regiment on the battlefront, endured months of intense bombardment, as well as explosions of poisonous mustard gas. In the years that followed the war, Raymond found it hard to readjust to civilian life. He married, and joined his father’s business for a time, as was expected of him, but became periodically estranged from the family, including his siblings. As an aspiring writer, he expressed his rage in angry essays denouncing the evils of capitalism, but his fury alternated with despair and at least one suicide attempt.21

         
            
[image: ]Raymond Dior in his military uniform, at Les Rhumbs in 1918, during the First World War.22

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Top, from left to right: Bernard, Maurice, Jacqueline, Catherine (sitting on Christian’s lap) and Madeleine Dior. Above: Bernard.

            

         

         23Meanwhile, Bernard, the youngest of the three Dior brothers, began to display symptoms of a psychiatric disorder in 1927, when he was seventeen; having failed his school exams, he sank into a state of mute depression. According to Christian’s memoir: ‘My brother was struck down with an incurable nervous disease, and my mother, whom I adored, suddenly faded away and died of grief.’ Several family photographs show Madeleine in the latter years of the 1920s looking desperately unhappy, her eyes cast to the ground, her mouth narrowed, her face turned away from the camera. Raymond’s wife, who was also named Madeleine, told Marie-France Pochna that her mother-in-law was ‘proud, ambitious and authoritarian’; yet the woman captured in these pictures appears to have become more fragile.

         Christian’s memoir contains only three mentions of his mother: her passion for flowers, her death, and her slenderness, which set her apart from the rest of the household. ‘All the family was of Norman blood, except for the drop of “douceur angevine” brought in by my mother, the only thin person with a small appetite in our clan of good livers and hearty eaters.’ (The douceur angevine, or ‘sweetness of Anjou’, is a traditional phrase in the region, and an oblique reference to Madeleine’s origins; her father was a lawyer from Angers who died when she was fourteen, and her mother came from Normandy.) Frédéric Bourdelier, the director of the Dior archives, once memorably described Madeleine Dior to me as ‘the Madame Bovary of Granville’; not that he was indicating she had doomed love affairs, but because of her longing for exaltation and elegance, and the disparity between her romanticised view of the world and the staid realities of bourgeois life. 24

         
            
[image: ]Christian Dior in the garden at Les Rhumbs.

            

         

         25In the spring of 1931, Madeleine Dior was admitted to a clinic near Paris for an urgent operation, from which she did not recover. She died of septicaemia on 4 May at the age of fifty-one, and was buried in the family vault in the Granville cemetery, close to her garden at Les Rhumbs. ‘Looking back on it now I see that it was fortunate that her death came when it did, although it marked me for life,’ wrote Christian in his memoir. ‘My mother left us before she knew of the perilous future unfolding before us.’ For just a few months afterwards, Maurice Dior lost his entire fortune, having invested his capital in what proved to be a ruinous venture into real estate. And in the midst of this catastrophe, Bernard’s condition worsened after his mother’s death; he suffered delusions, suicidal thoughts and hallucinations, and was eventually diagnosed with schizophrenia in 1932. After failed attempts to treat him by doctors in Paris and Brussels – who speculated that he had an ‘Oedipus complex’, a term that revealed the growing influence of Freudian psychoanalysis – Bernard was sent to a mental asylum in Normandy. He remained incarcerated within the forbidding walls of L’Hospice de Pontorson from January 1933 until his death at the age of fifty in April 1960.

         All of these disasters, believed Christian, were foreshadowed in an ominous event that occurred at Les Rhumbs in 1930. ‘At the end of the holidays came a portent which alarmed me more than the bank crash. In our empty house, a mirror came unhooked by itself and smashed on the floor in a thousand smithereens.’ Rereading his words at Les Rhumbs, an echo of that bad omen seems to reverberate; and as the wraith-like fog rolls in from the sea, obscuring the horizon, I imagine the compass of Les Rhumbs spinning again, pointing towards an unknown destination … 26

         
            
[image: ]Catherine Dior reading in her family’s Paris home, c.1922.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
27
            Through the Looking Glass

         

         I am sitting at my desk, surrounded by piles of photocopied papers gathered from a dozen different archives, and it feels as if they are shards of broken glass, the wreckage of the shattered mirror in Granville; almost impossible to piece together to create a reflection of Catherine Dior as a young woman in the 1930s. The sense of fragmentation in Catherine’s life, and that of her family, is heightened by the wider chaos of the era: first and foremost, the cataclysmic effects of the Wall Street Crash that set in motion the ruin of Maurice Dior. Then came the Great Depression, whose long shadow was cast over the Dior family, its darkness obliterating the certainties and conventions that had once defined their upbringing in the prosperous Belle Epoque.

         When Madeleine Dior died in 1931, the family’s way of life seemed to die with her. Gone were the stately rituals of the social seasons, moving between Paris and Granville; vanished like the wealth that had sustained Les Rhumbs, with its housemaids and gardeners. Catherine was thirteen at the time of her mother’s death, and everything was collapsing around her. Her three brothers were deeply troubled: Raymond was still traumatised by his experiences as a soldier in the First World War, while Bernard showed no signs of recovering from his breakdown. (According to a cousin who visited him in mental hospital in 1934, Bernard did not even recognise members of his own family.) Christian, too, had been battling depression, after the failure of his business ventures in Paris. Thanks in part to his father’s investment, in 1928 Christian had established an avant-garde gallery with a friend, Jacques Bonjean, showing work by emerging artists including Max Jacob and Christian Bérard, alongside 28more established modern masters such as Picasso, Matisse and Dufy. When this fell apart soon after Maurice Dior’s bankruptcy, Christian joined another gallerist friend, Pierre Colle, giving Alberto Giacometti his first ever solo show in Paris, and championing Salvador Dalí, with a series of notable exhibitions. But despite the prescience of their aesthetic choices, Colle and Dior had little commercial success; for example Dalí’s masterpiece The Persistence of Memory (depicting melting clocks and swarming insects) sold for a modest $250. Selling art in the wake of the Wall Street Crash was, as Dior observed in his memoir, ‘an incredibly difficult task in those panic-stricken times. Paintings which today would be worth millions of francs hardly fetched a few tens of thousands … we went on from losses [to] organising surrealist abstract exhibitions by which we chased away the last private collectors.’

         As for Catherine, she had no choice but to accompany her father on his downward spiral. For he had lost almost everything: his substantial fortune, his cherished wife, his good reputation, his social position, his sizeable apartment in Paris, and finally the splendid home in Granville (which did not find a private buyer, and ended up in the hands of the town council). Only the steadily loyal Marthe Lefebvre remained with the diminished Dior family, as Catherine’s governess. For reasons that remain obscure, it was Marthe who suggested that a small farmhouse in a remote region of Provence might be a suitable refuge, far away from Maurice Dior’s native Normandy, and any disapproving Parisian acquaintances or angry creditors. When they moved there in 1935, the property, called Les Naÿssès, had no electricity and only the most rudimentary plumbing; a stark contrast to the bourgeois comforts of Les Rhumbs.

         It is little wonder that Catherine was lonely and unhappy in her newly enforced isolation at Les Naÿssès; she was just eighteen, and although she would grow to love the Provençal landscape, she had no friends of her own age in the area, nor any prospects of a social life or further opportunities beyond the confines of home. The following year, she left to join Christian in Paris, as soon as he offered her an escape route. 29Christian had been leading a peripatetic existence since the family’s disintegration – sleeping on friends’ sofas, travelling to the island of Ibiza to recover from a severe bout of tuberculosis, and visiting Les Naÿssès. A photograph shows him sitting on the terrace there, pencil in hand, absorbed in his drawing, with a serious expression on his face. By this point, he had been forced to give up his dreams of a career as a successful art dealer and was teaching himself to produce fashion illustrations. After months of painstaking practice, he began to sell sketches to magazines as a means to support his destitute father and sister.

         When Catherine and Christian returned to Paris in 1936, they lived together at the Hôtel de Bourgogne, close to the Place du Palais Bourbon. At the time, staying in hotels provided a loophole from paying tax, which may explain why so many artists and writers – including the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre and his lover Simone de Beauvoir – chose this way of life. A fellow resident at the Hôtel de Bourgogne was Georges Geffroy, a dilettante designer-turned-decorator; having befriended the Diors, he introduced Christian to a rising star of Paris couture, Robert Piguet, who bought some of his sketches. Thus began Christian’s career as a freelance fashion designer, producing work for various milliners and couturiers, including Edward Molyneux, whom he greatly admired.

         Despite the age difference of twelve years, Christian and Catherine remained the closest of the Dior siblings, continuing to share the love of flowers and gardening that they had inherited from their mother, and a mutual passion for art and music. Both had suffered from the traumatic events that tore apart their family, and yet they had also learned to be resourceful, now that their mother was dead and their father impoverished. No longer in the traditional role of a powerless daughter, supported by her father’s wealth until she married, Catherine discovered the independence of earning her own wages, encouraged by Christian, who helped find her a job in a maison de mode, selling hats and gloves. One of the most memorable photographs that I have ever seen of Catherine was taken during this period of happiness in Paris, when she was living with her brother. She is smiling warmly, her face alight with the energy of youth, her hair pinned up, a brooch attached to her tailored jacket. Whenever I think of this carefree episode in Catherine’s youth, I am reminded of the story that she told Christian’s biographer, Marie-France Pochna, in 1993: ‘My brother loved designing costumes,’ she said. ‘I remember a Neptune costume he made for me, with a raffia skirt covered with shells, and another skirt, painted with a Scottish motif …’ 30

         
            
[image: ]Portrait of Christian Dior as a young man, painted by his friend Paul Strecker, 1928.31

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Photograph of Catherine Dior before the Second World War.

            

         

         32Catherine is more conventionally dressed in the five pictures that I have of her in Paris from the late 1930s. All are black and white, so it is impossible to discern the colour of the jewellery that she is wearing, but she is clearly well dressed, her hair coiffed, her eyebrows arched. The Dior archivists believe that the photographs were taken at the Hôtel de Bourgogne in 1937, when Catherine was twenty, with her playing the role of a model for Christian’s earliest designs. In two of the images, she is sitting on a chair, wearing a chic long-sleeved black dress and a decorative necklace. She looks to the side in one of these pictures, showing her distinctive profile; in the second, her dark eyes face the camera, meeting mine. The same direct gaze is evident in the other photographs: standing with her arms raised in front of drawn curtains that provide a makeshift backdrop, and seated behind a desk, a hat perched on the back of her head, three strands of pearls around her neck, and a necklace bearing a crescent moon.

         These portraits are the only surviving visual clues to Catherine’s life in Paris with Christian. But I feel sure that she must have understood by then that her brother was gay; they shared a home, after all, and a bohemian circle of friends. Paris was already renowned for its gay and lesbian subcultures – homosexuality had been decriminalised in 1791 at the time of the French Revolution – and Catherine and Christian were both working in the fashion business, a milieu that celebrated talented gay men. Many were well known to Christian: Edward Molyneux, for example, and Georges Geffroy, who began his career at the couture maison of Jean Patou before turning to interior design. Unlike his openly gay friends Jean Cocteau and Christian Bérard, Dior tended to be discreet about his private life – a consequence, perhaps, of his Catholic upbringing – but his sister was an integral part of it. When in 1938 he fell in love with an urbane young man named Jacques Homberg, he did not keep the relationship secret from Catherine. Jacques was closer in age to Catherine – he was born in 1915 – and they remained friends long after his initial romance with Christian had become one of platonic affection. 33

         
            
[image: ]Photographs of Catherine aged twenty, while she was living in Paris with Christian.

            

         

         34Together the siblings explored the pleasures and freedom of Paris; and after Christian was offered a full-time job at Robert Piguet’s couture house in 1938, he rented an apartment on Rue Royale, which was large enough for Catherine to have a room there. At the same time, Christian’s vision of a youthful, idealised femininity was developing in his work. If the photos of Catherine modelling her brother’s designs are suggestive of an early version of Miss Dior, as a modern Parisienne, then another variation seems to emerge in the form of Christian’s first significant success at Piguet: a dress named ‘Café Anglais’, made of houndstooth trimmed with lace. According to Christian himself, this design was inspired by a popular children’s book, Les Petites Filles modèles, written by the Comtesse de Ségur, and first published in 1858; its heroines were a pair of pretty little sisters, Camille and Madeleine de Fleurville, whose adventures reveal that virtue is its own reward. But I sometimes wonder if the creation of the Café Anglais dress is part of the DNA of Christian’s imaginary Miss Dior: a nostalgic representation of an adorable young girl, framed by a pastoral landscape of flower-filled gardens.

         Such was the acclaim he received for ‘Café Anglais’ that he was introduced as its talented creator to Marie-Louise Bousquet, the Paris correspondent of Harper’s Bazaar, who in turn arranged for him to meet the magazine’s all-powerful editor, Carmel Snow. ‘I really began to think that I had arrived,’ wrote Dior in his memoir. ‘What had in fact arrived even more surely than I had, was the fatal year of 1939. It made its appearance in a burst of follies, which always seem to precede a catastrophe. Paris had rarely seemed more scintillating. We flitted from ball to 35ball … Fearing the inevitable cataclysm, we were determined to go down in a burst of splendour.’

         On 15 March 1939, Hitler’s troops invaded and occupied Czechoslovakia, but in the weeks that followed, the Parisian beau monde continued its social life with even more merriment than usual. Diana Vreeland, the celebrated fashion editor of Harper’s Bazaar, described the couture houses in July as ‘jammed with buyers – frantic, amusing, exhausting and glorious’. And as Janet Flanner observed in the New Yorker, ‘There have been money and music in the air, with people enjoying the first good time since the bad time started in Munich last summer.’

         As the high society parties grew wilder and more extravagant – culminating in a circus-themed ball at Versailles, complete with acrobats, clowns and three elephants – Salvador Dalí was working on his Surrealist set design for Bacchanale. This was a new production for the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, portraying the madness of King Ludwig II of Bavaria, with music by Wagner, the corps de ballet on crutches, and a backdrop dominated by a giant white swan with a gaping hole in its breast.

         The delirious frenzy came to a shuddering standstill with the declaration of war on 3 September 1939. Christian was called up for military service (along with all Frenchmen between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five); he saw no action, however, having been dispatched to provide farm labour in Mehun-sur-Yèvre, in rural central France, as part of a unit of army engineers. Catherine was also forced to leave Paris and return to Les Naÿssès; like many other employees of the fashion industry, she no longer had a job. Two of the city’s leading couturières, Madeleine Vionnet and Coco Chanel, closed their premises. ‘Everyone in my place had someone who was in uniform – a husband, a brother, a father,’ said Chanel.

         Carmel Snow reported on the remarkable change in the French capital in an article for Harper’s Bazaar written in early September. ‘In the last week it has become, almost overnight, a city deserted. The taxis have disappeared from the streets. All the telephones are cut off … When I went about the city to make my farewells at the dressmaking houses, I 36found evacuation already in process …’ As the men who worked in the fashion industry were being mobilised, observed Snow, the women she encountered were notable for their composure. ‘It is not a moment of mass courage but of individual heroism … each accepts the inevitable with a calm that leaves one awed.’

         This strange air of calm continued for the eight months of what became known as the Drôle de guerre or ‘Phoney War’, so named because of the comparative lack of action on the Western Front. Jean-Paul Sartre, who had been drafted to undertake meteorological duties for the French army, was posted to a small town north of Strasbourg, close to the German border. ‘My work here consists of sending up balloons and then watching them through a pair of field glasses,’ he reported in a letter to Simone de Beauvoir. Given the relaxed nature of his military service, Sartre had time to work on a new book, and professed: ‘This will be a modern war without slaughter, just as modern painting has no subject, modern music no melody, and modern physics no solid matter.’ De Beauvoir herself noted a similar air of vacancy in a diary entry for October 1939: ‘What does the word “war” really mean? A month ago, when all the papers printed it boldly across their headlines, it meant a shapeless horror, something undefined but very real. Now it lacks all substance and identity …’

         Bettina Ballard, the Paris correspondent for American Vogue, continued to deliver her dutiful reports on the couture houses, but confessed in her memoir that life appeared to have come to a standstill, and that cynicism was pervasive. ‘The word ennuyeux came up in every conversation, whether it was with your butcher because he couldn’t give you the quality of meat you desired or your dinner partner who couldn’t give you the stimulating conversations you expected. Everyone was corroded with boredom, and the abnormal tension of waiting for something, you couldn’t imagine what, had a numbing effect.’

         A similar ennui was evident on the military front; Major-General Edward Spears, who had served as a liaison officer between the French 37and the British forces in the First World War, was sent by Winston Churchill to check on the preparations for the forthcoming battle in France. He reported back that there was ‘unfathomable, limitless boredom’, which was ‘horribly depressing’.

         Despite Major-General Spears’s concern about what he perceived as a dangerous apathy, his French counterparts were still confident that the massive fortifications of the Maginot Line, built at vast expense in the 1930s as a supposedly impregnable defensive front along the border with Germany, would provide sufficient protection. But when the German offensive against the Allied forces began on 10 May 1940, the formidable speed and strength of the Panzer divisions and Luftwaffe units overwhelmed Luxembourg, Belgium, the Netherlands and France in just six weeks. As the British were evacuating their stranded troops from the beaches of Dunkirk, the Germans pushed on towards Paris, with hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing ahead of them, desperately trying to reach the south.

         Amidst rising panic and confusion, immense numbers of terrified people set out on journeys that often had no clear destination, in what would thereafter be called l’exode, or the Exodus. Historians estimate that eight million people were on the move in France during this period; six million of them French, out of a total population of 40 million, and two million refugees from the Low Countries. The main roads were soon blocked by vehicles that had broken down or run out of petrol; endless traffic jams formed, but people continued on foot or by bicycle, pushing prams, dragging their possessions on handcarts or wheelbarrows. Railway stations were besieged by huge crowds, while even those who could fight their way onto a train faced lengthy delays and sudden cancellations. Communications lapsed between the national and local goverment, and in the absence of any official information, rumours spread, adding to the mayhem. Food and drink were in short supply, and looting ensued; pregnant women, the sick and the elderly collapsed on roadsides; children became separated from their parents. Hospitals, schools and prisons 38were evacuated, and the stories of escaped criminals added to the prevailing sense of fear, as did the terrifying threat of being strafed by German planes that flew over the slow-moving columns of refugees.

         The chaos also presented insurmountable problems for the Allied forces, whose troops were held up for hours at a time by the immobile traffic. General Alan Brooke, a corps commander in the British Expeditionary Force in France, confronted by the hordes of exhausted, hungry refugees who had brought the roads to a standstill, commented in his notes to his diary: ‘One’s mind, short of sleep, is continually wracked by the devastating problems of an almost hopeless situation, and on top of it one’s eyes rest incessantly on terrified and miserable humanity cluttering the lines of communication on which all hope of possible security rest.’

         On 10 June 1940, the day that Italy declared war on France, the government itself abandoned Paris, declaring it to be an ‘open city’, and thereby allowing the Germans to enter the deserted capital without any opposition on 14 June. Swastika flags were hung from prominent buildings, including the Arc de Triomphe and the Eiffel Tower, providing an appropriate setting for Hitler when he made a brief tour of the city’s landmarks on 23 June. The photographer Jacques Henri Lartigue recorded his impression of the atmosphere in the conquered capital: ‘Paris is fading away. One can scarcely hear her breathe. She has fainted in her party dress … without cars, the avenues, boulevards and roads have become enormous and look like parts of an aerodrome … The Germans talk about Paris as if it were a toy they had just been presented with. A large toy full of subtleties which they do not suspect.’

         Yet neither Christian Dior nor Catherine was there to witness the shocking subjugation of Paris. After the Armistice with Germany was signed by the defeated French on 22 June – a humiliation referred to by Christian in his memoir simply as ‘the debacle’ – he was fortunate to find himself in the so-called Free Zone, which had not yet been occupied by the Nazis. Their elder brother Raymond was unluckier: having been drafted into the army in 1939 he served as a brigadier, but following the fall of France in June 1940, he was taken as a prisoner of war in Vendée, and deported to Stalag X-B, an internment camp in northern Germany that held thousands of Allied POWs. Nearly two million French soldiers were captured during the invasion of their country; about one and a half million of these were transported to Germany. In 1941, Raymond was liberated, thanks to a deal between the German and French authorities concerning the release of First World War veterans, and he returned to Paris. 39

         
            
[image: ]The ‘Exodus’ of 1940, when millions of refugees tried to escape the approaching German army.40

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Hitler and his staff in Paris, June 1940, with Albert Speer (centre left).

            

         

         41Meanwhile, towards the end of the tumultuous summer of 1940, Christian was able to make his way back to Provence to join his sister and father in Callian, about twenty-three miles north-west of Cannes, which at this point was also unoccupied by the Germans. Under the leadership of the eighty-four-year-old Marshal Pétain, the French government (having fled first to the city of Tours in the Loire Valley, then onwards to Bordeaux) agreed to a strictly enforced, heavily guarded demarcation line, specified in the terms of the Armistice, dividing the country in two. Paris would submit to Nazi rule, along with the rest of the Occupied Zone that comprised the north and west of the country, including the entire Atlantic coastline. The Unoccupied Zone in the south of the country remained subject to French control, although only for as long as the Germans agreed to this.

         On 1 July 1940, the French government moved into the genteel spa town of Vichy in Auvergne (a choice influenced by the large number of comfortable hotels there), where it swiftly ratified the Armistice, abolished the Third Republic and suspended parliamentary democracy, giving full powers to Pétain as head of state, and appointing Pierre Laval as his chief minister. Such was the Vichy regime’s willingness to adopt Nazi ideology 42that it introduced anti-Jewish regulations of its own accord at the beginning of October 1940, without any prompting from the Germans.

         No such historical details are to be found in Christian Dior’s memoir; instead, his account was of a life of tranquil rural isolation. His description of this pastoral episode is all the more surprising when one sees it in the context of the war, with the seismic shockwaves that were crashing across Europe, and the violent political earthquakes in France. In contrast, he describes a bucolic quietude; for despite having been ‘rudely torn from my atmosphere of chiffon’ as a designer in Paris, he adapted to a new life ‘in sabots’, working in the fields. ‘I quickly forgot couture in that very different atmosphere, for I was once more penniless, having saved nothing from my pre-war earnings. I found myself living for the first time in the depths of the country. I became passionately fond of it and developed a feeling for hard labour on the land, the cycle of the seasons, and the perpetually renewed mystery of germination.’

         Rereading his words now, I am struck by Christian’s pragmatism, as well as his quiet enthusiasm: after all, someone has to sow seeds and grow food in a time of crisis. Unlikely as it may sound for a former student of political science, he noted simply that his stint of farm duty ‘taught me that I had a strong streak of the peasant’. Christian therefore returned to Les Naÿssès ready to take on new agricultural challenges: ‘so with my sister I decided to cultivate the little piece of land which surrounded the house. Callian has admirable soil for growing vegetables, and they fetched excellent prices on the market during this period of general restrictions.’

         But as he himself confessed, ‘My time was not wholly occupied with my runner beans.’ Twice a week, he and Catherine went to Cannes together, to sell their vegetables at the local market, and also to see friends, many of whom had fled Paris with the arrival of the Germans, and taken refuge in the south. This group included the illustrator René Gruau (who helped Christian find freelance commissions as an illustrator on the fashion pages of Le Figaro) and an aspiring interior designer named Victor Grandpierre. Together, they were soon enlivening the Riviera with parties 43and amateur theatricals, until their social gatherings were forbidden by Vichy decree, on the grounds that they were scandalous. For amidst this artistic circle of painters, musicians, writers and actors were a number of gay men – Christian among them – who represented the bohemian elements of French artistic life that Pétain’s Vichy regime despised.

         A revered veteran of the Great War, Marshal Philippe Pétain was a popular choice as leader for the more conservative elements of the French population, and not just as ‘The Lion of Verdun’ who had finally achieved victory in that most protracted battle, less than a quarter of a century before. Pétain’s enthusiastic supporters also welcomed his ‘Revolution Nationale’, a campaign to rebuild a ‘Good France’, shaped by Catholic morality and traditional family values. France’s historic republican motto – ‘Liberté, égalité, fraternité’ – was changed to ‘Travail, famille, patrie’ (work, family, fatherland).

         As the figurehead of the French state, Pétain represented patriarchal authority, and he was swift to insist that the decision to collaborate with Germany was a patriotic act. This was made clear following his historic meeting with Hitler at Montoire-sur-le-Loir on 24 October 1940. In Pétain’s radio broadcast to the French people on 30 October, he sought to highlight the value of the agreement he had reached with Hitler. ‘It is with honour,’ he declared, ‘in order to uphold French unity – a unity dating back ten centuries – and as part of the active construction of the new European order, that I set forth today on the path of collaboration … Follow me: keep your faith in eternal France.’

         What seems so extraordinary, at least with the benefit of hindsight, is that people were not only prepared to obey Pétain, as he abolished democracy, but did so with a fervent belief that he was their saviour. The octogenarian marshal became a popular icon, with his image appearing on brooches, bookmarks, medals and scarves, and his photograph given pride of place in shop windows.

         Janet Flanner observed this phenomenon with her signature perspicuity, writing in the New Yorker about ‘the widespread, worshipful cult of the Marshal’ that prevailed throughout much of the country, particularly in Vichy France, in the early years of the Occupation. ‘To many millions of the French … the Pétain mystique became a sort of strange, esoteric state religion. The defeat, the fall, and the cutting up of France had produced in the French people the same sort of profound physical shock that might be experienced by an individual, far from young, who had been cruelly beaten, had had a violent concussion, and had also suffered the agony of amputation. In that shock something French in France came close to dying. Gradually, as they recovered, the people became racked with penitence and fell into a daze in which the Marshal confusedly figured both as a healer who seemed to have saved life and as a holy man whose intercession with the higher powers had saved the soul. Pétain became a sort of spa saint, an image at a sacred watering place. Vichy turned into a kind of political Lourdes …’ 44

         
            
[image: ]The French leader Marshal Pétain and Hitler in October 1940, when Pétain agreed to collaborate with the Germans.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Pétain addresses his supporters at a rally, beneath banners proclaiming ‘Travail, famille, patrie’ (‘Work, family, fatherland’).45

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A bookmark celebrating Pétain.

            

         

         46Integral to the regime’s zealous autocracy was the belief that France should be purged and purified from the taint of corruption and immorality. At the same time as initiating its vicious anti-Semitic legislation and extending the ‘aryanisation’ programme of the Occupied Zone, the Vichy authorities introduced censorship, set up internment camps, banned trade unions and political parties, intercepted postal services, monitored telephone calls, and condemned all forms of cultural modernism, including jazz, and everything else deemed to be an expression of ‘indecency’ or ‘depravity’. In this campaign, they received the unequivocal backing of the fascist French press. Such was the growing fanaticism of the Vichy crusade against ‘decadence’ and ‘degenerate art’ that Christian Dior – with his love of modern painting, as well as his sexuality – was personally vulnerable, as Catherine was surely aware.

         As the economy worsened and food shortages became ever more severe, Catherine and Christian continued to grow their own vegetables; but life was becoming harder, even in a secluded village such as Callian. The Nazis were requisitioning colossal quantities of French produce – siphoning food back to Germany, along with industrial components, 47fuel, raw materials, looted art, furniture, and much else besides – while also charging France a hugely inflated fee for the cost of Occupation. Rationing had been introduced in September 1940, and the dwindling supplies of milk, butter, eggs, olive oil and meat led to increasing levels of malnutrition.

         At the end of the autumn harvest in 1941, Christian made the reluctant decision to return to Paris, in search of paid work as a designer, while Catherine remained in Callian with their father and Marthe Lefebvre. But soon after her brother’s departure, she met the man who would change the course of her life – a hero in the French Resistance named Hervé des Charbonneries. 48
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            Shadowland

         

         One of the words most often used about Catherine Dior, by her few surviving friends and relatives, is ‘discreet’; and it is telling that even a decade after her death, several of those who knew her still request anonymity when answering my questions about her relationship with Hervé des Charbonneries. All of them give slightly different accounts of the complications that ensued when Catherine and Hervé fell unexpectedly in love in November 1941. But the one thing they do agree on was that it was love at first sight: or in the more powerful French phrase, un coup de foudre (a stroke of lightning). And the lightning struck at a time when France seemed shrouded in the darkness of its defeat by Germany and its collaboration with the Nazis.

         Born in January 1905, and therefore the same age as Christian, Hervé des Charbonneries was tall, charming, handsome, and already married with three children. He was also politically aware (like Christian, he had studied at the Ecole Libre des Sciences Politiques in Paris) and an early member of the Resistance, as were his mother and his wife Lucie.

         When Catherine first encountered Hervé, it was at a radio shop in Cannes where he worked as the manager. Catherine was in search of a battery-operated radio (electricity had still not been installed at Les Naÿssès), in order to follow the progress of the war, and to hear the banned BBC broadcasts by General Charles de Gaulle, the exiled leader of the Free French in London. This was in itself a significant act by Catherine: it was dangerous to listen to de Gaulle, who had embarked on his crusade against the Occupation on 18 June 1940, and was thereafter condemned to death in absentia by a French military court in August that year. Anyone discovered tuning in to de Gaulle could be arrested and imprisoned. But the general’s inspiring messages, calling for ‘the flame of the French resistance’ to be kept alight, were vital for the morale of those who opposed the Nazis and the Vichy regime. Hence radio was key to the Resistance – for transmitting information, as well as receiving messages – so Hervé was especially well placed for his work in a network called F2. 50

         
            
[image: ]Hervé des Charbonneries, an early supporter of the French Resistance.51

            

         

         
            
[image: ]General Charles de Gaulle, in London on 25 June 1940, the week after his first BBC broadcast to Occupied France, calling for the French people to resist.

            

         

         52Despite Catherine’s unwavering support for General de Gaulle – which was shared by Hervé – F2 in fact had closer links with the Polish and British intelligence services. The Resistance was not a single, integrated organisation: it was made up of disparate units, drawn from many different backgrounds and conflicting ideologies; yet they were linked by the conviction that to do nothing in the face of evil was wrong. One of the earliest and most effective of the Resistance groups operating in France, the F2 network had initially been established in July 1940 by three Polish army intelligence officers who had found themselves stranded in Toulouse, behind enemy lines, after the German invasion. They went into hiding and built a radio set, transmitting their first message to exiled Poles in London on 22 August 1940.

         Following the German invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Polish intelligence service had established its headquarters in Paris, where it formed a close working relationship with the station chief of the British Secret Intelligence Service, Wilfred Dunderdale, a suave character with a penchant for fast cars who was later reputed to have been the inspiration for James Bond. Nicknamed ‘Biffy’ by his British colleagues because of his prowess as a boxer, Dunderdale was certainly a friend of Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming. In the summer of 1940, after the fall of France, the Polish intelligence service escaped to London, as did Dunderdale, and the links between the two strengthened, with the British SIS offering financial, technical and logistical support to the Poles, who 53in turn shared the intelligence that they acquired through their extensive network of agents in Europe.

         On 6 September 1940, the three founders of F2 were joined by a fourth Polish officer, smuggled into Marseilles with the help of the British secret service: he was a quick-witted naval engineer, Lieutenant Commander Tadeusz Jekiel, who had studied in France before the war and previously been seconded to the French navy, maintaining excellent contacts there. His mission was to recruit French members to strengthen the network across the entire country, and to keep British intelligence informed about Axis military operations. Together with another Polish officer, Leon Sliwinski, Jekiel (under the code name of ‘Doctor’) built up the network into a resourceful organisation that collected vital information for the Allies. Their reports were dispatched to London by radio operators, or on microfilms that were smuggled out of France via Switzerland, and aboard small boats that sailed at night from Cannes to Gibraltar.

         The first Frenchman to be recruited by Jekiel, shortly after his arrival, was a former racing driver, Gilbert Foury (known by the code name of ‘Edwin’), who swiftly expanded F2’s operations into the port cities of Le Havre, Brest and Bordeaux, to spy on German submarine movements. They were subsequently joined by a senior French naval officer, Jacques Trolley de Prévaux, and his Polish-Jewish wife Lotka, who had worked as a model for Vionnet before the war. By the autumn of 1940, F2 had established itself in Toulon and developed a network along the Mediterranean coastline, in Cannes and Nice. Hervé and Lucie des Charbonneries were both members of this section of the network; their involvement was notably courageous, given that they had three young children to protect. (The couple had married in 1931, and had a son and two daughters.)

         Coincidentally, Hervé and Lucie also had an unexpected connection with Christian Dior’s close friend René Gruau. The illustrator was still living in Cannes, and in 1941 he drew a portrait of Lucie, which reveals her poise and elegance. She was born Lucie de Lapparent in 1907; several of her family members were involved in the Resistance, including 54her cousin Hubert de Lapparent, who later became a well-known actor. Some family anecdotes suggest that after Hervé met Catherine, his separation from Lucie was ‘en bonne entente’ (in other words, cordial). However, I also know – from a conversation with one of Catherine’s surviving friends, who was related to Hervé – that the more traditional members of his family disapproved of the fact that he pursued a relationship with Catherine while still married. Indeed, Hervé and Lucie were never divorced.

         Certainly, by falling in love with a married man, Catherine was disobeying a doctrine of her Catholic upbringing, as well as the patriarchal authority of Vichy France, which deemed that a woman’s place was at home, as a dutiful wife or docile daughter, subservient to male authority. Women still did not have the right to vote in France: the organised campaign for female suffrage began in 1909, but enfranchisement was not granted until the end of the Second World War. During a period of repression, Catherine’s rebellion seems all the more striking; and her refusal to conform to pious conventions in relation to her personal life appears to be reflected in her willingness to resist the Vichy regime and Nazi Occupation. In this sense, Catherine’s heartfelt belief in freedom becomes apparent in her actions and choices.

         Events moved swiftly. By the end of 1941, Catherine was dividing her time between Callian and the coast, renting an apartment in Cannes to be closer to Hervé and his comrades in the Resistance as the activities of the F2 network became even more perilous. Hervé’s code name was ‘Eric’, Lucie’s was ‘Coal’, and Catherine became known as ‘Caro’. Her task was to gather and transmit information on the movements of German troops and warships, and in order to do so, she made frequent and lengthy trips by bicycle to liaise with other F2 agents.

         Catherine’s dearest friend, Liliane Dietlin, was also in F2; and it is thanks to another of Liliane’s friends, the acclaimed Austrian-born investigative journalist Gitta Sereny, with whom I myself worked many years ago, that I know something of what Gitta described as ‘the unsung 55heroism’ of these women in the Resistance. General de Gaulle had called for French men – soldiers, sailors and airmen – to join him in the battle against Nazism. Yet just as many women rallied to the cause of freedom, some of them very young and without any military training. As Gitta recalled in a tribute to Liliane, written soon after her death in February 1997: ‘I can barely think of Lili as old; to me she was always and remained throughout her life as I saw her when we first met – the epitome of the young Parisienne: small, slim, finely boned, with that very special elegance of speech, behaviour and of course dress that none of us adoptive Parisians could ever emulate.’

         Gitta was unaware of the activities of F2 until the early 1970s, when she published her book Into That Darkness, about Franz Stangl, the commandant of the Treblinka extermination camp in Poland. It was only then, after three decades of friendship, that Lili ‘initiated a conversation about the evil in man, of which I then found she had more experience than most’. Otherwise, Lili was as discreet as Catherine about her time in F2; to such a degree that her own daughter Anne did not know about her mother’s experience in the Resistance. Indeed, it was Catherine Dior who finally told Anne; and only when Anne rang Catherine to tell her about her mother’s memorial mass. Catherine asked her, ‘You will see to it, won’t you, that somebody speaks about what she did: that she was a heroine, a great heroine?’ This meant nothing to Anne, until Catherine explained that Lili had been ‘in the same réseau [section] in the Resistance as I, but for much longer’.

         Gitta also knew Catherine Dior, and her brief account of their activities in F2 provides a rare insight into the secretive role that these young women played. During the years of Occupation, Lili worked in Paris as a courier for one of the Polish leaders of F2, Stanisław Lasocki, who reported directly to the intelligence services in London. According to Gitta, ‘This elite organisation of more than 2,000 agents – which suffered enormous losses – was later credited as one of the most dynamic intelligence movements in Europe.’ Records show that by the end of the 56war, F2 had about 2,500 agents, of whom 23 per cent were women; and at least nine hundred of the network’s members were interned, deported or killed. Yet in spite of the terrible risks that she and Catherine faced on a daily basis, Lili downplayed her time in the Resistance. When Gitta asked her what she would have done if she’d been captured by the Gestapo, ‘she answered lightly, patting my hand as if to console me retrospectively. Eaten a “gentille petite pille que j’avais” – a nice little pill. The incredible courage this veritable slip of a girl showed, the incredible things she did for her country.’

         After the defeat of France in June 1940, Gitta became a volunteer nurse for a charity in the Loire Valley, looking after children who had lost their parents. (Such was the chaos at the time, as vast numbers of refugees fled the advancing German army, that many families were separated for months on end.) Gitta seldom came to Paris, but when she did, on one occasion in the winter of 1941, she arranged to meet Lili at a café. ‘I questioned her choice of meeting place – the Right Bank was full of Germans, the Champs-Élysées worst of all. “The safest places in Paris are those where they congregate,” she said in her light voice.’

         Lili had arrived at the café on her bicycle, ‘on which she virtually lived during those years. She wore wool stockings, a straight dark skirt with one seam undone to give her space for riding her bike, a short fur jacket that had seen better days, passed on to her by her mother, and a knitted cap that hid her dark hair. She was twenty-nine then, but looked eighteen, and there wasn’t a male eye that didn’t follow her when she came through that terrace door and hugged me, rather tightly I thought.’

         It wasn’t until thirty-five years later that Lili told Gitta more about the terrifying circumstances: ‘she had carried four messages, three to individuals in the morning and one to a group meeting that afternoon; eight people had been arrested that day, two in the morning and the six others that afternoon, just as Lili had turned into the streets on her bicycle. All would be executed, mostly hanged after being tortured. “A bad day,” she remembered. Were there many like that? She shrugged, “Ah oui …”’ 57

         Gitta’s fond homage to her friend – the beautiful, brave girl on a bicycle – seems to reflect the archetypal portrait of Resistance heroines, playing their part in the fight against the Nazis, in stories that were already a mainstay of popular culture during my childhood. ‘What was so wonderful about her was that she made it all seem so easy, almost fun,’ said another former member of F2, Pierre Heinrich, quoted by Gitta, ‘and you know, in the midst of all that horror and, yes, all the risks, she never stopped laughing.’ Gitta also wrote that Lili was known as ‘une petite fleur’, a phrase that might equally be applied to Catherine Dior, or Lotka de Prévaux, or any other of their youthful, idealistic comrades. And a scene in which Gitta described bidding farewell to Lili in Occupied Paris – not knowing if they would ever meet again – evokes a memorably cinematic atmosphere: ‘she wore a wide cotton skirt that day and a brilliantly white short-sleeved blouse I had watched her ironing that morning, no stockings, but sandals with, I think, wooden soles. After a brief hug, she cycled away from us across the Pont de la Concorde. Her shiny hair blowing in the gentle wind of that day, she raised her arm goodbye …’

         As I reread Gitta’s words, and then close my eyes, I see fleeting images of other spirited young women in the Resistance, disappearing across a bridge into the distance; I think of their courage, their innocence, and the suffering of those who did not survive the war. Each of them deserves her own accolade; yet they remain forever unknowable … as elusive as Miss Dior.

         
            *

         

         In the course of researching this book, I have been fortunate to meet Liliane’s son, Nicolas Crespelle, who was the much-loved godchild of Catherine Dior. We met in Paris for tea one day, at a café in the same street as the Dior archives, and he appeared to me as quintessentially Parisian as his mother did to Gitta: distinguished-looking, urbane and entirely unruffled, despite having arrived by bicycle. Nicolas was very generous in sharing what he knew, while also emphasising how much had been kept secret from the post-war generation. He was born in February 1947, in the same week as the launch of the New Look collection, and his sister Anne in 1945. ‘No one told us about the war,’ said Nicolas. ‘Catherine only talked to me about it on one occasion, when she said she had been in a camp in Germany.’ All he knew about his mother’s role, at least while she was still alive, was that she had ridden a bicycle during the war; but whenever she started to talk about why she had spent so much time on these cycling expeditions, his father would say that it ‘wasn’t interesting’. 58

         
            
[image: ]Portrait of Catherine Dior.

            

         

         59Why was that? I asked Nicolas.

         ‘I think my mother was in love with one of the Polish guys in F2. He died during the war, she was left alone, and then my parents met.’ Nicolas wondered if his father was jealous of Lili’s love affair with another member of the Resistance before they met, or whether it was simply that people of his parents’ generation avoided discussing the German Occupation of France. Nevertheless, he could see the powerful bond that existed between his mother and Catherine, which led to Catherine being chosen as his godmother. The two former resistants continued to spend much time together, for though Nicolas and his sister went to school in Paris, his parents had a holiday home in Provence, in a village close to Catherine’s home in Callian. ‘Catherine and my mother trusted each other completely,’ said Nicolas. Their attachment was based on their shared wartime experience in F2, and because Catherine’s own silence had been responsible for saving Lili’s life.

         The enduring strength of their relationship also arose out of the fact that they were in a surprisingly small minority of the French population who resisted the Germans. Estimates based on the records of wartime intelligence services suggest that for most of the period of Occupation, there were no more than a hundred thousand active members of the Resistance. It was not until after the Allied invasion of Normandy in 60June 1944, when it was becoming clear that Germany was likely to lose the war, that the number of resistants approached four hundred thousand: about 1 per cent of the population.

         This, then, is the context of Catherine’s proud service in F2, the facts of which emerge from the few surviving manuscripts outlining its formation and activities, in the archives of the Resistance. These reveal Catherine’s tireless activities within the organisation in gathering information and compiling intelligence reports to send to the British secret services in London. She wrote up the reports on a typewriter that she continued to use for correspondence throughout her later life.

         A dossier in the military files of the Resistance notes that Catherine performed a vital role in the operation of the Cannes office, not only by transporting reports for Hervé des Charbonneries and Jacques de Prévaux, but also hiding this incriminating material from the Gestapo during a raid, before delivering it safely to another key member of the F2 network, thereby proving her ‘composure, decisiveness, and sang-froid’. Other Resistance archives show that she worked closely with one of the original leaders of the network, Gilbert Foury, covering the entire Mediterranean zone. Their clandestine operations included making surveys of the coast around Marseilles and drawing maps with details of German infrastructure, fortifications and landmines, all of which were transmitted to the intelligence services in London.

         At this point, F2’s southern command post was based in Nice, its agents active along the Mediterranean coast; but the network had also spread across much of France, with each of its four sub-groups given female names: Anne, Cécile, Madeleine and Félicie. It had couriers, cipher officers and radio operators; printers to forge convincing identity cards, permits and travel documents; and a maritime team, with boats travelling at night, delivering equipment, picking up reports and evacuating compromised agents.

         Yet for all the careful planning and security measures that were in place, F2 was under constant threat from informers, and the danger 61had intensified in November 1942 when the Germans crossed the demarcation line and extended their Occupation into the zone of Vichy France. The German military intelligence service, the Abwehr, set up units in Nice, Toulon and Grasse (the latter less than fifteen miles from Callian), while the Gestapo established its headquarters at the Hôtel Hermitage in Nice, with a unit for interrogation and torture nearby at the Villa Trianon. One indication of local support for the Nazis was the response to a Gestapo commandant’s request for forty female informants in Nice: no fewer than three hundred Frenchwomen applied. Denunciations were widespread during the Occupation – in the form of anonymous letters sent to the authorities, naming Jewish neighbours or those with sympathies for the Resistance, or supplied by informers who could receive large sums of money if their evidence led to arrests. The Milice, a fascist French militia created by the Vichy regime at the beginning of 1943, and led by Joseph Darnand, a First World War veteran, was also increasingly active in southern France. Darnand, a close associate of Pétain and Pierre Laval, had further demonstrated his allegiance to Hitler by joining the Waffen-SS.
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