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  Noëlle Demole




  Foreword




  Jean-Pierre Roth




  Dear Jean-Pierre,




  Fate brought us together!




  After all, we must have both been named Jean-Pierre for a reason! Who knows? Maybe both our parents – yours in old Lucerne, mine in just-as-old Valais – thought that being named after two patron saints was better than one. Maybe they were the ones watching over us, putting us on the right path: you into private banking, me into public service at the National Bank.




  Actually, we both came from similar backgrounds. You were from a family well-rooted in its local community, always keeping an eye on wider horizons. Not born to wealth, you were from a modest background where hard work was the key to making sure future generations had a better life. Your parents would have liked to know my parents; my mother trained as a teacher and my father worked at the post office. I can easily imagine the talks they would have had about the need to be strict with their children in order to give them a taste for studies and hard work – the only way to ensure future success.




  Still, there is one major difference between our two life paths. You were born before the war, while I was born after it. This difference could explain why your mind was more critical and always sharp, while I was always entirely convinced that our country would always be able to weather whatever storm came our way.




  And you also “played with banknotes”! In the same way, my father, back when he was in charge of the post office in the village of Saxon, would give me the task of “doing the safe” – that is, counting the office’s cashbox before closing for the day. I was fascinated by the stacked-up bundles, all stapled with care. Your career as a future banker was already laid out, just like mine at the central bank.




  Both of us were made for economic studies in our own way: you at the Lucerne School of Commerce, me at the economic prep school at the Abbaye de Saint-Maurice. No Greek, Latin or philosophy for us; just accounting, law and the study of economic practices. Everything we learned was concrete. To this day, that has marked our characters, and it was ultimately what allowed us to meet and become friends.




  Our pathways were about to go on very separate tracks, but there was one important step left to take: military training. It was unavoidable for our families. Your father was an officer, just like mine. He instilled in you a sense of duty towards your community. It would be unthinkable to have a successful professional life without a military career behind it. You chose the infantry, while I chose artillery. We started as soldiers, then became non-commissioned officers, then finally were made officers, both of us earning the rank of captain. The army taught us not only the meaning of commitment, but also how to push our own limits.




  Our paths, which had been parallel for so long, split here, seemingly forever – largely because of your urge to explore the great unknown. You left for Paris, then the United States, starting off on what would become your career in international banking. As for me, I stayed firmly on the path of civil service, obtaining my doctorate degree in cash economics. You studied the mechanisms of finance, while I learned the inner work-ings of the Swiss economy.




  Although our paths were now far apart from each other, I’m sure both of us were looking at the same realities in the financial world. A lot happened in the currency world in the 70s, with the abandonment of the gold standard and the collapse of the Bretton-Woods fixed rates. These were challenges for you as a banker, looking out for your bank and your clients. It was a moment of introspection for me, a future banker at the central bank, worried about the future of the Swiss economy. Those were turbulent times, but we sure learned a lot! We both came out of it stronger: you as a private banker, me with a mastery of the macro-economic world.




  Our paths had to meet again! In the early 80s, you were named Vice-Chairman of the Association of Foreign Banks in Switzerland (AFBS); I had just been made a deputy member of general management for the SNB. According to tradition, a delegation from the AFBS must meet with one from the SNB twice a year to share views. We both took part! I can still see you next to Ernest Schaad, the Association Chairman: he was a good deal rounder than you, with all your sharp angles. The viewpoint meetings were always very lively. The Association began to wonder about the future course of interest and exchange rates, while the SNB shared its estimation of the general situation. Still, we never revealed our true intentions, hiding behind safe catchphrases.




  This is where our paths began to cross. Our ties grew tighter and friendlier, even outside of our informal meetings. How many times did we run into each other on the train in the early morning? You coming in a bit haggard from French-speaking Switzerland on Monday mornings, me boarding at Bern to get to my Zurich office. It was during those special moments that I discovered your cheerfulness, your smile and your ever-quick wit. We both learned more and more about each other, feeling that we shared the same background and were passionate about the same things.




  Our friendship grew stronger over time. Your career took off, going from Citibank, Natwest, Coutts… As for me, I climbed the ranks at the SNB. In 1995, you made your dreams a reality. EFG was the project you had always wanted, something you always spoke of passionately. This was a unique private banking model that allowed you to put into practice all the experience you had built over 30 years. In an extraordinary coincidence, you decided to set up your bank at the end of the Bahnhofstrasse in Zurich, only a stone’s throw from the SNB. I could never resist sneaking a peek inside your offices every day on my way to work. There was always a beautiful piece of modern art to admire. That’s the sign of a boss aiming for the top!




  With you at the head of EFG, and me as Chairman of the SNB, we would often meet at the Club du Baur au Lac. You would tell me about your worries and your experiences; not knowing much in your line of work, I would listen and learn a lot. I remember how original those conversations felt. It was a kind of creativity that I had never felt during meetings with other branch representatives. It’s just that you always thought “out of the box” – you weren’t from the traditional banking circles in Geneva, Zurich or Basel, but from your Lucerne homeland, sprinkled in with a bit of Anglo-Saxon culture. It was a solid background that gave you a unique outlook on things.




  After retirement, our ties became more and more friendly, spreading out to your dear Yvonne and to Floriane, my wife. We left behind Lake Zurich for the beautiful shores of Lake Geneva, in Founex. We spent beautiful nights in excellent company, the meals delicious and perfectly planned. I can still hear your thunderous laugh after a good joke. I can still see your eyes widening in front of the beautiful works of art you chose so carefully, and that you commented on so passionately. And then there was the Buchet I dreamed about so often above your fire-place…




  Dear Jean-Pierre, you left us too soon and so abruptly. But your warm, vibrant personality lives on in our hearts.




  Jean-Pierre Roth




  Yves Oltramare




  Before it was a name, Cuoni was a symbol for me – a symbol represented by a group of three arrows, all so solidly bound at the base that nothing could separate them, let alone break them, not even Heaven!




  Cuoni: Three arrows and a link, named Yvonne, Jean-Pierre and Caroline




  Cuoni, a trio:




  Yvonne, the inspiration
Jean-Pierre, the doer
Caroline, the link




  Cuoni is above all the extraordinary mystery brought about when two young girls, Caroline and Arielle, met each other over 40 years ago.




  Thanks to this unbreakable bond between our two daughters, through some sort of mysterious force, my wife Inez and I were able to forge a lasting friendship with Yvonne and Jean-Pierre.




  Memories grow dim as the years go by, so I would like to mention the impression Jean-Pierre’s character left behind instead.




  Although our friendship started through our daughters, it was able to develop in the professional world.




  Although twelve years older than him, what probably most drew me to him when we first met was our shared fascination with New York.




  I had started my American career there in the 50s, back when the “sky was the limit” during the post-war years.




  We both learned everything from our first employers: Lehman Brothers for me, National City Bank for Jean-Pierre ten years later. It was more than just the dynamism of Wall Street. We felt overcome by the vitality of American culture, the warmth with which we were welcomed, the passion for innovation, the openness that felt like a breath of fresh air while Europe was licking its wounds from WWII and reflecting on its future. We certainly were too idealistic, but that helped us better realise just how much European banks had fallen behind the United States in terms of modern wealth management techniques and “marketing”, which was considered a barbaric term at the time. Americanisation was going to impact the entire world; in the 60s, it would inspire Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber’s “The American Challenge”. With 10 million copies published in over 15 languages, it excited both Jean-Pierre and me, as it matched up with what we felt: there was a gap between the North American superpower and the rest of the world.




  At age 25, Jean-Pierre was sent to Geneva to prepare for Citibank’s expansion into Europe. Relying on our backgrounds, we were sure to bring added value to our new positions.




  My aim here is not to illustrate Jean-Pierre Cuoni’s brilliant and fascinating career; his granddaughter Noëlle will already do that in this lovely biography. I would just like to finish this short introduction by talking about the man that I met in the field when Jean-Pierre joined me in 1985 on the ILO Pension Fund, where we worked together for several years.




  His presentations on the economic and stock situation were always very perceptive, revealing an opinion that was always willing to stir up conversation and break out of the mould. While some responded to periods of uncertainty with timid solutions, Jean-Pierre’s positive nature shined through with his optimistic outlook on how the world would evolve long term.




  However, Jean-Pierre’s real talents were for wealth management. This work brought together his great warmth and his interest in meeting new people around the world, people who were – as he said it himself – “intelligent and cultivated”. His affectionate attachment to his clients, combined with his widely-renowned professional skills, made Jean-Pierre a formidable figure in his field.




  That can be seen by the clients who followed him whenever he changed establishments. “The client belongs to the manager and not the bank”, he liked to repeat. He would also add: “That is a considerable, almost philosophical difference that my competitors refuse to admit”.




  Jean-Pierre was not sentimental when it came to business; that’s something he learned in America!




  Jean-Pierre’s life was dedicated to a happy, warm household and his professional calling. He was a fighter with a bright smile.




  Yves Oltramare




  Preface




  I have brought this book to life in memory of my grandfather, my “Papou”, Jean-Pierre Cuoni, whom I loved dearly. His life, both personal and professional, deserves to be told. It is a life that, I hope, will become ensconced in archives beyond our family ones.




  My grandfather’s life was filled with positivity and ambition, and he lived it exactly the way he wanted to. “Look, life is so beautiful”, he often told me. There’s no denying he built himself an extraordinary life.




  He always wore the same glasses that would fall off his nose, with a bald head and the same big eyebrows I have, his eyes as blue as the sky. Papou walked like a leader and always had a small smile at the corner of his mouth; he loved people more than anything else. My grandfather was my role model, someone to comfort and support me. His secret was the key to happiness: to like what you have and to always have an unquenchable thirst for life. Both humble and brilliant, he was an extraordinary role model for me and my sisters! His stories, told during a trip or at a wake, have marked me forever, so deeply that even as a child I felt that his life would have to be written down so that not even a snippet would be lost over the years.




  My grandfather left us far too soon, but at least he knew how to take advantage of every day that he dedicated to his work or to his family. Papou’s legacy is, I believe, the life that he led so brilliantly in so many different areas. Of course, he knew his fair share of obstacles and disappointments, as we all do. Still, he managed to only remember the good and forget the rest, without straying from his own sense of humour. I am convinced that his rare force of character helped him overcome the barriers in his path and make his dreams a reality.




  My Papou was an extraordinary, unique person who inspired many of those around him throughout his life. That is why I wanted to put his story to paper, so that it can stand as an example and so that those who come after us will remember him. For his close family, his memory is still alive and felt all around us. How could it be otherwise? My grand-father was such a pillar, a daily light we could turn to for comfort. In spite of his abrupt passing in 2017, my grandfather continues to shape and inspire me through his choices, the projects he brought about and the moral strength that he demonstrated throughout his life.




  The text that follows about his life and about the incredible founding of his bank, EFG, is therefore more than just a book to me, but rather an homage I would like to make in his honour. I hope that reading this biography will give you as much pleasure as it has to me.




  

    After all these adventures in “FlyPapou”, I wish you, my Papou, a last great trip as exhilarating as your life has been. I love you.




    Noëlle Demole


  




  Prologue




  Retracing the steps of a man’s life necessarily means stepping into his private thoughts and learning about his hopes and disappointments. It also means evaluating the strength of his character and the world he inhabited throughout his life. All the same, as I’m sure all biographers will agree, depicting someone’s life is always a gamble; after all, every individual, whoever they may be, keeps his or her own secrets, a part of themselves in the shadows, a mystery that is better left unexplored. It isn’t so much that this mystery helps build a mythos around the person (although that is one of the main ingredients). Rather, breaking down a life with almost scientific precision can be piercingly blunt while their memory still lives on in the hearts of their loved ones. Any historian or commentator who claims to have captured all the aspects of a life shaped by the periods it traversed, a life just as complex and layered as any other, risks a great deal of hubris.
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