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Praise for Tears of Battle

“One of the first megastars to speak up about the importance of helping animals.”

—Ingrid Newkirk, President, PETA



“A critical commentary regarding the justifications for the domination [of animals] in contemporary society.”

—Livres Hebdo

“The star who gave up her career to fight against abuse . . . a myth and a social phenomenon.”

—Paris Match

“Tears of Battle is a tender adagio of attrition which nevertheless emanates a force that wavers towards the future.”

—Nice-Matin

“In her new book . . . the icon of French cinema Brigitte Bardot tells of her fight for the animals, who ‘saved’ her from the dizziness of the lime-lights, and pleads for ‘a common future’ for all living things.”

—Agence France Presse

“The most famous actress of French cinema . . . on what was the great fight of her life.”

—Le Monde

“A sincere, moving, true book.”

—La Provence

“A rebel . . . that age has not calmed.”

—L’Express

“At once very confessional, modest, and full of sincerity. It is an essential book.”

—Le Petit Journal

“Brigitte Bardot shares with us some great moments of her life as an independent woman. In Tears of Battle, she explores her own animal nature that made her revolt against animal cruelty.”

—Femitude

“Uncompromising.”

—ICI Paris

“A captivating testimony. . . . This book gives a closer look at the life of B.B., not the star adulated, but the other: the lover, the protector of animals, who works tirelessly so that wherever they are on earth, those sentient beings are a little better treated.”

—Tele Star Jeux

“A fascinating, balanced memoir. . . . These confessions have the force of the upmost frankness.”

—L’Abeille 54

“She was a sex symbol, a legend, an epic personality . . . [and] a woman of heart, mobilized daily for our animals. And that’s not cinema.”

—Midi Libre
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I dedicate this book to all of the animals who have shared my life and to all of those who share it still.





“To begin, we will do the

small and simple things; little by little, we will

take on the larger ones, and when the great tasks

are completed, we will set about doing the impossible things.”

—SAINT FRANCIS OF ASSISI LOVER OF HUMAN AND ANIMAL CREATION

[image: image]

“Noise is not good, and the good doesn’t make noise.”

—SAINT FRANCIS DE SALES





Preface

My American friends,

I am immensely grateful to you. Many years ago, when my movie And God Created Woman was released in America, it became an instant success, turning me into a worldwide celebrity.

I’ve used that celebrity to fight for the protection of all animal life for forty-six years now, ever since I understood the extent to which man’s cruelty preys on the weakness of other creatures.

My celebrity often brought me close to animals, and I ended up becoming one with them.

I’ve known the treachery, perversity, faithlessness, ingratitude, and cowardice that man is capable of. I’ve hated humanity’s penchant for destruction and became animal in order not to belong to the inhuman cohort that made me so ashamed.

When I did, I discovered what you will read in this book, the unspeakable suffering that animals are subjected to by man’s barbarism every day.

I’ve been a vegetarian for forty years now. I’m eighty-four years old and super healthy.

My life is forever linked to that of animals, which I consider to be exemplary.

Human dominance has become a barbaric dictatorship over the entire planet, destroying and polluting everything in its wake.

And now, as always, I’m determined to do something about it.

In this book, with the tears of my lifelong battle—my only weapon—I hope to open everyone’s heart to compassion, equality among species, antispeciesism, a truly humane way of seeing, and above all the love shared equally among the animals and mankind.

Brigitte Bardot

Saint-Tropez, November 2018





Introduction

“The Blue Hour”

“The Blue Hour” is a unique instant in which the day is giving itself over to the night, and at the same time, the night still belongs to the day. During these fleeting minutes, the day declines and the sky colors itself a dark blue; night has not yet arrived. This period gives rise to displays of rare beauty in nature: flowers exhale their perfumes like never before, and birds sing in chorus before settling down. This interval of time is so marvelously ephemeral that one may wait an entire day to get a taste of its essence when evening comes.

For it is a time outside of time.

The Blue Hour is nature stirring, the animal rejoicing; it is truth without light. And once we have held it, everything is illuminated.

To live the Blue Hour is to hold the instant that flees.

The seven months of work necessary for the realization of this book were permeated with Blue Hours like these, thanks to Brigitte.

In part because she wears “nothing but L’heure bleue, that little Essence de Guerlain in her hair,” of course, and because her fragrance is so powerful, seductive, and nostalgic, but also because Brigitte understood what I was hoping for.

I approached her the way one approaches a wild animal. With curiosity, gentleness, and patience. At times a lioness, at other times a doe, Brigitte does not allow herself to be easily pinned down. The authenticity of her actions, the reasons for her rebellion, her work with her foundation, and how to make sure that all of these things endure were what had to be at the heart of the text.

So I suggested that she write a book about the meaning of her battle, about her life alongside animals, and about what she wanted to leave behind. I spoke to her about her soul and her animal nature, and about legacy, a word she abhors more than anything. Brigitte agreed without hesitation. I also offered to hold her pen—which in the past she has always refused—and she accepted.

Brigitte’s intuition is infallible; she understood where I wanted to go and about the importance of testimony, for both the past and the future. And between those two things is her solitary, simple, and quiet present. I offered her my words, my topics, and my understanding of her existence. The animal battle was at the core of our exchanges, but sometimes memories or anecdotes from her glorious past would insert themselves in a way that made it obvious that this battle had started well before her departure from film: her need to be involved with animals was something she had always carried.

Every Sunday afternoon, we would get together to talk and spend a long and peaceful moment together, the kind that had never been offered to her before and that she had always carefully avoided, probably out of fear of becoming bored. Yes, in addition to being an animal, Brigitte also has the soul of a child: she gets bored very quickly! We conversed and thought together; we breathed and kept quiet.

By listening to Brigitte’s breaths and silences, I found that I knew her best.

What interested me in our lengthy discussions was the underside of Brigitte Bardot’s image. At one time prisoner of her appearance, she is now prisoner of her impulsivity. I remained faithful to what was interior, underground, to Brigitte’s foundations. I wanted to go beyond the sound bites, the controversies, and the pigeonholing interviews, none of which bears any resemblance to the loose and intimate timing of the lady she has become. Where was this animality born, and where did Brigitte’s humanity originate? This is the tightrope we walked together that allowed me to understand the peace she was looking for in her moments of introversion, modesty, and wisdom.

This is why, at times, you will not recognize Brigitte Bardot in these lines. Because they belong to our Blue Hours, to those unique, brief, and profound instants where I felt I had truly touched her essence. This is why this book was written with four hands. It takes courage to dig inside yourself, to touch your fragile places and embrace your wounds; it requires audacity to take stock of your life and accept the legacy that will remain. And so Brigitte often needed a double, a mirror, or a consolation. I was there. The rapport we maintain with living beings says everything about who we are. And when our work had reached its end, we both felt orphaned by the loss of those uninterrupted moments spent together.

To hold the instant that flees: autumn’s spectacle, the period of dormancy, then recreation for the re-creation. To sit in a corner of the large living room at La Madrague observing Brigitte’s movements, still just as sensual and ethereal. To see her grace and tell yourself that the actress never stopped being a dancer, that this woman is a wild cat above all else, and that she must be considered as such.

To hold the instant that flees, like Brigitte’s unchanged retort—“One changes lovers, never perfumes”—or her disarming sincerity on the subject of a maternal instinct she once was lacking. When she asked me one day if I myself had such an instinct for my own children, I responded that it was not innate, but acquired; that it was a construction, an apprenticeship. This opportunity had never been offered to her. Before I left, she thanked me: “Maybe I wasn’t a complete monster, then. . . .”

To hold the instant that flees, the instant that is too intense, too short, too beautiful; to hold that wordless instant and make it into a book. To live the Blue Hour of this tender, melancholy, and wild animal; to leave my own life for a time in order to reveal the best in hers. To put words to her silences, offer it up to nature, and stretch toward the sky.

The Blue Hour is a beginning, the Blue Hour is an end. It is the possibility of a renewal. It is no longer a dawn, but not yet a sunset.

Anne-Cécile Huprelle

Toulon, France, November 7, 2017
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1

The Meaning of My Battle

The Meaning of My Life

I am not part of the human species. I do not want to be a part of it. I feel different, almost abnormal. As long as the animal is considered an inferior species, as long as we inflict all sorts of evils and sufferings upon him, and as long as we kill him for our own needs, leisure, and pleasure, I will not be part of this arrogant and bloodthirsty race. I have always, in fact, felt very estranged from it.

I share very little with most people, and, a contrario, an enormous amount with a few individuals. Only at rare moments in my life have I found myself on the same wavelength with beings in whom I recognized the same outrage, a disgust similar to my own. But most of the time, I don’t know where to place myself in this world of success, superficiality, and competition.

I know I have lived in that superficiality, but it made me very unhappy. I never adapted to it; it was always an effort for me. I lived a unique existence, often one filled with celebrities, sometimes one of high society. But deep down I did not belong. I have never felt as in sync with myself as I do today, living almost alone at La Madrague. In harmony with nature.

The first part of my life was like a rough draft for my existence; everything that makes up my life today was already there, in mere seed form. During my adolescence and my career on movie sets, I was always drawn to animals, sensitive to their present and their future. For as long as I can remember, I have had this fierce belief that human beings should protect them, not bully them the way they seemed to be doing.

Today, I can say that I made the right choice: I left cinema in 1973 and have dedicated my days and nights to the creation of an organization that would come to the aid of animals. This has enriched me in many ways. I was able to meet singular beings like the Dalai Lama, as well as wise members of the general public. Beings who carry within them a humanism, a beauty, a simplicity, who live in osmosis with nature, and to whom I owe a great deal. I have often been moved by mystical people whose approach went far beyond spirituality. They told me that the world was so marvelous and vast that we must not restrict ourselves to a narrow vision of it.

The second part of my life, as a result of my encounters and my choices, offered me answers to the questions I had been asking myself up to that point. My animal vocation and my quest for wisdom had been concealed all this time. Life could not possibly be as pointless as what I was seeing. On the other hand, I was embodying the very image of frivolity: I was having fun, I was playing, singing, dancing, loving. I was living, but I never neglected how important certain things were. The heart of my life has never been superficial; on the contrary, it was always quite serious. I often appeared to be enjoying myself, when in fact this was not the case.

So, when I made this life choice at the age of thirty-eight, in the spring of 1973, it came as a surprise even for people who knew me. The man who was sharing my life at the time believed, like many others, that it was a momentary whim. I was just being difficult, and a lot of people told me I would change my mind after three days. I would show the people closest to me this core of authenticity that was always within me, but few of them were really able to perceive it; the only ones who could were those who shared my concerns. My friends, lovers, and parents were often not on the same wavelength as I. They thought my ideas were moments of nostalgia that I would eventually get over. I was always attracted to intense individuals whose introversion allowed them to escape the light, even if they were famous, and cultivate a secret garden, a privacy, something apart.

Compassion

Where does my battle come from? Probably from compassion. Probably from this question that never stops turning around in my mind: “WHO am I, WHO are they asking me to be, and WHO do I want to be?” When I was younger, my husband, the filmmaker Roger Vadim, used to tell me what it was like in the slaughterhouses, though I believe he minimized things a great deal to avoid shocking me. He told me that the killing was done in a certain way, that the largest cows didn’t die right away, that the pigs often struggled. . . . I was so naive: at the time, I thought that animals were slaughtered with a single blow, one shot from a revolver. I had not yet become aware of the slaughter systems, the throat-slitting, or the slow deaths. Vadim was also the one who opened my eyes to the prison-like conditions in zoos, and as time went on, I had a lot of questions. I was always drawn to animals, and Vadim would tell me stories the way one might to children: that human beings were not offering animals happy lives, that there was abuse. . . . I was so gullible. My husband would toy with me a little. He even told me once that rats lay eggs.

I was later seriously sensitized to the heinous treatment of slaughterhouse animals by a friend, Jean-Paul Steiger, who had founded the Club des Jeunes Amis des Animaux. In the early sixties, he worked for a few days in a slaughterhouse, and this immersion had allowed him to witness the unspeakable: despicable killings and acts of extreme cruelty toward living animals and others who lay dying for endless minutes. More than fifty years before the shock campaigns of the L214 organization, Jean-Paul had taken photos of everyday activities in the slaughterhouses with the means available to him. Those pictures horrified me. I decided that I had to do something. The year was 1962. I went on the television show Cinq colonnes à la une as a celebrity to denounce animal throat-cutting, a treatment I thought was worthy of the Middle Ages. We were slicing open the throats of calves, sheep, and other animals in a way that let the blood flow slowly, leaving the living creatures in a state of unimaginable pain. I was sick with fear, sick with stage fright. I was not yet involved with any organization. I was an actress, a star; my only qualification was my desire to rebel. Nervous and only twenty-eight years old, I explained to two “killers” the advantages of a loss of consciousness prior to bloodletting, as well as the benefits of using pistols equipped with a spike to pierce the animal’s skull. I also mentioned the possibility of death by gassing. Later, I brought the same arguments to the office of the minister of the interior at the time, Roger Frey. I entered the minister’s gilded chambers armed with an electric pistol. This was right in the middle of the Organisation armée secrète (OAS) movement,1 and his security service believed I was plotting an assassination. My aim, like other animal defenders, was to get a decree passed that would ban killing without first ensuring a loss of consciousness. This law would eventually pass in April 1964, specifying that animals must be inert before being bled.

Alas, this victory was short-lived. The vicious rhythm imposed on these killing centers does not allow animals to receive thorough treatment, so today animals are killed every minute in a production line. Their heads are chopped, their hooves are ripped off, and their bellies are opened and eviscerated, all in record time. All of this is done so quickly that the killers don’t even have time to breathe and they become unable to make the connection between the work they’re doing and the torture they’re inflicting on the animals. What is worse, I have been told by members of my foundation who go to slaughterhouses that the pistols used on the cattle are often ineffective, as is the electronarcosis—stunning by an electric current—that is used on sheep. The modern slaughter industry was modeled after the automobile industry, but we are not talking about bodywork or motors here. We’re talking about living creatures.

Man, the Little Nobody

I am very sensitive to the idea of transcendence, to what is beyond us. We are part of a whole, and this fact never leaves me. Nature, earth, and space all form a homogenous and coherent body. I don’t confine myself to what is down on earth, because even though the universe is also a black hole—a nothingness, an infinity—this does not frighten me. What does frighten me is being a part of the human race. I have often been reproached for scorning humans; in truth, the only ones I look down upon are those who are self-centered, the narrow-minded spirits, the narcissists, and the arrogant. I scorn a human being when he denies who he is and when he refuses to accept where he comes from and the nature from which he is formed.

We humans are little “nobodies” in the immensity of the universe, and I am certain that if we were to remind ourselves of this truth before anything else when we got up in the morning, many disagreements could be avoided. I don’t like airplanes and have always avoided taking them. But each time I have found myself in the air, I have been struck by our smallness: seen from above, men are nothing; they are like ants, grains of sand.

It is probably for this reason that I am attracted by the cosmos. We are governed entirely by the stars, the planets, and their satellites. The moon influences the tides and women’s menstruation, and full moons sometimes affect our moods and the reactions of certain animals. The sky transmits waves, whether we like it or not. And this universe is not here for no reason: every element of this vastness exerts a force on our earth. Each human birth is determined by the dancing of the heavenly bodies. At the hour of our arrival on Earth, planets pass in the heavens, aligning with one another, or not, and every fifteen minutes, they emit vibrations that will inhabit us forever. All my life, I have believed that astrology and our birth charts correspond to specific things. I’m not talking about the horoscopes we read in the newspaper. I’m talking about a fundamental astrology. In my memoirs, I talk about a gypsy woman who took hold of my father’s hands in a bistro and assured him that his name would be famous across the Atlantic and throughout the world.2 At the time, he thought it meant that Usines Bardot, his manufacturing company, would become wildly successful. Then when I was eleven, Maman requested a birth chart from a hotshot in the field by the name of Raps. He predicted that I would become extremely famous in an artistic field. Since I was doing a lot of dance at that time, Maman believed I would become a principal dancer. Raps added that I would have a very eventful and somewhat chaotic life. And indeed, my life never was a long and tranquil river.

I was considered one of the biggest stars in the world, and yet I am nothing. This clarity has always dwelled within me. Despite having a status that is outside the norm, I am nothing, and this certainty comes from my experience of life and its fragility. I learned that human vanity had no purpose when I watched over my dying father night and day in 1975. When life left the body of my poor Pilou, who a few months earlier had been so valiant, and such a poet, I knew that it was useless to cling to anything other than pure love.3

All those who govern—the decision-makers—are going to die one day. They are going to rot and become dust again. During the short time we spend on Earth, we are constantly trying to forget that we will all die like idiots. Powerful men, like the stars in the firmament, often believe they will live forever. What saved me was the fact that I never understood my fame. Even now, people continue to talk about me, but I don’t know why. I am indifferent to the fact that photos of me are published, or that statues of me are still being erected; I would rather have the production of horsemeat outlawed, or a law passed making it illegal to bleed an animal destined for a dinner plate while he is still alive. It’s just like the Legion of Honor: I never went looking for it.

Returning to an almost complete anonymity is my dream. I feel like my own prisoner. Most famous people no longer really belong to themselves. And if today I have agreed to talk about myself so intimately, if I have agreed to publish one last book with my name on it, it is because I need to; I need to sweep away any ambiguity concerning my life and my intentions, for the sake of honesty and transparency. I want to reexamine the purpose of my battle and remind us once again of the animal’s rightful place in our world.

Egoism and Narcissism

Knowing that we are nothing and that this life is but a short passage, each person should spend his or her existence improving nature and the fate of human and animal beings. The very act of reproduction is a selfish need if it is done without thinking about the “all” of which we are a part. I would like us to live within our means: to know our resources and adjust our hunger, our habits. Today, we are beginning to reach our limits: nature is dying, pollution is intensifying, spaces on Earth are being exploited to death, and animal species are disappearing. Egocentrism is the destruction of humanity.

Day after day, we are witnessing this calamity, and yet I have the impression that no one is disturbed by this. Or perhaps the awareness is stuck on an individual and isolated level. The daily massacre of the last elephants is leading to the imminent disappearance of these animals: the whole world should be rebelling in order to prevent the annihilation of an entire race. Giraffes, lions, and rhinoceroses are in danger; armies and soldiers should be sent, not to attack, but to save lives. Does animal life count? Ask anyone on the street and they will wholeheartedly say, “Yes.” But as long as the majority of people remain still, no one will move. In a way, humanity remains like an animal: it functions as a herd.

Man is fundamentally selfish, and most people do not react to a cause unless it directly affects them: labor strikes, relocations, job losses, problems concerning their daily life. In these specific cases, people take to the streets, but not for the survival of elephants and other animals. I want the public to be indignant, to come out of its comfort zone, its navel-gazing, to think about something other than the gas meter and washing machine at home.

What I rejected the most during my life as an actress was the limelight. That intense focus on my little person ate at me from the inside. Narcissism is contrary to my nature. When I had to go to film premieres, and all of the spotlights were pointed at me, I hated it. Whenever it was time to decide whether or not to go, my manager usually had to give me a kick in the rear. This worship of celebrity—a life perpetually centered around myself—suffocated me. For quite some time, I could not accept this idolatry, the fact that I was known and recognized because of a few films or the new image of the modern woman they were forging. The second part of my life liberated me. My fame could at last be useful for something, my time on earth could ease some animal suffering. Selfishness is cruel. When we no longer pay attention to anyone, how are we supposed to care about the way we behave toward others?

Cruelty

I started seriously worrying about animals at the end of the sixties. I felt there was injustice being done and no one was concerned about it. Using animals was and still is seen as the most effective way for us to feed, amuse, and dress ourselves. Assassinating animals, every day and billions at a time, was therefore considered normal.

Added to this are the acts of gratuitous cruelty toward animals: I have often wondered about the origins of violence, maliciousness, and cruelty. Man is the only predatory species capable of such perversion and cruelty toward other creatures. This violence has only one goal: possess the other, then exploit it or destroy it.

The scenes of cruelty toward animals that are found posted all over the Internet are nothing short of sadism. A sickness. How could a well-adjusted being find joy in torturing a defenseless animal? Well, I happen to be terrified by other forms of cruelty that are even more devious: I am referring to the cruelty that runs rampant in tradition, industry, and the laboratory.

The “tradition” of the bullfight is nothing more than a monstrous spectacle of agony, suffering, death, blood, and pain. Unfortunately, in this case, the banderillas in the bull’s shoulders are not the tools of an isolated sadist, but props in a “show,” a sordid ritual. The bull, it seems, has the chance to try and survive or else undergo a death that is considered “honorable.” The audience delights in this cruelty.

This same kind of accepted cruelty is present in intensive animal farming. Do you know, for example, what is done to certain male chicks? They are crushed alive because they are unable to lay eggs and because they do not possess the same assets as chickens raised for their flesh. Did you know that a pig’s tail is cut off and that his teeth are filed down? How about beak trimming? During this procedure, the chicks are mutilated, their beaks cut by a red-hot blade to keep them from eating their own excrement or pecking at the bodies of their dead companions in the massive sheds where thousands of creatures are concentrated.

Additionally, what takes place in animal experimentation laboratories would make even the most fearsome serial killer tremble: the cruelties inflicted on dogs, cats, monkeys, and rodents go beyond anything we could possibly imagine. If you want to tell me this is a “necessary cruelty,” I will prove this is not the case in the chapter dedicated to animal experimentation.

When a person begins to care about animal well-being, I can assure you that he or she will have to endure many sleepless nights. Images circulate in our minds, as do sounds. I have lived many moments of terror—and tears, of course—with this question on my heart: apart from the people giving orders, who are the rest of these cold and greedy robots? Who are these executioners, and how do they live with themselves? I know that these people don’t feel guilty for committing even the worst acts. They tell themselves they are just obeying orders, and this keeps them from asking themselves moral and guilt-inducing questions. I read recently that it’s psychologically comforting for the majority of human beings to submit to rules and ideologies. This is what prevents them from thinking and from feeling isolated if, by chance, they were ever struck by the sudden desire to revolt.

The industrial system and the globalization of cruelty mangle people’s consciences while crushing animal lives. Animals are merely objects, machines, no longer living beings. So, whatever their motivations may be, all defenders of animal protection have my respect. For they are the rebels, they are the people who say NO to things that seem set in stone, to a cruelty that is organized and accepted by the greater majority, to an ideology where man is all-powerful and draws from the Earth’s resources, exploiting animal life as much as he still can. I respect and embrace those who do not deanimalize animals and who do not dehumanize their own conscience.

A Trailblazing Battle

It is immoral, abnormal, and inhumane to cage animals inside the notion of inferiority. I have fought for them to be respected since the sixties; alas, this trailblazing cost me dearly. I was ridiculed; people despised me for what I was doing. They were brutal because I was Brigitte Bardot, and they didn’t want to listen to me on this topic. It was also not the right moment to have that particular debate. I understand that clearly now. It wasn’t a time when people felt like thinking about animal rights. And I think to them I was doing the same thing I had done in my films: ­something avant-garde and, therefore, an act of provocation. It was unthinkable, for certain people, that a beautiful woman at the height of her stardom would be thinking about animals and prancing around on television shows with slaughterhouse pistols. I shocked people and swept away preconceived ideas. When I filmed And God Created Woman,4 I created a scandal of infinite proportions and changed the image of the woman and her place in film. Vadim’s production style and the film’s aesthetic also greatly influenced later filmmakers. It was the same with animals. Hearing my voice supporting their cause sounded futile, idiotic, or superficial to people at the time. Nevertheless, today people are willing to ask themselves about the meaning of their existence alongside us.

Demanding respect for animals has often been an affair for “intellectuals.” I don’t like this word because it very often implies a pretentiousness, minimizing the importance of experience. Nevertheless, I can only bow before the women and men who have offered their time and writings to this cause: Leonardo da Vinci, Marguerite Yourcenar, Romain Gary, Victor Hugo, Émile Zola, and Victor Schoelcher, who accelerated the abolition of human slavery in France. I salute the work of ethologists,5 as well as the recent commitment of certain authors to animal protection. In their books, these beings all dream of a community of living things; they don’t dissociate the animal cause from the cause of men. In spite of this, animal well-being has never been taken seriously and studied adequately in depth. Today, I can see that things are beginning to shift, and I hope that the work of these individuals will arouse this sense of calling in others.

The intellectuals of animal protection touch minds, whereas I am the animal protector in people’s hearts. I do not differentiate between species; I am “antispeciesist” in body and soul, but for forty-four years I have been proclaiming this in a different way than the thinkers, without scholarly terms.6 My battle is physical and basic. Between my incandescent blondeness of yesterday and my rage today, I have never reaped great respect from intellectuals. Well, I don’t mind. I draw my reflections from my experience and what I have lived.

I am happy to have been able to live long enough to see, read about, and touch with my own hands the debate around antispeciesism, the development of vegetarianism, and the growth of veganism. Sometimes when I am discouraged, when I am too impatient to see animal bondage abolished, I tell myself that things are coming to fruition just the same. By denouncing, protesting, and repeating the same things, and by being photographed with so many animals, I was able to touch people, and all of this entered into the collective unconscious. When I see organizations criticizing the cruelties of slaughterhouses, activists infiltrating bullfighting rings, or crowds blocking the arrival of a circus in their city, I sometimes tell myself—and with no pretension whatsoever, only tenderness and pride—that all of these people are a little bit, somehow, my children.

Whether one is an author, an activist, or an organization spokesperson, every voice that is raised against animal persecution will contribute to the advancement of this essential cause. According animals respect and the right to live is a matter of course and the logical evolution of our humanity.

Tears

I never cry. At least, not in public. I refuse to. For me, it would be a sign of weakness. I don’t like to complain, and I am horrified by the immodesty of emotions. I don’t like sharing my deep pains with other people. Not even with my husband. Sometimes, though, in the quietness of my bedroom or the privacy of my office, I have allowed myself to let it out, to truly let go.

I am extremely emotional about many things, but real tears are only shed for the pain and suffering of others, never over my own fate. I cry about what shouldn’t exist, about cruelty for the sake of destruction, barbarism, and injustice. I cry for the weak, humans and animals alike.

For the latter, my pain is more intense; it feels like my life is being sucked out of me. And God knows I have cried for them. So much so that during an appointment with an ophthalmologist, I learned that I no longer had any tears. My quota had been exceeded. Tears may come to my eyes from time to time, but now it is impossible for me to get them out. I no longer have this ability; my eyes are worn out from so much crying. Before 1973 and the beginning of my involvement in this cause, I used to be able to burst into long bouts of weeping. But I never felt as despondent as I did in 1977, after my first turbulent press conference with journalists and local hunters in Canada. One of them ambushed me with the body of a recently killed baby seal who was lying covered in blood inside a plastic bag. I rushed into another room and succumbed to a fit of wrenching tears, unending sobs. Alone in a corner, I cried out at human monstrosity.

That day, I understood that the greatest sufferings have no sound, and that it is useless to put them on display.

It was in the same country, nearly thirty years later, that heavy and abundant tears fell once more down my face. Once again, I was at a press conference, pleading with everything I had that they put an end to the massacre of seals. And the intensity of my words was such that emotion overtook me. No one understood what was wrong with me; I was in pain, psychologically and physically, at the thought that these journalists were not understanding what I was saying. And the tears came out all by themselves, like a voiceless accusation. I cried in front of everyone. And not just heavy sobs, but tears. Tears of battle.

The Founding Battle: Baby Seals

In retrospect, I realize that the choice to take care of animals is more than a direction I chose for my life; it is a mission, that of helping the other and my fellow animal. It is something I am required to do.

The symbol of my battle remains the baby seals. I am known worldwide for the photograph taken of me in 1977 on the ice floe with a blanchon. The French term comes from the magnificent coat of white fur on these small animals that allows them to hide more easily on the ice. After having been “hatched” and nursed by his mother for several weeks, the blanchon will become a seal and his waterproof fur will turn gray. Baby seals are extremely vulnerable, particularly when their mothers leave to go fishing. During this time, they remain on the ice alone, wrapped warmly in their fur and in their fear of becoming prey for numerous predators such as bears and, of course, humans. Hunting blanchons is disturbingly easy because they don’t fight back: they’ve been in existence for barely two weeks. They are babies, and they innocently allow themselves to be approached by hunters before they are clubbed and then dismembered, often while they are still alive. The weapons used, called “hakapiks,” consist of a metal tip for smashing the seal’s skull and a long meat hook for dragging the small creature’s body over the ice. He’s a baby, fragile, waiting for his mother, and then he is skinned alive. The mothers, powerless, remain beside the little bald and bloody body for several days, trembling and trying to warm it against them and sometimes to nurse it, because this is the only way they know to give life to their baby.

This is why the battle for animals involves morality. This is why I had no choice but to get involved.

Beauty and Kindness

“How marvelous it is that beauty and grace are, at the same time, kindness.”7 It is with these words that the writer Marguerite Yourcenar ends a letter she sent me on February 24, 1968. In it, she was asking me to use my global reputation to condemn the seal massacres. My intervention on behalf of the slaughterhouse animals had convinced her that I would be the perfect advocate to persuade women to abandon their fur garments. In her letter—lively, profound, and dedicated, just like she was—she told me how the fur industry thrived upon the pain and agony of animals; she spoke about “brutality” and man’s “savage cruelty” to achieve his own ends. She asked me to reach out to the Canadian prime minister and to do whatever I could to condemn the exploitation of sealskin.

I set about doing so nine years later, never thinking for a moment that someone out in the world had already thought of me as the person to lead this battle. This is because, as fate would have it, I did not receive that letter until much later. When I eventually met Marguerite Yourcenar one epic evening, she reminded me about the letter she had sent and was surprised by my incomprehension: “But wasn’t I the one who encouraged you to go out on the ice?”

In 1980, Marguerite Yourcenar became the first woman elected to the Académie française. She had barely finished giving her inaugural speech when she was asked if there was anything she wished for. She responded: “To meet Brigitte Bardot.” Living in solitude at La Madrague, I must confess that going to Paris annoyed me. I obviously respected this woman, but I hadn’t read anything by her and I usually tried to avoid these kinds of invitations: the cocktail parties and cozy rendezvous. I declined her invitation, but this didn’t throw her off. On the contrary, one stormy evening after coming back from La Garrigue, muddy and wet from head to toe and surrounded by my dogs, who were no less of a mess than I was, I was starting to light a fire when my security guard informed me that a lady was at the door. At this hour and with all this rain?

“Who is it?”

“She says her name is Marguerite Yourcenar.”

I let her in; she was soaking wet, holding an umbrella and wearing boots. She was accompanied by her chauffeur. I welcomed her, and we kissed each other on the cheek as if we had always been dear friends. Marguerite Yourcenar had come to see me without telling me to make sure I couldn’t say no. She had certainly figured me out! After we both dried off, we uncorked a bottle of champagne and talked for three or four hours. I offered her some vegetable soup on the waterproof tablecloth in my kitchen, which she couldn’t accept because she was expected at a dinner with Gaston Defferre, the mayor of Marseille. I enjoyed this intimate connection with Marguerite Yourcenar. Our discussion was simple and profound. I had La Madrague, and she had Petite-Plaisance, a house in the United States that she thought of as her refuge. She worked there in peace, surrounded by her four-legged companions. Later she sent me her books, taking care not to pass along any that were too complicated. Marguerite Yourcenar understood me. She told me ahead of time that I was going to be bored stiff by Memoirs of Hadrian,8 her major work and the book that brought her worldwide success. We never saw each other again, but I maintained a long correspondence with her until her death.

“B.B. Phoque/B.B. Seal”

It was when I saw the terrifying images of massacred seals on television that I decided to go to Canada. In the early seventies, news articles stated that the killings involved between 150,000 and three hundred thousand seals each year. The seals were killed mainly for their skin and fur, used in the fashion industry, as well as for their fat and oil, useful in the pharmaceutical industry. Not to mention their penises, which were used to make a powder that is still used as an aphrodisiac in Asian countries.

In April 1976, without my foundation and with only my celebrity as a weapon, I helped launch an enormous international campaign and led a protest in front of the Embassy of Norway, another country involved in the massacres. I didn’t suspect that hostility was already brewing against me on the cobbled streets of Paris, but it was nothing compared with what I would experience across the Atlantic.

In the deafening silence that was all around, I was going to have to wage an all-out war against these ice butchers. I found my chance in 1977 by offering to help Franz Weber, a Swiss journalist, ecologist, and defender of seals, among other creatures. My letter dated February 17 was like a bottle thrown into the ocean; I told him that my time, my name, my money, and my person were at his disposal, and I assured him of my desire to “conquer human stupidity.” I didn’t beat around the bush because I needed him to feel something and to understand how determined I was. I was successful.

We met and decided to pool our collective strengths for a globally televised demonstration that he wanted to organize in the very places where the hunts took place, in March of that year. So we set off together—accompanied by a television crew, organizer Hubert Henrotte, and Mirko, my companion—for the small town closest to the ice floe on the eastern coast of Canada. After a few days on-site—with Canadian boycotts, meetings with hunting representatives, a heated press conference, and several attempts to land a helicopter on the ice floe—I was able, in the final hours of my trip, to hold a baby seal against me. His innocence and purity stayed with me for the rest of my life.

That day, in that landscape of marvels and desolation that is the Arctic ice, in those few minutes body-to-body with the baby seal I would never see again, I promised myself that I would spend my existence trying to save theirs. When I returned to France, exhausted, beaten down, but also strengthened by my experience, I already felt that I was no longer really the same. Something had grown in me—a certain seriousness had appeared in my voice; my gaze was sharper. My battle had taken root. I was starting to sense what I had been created for, and growing in my awareness of being inhabited by and for the animal being.9

This battle taught me everything I know about my “calling” as an animal defender. What I did not expect is that the battle would be carried out not only in the field, but also in the beautifully gilded chambers of national and European government bodies. I had been deeply moved during my trip by a considerable show of support from French President Giscard d’Estaing, who had recently banned the importation of blanchon skins in France. The following year, I was invited to the Council of Europe to plead the case of baby seals and to fight for a European embargo. I was entering another dimension: before, I had been an actress—sparkling on the red carpets, doing light interviews where I always made sure to get out a few witty remarks, sharing my life with artists and dandies—and now, I was speaking, arguing, and trying to convince steely-eyed men wearing perfectly tailored suits. I was forced to take on this political battle the way I always took on situations in which I found myself uncomfortable: in a natural manner. Even when I spoke at international summits, I remained the same. The only thing that mattered to me was animal life. I had a few technical concepts, numbers, and testimonies to support what I was saying, but it was my sincerity that remained essential to my pleas to make this massacre stop. In those days, just like today, it was not with statistics that people’s hearts were won, even if they happened to be sitting in offices.

This first chapter in the fight against animal cruelty successfully led to Europe closing its borders to blanchon furs in 1983. This victory was made even sweeter by the steep decrease in hunting that followed the ban. In 1987, faced with the collapse of the seal industry, Canada finally outlawed blanchon hunting..10

My defense of the seals would become a recurring theme in my battle, for the years of respite those poor creatures enjoyed were short. In 1995, Canada took up intensive hunting once more, not for blanchons this time, but for “juveniles,” “adolescent” animals twenty days old. I organized a press conference with my foundation in Paris and went to the Norwegian and Canadian Embassies. Unfortunately, in the beginning of the 2000s, the number of killings exploded.

In 2006, I decided to go back to Canada. Uprisings were springing up all over the world, but the new Canadian prime minister, Stephen Harper, refused to listen. My letters of petition to him were left unanswered. My petitions and requests to meet with UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan also ended in failure. On February 14, lists of signatures were delivered to the Canadian Embassy in Paris by Robert Hossein, Candice Patou, Dany Saval, and Henry-Jean Servat—representatives of the foundation, supporters, and longtime friends. Three days later, we learned—stunned, shattered, and sickened—that the quota had been increased.
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