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Prologue


Marlene Dietrich was on her farewell tour and she was going to be at the Ahmanson Theatre in Los Angeles for two weeks, in 1968,” publicist Dale Olson told me. “I received a call from the Ahmanson, and they were worried. They had heard that she would be a terror, that she would be unreasonably demanding, and they wouldn’t be able to work with her. They said they wanted to hire me for the two weeks because they knew I had a good relationship with her, and they wanted me to look after her. I think what they really meant was they wanted me to look after them.

“I said yes.

 “When she arrived, I told her what they had said, that they were afraid of her.

“She laughed. ‘They are right,’ she said. ‘They are right to be afraid of me.’ She was laughing as she spoke.

“She said there was one thing she wanted. She had to have an extremely large refrigerator for her dressing room. I said they had one which was large enough for champagne bottles, smoked salmon, and caviar, which doesn’t take up much room, the usual for the dressing room of a star.

“She said, ‘No. That isn’t what I want. I want the largest refrigerator.’

“So I went back with her request. They didn’t understand and weren’t pleased. They wanted to know why she wanted such a large refrigerator. I certainly didn’t know. I wondered if she was going to cook her famous goulash for everyone. She loved to cook for people, and her goulash was delicious, but I didn’t think that was likely. Anyway, she got her huge refrigerator.

“On opening night, I was in the dressing room. When she went out, I couldn’t resist. I was curious about what she had in the refrigerator. I opened the door and looked in.

“She had removed the shelves. It was completely empty.

 “She was wonderfully received. After her opening night performance, there was tremendous applause, a standing ovation, and people in the aisles with bouquets of flowers, and single flowers, rushing up to throw their flowers on the stage.

“After absolutely everyone had left the theater, she went out on the stage, all by herself. She had changed from stiletto-heeled shoes to perfectly flat ballerina-type slippers. She began picking up the bouquets. She brought them back to her dressing room. She didn’t stop until she had picked up the last single rose and carried it back to her dressing room. Then, she began carefully arranging them in the refrigerator.

“We hadn’t seen the last of those flowers. The next night, the ushers had them ready for the end of her performance. The flowers were all thrown on the stage. The next night the same. And so on.

“At the end of the two weeks, on the night of the last performance, there they were. The flowers were performing for the last time. They were pretty wilted, but the audience didn’t know. From where they were sitting, the flowers looked fine.

“She was quite a showman.”



I. Berlin


I don’t mind meeting you because you didn’t know me before, when I was young and very beautiful.” These were Marlene Dietrich’s first words to me when I saw her in Paris in 1977.

She had agreed to speak with me for that very reason, because I would not be comparing her to her younger self, and even more important, because my introduction was from Mary Meerson of the Cinémathèque Française in Paris.

I knew Mme Meerson, the widow of Lazare Meerson, the French opera scenic designer and artist, in her later life at the Cinémathèque Française. She worked there with its legendary founder, Henri Langlois, to preserve as many of the significant films of our time as possible. He and Mme Meerson risked their lives many times during World War II to save films condemned by the Nazis.

It meant more to Marlene that Mary had called her than if Langlois had called. She had the greatest respect for him, but she knew that Mary totally understood how she, Marlene, felt. Mme Meerson had chosen a life without the constant battle of preserving her beauty against the passage of time.

“Mary was a truly great Russian beauty,” Marlene explained to me when we met. “She was a model for famous artists. But since she has become so fat, she doesn’t want anyone who knew her when she was so slim and beautiful to see her now. Mostly, she speaks with people on the phone, and sometimes she sees very young people who didn’t know her before.

“Can you believe that when she was a girl, she was as thin, thinner, than I am? But she gave up. It was too hard for her to be thin like that, so if she couldn’t be beautiful, she didn’t care about being somewhere in between. She decided she preferred to eat and leave that other life behind her. After a certain point, there was no going back, even if she had wanted to.

“She only wears those huge caftans, and they fit her like a sheath dress, so you don’t know where the dress ends and she begins. But no matter how fat she gets, you can always see how beautiful she was. It was no ordinary beauty. Even now, it shines through. Luminous.

“So, she understands how I feel. It can be a curse being beautiful, after a certain point, as it slips away, as age steals it.

“From the first I can remember when I was a little child, people said to my mother, ‘What a beautiful child you have,’ meaning me. I didn’t think much of it then, and just accepted it as my due. It was part of our daily routine.

“As I grew older, it was very convenient and pleasurable, and fun. It provided wonderful opportunities, but it was not the driving force of my life.

“Then Jo [Josef von Sternberg] came along. After Mr. von Sternberg took charge of my looks, sometimes I thought they belonged more to him than to me. The emphasis on the way I looked became a burden to bear, almost too great to enjoy.”

BEFORE GOING TO VISIT Marlene Dietrich, I asked Mme Meerson if Miss Dietrich ate chocolate. I wanted to bring her a box, only I wasn’t certain if anyone as slim as she ever indulged in chocolates. The response was that Marlene might eat the entire box at once.

“We used to eat chocolates together. I had two and she had twenty. I love chocolate, too, but every chocolate I ever ate is visible as a part of me, now and forever.

“I’m six of her now, as you can see, but when I was young and an artist’s model, I was as slim as she. Can you imagine that? I almost can’t believe it myself.

“Ask her about her secret of eating so much, whatever she wants, and staying so slim. If you find that out, you will have a bestseller.”

Along with the Swiss chocolates, I brought some French marmalade. It was in a set of jars from Fouquet, the shop around the corner from her Avenue Montaigne Paris apartment.

“That’s very good,” Marlene said. “Marmalade, not jam, with pieces of the whole fruit.

“There are many things about me that aren’t quite as good as they were, but one thing that is as good as it ever was is my taste buds.

“There are some wonderful restaurants in my neighborhood which send over delicious food. I’ve eaten in great restaurants all over the world. Now, I don’t need so much food as when I was very active. I cook on my hot plate. I can always make do with a nice liverwurst sandwich.

“I’m a wonderful cook. I have a great butcher shop, and the Plaza Athénée is just across from my apartment. If I don’t want to cook, they give me room service.

“Let me know if you get hungry. I have delicious things around here, and I can always call one of the neighborhood restaurants, and they will deliver faster than you can believe.

“Now I prefer to eat at home. I can make do with a nice bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich on toast from the Plaza Athénée. In fact, it’s one of my favorite luxuries.”

She asked me if I wished to smoke. I said that I didn’t smoke.

 “Did you give it up?”

“No, fortunately, I didn’t have to, because I never began.”

 “Well, you missed something wonderful. It was so pleasurable. I gave it up, but I’m not altogether happy that I did. You might ask why I did it.

“Well, there was all that talk about how it wasn’t healthy, and my friend Noel Coward told me he was giving it up, and he said to me, ‘I know you won’t be able to give it up.’

“Well, that was all he needed to say to me. A red flag before a bull. He had dared me.

“I accepted the dare, and I gave up smoking. Whenever I saw Noel, he would say, ‘Are you not smoking?’

“ ‘No, I don’t smoke anymore,’ I would say. ‘I’ve given it up permanently.’ And so I had.

“Noel was always astounded that I had done it so easily. Well, it wasn’t easy at all. It was unceasing pure torture. The desire took years to wear off totally, that longing. I’m not certain that it ever went away completely. Before I gave up smoking, I scarcely drank. Afterwards, well, I had to replace the lost delight with something, so I increased my alcohol intake.

“Noel believed me because that was what I conveyed to him. Little did he know what I was going through at the very moment when, in an offhand way, I assured him it had not been a problem. I never considered going back to smoking, because it had been so difficult giving it up that I knew if I started, I would never be able to stop again.

“People probably say to you, you’re lucky you never started. Well, I can’t say that, because I know what you’ve missed.”

There was a small partially open carton on the floor in the living room. “That’s my treasure,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

She reached in and took out a jar of cold cream. “This is my beauty secret. I get it from London, from Boots, the pharmacy drugstore chain. It’s not one of those expensive cleansing creams, unless you count the shipping cost.”

She encouraged me to take the jar. I told her I would be stopping in London, so I didn’t want to take hers.

MARLENE SHOWED ME A lovely picture in an art nouveau silver frame of herself as a golden-haired little girl with long curls. In the old photograph were Josephine and Otto Dietrich, her parents. Marlene was about three years old in the picture, which dated from 1904.

“These are my parents. I always say ‘are,’ not ‘were,’ because though they are long gone, my mother some years ago, and my father many, many years ago, they are always a part of me. To tell the truth, I don’t remember very well how my father looked. My memory of him is this faded photograph. No matter. My parents live as long as I live.”

One side of the picture had been trimmed by someone who appeared to have used cuticle scissors to cut off an unwanted person, but who hadn’t been totally removed. Part of a dress and part of her arm remained.

“I suppose you wonder who was cut off and why,” Marlene said. “I cut off my older sister, Liesel, who was only a year older than I, in this photograph of us as little girls. I could show you the piece I cut off with my sister’s picture, but I can’t find it. I know it’s here somewhere, because I saved it carefully.

“It appears I cut off the person because it was someone I didn’t like. It looks like I did it because I hated the person. Exactly the opposite. I did it because I loved her dearly.

“The reason I cut her off was because I wanted to protect her. For years I have told everyone, everyone, that I never had a sister. I insisted, but now I feel that I can tell you the truth, because now I’m permitted to have my sister again.

“We were not so much the same, though I think we looked quite a lot alike, but we loved each other very much when we were little girls. I told Liesel all my secrets. She didn’t tell me any. I think it was because she didn’t have any to tell.

“Losing our father was so terrible, and then losing our step-father, we didn’t really know well, but our mother did, and so it was upsetting for us. It made us huddle even closer together.

“When my mother chose to stay in Berlin during World War II, of course having no idea what such a decision meant, Liesel also chose to stay in Germany, or I should say her husband chose, and Liesel, who was always the dutiful wife our mother had taught her to be, would only remain at his side. Usually, she was more likely to be a few steps behind him and, after her only child was born, she would be holding the small hand of her young son, Hans, who was very dear to her.

“After I made it clear to the Nazis that I would not return to Germany, and I became a U.S. citizen, denouncing the Nazis and working toward their defeat, I feared for the safety of my sister. I could not be in contact with my mother and sister, so I tore Liesel out of my picture frame and tried to tear out her very existence. I was afraid the Nazis could punish her—retribution, revenge, you know.

“I began insisting because of the war, but I had lied so insistently, it became a habit and easier to go on with the lie. My mother and I never liked her husband, but she was so in love.

“I remember when my mother said to me, ‘There’s nothing to do about it. She would follow him to hell.’ I remembered my mother’s all-too-prophetic words over the next years.”

“YOU KNOW, I DIDN’T have to become a film actress,” Marlene told me. “There were other things I could have done just as successfully.

“I’m a great seamstress. I really can sew, and I value seam-stresses, especially the best ones. I would bring the ones at the studio cakes I had baked. I had stitch-respect.

“It was more important to me that I could repair my clothes than that I could make them. I was taught by my mother to make perfect stitches and the art of stitch placement to create different effects. The stitches were close to embroidery. This was invaluable to me when I was on the road and my costumes and dresses and pants needed repairs. Usually there was no one to turn to who could sew nearly as well as I could, and I enjoyed doing it. Sometimes I did it for others in the cast. Thank you, Mama.

“I could have been a milliner, too. I make wonderful hats.”

 “But do you think you would have been happy through a long lifetime of making hats?” I asked her.

“Why not? But I don’t know because that wasn’t the life I lived. I remember wishing when I was very busy that I could stop and make a hat, but maybe if I knew that was all I had to do and what I had to do for the rest of my life, I might have hated hats. You don’t know till you try a thing out. Nothing is ever quite the way you imagine it.

“But I can tell you this much. I don’t have to act on the stage or in films to be happy. There are many who don’t feel that way, who pin all their hopes and dreams on a career which can be ephemeral or even nonexistent. My greatest happiness has always been in my dear child, and in my family. I might have stopped working at some point, but I am too poor. Taxes, you know. And what would I do? Stay home knitting?

“I think I could have been a wonderful nurse. I love to help people who need care, to make them feel better. I like to feel that I am a useful person, making a contribution. Seeing them get well gives me a wonderful feeling, and I know I had a special talent for helping people get better.”

“I HAVE BEAUTIFUL JEWELRY, which I wish I could show you. I don’t have so much, but what I have is the best. I’d show you some, but I keep it in the bank. I don’t wear it these days because I’m living a different life, and the truth is I can’t afford insurance. I’m not destitute, but insurance is very high if you live in a flat and do not have a lot of watch-people to protect your possessions, especially your jewelry. Even if you do, it is expensive to have your jewelry at home where you can play with it and enjoy looking at it, even if you don’t take it out of your home. I admit I would like to try some of it on, just alone here in my flat. I’d like to look at it and to touch it. I love the sensation of feeling it against my skin. I remember how it looked, but sometimes I can’t remember how it felt. I enjoyed using some of it in films and in the theater. Theater people are wonderful, and nothing was ever taken.

“I hope to stay in this apartment the rest of my days, not to mention my nights. This apartment suits me. The moment I saw it, I knew it was just right for me. Not too big, not too small. Not a burden to take care of. And I could rent it without having to buy it.

“I always have too many boxes, and I can’t hide them anymore, even from myself. I have grown used to them, but it is jarring when I allow someone to come into my apartment, which isn’t very often. I see the expressions on their faces. I see my clutter through their eyes. Then they avoid looking in that direction again, and so do I.

“Personally, I love knowing that all of my things are here, safe and secure, my memories. All I have to do is go through them, which is never the way I want to spend my time. It means making decisions about what to throw away, what is just junk. I’m always afraid of throwing away something I later want and won’t be able to find. But I must do something so I don’t leave it all for Maria to go through. She won’t like doing that. She is my daughter. It’s impossible for her. She doesn’t live in Paris, and she has her own family. She stays at the lovely Plaza Athénée, but it’s so expensive. I have more time now than I did, but less energy. The only thing to do about a problem like going through my things is to shut it out.

“Life is a constant struggle, a fight to protect your illusions. People are very keen on making you aware of the truth, but it’s their truth, not yours. Certainly not mine. Illusion is fragile and has to be protected. The reality which people acclaim is usually something negative, and often a way to make you feel as badly as they do. But I don’t want to be so serious.

“When I was a child, so young I can’t remember my exact age—I just know it was a long time ago, probably when I was about five or six—I had a premonition. It was before I knew what the word ‘premonition’ meant.

“I don’t know how it came to me or why, but suddenly I knew I was going to die young.

“After that, no one could convince me it wasn’t true. No one tried because I never told anyone my secret. I never wanted pity. It was too tragic to share, even though I felt it was very romantic, like poetry. It made me feel sad because I loved life.

“I think it shaped the way I lived. It was a reason to spend my money and not save for the future.

“After my little girl was born, I hoped, most of all, that I would have the chance to see her grow up. It may have been a reason in the back of my mind that I was happy to marry early and to have my baby early.

“It seems I have outgrown my premonition. It’s too late for me to die young.” Marlene was in her seventies when she told me this.

“I’M NOT SURPRISED YOU want to hear about my life. I’ve had an interesting life. I found it interesting. That’s the important thing. Wouldn’t it be terrible if you didn’t find your own life interesting?

“When I was a child, I wanted to have an exciting life. And I did. But what I learned was it’s important not to have too exciting a life.

“The wonderful thing about youth is it seems endless when you possess it. Nothing to think about, it’s wonderful not to think about money. More wonderful than not thinking about money is not having to think about time.”

Marie Magdalene Dietrich was born on December 27, 1901. Her sister, Elisabeth (“Liesel”), was born the year before. The family lived in the prosperous Schöneberg district of Berlin.

Marlene’s mother, Wilhelmine Elisabeth Josephine Felsing, was born in 1871. She was the youngest daughter of Conrad Felsing, head of Felsing’s. Their fashionable retail shop at 20 Unter den Linden was highly regarded throughout Europe, especially for its watches and clocks. In 1898, Josephine married Louis Erich Otto Dietrich, a lieutenant in the Royal Prussian Police. As a major in the German army during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, Dietrich had been awarded an Iron Cross for bravery in action.

Berlin at that time was not only the capital of Germany, but one of the most important manufacturing, commercial, financial, and cultural centers in the world. When Germany became a nation in 1871, the population of its capital was 826,000 people. By 1910, the city grew to 2,076,200. German rivaled French and English as an international language. Students from all over the world were just as likely to choose Berlin as Paris as a place to study. German culture, science, and products were held in high esteem all over the world. This was the proud Germany into which Marie Magdalene Dietrich was born. “I had a very privileged childhood,” she told me.

It was not quite the aristocracy, and it was a life of spartan values. Although Marlene’s family was never short of the necessities of life and routinely enjoyed the luxuries that money could buy, she remembered her mother admonishing her when she didn’t eat everything on her plate. Her mother sometimes added, “and remember there are starving children in the world who would be happy to eat what you have left.” It made a very young Marlene, who was still Marie Magdalene, feel a little guilty, because she would gladly have shared her delicious meal with a hungry child, but she didn’t know how to do that and her mother didn’t explain.

Marie Magdalene rarely questioned her mother. “My mother seemed to know everything,” Marlene said, but she didn’t believe information was meant to be shared with children, who were taught only obedience. “When I went out in the afternoon with my mother to call on someone for tea, I was never told which of her friends we were going to visit. It was not considered appropriate for a child to ask.”

Strict Prussian military values of duty and obedience shaped the Dietrich household. “My mother constantly tried to instill obedience in us. Children were always taught to obey their parents, without question. Unquestioned obedience was also the role of a woman with her husband. The man was the superior person and he was always right. It was his will which was to be followed. My mother would never have questioned anything my father said, nor spoken out loud any disagreement with him, or criticism of him, and I don’t believe she ever even had such a thought.

“For her that was what marriage meant, obedience. In her mind, marriage was like the military, the husband was always the general, and the wife, if she was a good wife, was always a lower-ranking officer, there to take commands, even unspoken ones.

“My older sister loved school. I remember her telling me when we were little children—she was about nine—that she never wanted to leave school. She studied to be a teacher, got her certificate, and became a teacher, so she didn’t have to leave the world of school at all. She just moved from being a student to being a teacher.

“She was a very conscientious and dutiful child. When she came home from school, immediately she performed all of her duties around the house, and then she rushed to do her homework. I would see her smiling to herself as she did it. She was in another world, transported by learning and perhaps pleasing all of our teachers. I didn’t feel that way about doing my homework. I did it only because I knew I had to do it, except, of course, the French lessons.

“A sad thing for Elisabeth, whom we called Liesel, was when she had a cold or a childhood illness, and she had to stay home from school. She had all the colds and childhood illnesses, and I had none. If it was for any prolonged period, my mother instructed her, and she also paid tutors, so my sister would not fall behind at school. If anything, it put her ahead.

“I didn’t feel at all the way my sister felt about school. I loved learning, but I didn’t feel the school we went to offered a good opportunity to learn what was useful. The teachers wanted to teach us what they believed we should learn, not what we wanted to learn. Maybe it was because that was what they knew how to teach. Latin, for instance. I only wanted to learn French. I didn’t have anywhere I wanted to go where I could speak Latin.

“I was my mother’s girl and my sister was my father’s girl. My mother told me I resembled my father rather than her, and she said that it was lucky for me because my father was such a handsome man. I always thought my sister and I looked alike.

“My sister liked walking with my father. He was tall and straight, with Prussian military posture and an air of authority that made him an ideal escort for a promenade. Even when he was out of uniform, he seemed to be in uniform.

“My sister would look up at him worshipfully and loved to be seen in his company, knowing if she met any of the girls from school, they would envy her. She always hoped to meet at least one of those girls, and often did.

“Looking back, I’m afraid I see my father as rather empty, like a book with a beautiful cover but nothing printed on the pages inside.

“I preferred my mother’s company. She knew the secret of making the best apricot marmalade in Berlin, in Germany, perhaps in the world, and she shared her secret recipe with me.

“I thought, even back then, my sister’s walk would come to an end, right after she returned home with my father on a Sunday afternoon, while the buttermilk soup I had learned to make that day, working at my mother’s side, would be valuable for the rest of my life.”

In Marlene’s Paris apartment, she had a lovely antique mirror, and she saw me looking at it, actually looking into it. “There will come a time in your life,” she said, “when old, smoky mirrors are the best. They are much more romantic. To put it plainly, a woman looks younger in them. I don’t know why anyone would want to see every pore.

“I remember when I was very young, my mother scolded me when she saw me standing in front of our big full-length mirror. I was standing so close, I was almost going into it. I seemed to her to be too pleased by my reflection, and to like what I saw, excessively. I was not hiding my pleasure. ‘Very bad,’ my mother thought, ‘revealing your feelings, even to yourself.’

“My mother valued modesty. Along with obedience, it was one of her prime values, and she thought I ought to revere it, too. I respected my mother, and I wanted her to be happy, so I tried to appear modest, but it was false on my part.

“My mantra has always been, ‘Be noticed.’

 “But I was taught by my mother that the most important rule for a lady to observe is not to be noticed! Above all, she must never deliberately try to attract attention. In fact, it was even wrong to attract attention that was not deliberate.” Her mother never explained specifically how a beautiful young woman could avoid attracting attention.

“Once, when my mother was admonishing me again about how I shouldn’t attract attention, I asked her how I accomplished that. I suppose I was about four at the time. She said something like, ‘Make yourself part of the wallpaper.’ That wasn’t much help. She didn’t explain how I could do that, especially when the walls were painted and there wasn’t any wallpaper.

“From the first moments I can remember, people were always saying to my mother, ‘What a beautiful daughter you have!’ My mother was very pleased by that, no matter how oblivious to it she acted. I was pleased by the compliments, too.

“Even when I was with my sister, in front of my sister, they would glow over me and say, ‘What a beautiful child.’ It was always clear which of us children people were extolling. It was strange, because I thought my sister was the more beautiful one.

“I wondered if my sister minded all of the compliments I received. Well, of course, she had to mind. Liesel’s eyes usually were cast down, as we had been taught to do, because of our girlish modesty. Liesel did not show any expression. Our mother would have been proud of her. I could not suppress a smile. I suppose my mother would have been ashamed of me for that show of vanity in recognition of the compliment.

“Liesel never said anything about it. She was more in-going and I was more outgoing. Partly, it was her nature, and partly I think it was because of me. She didn’t get her share of praise or appreciation, but she never showed any sign of resentment, any sign of being jealous of me.

“Well, I was pleased with the way I had turned out. And truth be told, so was my mother.

“My mother was very conservative about the way I was dressed. She only wore black herself after the death of her two husbands. I think she grieved especially for my father.

“Mother was old before her time, before she was thirty, I think. She knew she had begun losing my father’s attention even before his sudden death. I can remember her dutifully caring for little me and my sister, in her stiff, dour way.

“While my mother’s dress philosophy was never to be noticed, I had a flamboyant inclination. Her own mother, my grandmother, told me, ‘You should be noticed for your good taste.’ My grandmother gave me advice I could understand.

“She taught me how to dress correctly for different occasions, so that I would attract only favorable attention. She taught me what colors to wear at different times of day, how to mix and match subtle tones, how to select accessories, especially purses and scarves, and when I was older, to consider perfume an accessory to be well chosen, and more than anything, which jewelry to wear for which occasion. Jewelry was my heritage, the heritage of my mother’s family, after all. My grandmother’s advice was a lot of fun, and she gave me lovely little pieces of jewelry, too, which helped me to pay attention and remember it all.

“I’ve always loved jewelry. My grandmother would take me to our family’s jewelry store near the Adlon Hotel. She gave me small pieces from her own collection as gifts, and she let me try on hers, as well as pieces at our family store. I loved standing among the well-dressed ladies as they tried on jewelry, and I did the same as they did.”

The Adlon Hotel was at 1 Unter den Linden, an elegant boulevard, perhaps the grandest in Berlin, and guests at the hotel often visited the Felsing’s shop at 20 Unter den Linden to purchase jewelry or clocks. The visitors included royalty, celebrities, and the richest people from all over the world. Kaiser Wilhelm himself enjoyed the hotel. Its decor boasted enormous chandeliers, wonderful marble, huge porcelain vases, oriental hangings, velvet drapes. It was bedecked with every symbol of elegance. Wondrous food was routine—pheasant, caviar, smoked salmon, and of greatest interest to Marie Magdalene, the dazzling pastry cart.

“It was the most expensive place in Berlin,” Marlene said. “Tea and the tea cart with sweet delicacies were affordable, however, if one chose to spend one’s money that way. What better choice? And the waiters were always especially generous to me. Napoleons, petit fours . . . I stuffed myself, but I never got sick. Eating, no matter how great the quantity, especially of cream cakes, the richer the better, never made me feel anything but happy.

“When I went to Felsing’s, I felt like it belonged to me. I loved every piece of jewelry in the shop, some more than others. My grandmother was very pleased. She said I had a good eye. I wondered why she said that, because I had two eyes. Was only one of them good? They both seemed very good to me.

“I remembered what she said, and only years later did I recall her words and understand what she meant. Afterwards, she said it was ‘in the blood.’ Generations of my family had been involved with jewelry, as well as clocks.

“My grandmother wore wonderful jewelry from the shop. She was an elegant lady who carried herself proudly. She always wore several pieces of jewelry which looked wonderful, but never too much. She would instruct me about how to wear my jewelry someday when I would have more important pieces.

“I’ll tell you one funny thing, though. She taught me a trick for wearing wonderful brooches. Every time she wore one which was valuable, or which she liked very much, she would sew it onto her dress so it couldn’t be lost, and she didn’t have to worry about it. She would sew it on lightly, so it wouldn’t mark the dress, but firmly enough so that it added to the protection of the lock, and she felt secure.

“One of my favorite childhood memories was, and still is, the very high cream cakes that were made in Berlin and probably throughout Germany, though my world at that time was very limited, and I was only familiar with Berlin and its environs. But that was more than enough cake for me. Sunday afternoon was our family day at a favorite café, which had wonderful cakes. The displays were dazzling. One also eats with one’s eyes. I do.

“With my grandmother, any day could be a cake day. Cream cake was always at the end of our afternoon excursion, when my grandmother and I had good conversation to share about the day’s activities. We talked like birds chirping at the end of the day.

“I remember my grandmother’s lavender eyes very clearly, or I think I do. Sometimes what we think are our memories are really other people’s memories which they have impressed on us from their memories. For example, even though I can see the unusual color of her eyes very clearly in my mind, it may be something I was told rather than something I really saw.

“And her perfect sense of fashion, which she taught me, became a part of me, not because I followed everything she said, but because I had the perfect basis and could choose the variations I wanted for myself. I have kept as many of my clothes and accessories as I could. They are reminders of happy times.

“It’s not to say I am unhappy now. I am not. But there is an absence of the highs of happiness that I knew in the past, and there is the recognition that I probably will not experience those again.”

On occasion, young Marie Magdalene was so tempted by the fat éclairs that she gave up a cream layer cake in favor of one of the éclairs, which she believed was a French pastry. Only when she arrived in Paris years later did she learn the difference between a German éclair and French éclair, “two totally different things,” she discovered.

“At first, the French éclairs seemed to me to be ridiculously small, and the outside pastry was so thin, you could barely taste it. At first bite, I was disappointed, but I quickly accustomed myself to the éclairs in the country of their origin. I came to like the raffiné French ones best, but in my mind, I always have the picture of those big, fat, obscene éclairs. I can’t quite remember how they tasted, but the way they looked was unforgettable. It’s no wonder Jo von Sternberg told me I had to go on a diet. He only had to say it once because I saw myself on the screen, and I knew he was right. I began the diet as soon as the words left his mouth. I closed mine. I didn’t reduce the quality of what I ate, only the quantity.”

“SOMETHING I ENJOYED DOING as a child was cooking with my mother,” Marlene told me. “I remember being in the kitchen with her before I was tall enough to reach the table. I was drawn there by the wonderful smells. There is no perfume equal to goulash. It’s essential to know how to do a perfect schnitzel. Strawberry Jam Number Five, Raspberry Jam Number Seven. . . .

“I was an indoors girl when my mother was in the kitchen, and I could join her. I always got as close to my mother as I could without being in her way. That gave me a great sense of security. I liked feeling her skirt brushing me. Sharing the activity with my mother made it especially wonderful for me. In the winter, when there was ice, I loved to skate, but I never skated away from cooking opportunities at home.

“I loved ice-skating when I was a child. It came naturally and easily to me. I just put on a pair of ice skates. The first pair fit perfectly and off I went. It didn’t occur to me to be afraid of falling, and I never did. I just skated off.

“On the other hand—or maybe I should say on the other foot— my sister, Liesel, even though she was a year older, didn’t start skating till after I did. She wasn’t really tempted, which I couldn’t understand, because the skating rink in Berlin, when we were small children, twinkled like a fairy-tale land.

“Liesel was always afraid of falling, and she always fell. She would have had more than two skinned knees if she’d had more than two knees. She said it was because she had weak ankles. I couldn’t imagine what she was talking about, what it would be like to have weak ankles. But later, I understood what she meant. I maybe had weak ankles, too. Better not to know those things.

“My mother had such wonderful bowls and dishes. There was a beautiful Dresden cookie plate and a hand-painted Austrian pitcher for milk with tiny painted snow scenes encircling it.

“When my mother saw the careful way I handled all of the dishes and bowls even when my tiny hands could barely hold them, she said, ‘I’m leaving them to you, Marie Magdalene, because you appreciate them.’

“At that time we didn’t know what the future held. As it turned out, it held a lot of broken dishes.

“From the first, I truly loved to cook. I consider cooking much more of an art than a science. If you love to cook, you cannot help but be good at it, or you can become good at it. If you don’t like to cook, determination won’t be enough. Look around for some good restaurants.

“All my life, I’ve been going into the kitchens of restaurants not only to collect their recipes, but to join in the cooking. I know everyone doesn’t have celebrity privilege, but you can try, and someone will appreciate your enthusiasm and let you stay.

“I’ve never been someone who believes in following recipes exactly. A recipe is a guide, and it’s more useful the first time you try to prepare something. Once I’ve done it, the recipe is mine. But more important than measuring spoons and a good scale is to have tasted what you’re making as prepared by someone who made it at its best. That is how you know you have achieved what you want when you taste it. You have to have a standard.”

IN 1907, SHORTLY AFTER the Dietrich family moved to Weimar, Marie Magdalene’s father, regarded as an excellent rider, was thrown by a horse and died. Whether he died from the fall, perhaps striking his head, or from a heart attack brought on by the accident, or whether he had a heart attack and then fell, his daughter never knew.

“My mother never discussed any of the details with me. When it happened, I was six years old, too young to understand much of anything except my father had disappeared from my life, leaving behind only a silver-framed picture of him in the drawing room and his boots in his bedroom, which my mother kept highly polished, as if my father might be returning at any moment. They were like a shrine, those two empty boots, standing at attention.

“Once in a while in my childhood, my mother would look at me and, unsmiling but glowing slightly, say, ‘My little soldier.’ I was too young to completely understand, but I recognized it as a wonderful term of endearment. I understood she was linking me to my father, the great love of her life. I reminded her of him. It made me very happy.

“But as I’ve grown older and I’ve been alone so much, a strange thing has happened in my relationship with my father. We have grown closer, so that now, some of the time, he is sharing my flat with me.

“During the few short years of my early childhood, he was my shadow father. He was the person my mother was always cleaning the house for, living for his praise. I think she would rather have had him praise her beauty, but there was nothing she could do about that, so she kept her house the best it could possibly be kept. My father never admired the floors, even when she redid them after the maid had done them. Her standard for my father was almost unattainable. He took it for granted, and he just assumed his home would be perfectly kept by my mother and the servants. She made the best meals for my father, even when he didn’t arrive home to eat them. It was simply a Prussian household of its day.

“I think my mother was a very passionate woman, but she didn’t know it until the marital bed, with my father. The most romantic part of the marriage, I believe, was before I knew my parents, before my sister was born and before I was born.

“I came to understand another factor in the marriage, my mother’s ample dowry. She had fears of being an old maid, and she had never dared to hope that her Felsing dowry would be sufficient for such a match with a dashingly handsome military hero who had become an officer in the Imperial Police Force, a highly respected career in the Prussia of that time. Mother was from a successful merchant family which was able to offer a better dowry than could many aristocratic families.

“For at least two years, the life of my mother revolved around babies. If we had been two boys, it might have been different. As it was, I remember my mother waiting longingly to hear his key in the keyhole of our front door. For me, Father was a hat with a plume, a mustache, and a pair of the shiniest boots I ever saw.

“Not long ago, I woke up, and I thought I saw my father in my bedroom on his horse. The room was too small for a horse, so I wanted to warn him because I’d been told he had fallen from his horse and died. I wanted to save him, but it was only a dream, or an apparition, or something like that.

“I’d never spent much time with my father, because he was always doing his duty and didn’t have so much time to spend with a little girl. There were times when he was gone, I wished I’d taken some of those walks with him. It wasn’t because I missed him so much. I can’t honestly say I deeply missed him, because you can’t deeply miss someone you didn’t know. I missed knowing him better, so I could miss him more. I missed missing him.

“I was especially conscious of his absence on Sundays. We no longer bought bags of chocolate creams and went to the café and had hot chocolate with patisserie. Birthdays, which had always been luxurious events, were not so important. It might be one or the other with Mother, but life became a matter of choices, one or the other. Luxury was the casualty in our household. Mother conveyed that the absence of little pleasures was character-building. I wasn’t persuaded. When a choice was offered, I always chose luxuries over necessities.

“My mother never complained, but I felt she missed those joys in life that had disappeared. She was a consolation to my sister and me, but I don’t know if we were a consolation to her. We certainly were a responsibility. That may be of use because, in my life, I cannot imagine not being needed. For me, being needed is what makes life worthwhile.

“I know my mother missed my father terribly. She never cried, at least not in front of us, but she was terribly lonely, I think. It had been such a triumph for her when my father had asked for her hand in marriage. She devoted herself to her duty and satisfying the needs of my sister and me, but the light had gone from her eyes. The bloom was gone from her cheeks. Her black outfits did not flatter her, and she seemed to age rapidly.

“When I was older, I asked my mother to tell me more about what had happened to my father, but this always upset her very much. Because she wouldn’t tell me any more details, I grew up thinking the secrecy meant there was some mystery about my father’s death.

“But now I don’t think that anymore. Now I think my mother didn’t tell me any more details because she didn’t know any more herself.

“Do you want to know what my mother called me when I was very little? It was only a few times, but I remember it very well. The first time I heard her say it, I didn’t understand it was me she was speaking to. ‘I’m speaking with you, Paul,’ she said, looking directly at me. I looked around, but I was the only one there. She only did this when I was very, very little. One time she called me ‘Little Paul.’ I asked her why she called me Paul.

“Usually she didn’t answer my questions. She didn’t believe that parents were required to answer their children’s questions. Parents always knew best. This time, she answered me, softly, ‘It was the name your father chose for you. It was what we were going to call you if you had been a boy. We were expecting a boy.’

“My mother didn’t say that they wanted a boy, but there was that implication.

“I felt my father must have been disappointed that I was a girl. He didn’t mind that their first child was a girl, but then to have a second girl . . .

“Mother had let him down. I had let him down.

 “Maybe if I’d been Paul, my father would have been around the house more, and my mother would have been happier.”

•    •    •

“ ‘MARLENE’ WAS NOT the name I was given when I was born. I was called Marie Magdalene, which I did not like because at that time so many girl babies were being given that name. I wanted a name that was all mine, only mine. There was no one else named Marlene.”

Shortly before World War I, Marie Magdalene Dietrich started calling herself Marlene Dietrich, a name she had created for herself when she was eleven. “I thought Marlene was a much more glamorous name,” she said.

“When I created my name, the first person I told was my sister. I told her that I didn’t like my name because it was too common a name in Germany.

“I told Liesel I had decided to combine Marie and Magdalene to make a new name for myself, Marlene.

“My sister said I would have a very peculiar name. No one else in school would have a name like Marlene. That’s just what I wanted to hear. My sister was called Liesel, and there were many Liesels. She disliked anything that was out of order.

“I was very happy with my new name. It had a kind of French aura.

“I fell in love with France, with Paris, before I ever saw it. My ears fell in love before my eyes did. I knew it was a beautiful language, the most beautiful I’d ever heard, even when I’d only heard it spoken with a German accent.

“I loved the sound of French from the first moment I heard it. At home I was encouraged to learn French. I didn’t need encouragement, because it was just what I wanted to do. My mother began teaching it to me, and then I had some German teachers of French. I knew even with their German accents, it must belong to wonderful people in a beautiful place.

“My mother told me she didn’t want to speak French with me because she had a German accent and she didn’t want me to speak French the way she did. Her mother, my grandmother, sometimes spoke French with me, and it sounded very nice. I pretended we were in Paris, though I couldn’t really imagine what Paris was like. She had studied with French teachers from France, and she loved the language. She talked with me about fashion, clothes, accessories, purses, shoes, and jewelry in French. She said I should think of clothes and accessories as friends to accompany me through life.

“When I started school, my family chose a school where I would have classes in French. There was a real French teacher from France. I adored her. She was chic in a proper way, wearing ladylike clothes. Her suits always had feminine touches, ruffled ecru blouses, and a jabot with a brooch strategically placed. She wore gloves, fine white linen in the summer, fine leather with little pearl buttons for the rest of the year, in colors that matched her outfit. I’d never seen pastel kid gloves before, only dark colors, and my mother had white for Sundays.”

The teacher, Marguerite Breguand, recognized her student’s interest in French, and Marie Magdalene felt they had a bond. Sometimes they would sit on a bench outside the school and speak in French. It made the little girl feel very special. She studied hard and wanted to grow up quickly.

Mlle Breguand taught classes in advanced French for the older girls. Marie Magdalene could scarcely wait for the time she would be old enough to attend the advanced classes taught by Mlle Breguand. She dreamed of the day she would see Paris. She knew it wouldn’t let her down when she did, and it didn’t.

Every day she could scarcely wait to go to school because she was so eager for French class. Then, one day, she went to school, and it was all different. All of the French classes had been canceled. She couldn’t find her French teacher, who was not German. Mlle Breguand apparently had disappeared. When Marie Magdalene asked about her, she sensed a distinct chill. She was told that Mlle Breguand had left the school and would not be returning. “Where has she gone? Why isn’t she coming back?”

She was shocked and sad. She couldn’t believe that Mlle Breguand would have left without saying anything to her.

Marie Magdalene missed her friend. She waited months, looking each day in the post for a note, in French, from the teacher, saying goodbye, perhaps saying something about the future. The note never came.

When she told her mother what had happened, her mother explained that Germany and France were at war. Her teacher, as an enemy alien, would have had to leave Germany immediately, or she might have been imprisoned. For Marie Magdalene, the concept that France was an enemy was not something she could understand or accept. She could not imagine Mlle Breguand as an enemy.

“I’VE NEVER BEEN ABLE to enjoy knitting because of the circumstances of my childhood contribution to the German war effort at the beginning of World War I. We children, the girls, were assigned the task at school of knitting mittens and scarves. The yarn was provided for us. I think some of our work must have surprised the recipients. There were some six-fingered gloves and no six-fingered soldiers. Most of us only did mittens.

“At the beginning, people in Germany were happy about the approaching war. Can you imagine that? Especially the very young soldiers who were so pleased with themselves, proudly marching off in their uniforms, a brief excursion to fulfill dreams of glory. It would turn out to be neither brief nor glorious.

“Many of those young men were never coming back to live out their lives. They didn’t seem to understand that possibility and each one appeared to be convinced of his own immortality.”

By 1915, food was strictly rationed. Milk was rare. Marlene felt that her lifelong weak bones were the result of being deprived of calcium when she was growing. She was happy that her teeth were good.

Potatoes were the regular diet, until even potatoes became scarce. Marlene said she never minded potatoes every meal, and she missed them as the war went on.

“In 1916 there was only pretend coffee. You had to be a very good actress to pretend that it was coffee. It didn’t taste good. For a time, I didn’t think I liked coffee.

“There was luxury food available for those who had money, the very rich. The very rich could enjoy real chocolate cake.”

Her uncle Max and two cousins were killed in battle. “I had met my uncle,” she said, “but they were not a real part of my life. Death, however, was coming into everyone’s life. Innocence was lost.”

In the third year of the war, Josephine was forced to take a job as a housekeeper to support her family. Working in that capacity for the von Losch family, she met her second husband, Eduard von Losch, a colonel in the Grenadiers.

In 1916, she and von Losch were married. She wore a black dress, not a good omen. She was still in mourning, in dress and in her heart, for Marlene’s father, who had died so young and so unexpectedly.

Marlene did not recall her stepfather very clearly. “He was like a ghost,” she told me. She never found him interesting but didn’t mind her mother marrying him, because she understood that Josephine was worried, burdened, and lonely. She was still young and needed a man on whom she could lean, and another pair of boots, if a smaller size, that she could polish.

Marlene’s new stepfather did not replace her father. Von Losch was scarcely present because he was a career military officer, stationed at the front and not often home. He was able to offer them tinned luxuries, which were available to an officer on active duty. With the extra money he gave the family, Josephine was able to provide everyone with a better-balanced and more interesting diet.
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n Marlene, the legendary Hollywood icon is

vividly brought to life, based on a series of

conversations with the star herself and with
others who knew her well.

In the mid-1970s Charlotte Chandler spoke with
Marlene Dietrich in Dietrich’s Paris apartment.
The star’s career was all but over, but she agreed
to meet because Chandler hadn’t known Dietrich
carlier, “when I was young and very beautiful.”
Dietrich may have been retired, but her appearance
and her celebrity—her famous mystique—were as
important to her as ever.

Marlene Dietrich’s life is one of the most
fabulous in Hollywood history. She began her career
in her native Berlin as a model, then a stage and
screen actress during the silent era, becoming a star
with the international success The Blue Angel. Then,
under the watchful eye of the director of that film,
her mentor Josef von Sternberg, she came to America
and became one of the brightest stars in Hollywood.
She made a series of acclaimed pictures—Morocco,
Shanghai Express, Blonde Venus, Destry Rides Again,
among many others—that propelled her to
international stardom. With the outbreak of World
War II, the fiercely anti-Nazi Dietrich became an
American citizen and entertained Allied troops on
the front lines. After the war she embarked on a
new career as a stage performer, and with her young
music director, the gifted Burt Bacharach—whom
Chandler interviewed for the book—Dietrich had
an outstanding second career.

Dietrich spoke candidly with Chandler about
her unconventional private life: although she
never divorced her husband, Rudi Sieber, she had
numerous well-publicized affairs with his knowledge
(and he had a longtime mistress with her approval).
By the late 1970s, plagued by accidents, Dietrich
had become a virtual recluse in her Paris apartment,
communicating with the outside world almost

entirely by telephone.
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