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INTRODUCTION



In June 2013, while conducting research for a Huffington Post article on fake Jackson Pollock paintings sold to wealthy investors, I asked nineteenth-century American art expert Alexander Boyle one question: “Are there any fake van Gogh paintings?” Without hesitation, Boyle replied, “Sure, there’s one hanging in the Met.” Struck by the idea that one of the most iconic van Gogh works, Wheat Field with Cypresses, could be a fake, I began looking for more information. In the process, I would learn that there were claims of other fake van Goghs on the market. In the 1990s, they would lead to what would become known as the “van Gogh Fakes Controversy.” Art journalists, art historians, and a few art experts made accusations, many of them about several paintings, but no absolute proof was provided for any of these.

While writing about technology, from big data and cloud computing to social media and mobile apps for multiple media outlets, I saw how recent advances enabled one to go online and compare the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s version with another painting of the same landscape, A Wheatfield, with Cypresses, that hangs in Gallery 45 of the National Gallery in London. For instance, as Alex Boyle pointed out to me, the London painting has “cracking” in the pale blue sky that resembles a dried riverbed during drought, while the Met’s canvas shows no such imperfections, like a woman wearing makeup.

Like Pollock, Vincent van Gogh added his own unique signatures to his artwork. For one, he used three custom-made pigments, colors that were unique only to him. He also used a custom-made asymmetrical weave count, in which there were twelve threads on the horizontal axis and thirteen threads on the vertical axis per square centimeter—these custom canvases were ordered and delivered to Vincent during his stay at the Saint-Rémy asylum in the South of France. Recently, an x-ray of a purported van Gogh led to the painting being labeled a fake when it was discovered that the canvas had a square weave count (twelve by twelve threads per cm). And then there are the actual signatures—those found in over 820 letters that Vincent wrote and that still survive. Over a thirty-five-year period after the artist’s death, his sister-in-law Johanna van Gogh-Bonger archived and translated those letters into four languages. Today the van Gogh letters exist online, in an easy-to-use, dynamic database that can be searched by keyword, date, and location. The letter database is run by the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, Netherlands, which claims to be the final arbiter of the paintings’ attributions and authenticity, as well as the translations of the original letters.

Because of my background in construction—civil engineering sector—where I had worked with materials that degraded (concrete) and fatigued (steel), I first delved into the material characteristics of the artworks and studied environmental stresses from the way Vincent’s paintings were dried, stretched, handled, rolled, shipped to his brother Theo in Paris, and stored in a “haphazard” manner, as Vincent recalled in his letters. Those material characteristics are what drew me to Wheat Field with Cypresses. After I reviewed troves of van Gogh letters and read what the artist saw, felt, and thought 125 years ago, I was sold on turning this story into a full-length book.

Ultimately, to determine whether a van Gogh is a fake, one should first separate the paintings by time and place. Over Vincent’s short ten-year career as an artist, his drawings and paintings evolved in terms of unique brushwork—he dabbled in Pointillism, but his thick impasto was a signature that belonged strictly to him. When he arrived in Paris, he found his place among the Impressionist peers, from Gauguin and Monet to Pissarro and Cézanne. He was influenced not only by the rich colors and techniques of the artists, but also their drive to not replicate what was in front of them, like a photograph, but rather to draw out the natural symbolic meaning of what they saw and felt at that moment in time.

It was when he went to the South of France to pursue his dream of establishing an artist colony (which never came to fruition) in Arles in 1888—and then, after a mental breakdown, checked himself into the Saint-Rémy asylum—that van Gogh was swept away by the bright southern sunlight and colors (Irises, Sunflowers) and magnificent nature (Wheat Fields and Cypresses) that spoke to him in a way that city life could not. At the Saint-Paul monastery-turned-hospital, in his most troubled mental and emotional state, his nadir, he produced what are unequivocally his greatest artworks.

During his stay at the asylum, painting was part of Vincent’s therapy, and those years in Provence would become the most productive of his career. It was during this time that he went on to produce many of his masterpieces, including Starry Night, Irises, Sunflowers, and Bedroom. It was also during these years that Vincent devised a way to package his paintings to reduce shipping costs. He would stack five to six paintings on top of one another, roll them with the painted side facing outward, bind them tight together with a string (contributing to the disintegration of the impasto), place the rolls in wooden crates, and send the crates on the “goods” train from Arles to Paris in an overnight journey. One or more of Vincent’s letters accompanied the rolled paintings in the trip north to his brother Theo in Paris, who stored them in his small apartment and, when there was no longer room, leased storage space from a local paint shop. A decade later, to make up for the poor storage conditions, one of the paintings (the Sunflowers) was taken to a restorer, who also had a reputation as a copyist and a forger. Shortly after that, the same restorer bought eight van Goghs, including A Wheatfield, with Cypresses (the version that is now in London’s National Gallery). The story soon got more complex.

As I was learning the details of Wheat Field with Cypresses, the Pollock story took a back seat to van Gogh. I reached out to the Met to get the museum’s side—could they tell me more about the painting’s provenance?—and spoke to one of its curators and van Gogh experts. In my quest for answers, I emailed a dozen questions to the Met, but my request to examine the painting’s “condition report” was denied. I would ask in different ways, including going to the museum in person, but was denied access each and every time. Even after I published (in the Huffington Post) a 2,600-word article on the subject, “Hacking van Gogh: Is the Master’s ‘Fingerprint’ Missing from a Met Painting?” on July 10, 2013, the Met still rejected my request to make the condition report available to the public.

By the end of July 2013, I reached out to my longtime editor, Stephen Gregory, the publisher of the English version of the Epoch Times. He wrote a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) letter to the Met requesting the condition report. Yet again, the Met summarily rejected the query on behalf of the press and general public, claiming that it was not quite a public institution, despite its 1870 charter stating the contrary.

Why am I trying to show that the Met’s Wheat Field with Cypresses is a fake without access to the condition report? Well, why would the museum hide such a report from the public? The more the Met said “No,” the more determined I became to find the answers. When I came across a 1982 New York Times article on the Met’s rebuffing the late Morley Safer and CBS’s 60 Minutes inquiries into examining and testing a different suspect painting the Met bought in 1960, I knew I was in good company.

In investigating the Metropolitan Museum’s Wheat Field with Cypresses, I would learn that the history of the ownership of the painting was in many ways just as interesting as the question of whether the artwork is authentic or not; that the van Gogh paintings from the South of France did suffer from the telltale stress cracking and “impacted” impasto brushstrokes; and that van Gogh was not only a great artist, but also a very literate writer, who was self-critical, thoughtful, and sensitive, able to see life in everything nature had to present to him.

It was this last point—the story of a poor artist who painted the “peasant genre” and died destitute, having sold only one of his nearly nine hundred paintings during his life—that drove me to investigate further. Van Gogh is arguably the most iconic artist of the past two hundred years. Sadly, his early death, with his brother Theo dying six months later, gave other artists of lesser ability ample space and time to copy, forge, and sell knockoff paintings at the turn of the twentieth century.

Breaking van Gogh is divided into three main parts (followed by a concluding section that brings my questions into the contemporary context—the Age of Transparency). The first covers the times and circumstances in which two van Gogh paintings shattered auction records by a magnitude of ten. It also describes the time that the son of a German-Swiss arms dealer, who had made his fortune over the misfortune of dead and wounded soldiers on both sides of the World War II conflict, saw that his father’s company was going to be in the red for the first time in its sixty-two years of business. Did the financial threat influence the decision of the second-generation arms dealer to sell one of the few paintings he had inherited? This part will trace the story of how Wheat Field with Cypresses first made its way from Dieter Bührle into the 1990 Passionate Eye exhibition at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, was then purchased for the collection of Walter Annenberg, and finally ended up at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where it resides to this day.

The second part of Breaking van Gogh takes the reader on a tour of Vincent van Gogh’s years in the South of France, through his mental “attacks” and declining health to the iconic works painted in those years, which include the three versions of the Wheat Field with Cypresses landscape: the Met’s First version, purportedly painted in June 1889, and two subsequent versions, the Small version and the Final version (September 1889), the Final version having resided in London’s National Gallery since 1960 with a slightly different title—A Wheatfield, with Cypresses.

The third section of the book delves into the colorful and magnetic owners of the Met’s First Wheat Field with Cypresses in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, connecting the Post-Impressionist era at the turn of the century to the modern-day “Fakes Controversy.” Some of those owners include members of the von Mendelssohn family (descendants of the German composer Felix Mendelssohn) and Emil Georg Bührle, an arms dealer to the Nazis, among others.

This book sets out to answer the question of authenticity of the First Wheat Field with Cypresses painting. To do so in the absence of the condition report, it examines the physical characteristics of the different versions, as well as the paper trail that was the basis of the Met’s attribution and provenance. Do the written historical documents authenticate the First version? Is the First version’s history different from what the Met has long claimed? The book will also examine the relevant van Gogh letters, as well as the inventory list, compiled by Andries Bonger (brother to Theo’s widow, Johanna van Gogh-Bonger) after the deaths of Vincent and Theo, to point to some curious absences and omissions in these crucial primary sources.

Finally, Breaking van Gogh will take the reader through the history of ownership and the telltale signs of van Gogh’s authentic works. By looking at the technical characteristics of the painting, the written historical records, the convoluted history of the painting, and its journey through one of the most turbulent periods in history, I will ask and attempt to answer the question of whether the Met’s Wheat Field with Cypresses would be more accurately described as a van Nogh.


I

THE ART BOOM RISES
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House of Bührle

Dieter Bührle, a Swiss arms manufacturer, drove along the river toward Lake Zurich to his father’s mansion on Zollikerstrasse. He adjusted his thick Coke-bottle glasses and looked in the rearview mirror. He didn’t like what he saw—the gray receding hairline appeared to have crept further up the crown of his head, and the worry lines on his forehead aged him. He practiced smiling and frowning, glancing at those lines while keeping one eye on the road.

Friday, December 12, 1986.

On past Friday afternoons before the annual Oerlikon-Bührle Group board meeting, he recalled being more relaxed, often celebrating a good year of profits and growth with drinks and an early dinner with colleagues or his bankers in town. Not that year. Stressed by the news he would have to deliver to his sister Hortense and the rest of the board the next day, he grimaced and tried to take his mind off business.

Visiting his late father’s private art collection, one of the largest in Europe in the twentieth century, would bring some respite from the bad business year. It had worked in the past—when he was a child and teenager, and later a college graduate—to take a private tour of the colorful Impressionist paintings of Vincent van Gogh and Paul Gauguin, Edgar Degas and Henry Matisse, and numerous other European masters. Thinking about those paintings brought him joy, even though he wasn’t an art expert or enthusiast like his father. Somehow, it even gave him hope that he would come out of the Saturday board meeting having tendered his resignation and the board having rejected it.

[image: images]

A historical landmark, the Zollikerstrasse mansion was built in 1886. Emil Georg Bührle bought it in 1937, the year he and his children became Swiss citizens, having emigrated from neighboring Germany. This was also the year when he began to buy and collect art from the French Impressionist school. Emil was rich. He had arrived. And the drums of World War II would make him wealthier. Another world war was great for business at Oerlikon-Bührle, armaments manufacturer.

Bührle’s company sold anti-aircraft, anti-ship, and anti-submarine guns, 20mm cannons, and the components of new missile-guided systems to the Nazis and Allies in both theaters of the war, the Atlantic and the Pacific. Oerlikon-Bührle supplied industrial arms to the British Royal Navy, fitted its weapons on the frigates and destroyers of the US Navy Pacific Fleet in 1942, and fed the Nazi war machine to the very end, when the Nazis looted billions of dollars in art for barter to purchase more weapons and munitions.

The war was great for business and even better for Bührle’s ability to buy European Impressionist and Post-Impressionist art. By the time he died in 1956, there were more than 150 artworks in his collection. Thanks to the war, he had become the richest man in Europe: he bought more than three-quarters of his collection in the last decade of his life.

During the war, he would buy art with suspect and sometimes unknown provenance, which would lead Emil Bührle into trouble as accusations began appearing after the war. The industrialist had to perfect a delicate balancing act to erase his ties with the Nazis, including Hermann Göring.

Thirteen paintings in Bührle’s collection that were acquired during the war would eventually be clawed back by the US OSS (Office of Strategic Services), the predecessor of the CIA, which pressured the Swiss government to help recover art stolen by the Nazis and return it to its rightful owners in 1945. Ever the art collector, Bührle would buy back nine of those thirteen paintings from the original owners at better-than-market rates—in cash. As his wealth grew, he outbid and outmaneuvered most American museums, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, for works such as Marc Chagall’s Russian Wedding and Pablo Picasso’s Still Life with Flowers and Lemons.

Emil’s sudden death in 1956 from a heart attack left his son Dieter wounded, cast into an emotional fog, and in charge of the Oerlikon-Bührle empire. The Bührle empire was making the next generation of missile-guided systems for the United States, Canada, England, the European allied nations, and later NATO. Not unlike his father, Dieter found ways to work with countries sanctioned by the Allies, from Iran to apartheid South Africa, among other rogue regimes. In 1970, such back-channel dealings had landed him in trouble with Swiss authorities.

Now, in 1986, arriving at the foundation’s house, Dieter drove into the gated driveway and parked in the back of the three-story red brick mansion with its A-frame roof with dormers, ivy that climbed up the walls and brick columns by the front door, and cypress trees that stood tall behind a wrought-iron fence with hedges around the perimeter of the property. It was the cypress trees, imported from Italy and planted on the mansion yard, that reminded Dieter and his sister of the van Gogh paintings in their father’s art collection, seven of them the artist’s masterpieces, including Sower with Setting Sun and Blossoming Chestnut Branches.

A villa attached to his father’s old house stored more than one hundred works of art—three-fifths of Emil’s collection—Dutch Masters, Impressionists, Post-Impressionists, and Cubist painters. Emil’s widow and children owned the rest of the paintings.

This trip to his father’s mansion, in peace and solitude, served two purposes. The visit would relax his frown lines and lower his blood pressure, getting his mind off business; more importantly, it would also give him an opportunity to pick out a painting or two that he could sell if his business went further south and there were no new contracts. Maintaining the lifestyle of wealth with a summer home in Italy and a ski chalet in the Swiss Alps was paramount to his well-being.

He entered the villa and it was as though he stepped into a time portal that took him back to his teenage years. He inhaled the familiar musty odors that were embedded in the carpets and wallpaper of the house. Even though the house and villa were touched up in 1960 and then totally renovated in 1976—twenty years after his father’s death—his memory still saw the home where all those bright French paintings hung side by side, covering the dining-room wall. In his head, he still heard the stern footsteps and deep voice of his domineering father, a robust man, who conducted business with an iron fist but also had a warm side, a passion for the arts that dated back to his school days before World War II.

The evidence of his father’s passion was right there on the walls—paintings by Cézanne, Chagall, van Gogh, Gauguin, Renoir, Picasso, Goya, Manet, and Monet, among others. That was why, on February 24, 1960, Dieter, his sister Hortense, and their mother Charlotte Bührle-Schalk had established the Foundation E. G. Bührle Collection. They decided that the villa would be a museum, open to the public one day a week. They wanted to establish Emil’s legacy and share his love for art with the public.

Making his way to the Impressionism gallery, Dieter approached a van Gogh masterpiece, Wheat Field with Cypresses. Seeing the landscape artwork—painted by Vincent van Gogh during his troubled but artistically liberating stay at the Saint-Rémy asylum in southern France in 1889, a year before his untimely death—transported Dieter back to 1951, the year his father purchased the painting from a German-born arachnid specialist named Peter Witt. Dieter recalled being there when an intermediary, an art broker, entered the house and the two men sat down for coffee discussing market prices for Impressionists, the Saint-Rémy masterpiece, and other paintings that were available for Emil to purchase. What they didn’t talk about was the war.

Since Dieter’s current concerns had more to do with finances than with art, he wondered about the painting’s value going into 1987. He knew it had to be in the low millions, but how much? Was Wheat Field with Cypresses worth $3 million? Might it be worth as much as $5 million? How much could it fetch at an auction? He didn’t know if there had been a large sale in the art auction market on French Impressionism, so he was unsure of the painting’s potential value in the marketplace.

As he looked over the clouds that swept from left to right in the painting’s pale blue sky, with shafts of sun and shadow dancing across the low-range gray mountains in the background and a breeze blowing through the wheat and the cluster of cypresses in the foreground, Dieter understood that this painting could be his meal ticket, his insurance policy in case Oerlikon-Bührle imploded.

He made a vow to himself: after the start of the New Year, he would get the masterpiece appraised.
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Cold War, Hot Art

Dieter Bührle arrived the next day at the Tudor-style office at the Bucheggplatz tram station in Zurich, Switzerland. The reclusive businessman, who had spent more than half his life in his father’s shadow, carried troubling news in his briefcase. Feeling frost redden his cheeks, he eyed the opaque sunlight trapped behind an overcast sky and wondered what he was going to tell the board, on which his sister Hortense Anda-Bührle sat as a director.

Oerlikon-Bührle Group, a holding company that oversaw military arms manufacturing, Bally Shoes, and industrial coating systems, was in the red and hemorrhaging money from three speculative defense projects that struggled to find traction. The Reagan-era arms didn’t produce the windfall in military contracts Dieter had envisioned, nor did the strong Japanese yen help manufacturers in the West—most tools and arms factories in the United States were up for sale.

Where were the wars? he wondered, straightening the knot in his scarlet tie. Were the only conflicts fueled by terrorist bombings and hijackings? Had the 1980s become the decade of transition and short-lived skirmishes?

Despite being an old professional, whose father served in World War I, made weapons for the rearmament of Germany in the 1920s, and then sold weapons to the Nazis and Allies during World War II, Dieter had failed to see the signs of the Cold War receding, of power in flux. How could he not see? Perhaps it was because Russia was still a nuclear-armed superpower threat.

Dieter didn’t let the bad news overwhelm him—he had trekked through deeper financial valleys before and always found a way out. Yet he couldn’t brush off the losses, as the numbers would be exposed in the financial statements. They wouldn’t lie. He also knew they wouldn’t be released to the public for another month—not until January 1987. That gave him time to dance like a Russian bear: spin, maneuver, manipulate, strategize, and build a winning story. Before any of that could happen, however, he had to address the first loss in the company since his father Emil Georg Bührle took over as managing director in 1924.

The company had been in the black for a span of sixty-two years, since Dieter was three years old. Dieter Bührle reminded himself of that fact while striving to steer the company back to profitability. He would conduct this meeting in his usual stoic, businesslike manner. He would weather the storm, as long as he laid out a clear path and upbeat message with strong business prospects to come in the New Year.

Focus on the near-term success, he thought as he strolled up the sidewalk, watching the icy vapor of his breath dissipate in the cold air.

The quiet on that cold, gray Saturday morning served him well. So did the empty roads with low-rise office buildings, tucked in a bowl of crags and trees, the stillness broken by the infrequent rumble of a tram arriving at the station. Dieter liked the silence. Board meetings on Saturdays meant no phone calls, no faxes, no media to ask probing questions, and no inquiries from the worldwide 30,000-plus Oerlikon employees of the publicly traded company his father had built from the ashes of a dying German tool manufacturer.

Dieter knew he could contain the bad news until good news arose in the spring. The only issue he had to contend with was that there would be no dividends for the investors for Christmas. His chief of finance, Ernst Winkler, who was in charge of the company’s pension fund, had alluded to that cold reality.

Dieter entered the office, placing his cashmere overcoat, scarf, and gloves on an Italian leather sofa in the lobby, and headed to the conference room to start the meeting. The graying, chubby-faced chief executive officer, wearing a three-piece wool suit, sat down at the head of the table, as he was also the chairman of the board. Seated across from him was his sixty-year-old younger sister Hortense; a cunning Italian businessman with a round face from the Contraves Group, Marco Genoni, the CEO of Oerlikon Aerospace, Inc., a Canadian arms concern; and an engineer named Michael Funk, who was being groomed as Dieter’s replacement to lead the conglomerate within a year. Also present were four other board members, including Ernst Winkler.

As Dieter read through the meeting minutes, he dispensed with pleasantries and small talk. He broke the bad news without emotion. Oerlikon-Bührle Group was not, as he had suggested in September, in the black, but deep in the red. He eyed Ernst as he read the words 250 million francs in losses. The huge losses came from several business units, but mostly from the military arms manufacturing division.

Two hundred and fifty million francs swept through the board like a cold breeze. Looks of disbelief, slackened jaws, and gasps ran around the table. It was a shock to the directors, especially after the company had delivered a modest profit of 37 million Swiss francs in 1985. Without reacting to or making eye contact with any of the board members, Dieter handed out copies of Oerlikon-Bührle’s financial statements, pointing out that:

The main culprits were the armament division, which was 200 million francs in the red as against the 100 million that had been expected and the Contraves division, which was faced with a 50 million franc deficit as against an anticipated 50 million profit.1

Dieter had obfuscated the bad news earlier that fall by explaining that profits would be smaller, not that the company was bleeding money. Before he got to the question-and-answer phase of the meeting, he flipped the minutes over, letting the board members know he was going to speak off the record. Dieter leaned forward, tapping his index finger on the table. He looked around at the board members and said, “This has been a tough year for us. Yes, we overpaid for the land in Canada to build Oerlikon Aerospace’s new manufacturing plant. It was an expensive transaction, but it’s the cost of doing business.”

“We began the bidding process for the ADATS [Air Defense Antitank System] project almost a year ago, and had to surpass six other Canadian firms aiming to secure the same multimillion-dollar contract,” Michael Funk interjected.

“Will the project be a success?” Hortense asked, adjusting her shoulder-length, dyed brown hair.

“Of course,” Dieter replied with a look of reassurance. “Our man in Canada, André Bissonnette, will be elected to be a senator in the prime minister’s cabinet at the start of the year. But we want to keep that quiet, keep that ace card in our back pocket.”

Dieter’s right-hand man, Michael Funk, nodded in agreement.

“What does that mean for Oerlikon-Bührle?” Hortense asked.

“The future is promising. The new facility is on schedule to open next autumn,” Dieter answered. “Once the Americans see us deliver the ADATS guided-missile system to the Canadians, our orders will go through the roof.”

“What are the risks?” his sister asked.

“Hortense, there are political risks. But they are behind us. Once the plant is operational, Oerlikon-Bührle will do what we do best—build.”

“How much profit did André Bissonnette make?” she asked, continuing to press.

“One-point-six million dollars,” he replied.

“Actually, it was Bissonnette’s wife, Anita Laflamme, whose name was on the deed of sale. The property was flipped three times in eleven days before we executed the purchase,” Funk clarified. “We closed on the land last April.”

Hortense made a face as she ran the numbers through her head. Bribing officials, this time Canadian, had always been part of Dieter’s world, just like it was the norm during her father’s era. Grease the palms with under-the-table money, and be first in line on many projects and contracts. She remembered that her brother had been tried and convicted in Switzerland in 1970 for breaking several international and Swiss laws by illegally selling arms to apartheid South Africa, and to Mideastern enemies of Israel and the United States, by using false sales certificates from a French shell corporation. So bribing Canada to secure the ADATS contract was a coup that locked out competitors, at a time when no other country was buying the anti-tank missile system. Had Dieter not won the Canadian bid, the financial statements would have bled red for years to come.

Hortense understood and accepted that the Swiss muscle—cash—was needed to make the deal work. As her father was fond of saying, if you can’t be good, be careful. In other words, don’t get caught.

Satisfied with the explanations on the Canadian land deal, Hortense turned the minutes back over and asked about the accounting issues, with losses not only on the anti-tank ADATS battery, but also Seaguard and the old R&D weapon Escorter, an experiment that was finally shelved after a costly thirteen-year run, having attracted few buyers.

“After the worst-case projection,” Dieter said, “you get into the whole matter of write-offs and the liquidation of reserves—and these are major changes.”2 Taking a one-time loss in the company’s books was one way to stem the financial bleeding ahead of questions from nosy journalists and concerned investors.

What Dieter and Michael Funk wouldn’t say on the record was that the military technology division, headed by Funk, consolidated a turnover in 1985 that amounted to 1.08 billion Swiss francs. So even that year’s “modest profit” of 37 million francs was suspect. Without that accounting dexterity of consolidation in a division that eliminated duplicate jobs, the profits might have turned into a loss. They’d be in trouble if a forensic accountant raked through the numbers.

Ernst Winkler then discussed the “unexpected” cost overruns for the Contraves division with its Seaguard system. “We project a 50 million francs write-off for the Seaguard,” he said flatly.

Hortense pored over the balance sheets and was about to ask a question when Winkler spoke up again. He reminded the board that the step had to be taken in accordance with the company’s strict regulations governing capital write-offs. “Since there are no customers, the price of the product must be set at a lower figure. And by your own admission, Dieter, there are no other customers for Seaguard at this time beyond the systems that have been installed on six Turkish frigates.”3 Hortense then also brought up Oerlikon-Bührle buying an Ohio manufacturing company, Motch, reminding her brother that the once “prize catch” had turned into a business failure after seven years.

Ernst moved on to Oerlikon-Bührle’s 1978 acquisition of Bally, the struggling Swiss company, which bought leather during World War II from the Nazis, and said:

In contrast to these indigestible chunks, the picture at Bally, the third leg of the Bührle triad, looks positively gratifying. Although the ups and downs on the currency market and the absence of American tourists have resulted in a drop in sales and earnings, they are “undramatic.”4

“Then the problem going into 1987 is not with Bally, but the military group,” Hortense stated.

“Nonsense. The military contracts are where the future lies,” Dieter said, adding, “From what I know, virtually all American machine tool manufacturers are up for sale, because given their cost structure they cannot compete against the Japanese. Oerlikon Motch Corp in Cleveland, Ohio, is faced with a situation of this kind.”5

“Will the company be showing a loss again this year?” Hortense asked.

“Things should get back to normal in 1987. We already know that we will not be running into the kind of one-time write-offs or unusual restructuring expenditures that we did this year. I am saying all this on the assumption that the dollar does not decline any further,” Dieter answered.

“We should put that in the annual letter to our stockholders,” Winkler said.

“And then we can return to paying a dividend?” Hortense asked.

“Sure. But remember, one military contract worth two billion francs will change everything,” Dieter replied, with a bit of confidence returning.

“Dieter, don’t get ahead of yourself, which is your tendency, brother. Remember our stockholders meeting earlier this year?” Hortense said.

Dieter nodded, trying to figure out where she was going with the question.

“You said you would quit the board of directors,” she reminded him. “But you and Michael will stay in charge next year?”

“Let me put it this way: I have certain ambitions, too. When I leave my post, I would like the concern to be in the black again so that we can pay a dividend once more. I will let people know in plenty of time when I am ready to leave. Funk has his hands full with the military technology division as matters stand,”6 Dieter said.

Satisfied with the board meeting in preparation for the stockholders’ letter at the end of January, Dieter ended the meeting and wished everyone a merry Christmas. He left first, grabbing his coat and scarf on the way out, still plagued by a gnawing feeling that he had better come up with a plan B for himself if things blew up and went off the rails in 1987.

The Vincent van Gogh painting he owned was looking more and more like a plan B.
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1987 Shock and Thaw

Nineteen eighty-seven began quietly in Switzerland.

Dieter Bührle had had a more subdued family Christmas holiday than in years past. He himself did okay—the family still managed to vacation at their ski chalet in the Swiss Alps. But no dividends were paid to the investors for the first time that he could recall; that bothered him, since it left him exposed to criticism from insiders and outsiders alike.

As he was about to pack his belongings and drive his family back to Zurich, he saw the international news on TV. The Canadian prime minister, Brian Mulroney, had elected André Bissonnette as minister of transport to his cabinet. Upon hearing the news, Dieter, breathing a sigh of relief, broke out a bottle of champagne and finally decided to celebrate. He could finally exhale, knowing that an insider would soon be in place to lock up more defense contracts with Canada.

Even with this booster shot of good news, Dieter was still planning to get his van Gogh painting appraised. Given the recent developments, however, it could wait a little, at least until Oerlikon-Bührle made its financial statements public in a couple of weeks and after he fielded questions from the press and investors on all of the recent losses the arms manufacturer suffered. Once he got that painful exercise out of the way, he would turn his focus to making sure the new plant, located in St. Jean-sur-Richelieu, southeast of Montreal and thirty-two miles north of the Vermont border, would be up and running by September.

Sipping a glass of Dom Perignon, Dieter called Marco Genoni, head of Oerlikon, a subsidiary of the Oerlikon-Bührle Group, who was vacationing in Lake Como in the Italian Alps, and shared the good news out of Canada. They raised a glass of bubbly and said prost! over the phone, wishing Oerlikon Aerospace great success in the new year. After they discussed Marco’s trip to the project site in the coming week, Dieter called Michael Funk, who was already back in Zurich, sharing the great news on Bissonnette’s appointment. “Michael, we need to find more business partners like André Bissonnette this year. I will make a trip to the US and see if old partners could provide us with access to a Washington senator,” he said.

They laughed at the thought, at the opportunity to be explored and exploited, wished each other good health and better profits in the New Year, and said prost! again, blessing their endeavors with good luck to come in 1987.

[image: images]

Luck is a fickle and feckless lady. Just as 1987 started off with a bang of great news that their man in Canada was now an advisor in Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s cabinet, bad news drove a wedge through the hope and optimism that Dieter and his executives shared on New Year’s Day. A little over two weeks into his new post, André Bissonnette was forced to resign. The deed took place at an emergency cabinet meeting on Sunday—a Sunday meeting, like Dieter’s stealth board meetings held on Saturdays, was rarely a good sign, since it usually meant a scandal.

That Sunday, January 17, 1987, the politicians had their day off.

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney was caught in the hornet’s nest of a land-for-money bribery case. His rivals in the Liberal Party, whom Mulroney had ousted three years earlier in the 1984 election rout, now had the upper hand, and they managed to dislodge a seventh cabinet member during Mulroney’s office tenure. Being forced to axe his close friend André Bissonnette in such a publicly humiliating way, a mere couple of weeks into the new post, made the deed all the more painful. But Mulroney had no choice. New elections would come in two years’ time. So there he was, seated in Parliament Hill in the nation’s capital of Ottawa, Ontario, forced to clean house in a public mea culpa on January 18.

A week after the news of the scandal exploded across the media airwaves, the New York Times put the political paroxysm in perspective:


In the House of Commons this week, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, half-moon spectacles perched on his nose, spent several hours fending off attacks by opposition members aroused by a sense that his 28-month-old administration has suffered an irrecoverable blow….

What is known about the affair so far is that the 100-acre plot in the Quebec town changed hands three times in 11 days in January 1986, three months before Oerlikon obtained a contract valued at $440 million…. The land deals increased the value of the plot from $590,000 to $2.2 million, the profit going to local speculators, at least some of them known to Mr. Bissonnette.7



The Canadian Mounted Police launched its own investigation into the scandal. Stunned by the news as it became public in the wake of Brian Mulroney’s admission of making a mistake, Dieter Bührle worked the phones. He knew it was imperative to make sure that his two main executives in the Oerlikon Aerospace business unit in Canada did not speak to the press and that any press release had to come from his office.

Dieter instructed Marco Genoni to take a vacation, lie low, and be out of sight when the heat from the probe came, as they knew it would.

Dieter Bührle gave the same instructions to Michael Funk, adding that the best way for the company to stay out of the scandal was pretend nothing had happened. “Business as usual” became Dieter’s mantra. He repeated it now, and reminded them both that Oerlikon was losing money and they had to do everything in their power, legal or otherwise, to avoid the plant’s construction getting shut down, hit with a work stoppage, or otherwise delayed because of court action over matters that didn’t concern them. Canadian laws were friendly enough, but different from Switzerland’s, so they had to tread carefully and do their research. He told his capos to identify where the pitfalls might lie for Oerlikon Aerospace in the coming month.

As far as Dieter was concerned, André Bissonnette was Brian Mulroney’s problem, not that of Oerlikon-Bührle Group. He wanted to portray the company as the unaware, blameless buyers of land that seemed a bit overpriced but was critical to the long-term military contract that the company had won a year before.

As this scandal now threatened the only viable business that the military division of Oerlikon-Bührle had going for it, Dieter once again turned his attention to the van Gogh. The sooner he got the Wheat Field with Cypresses appraised, the better he would sleep at night. He began to make calls to a few art gallery owners he knew were familiar with his father’s art collection. Time was no longer Dieter’s ally.

Another issue cropped up in mid-January. Oerlikon-Bührle Group finally released its 1986 financial statements to the public and shareholders. The day after the release, the press came seeking comment about the multinational corporation’s first loss in revenue and profit in more than half a century. A reporter from Zurich’s Die Weltwoche—World Week—magazine called his office. She wanted to interview Dieter for an article and have him answer questions on the losses in the military division. Knowing that declining the interview would make investors suspicious, Dieter agreed to the interview in his office, on his turf.

[image: images]

The new year had started off with more than a bang for Dieter Bührle. Beyond fending off the press on his company’s first loss and the political fallout from the Canadian land grab deal, he arranged for the art appraisers to come by his father’s house to check on the condition of the painting and estimate its fair market value.

He also read about an upcoming March 30 auction at Christie’s in London. The auction was going to feature one of Vincent van Gogh’s dozen Sunflowers paintings.

The news was music to his financial ears. All of a sudden, Dieter didn’t need the Wheat Field with Cypresses appraised. The Christie’s auction was going to give him a free ballpark figure, an estimate of the painting’s worth in the open market. He called back the appraisers and told them to sit tight until April.
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