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For Messalina, Calpurnia, and Agrippina
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Epigraph


These gentlemen having asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure Island, from the beginning to the end, keeping nothing back but the bearings of the island, and that only because there is still treasure not yet lifted, I take up my pen.

—Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island
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Prologue “We Were Poor, but We Lived in Paradise”

There was no running water. What there was, was strictly rationed. There was no electricity, and few roads, only scrubby, rocky footpaths mined with thorned cactus. Food was scarce and so was money on an island that was already impoverished before the Depression began.

In 1931, eight-year-old Marius Stakelborough and his five-year-old brother Philibert lived with their grandmother Eulalie on Rue de la Guadeloupe in Gustavia, the capital and largest village on the tiny island of St. Barthélemy in the French West Indies. They shared a shack just steps from its natural harbor. Down the lane, seawater lapped into the streets; there wasn’t even a seawall or quay along the shore where visiting sloops and schooners landed to deliver cattle and eggs from other islands and pick up Gustavia’s only export, woven straw products. Salt production, begun in the 1820s when engineers built canals, dikes, and basins behind Anse Saline, had ceased sixty years earlier, indigo and cotton long before that. Only shallow-draught sloops could approach the shore; families kept rowboats to fetch cargo from bigger ships that couldn’t enter the harbor. The Stakelboroughs could only sometimes afford vegetables, and usually survived on bread and fish.

The boys’ parents were unmarried; Yvonne Sibilly, their mother, lived and worked on a larger island, Guadeloupe, 230 kilometers to the south. She sent money when she could. Their father, Adrien, who likely descended from slaves,1 had run a small West Indian general store and served as their little island’s only policeman, but he, too, had left years before, going to the Dominican Republic to earn more money. While he was gone, Marius assumed one of the jobs Adrien left behind, scrambling barefoot through town (shoes were only for church) and up a rocky hillside to one of its oldest structures, the clocher Suédois, or Swedish bell tower, erected by the island’s former colonial rulers.

Each day at 6 a.m. and 8 p.m., Marius’ small hands rang its Sofia Magdalena bell, cast in Stockholm in 1799 and named for a Swedish princess. It was a vital job. Without Marius, who would know what time it was? “Ringing the bell was my duty,” he solemnly recalled to his biographer decades later. “Sometimes we forgot the time, sometimes we overslept, but even if it was way too late, we had to run up into the bell tower and ring away.”

St. Barth existed out of time. Barely existed, really.

A barren, volcanic rock with no arable land or fresh water, sitting between the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, its best years—when its port thrived as a bustling, fortune-making melting pot of European, American, and African; black, white, and multiracial—were long past. At 2,354 residents, the population was its lowest since 1794. Still, Marius recalled, “We were happy, although we didn’t know it. We were poor, but we lived in Paradise.”






Introduction “A Haven for Brigands and Pirates”

Ninety years later, two nights before New Year’s Eve, a luxury retailer with global aspirations was corporate host of a charity gala on the north coast of St. Barth. When Marius Stakelborough was a boy, the main attraction of the Saint-Jean district was a grassy plain where a flock of sheep grazed. But St. Barth had changed, and while some would say otherwise, things were quite a lot better.

Not only was there clean running water, there was an endless flow of Champagne and rosé, electricity sufficient for that night’s concert by the pop diva Dua Lipa and a troupe of dancers on an open terrace facing the beach. That terrace belonged to Eden Rock, the island’s original celebrity hostelry where, in the 1950s, the likes of mogul Howard Hughes and Greta Garbo vacationed incognito.

The new breed of St. Barth denizen prefers its holidays in the glare of TV lights and camera flashes, so 2021 was, to make a not-so-fine distinction, more about show-off names than private legends. In the crowd were a few actors led by Leonardo DiCaprio (or so it was said, as the person in question wore a mask all evening) and model Dylan Penn; a runway’s worth of models; photographer Marco Glaviano, who had started shooting fashion spreads on the island in the 1970s; and demimonde notables like French DJ Bob Sinclar and Tommaso Buti, an Italian businessman who had just been pardoned by U.S. president Donald Trump, his former partner in a second-tier modeling agency, right before the Italian went on trial on thirty-five counts of wire fraud, fourteen counts of stolen property transportation, and one count each of money laundering and conspiracy to commit wire fraud and the transport of stolen property. Not to worry, though. That rendered him made-to-order for an island that had been a haven for brigands and pirates since the sixteenth century.

Buti and the rest of the UNICEF guests walked a red carpet, paused for pictures at a branded step-and-repeat backdrop, ogled a display of charity auction lots—a Harley-Davidson motorcycle once owned by Elvis Presley, a silvery Ares S1 supercar, artwork by Alexander Calder and Cindy Sherman, a photograph of Marilyn Monroe—before sitting at orchid-bedecked tables where, as Vogue later gushed in an online slideshow, the “more-is-more style of event production” inspired guests to “place see-and-be-seen bids.” Though, to be honest, not very large ones. The night raised only €4 million for UNICEF, barely enough to buy a small two- or three-bedroom villa on a tenth of an acre on a hillside in one of St. Barth’s less prestigious neighborhoods.

The following year, when Luisaviaroma and UNICEF did it again, six members of the St. Barth Municipal Council objected, saying the event had “overwhelmed the island,” stressed the police and gendarmerie, clogged the port with “an unprecedented influx of goods,” including “building materials that cannot be re-used,” had a heavy carbon footprint, and attracted the sort of guests who would never return, all “in perfect contradiction with our island.” Not only that, the organizers had never revealed how that €4 million was spent.

That UNICEF gala was also something of a comedown from past high season weeks on St. Barth, the days between Christmas and New Year’s Day, when the island briefly becomes a bold-faced paradise, the once-sleepy harbor of Marius Stakelborough’s Gustavia turns into a maritime parking lot grid-locked with nine-figure superyachts, and its streets, a plutocrat petting zoo. By the turn of the millennium, that week had evolved into a bacchanalia of someones: moguls; celebrities and those who revolve around them; planets orbiting fierce, brilliant suns, hoping to be lifted toward the stars by flares rather than singed by their own ambition.



St. Barthélemy had long been the Caribbean’s ugly duckling, unwanted, ignored by the first European explorers in the fifteenth century, and subsequently kicked around like a hacky sack by colonial rulers. Two moments, four years apart—almost half a millennium after Christopher Columbus sailed past without stopping on his second trip to the New World in 1493—reveal just how quickly and thoroughly it had transformed into an elegant, majestic swan. On New Year’s Eve 1991, at the stroke of midnight, the only sound a visitor heard was the lapping of waves and one lonely yacht in the harbor blowing its foghorn. But in May 1995, when the actor Brad Pitt and his then-new girlfriend Gwyneth Paltrow were photographed frolicking in the nude by paparazzi lurking in the rocks over their villa love nest at Le Toiny, the island’s most remote hotel—the pictures immediately rocketed around the world.

The island’s delirious years, arguably, didn’t began until the end of 1997. That holiday week was chronicled in a story on the front page of The New York Times Styles section that began and ended at a New Year’s Eve party on The Other Woman, a 190-foot yacht rented by Ted Field, a department store heir, failed race-car driver, and successful film producer and music mogul. The middle-aged bachelor was accompanied on the island by an entourage of fifteen young women. And his party boasted a cast of characters worthy of an all-star Hollywood blockbuster, some of whom would morph from heroes to villains in the quarter century to come: rap moguls Sean “Puff Daddy” Combs and Russell Simmons; Miramax cochairman Harvey Weinstein; fashion’s Anna Wintour; Kelly Klein; Nicole Miller; Revlon and Technicolor mogul Ronald O. Perelman; the supermodel and movie star Lauren Hutton; and a flight of von Furstenbergs.

The Styles story wandered through a party for a music business lawyer in a villa rented by record executive Clive Davis, a New Year’s fete on a ship in the harbor where another producer served buckets of caviar and Dom Perignon, and lunch at Taïwana, an exclusive hotel restaurant, where the notoriously picky owner, Jean-Paul Nemegyei, grumbled after asking Combs to leave for what he deemed rowdiness. “I don’t know who all these people are,” Nemegyei complained. “They all have big boats—big deal.” But Puffy’s unruliness didn’t stop there. His nightly blow-outs on his rented yacht, Dreamseeker, were enough of a hot mess that the charter company took the boat back on New Year’s Day.

“Consensus on the island is that the scene is already peaking,” wrote the Times’ Monique P. Yazigi, “with about two more years, after which it will all be ruined.”

But ruination is in the eye of the reveler; the party has raged on ever since.

In 1998, Field and Davis joined forces and attracted Mick Jagger, Jon Bon Jovi, record man Tommy Mottola, and Wall Street’s Alan Patricof. Martha Stewart enjoyed the first New Year of the millennium with comedienne Penny Marshall on Perelman’s brand-new 188-foot Ultima III yacht, which would remain a fixture in the coveted innermost stern-in slip in Gustavia’s harbor for eleven years. Hollywood’s Sherry Lansing and William Friedkin were there in 2002, alongside Barry Manilow, restaurateur Jean-George Vongerichten, and gallery owner Larry Gagosian. Naomi Campbell hung with Puffy and Sex and the City’s Kim Cattrall in 2003 at a just-opened branch of Miami-based Nikki Beach, the latest center of gravity in Saint-Jean.

By 2004, Perelman had gone Hollywood after his 2000 marriage to actress Ellen Barkin, and guests on his yacht included Benicio del Toro, Robert Downey Jr., George Lucas, Francis and Eleanor Coppola, Jerry and Linda Bruckheimer, basketball coach Pat Riley, and Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter. In 2007, Barkin was bye-bye but Ivanka Trump and Jared Kushner turned up on the Ultima III, alongside Anne Hathaway, Steve Wynn of Las Vegas, and Weinstein, who was on his honeymoon with dress designer Georgina Chapman and renting a yacht of his own for $250,000 a week.

Billionaire George Soros, Kevin Spacey, Martha Stewart, Nick Rhodes from Duran Duran, Roger Waters of Pink Floyd, Linda Evangelista, Richard Meier, Aby Rosen, art dealer Tony Shafrazi (with three hyperactive blondes), and hotelier André Balazs were at Larry Gagosian’s beach party. Stewart’s then-boyfriend, the Microsoft Office developer Charles Simonyi, just back from the International Space Station, hosted Waters, New Line Cinema chief Robert Shaye, and the not-yet-infamous media heiress Ghislaine Maxwell aboard his 233-foot yacht. Spacey and Brett Ratner lunched at Nikki; British rock icon Malcolm McLaren celebrated his seventh trip to the island at a gallery opening for Richard Prince.

George Gurley, a reporter covering the scene for Vanity Fair, found the hottest party of the week on Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen’s 414-foot, military-themed Octopus, which “looks like it could eat all the other boats in the harbor and then go to work on St. Barths itself,” Gurley wrote. “Every self-respecting yacht owner has a helicopter these days, but the Octopus has two. It also has a yellow submarine, 28 guest bedrooms, and a swimming pool on the main deck.” It was “surrounded by celebrities,” when Gurley boarded, including Steven Spielberg, David Geffen, Billy Joel, and Robbie Robertson of The Band.

Some of them joined Gurley on a tour. “We learn about the eight 20,000-horsepower engines and the 265,000-gallon gas tank, which holds enough fuel to travel from New York to Europe and back. We see Ernest Shackleton’s compass, Patrick Healy’s goggles, and a champagne bucket and flute that belonged to the genius who designed the Titanic. And we’re led past a ping-pong table, running machines, a foosball table, a mosaic from the 3rd century, a second foosball table, an original poster from Lawrence of Arabia, and a Jasper Johns painting called Numerical which our guide says is ‘probably the most expensive work of art on the ship.’ ”

The tour ended in “a glass-bottom room, staring at hundreds of little fish.” But the party was just getting started. “Paul Allen is strapping on his guitar and getting ready to play a few songs with the house band. With Jon Bon Jovi on the mic, they launch into a raucous rendition of Tom Petty’s ‘American Girl.’ Robbie Robertson is at the bar, getting a red wine. I ask what brought him to St. Barth. ‘There’s a magnet here in the water or something,’ he says. ‘Every year we say, “Let’s not do that,” and we end up coming back.’ ” As 2008 began, Gurley ended up at a local bar, where St. Barth regular Jimmy Buffett closed his set with “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.” Indeed, Gurley’s article was never published.



The next year, Daniel “007” Craig, Waters, Eddie Murphy, Peter Brant and Stephanie Seymour, and Jay-Z and Beyoncé joined the big-name holiday elite. The boats got bigger, too; so big that many had to anchor outside the harbor. The fortunes represented on the island had grown, too. Fifty years earlier, Rockefellers and Rothschilds occupied the top of the dunes. But in 2009, the stakes got higher when Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich bought a property once owned by David Rockefeller, a grandson of Standard Oil founder John D., on a beach called Gouverneur on the island’s south coast—and immediately established a new New Year’s tradition when he hired Beyoncé, Gwen Stefani, and Prince to perform for 150 guests, among them Orlando Bloom and Miranda Kerr, Marc Jacobs, Jay-Z, Kanye West, and Lindsay Lohan.

Some thought Abramovich a piratical character, too, albeit one closer to the louche Johnny Depp as Jack Sparrow than the fiendish Blackbeard. A swashbuckling figure, the Russian rode the high seas on lavish ships; it was said he’d just commissioned a new £200m mega-yacht with a missile detection system, armored protection around its wheelhouse, bulletproof windows for his master cabin, and a yellow escape submarine capable of diving to 160 feet. He immediately became a figure of local mystery and romance.

That year, though, despite serving lobster and caviar and pouring Château Pétrus and Château Margaux, Abramovich was upstaged by a party at Nikki Beach, thanks to its host Hannibal Gaddafi, a son of Libya’s dictator, who reportedly paid Beyoncé €1.3 million to sing five songs on another celeb-packed beachfront patio. But Abramovich would win out in the end, hosting his party annually, with performances from the Kings of Leon, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and the Killers with cameos by Jimmy Buffett and former Beatle Paul McCartney, while Gaddafi’s father was overthrown and killed and the son went to jail for years. When Prince appeared again as 2015 turned to 2016, bunking in a villa with rooms designed to match the look and logos of famous fashion brands like Chanel, Louis Vuitton, and Hermès, all the holiday regulars turned up to party alongside Abramovich and guests like Gagosian, real estate magnate Aby Rosen, and investment banker Dan Neidich and his jewelry-peddling wife Brook Garber, who owned a billionaire’s row of properties on a long beach called Flamands, alongside regular renters like artist Prince and rap mogul Lyor Cohen.

New times mean new hierarchies. At the end of 2010, the movie and personal publicist Peggy Siegal wrote that though he’d only been there a year, Abramovich was “clearly the king of the island.” Siegal stayed at Taïwana, where she cohosted a lunch for forty with Tamara Mellon of Jimmy Choo shoes, went to dinner “next door,” chez Gagosian, with Salma Hayek and François Pinault, Wendi and Rupert Murdoch, and Jane and Jimmy Buffett, dipped into a party on Allen’s Octopus, watched Fergie sing with the Black Eyed Peas in Abramovich’s orchid-filled tent, and ended her “perfect holiday vacation” at Perelman’s annual January 1 birthday party on the Ultima.

As 2011 turned to 2012, Twitter’s Jack Dorsey, reality TV’s Olivia Palermo and celebrity spawn Vito (son of Julian) Schnabel and Vladimir Restoin (son of Carine) Roitfeld joined the passing parade. There were new boats, too, like Barry Diller’s 305-foot sailing yacht Eos, David Geffen’s 454-foot Rising Sun, and in 2018, the eccentric 291-foot Olivia O with its reversed bow. Owned by the richest man in Israel, billionaire Eyal Ofer, it took up what seemed like permanent winter residence just outside the harbor. Abramovich’s 533-foot Eclipse eclipsed them all, though, and for years held the title of world’s largest superyacht. It was but one of the Russian’s fleet of superyachts.

Like St. Barth perennial Leo DiCaprio, it was all getting a little old, but still, neither rain, nor mosquito-borne illnesses, nor the #metoo accusations that knocked Weinstein, Spacey, Ratner, Simmons, the renamed P. Biddy, and Peggy Siegal’s client Jeffrey Epstein off the see-and-be scene could stop the tides. And again, island denizens sought to read the seaweed leaves.

“I’ve been on the boat of Perelman, I’ve been to Abramovich. It’s an interesting mix, quite cool, but it wasn’t St. Barth,” says Jean-Philippe Piter, a French photographer and art director who moved to the island in that portentous year of 1997 and published a magazine called Pure St. Barth before decamping twenty-one years later. “The island was fucked and I was sitting in the front row, watching it destroyed. The jet set changed completely. The people who used to come are gone. Now, it’s marketing. The high quality is gone. Yeah, they’re super rich, but they have no taste. They don’t get the spirit of the island. They build trophy houses. What do big houses bring to a small island? Okay, sophistication. Okay, luxury. But keep the authenticity, kindness, and friendship. St. Barth now reminds me of a Walmart parking lot in Arizona. This is why I left. Thirty years ago, we spent New Year’s Eve on a beach around a bonfire.” He wasn’t alone in his disdain and disappointment.

So, had St. Barth run out of time? Had it, like Harvey Weinstein, glided full circle from ugly to undeniable and back again? Its creation as a destination and evolution into a world-class one is the subject of this book. I’ve seen it happen as I’ve visited the island regularly for three dozen years. Like Piter, I left, too, for seven years just after Abramovich arrived and suddenly my favorite restaurant had two different wine lists, the new one full of bottles that cost $1,000 and up, way up,1 but nostalgic for my Paradise lost, I returned in 2018 and then, every year since.

I rent the same little house each time, a three-room affair just up billionaire’s beach from a sprawling trophy mansion erected by a hedge fund runner. If I look to the right from my deck, I can see it, and like Piter, I cringe. But if I swing my head left toward the sea, it disappears. I know which beaches to go to and when. I know which restaurants attract the sort of people who build trophy houses on a tiny island—and I avoid them. I’ve reserved that rental villa through 2028. Maybe I’ll see you there. But aside from steering clear of the week between Christmas and New Year’s, I won’t tell you my secrets, only the island’s. You can learn the ins and outs yourself. Paradise is worth protecting.

How paradisiacal is it? A drive along the island’s twenty-four miles of roller-coaster roads, through neighborhoods like Corossol, Flamands, Lorient, Anse des Cayes, Lurin, and Marigot and Gustavia, the island’s capital, port, and commercial center, make the appeal of St. Barth obvious. Those twisty roads snake up and down the island’s ten volcanic peaks (the highest, Vitet, reaches 938 feet) and around hairy curves, seeming far too narrow for two cars to pass each other, let alone a car and one of the construction vehicles that are all over an island that slumbered for centuries but then developed rapidly. Finally, there’s a moment on the way to Gouverneur when civilization drops away as the road does, offering a view down to a breathtaking bay of glass sprinkled with a few sailboats and yachts and a scimitar of sand secreted in a cove between two scrubby, rocky cliffs, inhabited only by goats and turtles.

This West Indies paradise, and its permanent population of about eight thousand, occupies nine square miles fifteen miles southeast of its nearest neighbor, the half French, half Dutch island known, respectively, as Saint-Martin and Sint Maarten. St. Barth’s jagged, verdant volcanic peaks are inhabited by those goats and turtles, lizards, chickens and feral cats; miniature valleys are crossed by low stone walls; lots are ringed with coconut palms, bougainvillea, and hibiscus; many of its traditional pastel cases, red-roofed bungalows and sprawling mansions offer stunning views of the rugged coast, uninhabited nearby islands, and the cerulean sea beyond. Those rough hills descend steeply into enough craggy coves and bays to give visitors the choice of twenty-two beaches. Or is it ten or eleven swimmable ones? Or sixteen or seventeen accessible ones? Opinions differ.

The tiny airport serves as a velvet rope across the entry to this most clubby resort. Only helicopters and small planes carrying up to twenty passengers can land. Jets need not apply. Those that are permitted glide precipitously through a narrow saddle between two hills, so close to the cars of watching gawpers at a traffic circle between them they could offer haircuts as they cut their throttles and drop steeply to the second shortest runway in the Caribbean, 2,100 feet long, ending mere feet from Saint-Jean, one of the island’s most popular beaches.

The pass is called the Col de la Tourmente, or “the collar of turmoil”—but to habitués, it’s more an amusement park ride. Passport control—a Frenchman in uniform who actually seems glad to see you—is steps from the runway, and you meet your bags right next to him. No sniffing dogs. No customs. Welcome to St. Barth.

9:30 p.m., December 31, 2023: Wyatt Page, a twenty-nine-year-old New York commodities trader, and his girlfriend approach Gyp Sea, a three-year-old beach club on Saint-Jean Bay, half an hour before the doors open for its New Year’s Eve party. This fete, too, has an internet fashion retail sponsor; its host is a Los Angeles club and party promoter; the entertainment lineup is topped by Black Coffee, a South African DJ, and VIP tables top out at more than $100,000 for the night. It’s the kind of party that has an official tequila. Page asks the doorman what it will cost to get in. “Not at any price.” It’s sold out.

They have dinner and return at 11:30, this time approaching the club from the beach, and again offer to pay to get in. While Page haggles, his girlfriend Kayla scans the crowd and points to a man in a T-shirt at one of the $100,000 tables. “Is that Elon Musk?”

Elsewhere in the packed crowd are football player Tom Brady and snowboarder Shaun White; models Nina Dobrev and Heidi Klum; the pop divas Katy Perry, Bebe Rexha, and Saweetie; actors Orlando Bloom, Miles Teller, and Chase Crawford; Fanatics founder Michael Rubin; talent agent Casey Wasserman; the Kardashian-adjacent reality TV star Scott Disick; real estate mogul Barry Sternlicht; Derek Blasberg, whose website identifies him as YouTube’s head of fashion and beauty and director of public figures; and on down the hierarchy of celebrity. It’s so packed that guests of Jan Koum, the cofounder of WhatsApp and latest owner of a nearby two-acre, twelve-bedroom compound, gratefully nip home for bathroom breaks, avoiding the Gyp Sea loo queues.2

Heading to the other end of the beach club, Page keeps trying to get into the party. “How much are you making tonight?” he asks the guy manning the rope. “I’ll double it.”

That’s when the YouTube-famous boxer Jake Paul strolls by and Page gives him a friendly air punch, winning the acknowledgment, “That’s pretty good.” And just like that, the security guard wavers. “Just two?” he asks Page. “Okay, go in.”

A month later, Gyp Sea would be shuttered for two weeks for several infringements of its permits that night, including packing in six hundred guests when only half that number were authorized. But to Page, it all proved he’d been right to go to St. Barth. It was an “archetypal, storybook” night, he recalled. And best of all, thanks to that generous guard and an open bar, “I didn’t spend a dime.”






Part I Exploration
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Vintage postcard, Savannah of Saint-Jean, photographer unknown










1 “My God, What Have I Done?”

Thirty-five years ago, when my wife and I first visited St. Barth, it was already, I was assured, ruined. Left unsaid was who the culprit was. Did ruination come with the Spanish-financed explorer Christopher Colombus, who skirted the island but named it for his brother, Bartholomew? With the French ancestors of today’s locals, who sailed from nearby St. Bitts in 1648? The Knights of Malta, who took over a few years later? The British, who next controlled it for an instant? The second wave of French peasants who landed in 1763? Or the Swedes who took over in 1784 and made the island’s natural harbor a free port? No doubt the Carib and Arawak natives who were there before any of them would say unequivocally, all of the above!

Friends who’d visited in the 1970s recalled a simple place where locals descended from the early Swedish and French settlers (and likely, their slaves), a handful of homeowners from the United States and Europe, and the hardy, mostly American visitors willing to endure the journey to an island serviced only by a tiny airfield or nauseous-making ferries mixed at a ramshackle hilltop bar-restaurant with vast sunset views called, improbably, Santa Fe.1 St. Barth was exclusive then not because it was expensive but because it catered to a self-selecting band of elite and adventurous travelers who disdained golf courses, high-rise concrete block hotels, gambling, and native music, and could live without television, telephones (in the 1990s, there was even a boutique called Sorry, No Telephone, that turned an island detriment into a brand), or any semblance of social life. Some but hardly all the visitors were prominent people.

Regardless, their reward for enduring the trip was a tiny island that, unlike Jamaica, Barbados, or St. Croix, felt tasteful, polished, and distinctly European, with multiple beaches, calm and rough, long and tiny, some with reefs worth diving, others with wind worth surfing. A dramatic verdant landscape of flat savannahs, peaks, and long views across the Atlantic and Caribbean. Quaintly colorful island architecture. Fine French food and wine as well as local seafood. Cuban cigars. And as years passed, ever-more extravagant rental villas and hotels designed by the likes of Christian Liaigre, and international cuisine from chefs like Jean-George Vongerichten and Joel Robuchon. Into the 1990s, whether you were paying $100 a night for a basic cottage or $800 a night for a four-star hotel, if you made it there, you could be a part of St. Barth.

By the twenty-first century, though, it had become if not quite an exclusionary private island then an uber-luxury product itself, populated by the rich and famous, its port stuffed with superyachts and studded with luxury brand boutiques like Hermès, Prada, Chopard, and Bulgari. On its hillsides, homes of mahogany and teak were being muscled out by mansions of stone and glass. The open Gurgels and Mokes—stripped down adaptations of lightweight military vehicles—that had long been the island’s vehicle of choice, were replaced by Mini-Coopers and SUVs.

St. Barth had long had a minor identity crisis. Officially Saint-Barthélemy, it was often called St. Barts by English speakers, though the French (like this volume) prefer St. Barth, which is also what descendants of its original settlers are called. But as the island evolved, it seemed to be turning into St. Bling, and that accelerated after Hurricane Irma scored a direct hit on September 6, 2017, with winds that reached an unofficial 199 miles per hours. Many were injured, power went out island-wide, 456 buildings were damaged, and its fleet of rescue vehicles was neutralized when the fire station was submerged under 3.3 feet of water. Insurance claims eventually surpassed $1.23 billion.

But fifteen months later, the island had shrugged off the latest threat of ruination. Three weeks before Christmas 2018, no sleighs were flying but cranes were towering; earth was moving; concrete was pouring; European stone workers were swarming; trucks laden with mature palm trees were hoisting them into the ground; restaurants and hotels were reopening; containers full of luxury goods were being unloaded, and best of all, crowds of visitors were returning. I was among them, on my twenty-second visit.

At Sunday lunch at Nikki Beach on Saint-Jean, a day club on the island’s most famous beach, a DJ was spinning while his entourage danced and chanted around him; rosé poured from magnums; Wall Street types were quaffing while puffing cigars and barking into cell phones; their wives (mostly first, from the looks of it) ogled models in thong bikinis, and waiters were waving sparklers, twirling bottles, and balancing plates like circus jugglers.

The only visible reminder of Irma’s devastation was the Eden Rock hotel next door. The red-roofed island-plantation-style house of mahogany and stone—which sits improbably positioned atop a volcanic promontory that divides and dominates the bay—was washed in sunlight, but shuttered amidst a thorough reconstruction.

Looking past the revelers as I savored wahoo tataki with mezcal and lime sorbet, I stared up at its windows and briefly thought about the man who had built it, lived there for forty-plus years, and, more than anyone, was the prime mover of the island’s transformation from an unwanted lump of rock to a glittering gem. Rémy de Haenen, best described as an adventurer, had first spotted St. Barth before World War II while working on a cruise ship, moved there to become a shipyard owner and occasional smuggler, and, in 1946, the first man to land a plane on the island, on that sheep field at the west end of Saint-Jean. The site would soon become a small airport named for the eighteenth-century Swedish king Gustav III (and later, renamed for de Haenen), which is visible from Eden Rock, where his new home doubled as the island’s first jet-set guesthouse, opening in 1953. It and its owner had been there when I first visited the island, but man and mansion were both well past their prime, and to my later regret, I didn’t visit and never met him. But beginning with that first stay, I heard a lot about him, and about the island’s journey from unrecognized potential through self-discovery to its emergence as an international destination, and saw the inevitable changes and challenges that followed, and inspired this book.

Then, briefly, as a cloud’s shadow passed over Eden Rock’s windows, I imagined I saw de Haenen’s ghost looking down on the throngs at Nikki Beach and wondered, would he have been proud of what St. Barth has become? Or would he have asked himself, “My God, what have I done?”






2 “The Smaller the Island, the Bigger the Inferno of Rumor”

The story of modern St. Barthélemy begins with de Haenen, “a brilliant lunatic” in the words of one early admirer. A renegade, smuggler, and criminal to his detractors, he was born in Kensington, London, on February 12, 1916, to a French mother and a Dutch father, grew up off the coast of Brittany, where he learned to sail, and aspired to be a French naval officer. Naturalized as a French citizen at eighteen, his military dream was thwarted by a political scandal that forbade state careers to new citizens. So, in 1934, de Haenen enrolled in a maritime trade school, then worked on transatlantic ocean liners owned by the French Line that operated the first cruise ships to the Caribbean.

There were no ship captains younger than forty, though, so de Haenen’s raw ambition, and instinctual disdain for authority, careerism, and bureaucracy short-circuited his career at sea. In Le Havre in 1937, the seamen’s union demanded its members strike or resign, so he quit as helmsman of the S.S. Normandie, the newest ship on the New York route, from whose deck he’d first seen St. Barthélemy, for the quixotic profession of lobster hunter. He bought a twenty-four-meter oak tuna boat with a freezer and hired a crew, and after a few days of whoring in Le Havre, set sail for Guadeloupe and “his dream,” a later lover says, “To bring lobsters and tropical fruit to France and bring back French goods to the Caribbean.”

Arriving in the Lesser Antilles, the small islands that form an arc defining the eastern Caribbean, de Haenen found a Saint-Martin canning factory owned by a notorious local, Louis-Constant Fleming. In 1922, Fleming, then a medical student in Paris, had been arrested and charged with bringing feathers from protected birds of paradise, plumage coveted by millinery designers, into the United Kingdom. He’d since evolved into what de Haenen called “the famous king, not of smuggling but of supplying smugglers.” A granddaughter, Brenda Brooks, a lawyer on Saint-Martin, says, “he supplied a lot of stuff in the days when we had very little.”

Then, de Haenen plied the Caribbean, passing through Cuba and Haiti, looking for spots where lobsters were abundant. He froze two thousand of the crustaceans and bribed a broker to ship them to France, then headed to Panama and Jamaica, where he attracted police attention for the first but hardly the last time in his career. Somehow slipping free, he was blown off course and wound up in Aruba, where he met a French-born supplier of liquor to smugglers.

The Caribbean, he decided, was “a sort of wild west where absolutely everything is measured by the caliber of weapons or the corruption,” or so he would later tell a grandson, Tristan, who penned a biography. “I’ve always preferred the triumphant dollar king to the devastating Smith & Wesson.” After three months at sea, he returned to Guadeloupe, bought a schooner and became a coastal trader, buying and selling beef, salt, booze, and American cigarettes. He chose to settle on St. Barth because it had been a tax-free port since 1785. “In a free port, you can’t be a smuggler,” de Haenen said. “People from elsewhere come to supply themselves. The traffickers . . . come to buy. . . . On this island, there aren’t any professional smugglers. There are professional dealers who supply smugglers from elsewhere.”

Taking lodging in Gustavia, he walked the island, as there was only one road at the time connecting Gustavia with Lorient and Saline and two jeeps on St. Barth. The primary means of transport were donkeys, burros, and bare feet to traverse the beaches, precarious hillsides, and scrubby paths between the island’s isolated neighborhoods. But he was enchanted by the local culture where residents gathered in the harbor on Saturday mornings for haircuts, Julia Dinzey, an old Englishwoman descended from nineteenth-century settlers, held an open house every Monday, and merchants, ship owners, and the island’s mayor made decisions together.

In July 1939, de Haenen took a yacht Fleming owned to Curaçao to sell it for him and was still there in September, when the news arrived that France was at war with Germany. After the invasion of France and the surrender of Paris the following spring, the Lesser Antilles were cut off from Europe. Some island residents joined the Free French, while others declared loyalty to the wartime Vichy regime, which collaborated with the Nazi invaders and mostly ignored its overseas territories. Thanks to its free port status, St. Barth became a mini-Casablanca where an enterprising character like de Haenen could profit. Years later, after he became a powerful man there, de Haenen’s opponents would charge that during the war, he supplied not only the similarly deprived islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique but also German U-boats with fruit and vegetables from the Dominican Republic and canned food from Puerto Rico, but he and his family consistently denied that.

“Some not very smart people” made those claims, he said. “How could anyone believe that a man who wanted a career in the French navy, a patriot to boot, would supply submarines for a handful of dollars?” he demanded. But on a small island like St. Barth, “gossip has to circulate, and not just for lack of entertainment.” Rémy-Roger de Haenen, his eldest child, born after the war, agrees. “Saint Barth was a small island,” he says, “and the smaller the island, the bigger the inferno of rumor.” De Haenen admitted he trafficked in alcohol and tobacco. To that list one can likely add arms.

More lover than fighter—his companion in Gustavia was a mixed-race beauty—de Haenen was a reincarnation of the pirates who had sailed the Caribbean since the days of Daniel Montbars, aka the Exterminator, a French gentleman-buccaneer who allegedly buried a treasure on St. Barth, never found, before he died in the early 1700s. In de Haenen’s version of events, he was also a French patriot who went to Guadeloupe in 1939 to enlist against the Germans. There, drunken officers told him that since his experience was not in the military, he could only serve as a sailor second class earning 80 centimes a month and would be armed with nothing but a stick. Though he reluctantly agreed, after the local French admiral abandoned the Free French for Vichy and ordered de Haenen’s patrol boat to chase British ships, he balked, was demobilized, and returned to Gustavia.

Soon, the naval powers allied against Germany encircled the Vichy-controlled islands, seeking to squelch coastal trade. So de Haenen and a partner opened a small boatyard on the site of a failed fish-salting operation on the Presqu’ile, or peninsula, that formed the southwestern end of the harbor in Gustavia (a site that would later become and remain the local government’s headquarters). There he built and repaired boats designed to skirt the blockade, slipping them into sheltered bays at night to offload contraband, aided by the “infallible sésame, corruption.” Export permits, fees, and stamps were easy to obtain. Syrian and Lebanese expatriates working as merchants in the islands “were ready to do anything to make money,” he later recalled.

In 1943, the French West Indies reverted to Free France and smuggling became “less necessary” and less remunerative, de Haenen said, so he and his partner divided their fleet. At first, de Haenen used his two remaining boats to ferry passengers and parcels between St. Barth and the other Leewards. He tried harvesting whales, too, but failed, and was jailed on Dominica for possession of naval weapons he’d adapted for whale hunting. Then he decided to update his operations by taking to the skies.

In Puerto Rico in 1945, de Haenen went to flight school, got a commercial pilot’s license in Martinique, and bought Cucaracha, a red Rearwin sportster, a high-wing two-seat plane. He called it “a little flying bug” that he used to scout island coastlines for spots suitable for loading and unloading cargo, as well as flat places where planes might land. Returning by boat, he’d clear an airstrip and then take to the skies again to try and land. He did that on Tintamarre (aka Flat Island) two nautical miles east of Saint-Martin that had once been a cotton plantation after renting it from Louis-Constant Fleming, who’d meantime become the mayor of French Saint-Martin.



The following February, Cucaracha became the first plane to land on St. Barth, passing through a break in a hill to drop the steep 170 feet onto a short savannah where a flock of sheep grazed, wedged between that hill, another slope to the west, a pond, and the sea. The sheep and their field were owned by a St. Barth merchant-smuggler, Hippolyte Lédée, who gave de Haenen permission to try it. After two low passes to scare Lédée’s sheep away, he succeeded, and then repeated his feat several times over the next several days.1 Years later, he would drily joke about his big feat: “It was a very small plane.”

By 1947, de Haenen was all in on aviation. On Tintamarre, he built a three-hundred-meter runway near a lagoon where seaplanes could land and began buying surplus aircraft from the U.S. military, while recruiting fearless veterans of the Free French and Royal Air Force as pilots and finding mechanics skilled at salvaging and patching with spare parts. Then, he and an American partner cofounded the Compagnie Aérienne Antillaise (West Indian Airline Company), or CAA, the first airline to carry people and cargo in the region. As CAA could not get landing rights on some islands, and Guadeloupe, to de Haenen’s distress, refused to build an airport, makeshift airstrips like Tintamarre were required. Where there are no rules, none are broken. Tintamarre was a safe distance from French authorities—the five gendarmes, justice of the peace, and the colonial administrator (called the sous-prefect or sous-prefét in French)—in sleepy Marigot, the capital of Saint-Martin, which lacked border police or customs. It was a perfect pirate’s lair.

How did he afford it all? “It’s best not to be fussy in these matters,” one observer noted drily. Necessity was the mother of de Haenen’s inventions, fast and loose the order of the day. Many admired him. Jean Raspail, a reactionary novelist and travel writer, hailed him as “a gentleman trafficker, and number one in my all-personal classification of great West Indian figures,” in his 1966 book Let’s Shake the Coconut Tree.

De Haenen couldn’t get insurance because CAA lacked official sanction, but it nonetheless operated for the next two and a half years. He created a tail number system and stamped documents himself as the sovereign of Tintamarre. With the flexibility of air travel, he could bank in multiple currencies. Officials turned a blind eye, even at the airports of Puerto Rico, Martinique, Sint Maarten, and Antigua, perhaps because they and their families flew as CAA passengers on planes that also carried mail, even to islands without runways where they dropped mailbags and picked them up with dangling hooks. Each time authorities shrugged at formalities, his contempt for them increased. “He was always a free man with a free mind,” says Rémy-Roger de Haenen, “a strong, autocratic personality and a wildly independent spirit.” He even did dangerous night landings and wasn’t averse to putting his plane down on friends’ plantations. And his pilots ran “their own little business, which it’s true, I turn a blind eye to,” he revealed. “Finally, everyone is aware that this illegal bullfight will only last a short time, even if the authorities pretend not to notice.” Many say those practices prevail to this day on St. Barth.






3 “The Last Corsair”

De Haenen shared Tintamarre with his first great passion, Marguerite Richardson, a Saint-Martin war widow who gave birth to Rémy-Roger. But after Lédée agreed to let him land planes there in 1947, St. Barth began tugging at him again. That year, Martinique, Guyana, and Guadeloupe were upgraded from colonies to French départments, and the latter was given jurisdiction over St. Barth and Saint-Martin. For the next sixty years, St. Barth would struggle to untie that Gordian Knot.

Meantime, the Leewards joined the modern world. But flying toward it too fast, CAA suffered a string of failures, including six deaths in crashes in just three months: a drunk pilot veered while taking off at night; another missed his takeoff and crashed; a third tried to impress his friends by doing aerial acrobatics and hit a stone wall, breaking his arm and destroying the Cucaracha; and two months later, a nun, Sister Armelle, and that same reckless pilot died after he took off, his arm still in a cast, without checking how much fuel he had, and his plane was lost at sea, leaving the company on the brink of death. At the time, de Haenen was in Paris seeking to gain official sanction for CAA. He failed, and an investigation followed, and then, the law caught up to him. He was fined for trafficking in his aging planes and it’s said he was tossed in jail at least twice, once for fifty-eight days, and into the 1970s was called “the last corsair” as the holder of the French record for customs fines paid, an astonishing FF 1.25 billion. CAA went belly-up, but de Haenen was proud that in its thirty months in operation, he’d carried four hundred tons of freight and a thousand passengers.

Though he rented a cottage in Gustavia in the late 1940s, de Haenen seems not to have had a permanent residence in those years, moving from island to island, hotel to hotel, as if he, too, was carried by the trade winds. Neither was monogamy a natural condition; de Haenen had a girl or two in many of his ports of call, and remained a fan of brothels, as well. When his relationship with Marguerite Richardson ended, he began a new one with Gisèle Banaré, a Creole twelve years his junior, who worked at a bank in Martinique. Though her parents objected—she was underage—in December 1949, de Haenen invited her on what was advertised as a short plane ride, then announced in midair that they were eloping to St. Kitts. When they landed, they called her parents, who filed a complaint against him, but they wed anyway and a daughter, Hélène, was born nine months later.

De Haenen still flew regularly between San Juan, Saint-Martin (where, avoiding the airport on the Dutch side of the island, he’d land on a dirt strip on French territory), and St. Barth, carrying lobsters one way and produce and sometimes fighting cocks the other. But due to his legal troubles, his pilots quit, and he’d sold or dumped all but two of his planes before the first week of September 1950, when Hurricane Dog tore through the Leewards and destroyed de Haenen’s Tintamarre base, leaving his airfield under five feet of water.

That same year, as Guadeloupe and Martinique added long runways and legalized air transport, de Haenen created Haenen Aviation with his remaining planes and branched out into interisland revolution after he met some refugees from the Dominican Republic, then run by the dictator Rafael Trujillo. Their Caribbean Legion of anti-colonial World War II and anti-Franco vets recruited him to help overthrow their government. So he traded lobsters, Guerlain perfume, and liquor for a room in which to plot Trujillo’s ouster and shack up with his latest conquest. He stayed on in Puerto Rico, making “flights from isle to isle carrying functionaries, priests, shopkeepers, nuns, sick people, lunatics and lobsters,” de Haenen recalled. “Of course, it pays, but monotony settles in. That’s why I’m drawn to this crazy, risky experience.” Though the Trujillo plot was foiled, the Caribbean Legion continued to seek the overthrow not only of Trujillo, but of Anastasio Somoza Garcia, who ran Nicaragua from 1937 to 1956, and Venezuela’s Marcos Pérez Jiménez, who ruled from 1950 to 1958. De Haenen organized planes and weapons into the 1950s, even though his first revolutionary actions were “a fiasco” of betrayal and death. De Haenen finally returned to his wife and daughter and business as usual on St. Barth after barely escaping an assassination attempt in Haiti, organized by François Duvalier, the president of Haiti, on behalf of Trujillo.

Haenen Airlines limped on with twin-engine wooden Cessnas, even after he lost access to Saint-Martin at the behest of competitors who included the American mafia, working out of yet another dictator, Fulgencio Batista’s Cuba. So, de Haenen abandoned liquor for luxury goods, still taking advantage of St. Barth’s free port status, buying with francs, selling for dollars, and returning to Puerto Rico with ever-salable lobsters. He also became “a specialist in the difficult rescue of fugitive politicians,” for a fee, of course, according to Jean Raspail. But in the early 1950s, that company, too, stopped operating after a group of hunters he was flying left rifles and ammo in his plane while they went to the Dominican Republic to chase women, and he was detained by customs in Guadeloupe. He escaped by convincing the police guarding him in his hotel room that he had to check on his plane, invited them aboard, and took off, landing on another island, claimed an emergency, talked them out of the plane, leapt back in, and fled, leaving the sputtering policemen behind.

Hurricane Dog had done more than inundate Tinatamarre; it also destroyed St. Barth’s entire fleet of schooners. “We were only linked to Guadeloupe and the other islands by sailing boats,” its longest-serving leader, Bruno Magras, later recalled. The island’s commerce was wiped out overnight. St. Barth not only lacked the money and technical resources to recover quickly, its inhabitants quickly came to understand that the priority of their French overlords would always be the larger and more populous Martinique and Guadeloupe.



“Solutions had to be found,” recalled the island’s young mayor, Alexandre Magras (no relation to Bruno), who went to Guadeloupe with de Haenen, brought back two doctors, and began to organize rescues and clear wrecked boats from the harbor. Dog taught de Haenen a bitter lesson that would guide him for the next three decades. “The Jacobin republic of Paris had no use for this colonial pebble,” he decided. “St. Barth had to help itself after years of ignorant neglect.”






4 “It Was a Time of Buccaneering”

The neglect of St. Barthélemy had begun centuries earlier. Columbus may well have noticed it as he passed in 1493, when the island, then called Ouanalao, was occupied by Arawaks, a peaceful Amerindian people. But the explorer did not keep a log and none of the three diaries kept by members of his crew mentions the island. Later, more warlike Caribs from the north coast of South America would drive the Spanish out of the Lesser Antilles. The Spanish were followed by corsairs, pirates flying the skull and crossbones, and more legitimate seamen authorized by European royals to attack enemy vessels.

In 1626, France formed the first of several companies to settle unclaimed New World islands. Hundreds of colonists from Normandy and Brittany sailed west; the half who survived the trip settled on the island now known as St. Kitts. Shared for many years by the French and English, it served as the base from which colonists spread across the Lesser Antilles, despite attempts by Spain to stop them.

In 1635, the French spread their influence to Guadeloupe and Martinique, and signed a peace treaty with the Caribs. The main product of the islands then was tobacco, but overproduction led to a price collapse and it was replaced by sugar. That trade required lots of land, capital, and slaves and St. Barth had none, so in 1651 the French sold the island, along with Saint-Martin, to the wealthy Order of Malta, a Catholic military society. But in 1656, the Caribs returned and massacred the settlers; heads were impaled along the shoreline and the survivors abandoned St. Barth. French settlers finally returned for good after Louis XIV bought the island back.

For decades, it’s been claimed that slavery never existed on an apocryphal lily-white St. Barth, a Caribbean anomaly. In 1981, Town & Country reported, “St. Barts is 95 percent white,” which was still true in 1988, when The New York Times called it “one of the few places in the Caribbean with an almost entirely white population.” Toronto’s Globe & Mail called it “lily-white, albeit well-bronzed . . . with no shantytowns to break the illusion of nirvana.” And The Hartford Courant added helpfully, “By comparison, the neighboring island of Saint-Martin is 95 percent black.” This racist signaling, both subtle and not so, was rarely perceived as such by its intended recipients, who were thrilled to hear about an island without racial strife. It’s true that due to the lack of water and farmland on St. Barth, it had no cotton or sugar plantations, and slavery was abolished in 1847. But as early as 1671, the 336 inhabitants included 46 individuals listed in a census as “negroes.” A decade later, 23 families owned human chattel, and six men owned two-thirds of the island’s slaves. Seventy percent of the St. Barth owned none.

The families in that 1681 census came from the Loire Valley, the Vendée coast, Bordeaux, and La Rochelle in western France and even Toulon on the Mediterranean. That era’s population was “resolutely French peasants . . . out of fashion, out of time and out of the economic circuit,” as French television once put it. They were poor but in a report to France’s secretary of naval affairs, an administrator said, “They live a long life in good health. They derive their food from their cattle and fowl, they plant and grow all kinds of things and no crop ever fails.” He recommended helping them out but Louis XIV was broke from constant wars, and so the people of St. Barth turned to piracy themselves, and used their natural harbor, called Le Carénage, filled with wood and tin huts and dominated by sailors and traders,1 as a base to harass English ships in what became a nearly century-long game of musical chairs for the booby prize of sovereignty over the ugly duckling island. By 1750, the population had dropped to just over three hundred and only a few slaves remained, but after the 1763 Peace of Paris, displaced French on other islands returned to St. Barth with newly acquired knowledge of how plantations worked. Most became subsistence farmers, but a few prospered and the slave population exploded. The Bernier family alone owned 176 while nine other families held most of the rest. Without roads or vehicles, they rarely left their neighborhoods and often spoke different languages. Into the twentieth century, residents could be unintelligible to each other. The island was mired in poverty. A slave was its only doctor, the notary was a drunk, cousins frequently intermarried, ignorant of the dangers of consanguinity and endogamy, determined to keep the land the St. Barth valued above all else securely within their families.

Though the French settlers stayed, the island changed hands again in 1784, when Sweden’s empire-deprived King Gustav III persuaded Louis to swap St. Barth for trading rights and warehouses in the Swedish port of Gothenburg. A year later, with the explicit support of George Washington’s secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, Gustav declared it a free port and offered resident debtors protection from creditors—increasing the English-speaking population. Gustav also granted island residents freedom of religion and from taxes and created a land registry so jealously guarded lots could be surveyed, and more easily bought and sold. Foreigners were welcomed if they paid a fee and swore allegiance to Gustav. Those moves created today’s haven of wealth. So, as France descended into revolutionary chaos in 1789, Le Carénage, renamed Gustavia, became an international business hub. Despite a devastating 1792 hurricane that killed twenty-six and destroyed fifty-one houses, by 1800 trade had grown hugely, a thousand ships docked annually, and Gustavia had become Sweden’s sixth-largest town. In 1811, almost 1,800 ships visited the port. By 1819, the island had almost 5,000 inhabitants, 2,900 of them in Gustavia.

As a neutral free port, St. Barth prospered. One fifth of America’s exports went through Gustavia in 1813. But after the Treaty of Ghent in 1815, Sweden’s luck ran out, and though the population kept growing into 1821, when it passed 5,000, including more than 1,900 slaves and 1,230 freed people of color, St. Barth had become a costly indulgence for Sweden’s latest king Charles XIV. In 1824, the United States refused an offer to buy it. By 1837, when St. Barth was devastated by a hurricane and an epidemic, the population had dropped to about 2,500. Ten years later, 523 Saint Barth slaves were freed, and most promptly left the island.

St. Barth’s troubles—drought, fire, hurricanes—were just beginning, and by 1872, the Swedish throne redoubled its effort to unload the island. Negotiations with the United States, Prussia, and Italy failed, but in 1877, France cut a deal with Sweden, paid the equivalent of $145 million in today’s dollars, and guaranteed that the island would remain a free port. The handover occurred on March 16, 1878. Sweden’s ownership spared the island from the havoc of the nineteenth century, but left it destitute. Medical care and education were nominal at best. The Catholic Church was a lonely, positive influence; around 1890, a priest imported latanier tree seedlings, introducing the weaving of straw, and creating a small export industry. Still, until the turn of the century, population declines continued. Only schooner trading, often in contraband, kept the economy afloat. “It was a time of buccaneering,” the future mayor, Bruno Magras, would later write. Many St. Barths moved to a French quarter on St. Thomas, one of the new U.S. Virgin Islands (bought from Denmark in 1917) and sent a portion of their earnings home. For most St. Barths, it was still a subsistence economy.

And yet, as World War II ended, the relatively worldly Rémy de Haenen looked at his scrubby little adopted island, saw opportunity, and went at least somewhat straight, setting in motion St. Barth’s rebirth as the worldly destination it would become. But first, he had to change the minds and habits of his new neighbors—a daunting task.






5 “A Capital of Ruins”

In 1947, Gustavia was “a capital of ruins; the quais had crumbled and the port was so silted it couldn’t even accept a humble schooner. The people were very inadequately nourished . . . poverty, illiteracy and alcoholism characterized the population,” wrote Julianne Maher, an educator who studied the island. Outside the port, “The land is fragmented by its natural topography, by inheritances and also by ‘un apre amour del la terre,’ an avid/greedy love of the land, evident in the ubiquity of walls and fences . . .”

Their attachment to their tiny, near-barren rock was a defining feature of St. Barth, though few deeds from the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries still exist. “It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that the first surveyor . . . came to the island,” Bruno Magras explains. Before that, and sometimes still, “witnesses attested that the land had been occupied for over thirty years by the same occupant,” the requirement for ownership under French law. Properties were often fragmented, marked with stone walls and even barbed wire, but still, land disputes among the island’s cunning, frugal, and distrustful inhabitants often ended up in court. “In St. Barthélemy,” wrote Jean Raspail, “the main crop is walls, which grow better than carrots and are better bred than pigs.”

In 1947, a desire to modernize had led to the election as mayor of a Gustavia liquor merchant, thirty-year-old Alexandre Magras, the eldest child of a family of traders.1 He met the first Prefect of Guadeloupe three days after becoming the seventh mayor in eight years. “We had to change everything,” he later explained. “Everything had to be created and adapted.” Under Mayor Magras, “the island started to emerge from its torpor,” according to island historian Georges Bourdin. Magras improved the port and began improving roads and other infrastructure. He also defended St. Barth’s aberrant tax-free status, even as France and Guadeloupe tried to chip away its unique privileges. “That must be defended,” Magras declared. “It has functioned in this way for a century.”

Postwar St. Barth was no longer a mixed-race island. The Stakelborough family remained, a reminder of older times, but Marius Stakelborough’s grandmother didn’t have time for nostalgia; she’d long supported her family by selling bread from a nearby bakery and cooking for the laborers who walked to Gustavia every day to earn a meagre living. When Marius finished school at age thirteen in 1936, he helped out until he shipped out on a series of schooners. During World War II, he lived on St. Thomas, where he patrolled beaches for $2 a night. He celebrated his twenty-first birthday the day the Allies invaded Normandy in 1944.

In 1946, Stakelborough took his first flight in a plane—piloted by Rémy de Haenen—and began to court twenty-year-old Hélène Magras, a mixed-race beauty and single mother. Her parents disdained him: “They called me an ape. I was black!” he told his biographers. But the next year, Hélène, twenty-one and nine months pregnant, moved in
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