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			For Maya Jane Sancton,

			who came into the world while this book was gestating, and brightens every day

		

	
		
			
			
			Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me.

			—F. Scott Fitzgerald, “A Diamond as Big as the Ritz”

			Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

			—Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina

			Do you think I’m going to go to court and plead against my mother, to add a public scandal to a private one?

			—Thomas Mann, Buddenbrooks: The Decline of a Family
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			A French friend of mine, a cultivated man passionate about theater and literature, asked why I wanted to write a book about “those people.” By that, he meant the fabulously wealthy Bettencourt family, the brash artist who enchanted Madame Bettencourt and made off with a fortune, and the jealous daughter who tried to stop him. For nearly a decade, “those people” were fodder for a French media frenzy that often focused on gossip and scandal. The Bettencourt Affair is not a gossip book. It is an in-depth look at an intriguing set of characters whose intense relationships and clashing motives played out against the backdrop of wars, fortune, politics, and the arts—until the law intervened and led to one of the most dramatic court cases in recent French history. It is above all a rich human drama about money, class, seduction, and betrayal, very French in its forms but universal in its themes. In the end, “those people” might just tell us something about ourselves.

			I have followed the Bettencourt Affair since it first erupted into the French headlines in 2010. As a former Paris bureau chief for Time magazine and a longtime resident of France, I had covered hundreds of stories about French politics, business, culture, and society. But I had never witnessed a drama quite like this—it was Dallas, Downton Abbey, and House of Cards rolled into one. I proposed a piece to Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter, a friend and colleague from my days at Time, and got an immediate go-ahead. My 6,000-word article, entitled “Dangerous Liaisons,” ran in the magazine’s November 2010 edition. My interest in the case perked up again in January 2015 when it finally went to trial in Bordeaux. It was at that point that the idea of doing a book took shape—a book not just on the legal case but on the whole Bettencourt saga, from the founding of the L’Oréal cosmetics empire in 1909 to the bitter battle that tore the family apart and even threatened a president a century later.

			A vast amount of research material existed already—including literally thousands of articles in the French press and at least a half dozen French books on the affair. Digging into the past of L’Oréal founder Eugène Schueller took me to the French National Archives, where the files on his alleged Nazi collaboration are housed. In addition to the written sources, I conducted more than sixty interviews.

			Attentive readers will note that I gained direct access to François-Marie Banier and people close to him, including his partner Martin d’Orgeval and former partner Pascal Greggory. Despite numerous requests, however, I was unable to speak directly to Françoise Bettencourt Meyers or her husband, Jean-Pierre Meyers. This is deeply regrettable, but it was their choice. In the absence of face-to-face contact, I was able to talk to sources close to the Meyerses, including their lawyers, friends, and communications advisers. The five published interviews by Françoise Meyers between 2009 and 2012 gave me a good idea of her motivations and point of view.

			As for the central figure in this drama, Liliane Bettencourt, my request to interview her for Vanity Fair in 2010 fell through at the last minute. By the time I launched the book project, it was too late: The ninety-four-year-old heiress was closeted in her mansion under the control of her daughter, deep into Alzheimer’s, and obviously inaccessible. I was able to talk to a number of people close to her, including her guardian for legal matters, Olivier Pelat, a lifelong friend of the Bettencourts. In addition to a half dozen published interviews dating back to 1987, and two televised interviews, I was able to consult Liliane Bettencourt’s prolific correspondence with François-Marie Banier between 1989 and 2010, two volumes of which are included in the court record.

			One of the most useful resources was the thirty-five-volume investigative dossier. In addition to police reports and judicial documents, these files contain hundreds of depositions by witnesses ranging from principals in the case—Banier, Liliane Bettencourt, and Françoise Meyers—to the Bettencourts’ domestic employees, advisers, family friends, medical experts, and the other defendants.

			In pursuing the legal aspects, I carried out lengthy interviews with former prosecutor Philippe Courroye, who headed up the initial investigation, and Judge Isabelle Prévost-Desprez, who took over the case when Courroye closed his own probe in September 2009. I also met with a dozen lawyers representing the various parties, including one, Pascal Wilhelm, who ultimately found himself on the defendants’ bench. Several lawyers also made their court briefs available to me.

			On the political angle, I was unable to speak directly with ex-president Nicolas Sarkozy or his former campaign treasurer and cabinet minister Éric Woerth. But their depositions, published interviews, and, in Woerth’s case, a whole book on the affair, provided useful insights. Interviews with two of Sarkozy’s closest aides, former judicial adviser Patrick Ouart, and former chief of staff Claude Guéant, gave me a fascinating inside view of the case as seen from the Élysée Palace.

			I am deeply grateful to all the above-named sources for their cooperation and assistance.

			

			—

			A note on monetary values: In general I have kept euro amounts in euros to avoid confusion. A euro is worth slightly more than a US dollar ($1.05 as of January 1, 2017). Rather than working out the precise conversion, readers may find it easier just to think of the euro as a “fat” dollar. I have converted the values of the French franc, predecessor to the euro, into dollars at their historic exchange rate.

			—Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France, January 2017

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE: LOST IN THE FOG

			Is it because she has no memory that she is so serene? Is it memory that causes pain?

			—François-Marie Banier, Balthazar, fils de famille

			She was the world’s richest woman, but no one could envy her. Liliane Bettencourt spent her last years vegetating in an armchair in her Art Deco mansion near Paris, surrounded by her servants, dogs, and caregivers, deaf and lost in the fog of senility. Medical experts diagnosed Alzheimer’s disease. One can only wonder what went on in the old woman’s head. Did she harken back to her childhood as the daughter of Eugène Schueller, multibillionaire founder of the cosmetics giant L’Oréal? Did she call to mind her late husband, André Bettencourt, and his illustrious career as a government minister, deputy, and senator? Did she think of Françoise, her only child, the serious-minded intellectual who preferred her books and piano to the grand dinner parties and receptions given by her parents? Did Liliane even remember François-Marie Banier, the seductive photographer, artist, and writer who became her closest friend and, according to Françoise, sweet-talked her out of hundreds of millions of euros? And did she know that her daughter’s 2007 lawsuit against Banier triggered a judicial-financial-political earthquake whose aftershocks continue to reverberate?

			It would have been best for Liliane Bettencourt if she did forget that episode. For it poisoned her twilight years and exposed her private life, her extravagant finances, her free-spirited friendships, and her encroaching infirmities to relentless public scrutiny—which she denounced in her more lucid days as “the odious accusations that I read each morning.” That was in 2010, the year the Bettencourt Affair exploded onto the front pages and even threatened to engulf French president Nicolas Sarkozy in what the press referred to as a “French Watergate.” But long before it achieved such public notoriety, the conflict between mother and daughter and an audacious interloper was slowly brewing.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Perhaps it all started on a balmy July day in 1993. The scene was the Pointe de l’Arcouest, a promontory on the rocky, windswept northern coast of Brittany, where Eugène Schueller had built a grandiose vacation home in 1926. Liliane and her husband, André, loved to entertain there—presidents, ministers, movie actors, and famous writers had all enjoyed the Bettencourts’ hospitality over the years. But on this day, the luncheon was a more intimate affair. Seated around a granite table in the front dining room, whose large windows offered a panoramic view of the English Channel, André and Liliane were joined by their daughter, Françoise; her husband, Jean-Pierre Meyers; and their two young sons. Also at their table that day was a somewhat eccentric houseguest.

			François-Marie Banier, then forty-six, seemed to know everybody who was anybody. His conversation was peppered with the names of celebrities with whom he claimed to have intimate friendships—Salvador Dalí, Vladimir Horowitz, Samuel Beckett, Isabelle Adjani, Johnny Depp, President François Mitterrand, and on and on. With his loud voice and explosive laugh, Banier was impossible to ignore. He was witty, cultivated, amusing, seductive. But he also had a gift for getting on people’s nerves. He often behaved like a child who was starved for attention—and he usually got it. Liliane Bettencourt, seventy years old and Banier’s elder by a quarter century, was clearly fascinated by him.

			As seagulls circled and cried outside the open windows, Françoise, who had just turned forty, gazed at Banier through her heavy-framed glasses and watched her mother hang on his every word. Liliane, who suffered from progressive deafness since childhood, was all the more attentive in her effort to read Banier’s lips. All her life, Françoise had craved, but rarely received, the kind of attention that Liliane was lavishing on this invasive stranger. He spoke, Liliane laughed. He smiled, she melted. He bragged about his latest photo exhibition, she gushed praise for his work.

			As for poor André, seventy-four, a silver-haired senator and former cabinet minister, he had long since learned to put up with his wife’s whims and caprices. Liliane was the heiress, the one who held the purse strings, bought his elegant suits and cigars, and financed his political career. If Banier made his wife happy, André had nothing to say. Besides, he also found this gay artist amusing. A persistent rumor had it that André had actually encountered and befriended Banier earlier, in a very different milieu, and that he was the one who introduced the photographer to his wife. Banier always denied it.

			Jean-Pierre Meyers, forty-four, a bland-faced man with receding hair and arching eyebrows, observed the tense scene but said little. He was used to holding his tongue at these family gatherings. A practicing Jew, he well knew that the staunchly Catholic Bettencourts had not favored his marriage to Françoise, even though they brought him into the family firm. Someday, once his wife inherited the principal share of L’Oréal, he would be in a commanding position. Until then, he could afford to bide his time. But Banier’s presence doubtless made him uncomfortable. Between the two men there were not six degrees of separation but three: Meyers had formerly lived with the sister of Banier’s ex-partner, actor Pascal Greggory. Meyers’s breakup with the woman had been followed almost immediately by his marriage to the future L’Oréal heiress. Excellent career move, but rather messy in human terms. Banier was a loose cannon, liable to bring up the awkward subject in the presence of Meyers’s wife, his children, and his in-laws.

			Banier did lash out that day—but Meyers was not his target. “He started speaking to my father with mocking, scornful and humiliating words,” Françoise later recalled. “Right in front of him and in front of our children! I found his behavior completely odious.” Françoise has never revealed the subject of Banier’s tirade, but another witness claims to remember the scene quite well. Serving at the table that day was Pascal Bonnefoy, André’s personal valet, a man so devoted to his employer that years later, after André’s death, he would shed tears at the mere mention of his name. According to Bonnefoy, “Banier addressed Monsieur with irony, almost aggressiveness. He reproached him for the articles he’d published during the war in a collaborationist [that is, pro-German] newspaper. It was not a frontal attack but it was intended to wound. Monsieur was embarrassed. Madame didn’t react. At times like that, she knows how to play on her deafness. Only her daughter tried to intervene. The others had their noses in their plates. The luncheon was ruined.” (Banier remembers the scene quite differently, as an argument about musical preferences.)

			The articles Bonnefoy referred to were anti-Semitic diatribes that André Bettencourt had written for a German-backed paper in 1941 and 1942, before he switched sides and belatedly joined the Resistance. Raising the subject on that occasion was doubly embarrassing, for Françoise’s husband was the grandson of a famous rabbi who had died at Auschwitz, and the couple were raising their two sons as Jews. Lurking in the background of all this was an even bigger family scandal: Eugène Schueller, the revered founder of L’Oréal, had financed notorious pro-Fascist movements and was investigated for Nazi collaboration after the war.

			Following the luncheon incident, Françoise told her parents she no longer wished to be in Banier’s presence. But André and Liliane did not share her sentiments. The artist had been cultivating their friendship since 1987, and the Bettencourts, especially Liliane, welcomed his company. Flattered by Banier’s attentions, and delighted to be introduced into his glittering world of artistic and cultural connections, she began to lavish extravagant gifts on him. Gifts that, on paper at least, totaled nearly a billion euros at one point—a staggering amount even for one of the world’s wealthiest individuals.

			But it was not just the money. As Françoise tells it, Banier so dominated Liliane’s time that she found it increasingly difficult even to see her mother—though she lives across the street from the Bettencourt mansion in the posh Paris suburb of Neuilly. It seemed, she said, as if Liliane had been “pulled into a sect” by a “guru who cut me off from my family.” Françoise looked on Banier as a sort of sibling rival, who attempted to insert himself into the family as a surrogate son and drive a wedge into the already troubled relationship between mother and daughter.

			Things came to a head for Françoise shortly after André’s death in November 2007, when one of the Bettencourt employees gave her some stunning news: She claimed to have overheard a conversation in which Banier insisted that Liliane legally adopt him as her son. “That was too much,” Françoise recalled. “This man had denigrated my father, manipulated my mother, and shattered our family.” On December 19, 2007, she filed a criminal complaint against Banier for abus de faiblesse, or exploiting the weakness of her aged mother.

			Thus began the nearly decadelong drama known as the Bettencourt Affair. Before it was over, an illustrious family was torn apart, careers and reputations were ruined, an army of lawyers made millions, an eminent barrister and a senior police detective committed suicide, a witness tried to hang himself, a tarnished president lost reelection, one of France’s proudest companies was threatened with a Swiss takeover, and François-Marie Banier, nearing the age of seventy, faced the prospect of three years in prison and a ruinous fine. The greatest irony was that Françoise, who had launched the whole legal battle, found herself under investigation for allegedly bribing a witness.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The Bettencourt Affair is a modern-day Greek tragedy based on jealousy, greed, vengeance, and retribution. It’s also a story about money: the creation from scratch of one of the world’s great fortunes, and the use and abuse of that fabulous wealth through three generations. The saga of the Bettencourt fortune has its dark chapters—the funding of pro-Fascist movements, the enormous profits made under Nazi occupation, a tide of secret political contributions, illegal Swiss bank accounts, and tax-evasion schemes. On the positive side, the family firm is one of France’s most dazzling industrial success stories, and the Bettencourt Schueller Foundation stands today as one of the country’s leading philanthropies, pouring hundreds of millions into medical research, the arts, education, and housing.

			For Liliane Bettencourt, worth more than $45 billion at the time of her death in September 2017, money was the fundamental constant of her long existence. It paid for her mansions, her designer clothes, her travels, her army of domestic servants, even her own private island. Not least, it gave her the means to lavish gifts upon the charming artist who had opened the doors to a passionate life beyond the confines of the conventional bourgeois world into which she was born. And when her timid daughter finally rose up in protest, the Bettencourt billions were at the heart of one of history’s great succession battles. But the deepest roots of the Bettencourt Affair stretch back to a silly war that broke out in the eighth decade of the nineteenth century.

		

	
		
			Part One
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			LIFE BEFORE BANIER
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			Happier times: Liliane Bettencourt and her daughter Françoise Meyers at the Institut de France, 1988.

			Francis Apesteguy/Getty Images

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			THE FOUNDER

			Charles Schueller never expected to be a soldier. Six months earlier, the young man had been a cook in his native Alsace, France’s easternmost province. Now he was huddled with 15,000 Garde nationale volunteers in the town of Belfort, trying to defend its heavily fortified citadel against the far larger German force that had besieged them. More accustomed to wielding a frying pan than a rifle, Schueller, like his comrades in the ill-equipped and untrained band, mainly tried to survive until hoped-for reinforcements could arrive. Meanwhile, the Germans pummeled the citadel with their Krupp six-pound field guns, the long-range, rapid-firing weapons that had been decimating French troops ever since the Franco-German war broke out in July 1870.

			The conflict had been triggered by a trivial diplomatic incident about which Charles Schueller, the twenty-two-year-old son of a shoemaker, understood nothing. What he did understand was that la patrie was being invaded by the Germans and his beloved Alsace was on the front lines. Like most German-speaking Alsatians, Schueller was a fervent French patriot who would rather die than live under German occupation. The Belfort volunteers—les mobiles—held out until February 18, 1871, three weeks after officials in Paris had capitulated and signed an armistice.

			The Franco-German war had far-reaching consequences. Germany was unified under Prussian leadership. The Second French Empire collapsed when the dyspeptic Emperor Napoleon III, unwisely venturing onto the battlefield, was captured and imprisoned. Most important for Charles Schueller, the triumphant Germans annexed Alsace and Lorraine.

			Schueller moved to Paris in 1871 in order to remain French. He knew no one in the capital, but soon met and wed Amélie Denisot, daughter of a toolmaker from Burgundy, who worked as a domestic servant for a baker. Shortly after their marriage, they bought a pastry shop on the rue du Cherche-Midi. It was there, on March 20, 1881, at nine a.m., that Amélie gave birth to Eugène Schueller in a back room. Eugène was lucky: He was the only one of their five children who survived.

			It was an inauspicious beginning for a man who was destined to build one of the world’s great fortunes. “Life was very rude and very hard for us,” he wrote in a biographical résumé, “and it’s in this atmosphere of effort and work that I was raised, under the example of my hardworking parents.” Before he went to school each day, he would rise early to help prepare the pastries, an apprenticeship that pointed to a future in the family business.

			But the collapse of the Panama Canal Company in 1891 wiped out the couple’s savings and forced them to move to the cheaper suburb of Levallois-Perret, where they bought another pastry shop. That turned out to be a big break for Eugène: His parents supplied bread to the nearby Collège Sainte-Croix de Neuilly, an elite private school, which agreed to admit the boy as a student.

			Eugène earned top grades in all his classes before moving on to the Lycée Condorcet in Paris, another elite school. There again, he excelled in his studies. After taking his Baccalauréat degree—roughly equivalent to two years of college—he entered the Institute of Applied Chemistry, where, as he said with typical immodesty, “I succeeded brilliantly and finished first in my class.” Following his graduation in 1904, he took a position as a laboratory assistant to Professor Victor Auger at the Sorbonne. That seemed to map out a respectable but hardly lucrative career as a university researcher.

			But then something happened that would change his life. The owner of a large barbershop visited Auger seeking help in developing a synthetic hair dye. At the time, hair dyes were not widely used by Frenchwomen, largely because most of the lead-based concoctions that existed were toxic and irritated the scalp. The products were held in such ill repute that the Baroness de Staffe, a sort of nineteenth-century French Miss Manners, wrote in 1893 that their use “damages the brain and the eyesight.” Schueller agreed to become the barber’s technical adviser, working three hours each evening for 50 francs a month—a modest sum equal to about $260 today.

			

			—

			Even then the ambitious young man chafed at the idea of working under someone else’s orders. He soon cut ties with the barber and struck out on his own. Starting with a capital of 800 francs—roughly $4,000 in today’s money—he began experimenting with hair dyes in a rented space near the Tuileries Gardens, a vast park laid out in the mid-seventeenth century by the landscape architect André Le Nôtre, who also created the matchless perspectives surrounding the Château de Versailles. A photo from this period shows Schueller sitting next to some kind of mechanical contraption, looking studious with an open book in his hand, dressed stiffly in a black suit and bow tie, his dark wavy hair swept back from his high forehead, and sporting a black mustache. What doesn’t show in the black-and-white photo is the intensity of Schueller’s blue eyes, one of his most striking and defining features.

			His first efforts were disappointing, and his attempts to sell his products to hairdressers got nowhere. “It was a very difficult time,” he wrote. “I lived alone, cooked my own meals, and slept in a little camp bed in my laboratory, and when I think back on these days, I wonder how I got through it.” But he persisted, continuing his experiments, changing formulas, even trying out the dyes on his own hair. “Finally, I had the good fortune, which I think I deserved, to obtain a product of excellent quality that allowed me at last to launch my company.”

			In 1909, he founded the Société française de teintures inoffensives pour cheveux—the French Company of Inoffensive Hair Dyes—a mouthful that he soon changed to L’Oréal. The new corporate name was a homonym for the brand of Schueller’s first product, “Auréale,” based on a popular hairstyle of the period and playing on the word auréole, or halo. He could not know it then, but his little business would in time become the world’s largest cosmetics firm and generate the enormous fortune that his yet-unborn daughter would one day inherit.

			Things moved quickly after that. The same year he founded L’Oréal, Schueller married a young piano teacher named Louise Madeleine Berthe Doncieux, better known as “Betsy.” The couple moved to a larger apartment on the rue du Louvre, near the celebrated museum, where Schueller also set up his laboratory, his office, and his first store. An influx of capital from a new partner and the hiring of a full-time salesman—a former hairdresser for the Imperial Russian court—allowed Schueller to expand his activities. He created a hair-dyeing school, recruited representatives to market the product outside of Paris, launched a promotional magazine, and commissioned a well-known artist, Raoul Vion, to create his first poster: It depicted a blond woman whose hair took the sweeping form of a comet, the first graphic image of a brand whose reputation spread quickly around the country.

			Schueller was an obsessive worker and a restless thinker. As if running his company was not enough to occupy his mind, he was forever probing new ideas about the organization of industry, the economy, and politics. In his early days, he dabbled with Socialist ideas under the influence of his friend Jacques Sadoul, an ex-schoolmate from the Collège Saint-Croix and a future member of the French Communist Party. Around 1910, he became a Freemason, briefly immersing himself in the secret cult of intellectual humanism before leaving it three years later. (He would eventually become a visceral opponent of Freemasonry—along with Jews and republicanism.)

			Schueller’s philosophical ruminations, like his business activities, were rudely interrupted on August 1, 1914, by the onset of the First World War. Like his Alsatian father before him, Schueller was determined to fight for his country but, at the mature age of thirty-three, he was assigned auxiliary status. He volunteered for active duty in the army, but was offered only a post as a chemist in an armaments factory. He continued to demand a combat role and finally succeeded in joining the 31st Artillery Regiment of Le Mans. Sent to the front as a liaison officer, he distinguished himself at Verdun, l’Aisne, and other major battles. Schueller’s wartime service won him five citations for valor, the Légion d’honneur, and the Croix de guerre, France’s highest military decoration. One citation described him as a “peerless liaison officer” remarkable for his “vigor,” his “boldness,” and his “contempt for danger.”

			During Schueller’s four-year absence from the helm of L’Oréal, his wife, Betsy, had run the company so capably that he found his business “flourishing” upon his return from the army in 1919. Her performance could have led Schueller to give her a more active role in the business. But he was a product of his times who considered a woman’s place to be in the home, not on the shop floor or the corner office. (In France at that time, women were legally treated as minors who had no vote and only limited property rights.) So Betsy returned to her piano, her homemaking, and, before long, her childrearing: On October 21, 1922, she gave birth to the couple’s only child, Liliane Henriette Charlotte Schueller, future heiress to one of France’s greatest fortunes.

			

			—

			Meanwhile, the 1920s were roaring. In France, as in America, it was the Jazz Age, and women’s styles were changing from the staid prewar fashions: Hemlines were higher, dresses more clinging, and, thanks largely to the influence of Coco Chanel, women started wearing their hair shorter. That was good news for Eugène Schueller: Shorter hair was easier to dye, and the emancipated spirit of the times freed women to change their color, something that in an earlier era was frowned on by respectable ladies. As the stock markets rose feverishly around the world, L’Oréal’s business boomed. Its products were now exported to Italy, England, Holland, even crossing the Atlantic to the United States and Brazil. By 1921, the company had permanent offices in London and New York, in addition to the Paris headquarters at 14 rue Royale, near the Madeleine church.

			Emboldened by the success of his core business, Schueller began seeking opportunities in areas apart from L’Oréal. Shortly after his return from the war, a manufacturer of hair combs sought his advice on a way to increase production of celluloid. Thanks to what Schueller called his “opportune invention” to speed the manufacturing process, the celluloid company increased production tenfold and Schueller became a partner. After engineering a merger with a plastics firm in 1925, he became the director of the new Société industrielle des matières plastiques. Two years later, following a falling-out with his partners, he negotiated his departure in exchange for their shares in an American company, the Valstar Corporation, a manufacturer of paint and varnish. Schueller thus found himself the director and largest shareholder of Valentine, Valstar’s French subsidiary. Around the same time, working with the Lumière brothers, the legendary cinema pioneers, Schueller created a Lyon-based firm called Plavic Film, which manufactured film for movie and still cameras.

			Not all of Schueller’s adventures succeeded as well as L’Oréal. Invited by the new Soviet government to set up a plastics factory near Moscow, Schueller made several trips to Russia between 1926 and 1928, but the experience was a disaster: The promised factory site was far from the capital, the workers’ unions interfered with production, and in 1932 the government took over the company. The experience left Schueller, despite his earlier Socialist leanings, with a profound distrust of unions and anything smacking of Bolshevism.

			In 1928, he agreed to take over a failing soap manufacturer called Monsavon. But the French soap market was saturated with competitors at the time, and Schueller found it almost impossible to sell his product. At one point, he was spending 300,000 francs (worth about $1.5 million today) a month out of his own pocket and even had to mortgage his properties to keep the company afloat. Working with the fledgling Publicis advertising agency, created in 1926 by Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet, Schueller launched a massive publicity campaign, based on radio spots, posters, and newspaper and magazine ads.

			In a pitch aimed especially at the rural population, Schueller added milk to the soap formula and circulated posters showing mother cows washing their calves with Monsavon and mooing: “There is nothing better than milk.” Another sales tactic was to persuade the French that they were dirty and did not wash enough. Schueller instructed his sales force to “tell people that they’re disgusting, they don’t smell good and they’re not beautiful.” The image of the unwashed French multitudes apparently had some basis in fact. In his 1869 travel book, Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain complained that the people of Marseille, a soap-making center, “never . . . wash with their soap themselves.” A report by the Rockefeller Foundation, which sent a mission to France to fight a tuberculosis epidemic after World War I, lamented “the indifference of public opinion on questions of hygiene.”

			The results of Schueller’s campaign were impressive: By 1939, Monsavon was on the verge of becoming the biggest soap company in France. Schueller was way ahead of his time in his use of advertising, particularly radio ads, to sell his products. He hired composers and singers to create catchy jingles, created simulated conversations vaunting the merits of his products, and staged spectacular events like hanging a 10,000-square-meter canvas on the façade of a Parisian building, hawking L’Oréal’s O’Cap hair lotion. Jingles for the company’s Dop shampoo and Ambre Solaire suntan lotion became classics in the promotional genre. In 1933, Schueller created a slick monthly magazine called Votre Beauté, which he ran in his typical hands-on fashion, approving the layouts, editing the articles, and even writing some of them himself.

			

			—

			Even as his affairs prospered, Eugène Schueller could hardly be reassured by the turbulence that swept over Europe in the 1930s against the backdrop of the Great Depression. In Germany, Hitler’s Nazi Party came to power in 1933, reorganized the economy along authoritarian lines, and launched a massive remilitarization. In Italy, Mussolini, in power since 1922, consolidated his Fascist dictatorship and invaded Ethiopia. In the Soviet Union, a totalitarian Communist regime pursued its ruthless program of nationalization, collectivism, and central economic planning. In Spain, Franco crushed the Republicans in a three-year civil war and imposed his four-and-a-half-decade dictatorship. And in France, the Third Republic, the parliamentary regime that had followed the fall of Napoleon III in 1871, teetered on the verge of collapse.

			President Paul Doumer was assassinated by a pro-Fascist Russian in 1932. Two years later, on February 6, 1934, violent clashes between police and far-right rioters on the Place de la Concorde left some thirty dead and two thousand wounded. In a country rocked by strikes, militant syndicalism, unemployment, and political instability—the revolving-door governments of the Third Republic lasted an average of six months—the leftist Front populaire under Socialist Léon Blum won a parliamentary majority in 1936 and proceeded to carry out a number of sweeping reforms. Among them: the five-day workweek, graduated wage hikes, nationalization of the railroads and the Banque de France, and the introduction of two-week paid vacations for all workers.

			The vacations, at least, were excellent for Schueller’s business. All of a sudden Frenchmen and -women from all economic levels were thronging the beaches and basking in the sun. Sales of Ambre Solaire, L’Oréal’s recently launched sun protection cream, skyrocketed. In spite of that boost to his bottom line, Schueller saw nothing good in the leftist policies of the Front populaire, the rising power of the unions, and the pernicious spread of “Bolshevism.” For that matter, he had little use for democracy, which he believed only brought incompetent people to power and made them beholden to the whims of the ignorant masses. The fact that the Front populaire government was headed by a Socialist Jew did not raise his opinion of it. Schueller remained a French patriot, but when he looked at the example of Germany and Italy, he could not help admiring the authority, order, and efficiency that reigned there.

			Starting in the mid-1930s, Schueller expounded on his economic theories in a series of books, articles, radio chats, and public lectures aimed at winning converts.

			His main idea was the “proportional salary.” Instead of paying workers an hourly or daily wage, he argued, their salary should be proportional to their production. He actually applied this principle, in part, to his operations at L’Oréal and Monsavon, and it received some attention from economists at the time. But the scheme never gained widespread support. Schueller’s other main idea, a single tax on energy to replace all other taxes, also attracted some interest but never got anywhere.

			Among the many French far-right groups that sprang up in the political ferment of the 1930s—ranging from archconservative Catholics and Royalists to ultranationalists and pro-Fascists—probably none was more radical than the Comité secret d’action révolutionnaire (CSAR). Known to the public as “La Cagoule”—the hood—this anti-Communist, anti-Republican, and anti-Semitic group was aimed at replacing the Third Republic with a dictatorship modeled on Germany, Italy, or Spain. Its leader was Eugène Deloncle, a brilliant and charismatic maritime engineer who called for “illegality” and “underground action.”

			Attracted by Schueller’s ideas—and doubtless his deep pockets—Deloncle recruited him as a member of his group. Schueller provided financial support and made space available to the Cagoule in L’Oréal’s offices on the rue Royale. There is no proof that Schueller himself was involved in the Cagoule’s violent plots, but the organization that he was supporting and helping to finance was behind some very nasty business. Among the terrorist actions attributed to the Cagoule were a series of assassinations, the bombing of the French employers’ association, and even an abortive coup d’état in November 1937.

			Schueller and his fellow Cagoulards, as they were known, soon had the opportunity to observe German order at closer range. On September 3, 1939, France and Britain had declared war on Germany following Hitler’s invasion of Poland. For eight months nothing much happened on the battlefield as French forces hunkered down along the supposedly impregnable Maginot Line and waited. This so-called phony war ended abruptly on May 10, 1940, when the Wehrmacht’s armored divisions circumvented the French fortifications and invaded Belgium, France’s northern neighbor. From there, the Blitzkrieg rolled into France, moved swiftly down the English Channel coast, and entered Paris unopposed on June 14.

			By the time the armistice was signed on June 22 by Maréchal Philippe Pétain, the World War I hero of Verdun, France’s armies had been decimated: 90,000 soldiers killed, 200,000 wounded, and nearly two million taken prisoner. The armistice decreed a German occupation of the northern half of France with a nominally “free” zone in the south under the authority of Pétain’s government in Vichy. (That fig leaf of sovereignty was ripped away in 1942, when German forces invaded the southern sector and put it under military administration.) The unprecedented collapse of the French forces in 1940 was a source of national humiliation and recrimination; for those of Schueller’s persuasion, it was further proof of the failure of democratic government.

			Under the Occupation, Schueller’s writings and lectures became more explicitly pro-Nazi and anti-Republican. In his 1941 book, La révolution de l’économie, for example, he wrote, “I know full well that we don’t have the chance that the Nazis did, coming to power in 1933, they had time. They could spend two years, three years, organizing themselves. We don’t have the gift that the Germans had at this time. We don’t have the faith of national-socialism. We don’t have the dynamism of a Hitler pushing the world.” Elsewhere in this volume, Schueller wrote, “We must rip from men’s hearts the childish concepts of liberty, equality, and even fraternity,” which can only “lead to disaster.” He called for a “strong and durable government . . . independent of the whims of universal suffrage.” It is worth noting that Schueller’s book was part of a collection called “La Révolution mondiale”—The Worldwide Revolution—which also published a compendium of Hitler’s speeches.

			Following the German victory, Deloncle revived the Cagoule under a new name, Mouvement social révolutionnaire (MSR), which operated openly with the blessing of the Nazi occupiers and the collaborationist Vichy government. Deloncle described Eugène Schueller as “our future minister of National Economy, the most important man in the movement.” It is highly implausible to think that a shrewd business tycoon like Schueller was unaware of the vile political leanings of the people he associated with and funded. The MSR’s manifesto clearly trumpeted its pro-Nazi orientation: “We seek to construct the new Europe in cooperation with national-socialist Germany and all the other European nations liberated, like her, from liberal capitalism, Judaism, bolshevism and free-masonry . . . [We must] give the Jews who remain in France a harsh status that will prevent them from polluting our race . . . [and] build a young generation that is united, virile, and strong. We cannot make a revolution without revolutionaries.” Deloncle’s rabid anti-Semitism was not merely rhetorical. In the fall of 1941, Helmut Knochen, the powerful German commander of police and security for France, assigned Deloncle, along with SS officer Somer Hans, the mission of “blowing up the synagogues of Paris.” The bombings were carried out during the night of October 2–3, 1941.

			In February 1941, Deloncle merged the group with another pro-Fascist organization, the Rassemblement national populaire (RNP), headed by Marcel Déat, an ex-socialist turned Nazi sympathizer. From March to October 1941, Schueller served as president of the group’s “technical committee of the general economy.” He later claimed that he had never belonged to or financed the MSR or the RNP. Deloncle, he said, had lured him into a relationship by professing interest in his economic theories, then used his name in his propaganda.

			But Schueller left some compromising tracks. In June 1941, at the group’s first convention, he made this startling statement: “None of these three peaceful revolutions can happen without first of all a . . . preliminary revolution, of both purification and revival, and that one . . . can only be bloody. It will consist quite simply of quickly shooting fifty or a hundred important personages.” At another meeting, in November 1941, Schueller declared that “the essential thing for us is a complete and definitive break with the recent past, with the men and methods of the Third Republic, with free-masonry and the Jews.” He promoted similar ideas, along with his economic theories, in broadcasts over the German-controlled French radio.

			Schueller had cause to regret his irresponsible words and dubious political associations once the German occupiers fled the country in advance of the Allied armies in 1944, taking with them Marshal Pétain, the quasi-senile figurehead of the Vichy regime, and Pierre Laval, his scheming, pro-German prime minister. The departure of the Germans and the collapse of the Pétain government fueled a bloody wave of reprisals and score-settlings known as the épuration—purification or purge. In the first phase of épuration, which began even before D-Day, Resistance groups and their hangers-on carried out summary executions of suspected collaborators, sometimes following hasty trials by people’s courts but often without any attempt at legal niceties. Estimates of the number of extralegal summary executions range between a conservative 10,000 and an exaggerated 100,000 between 1942 and 1945. The second phase of épuration began in mid-September 1944 with the creation of special courts handing out death sentences and lesser punishments within a framework of due process. During this legal phase, military and civilian courts examined 160,287 cases, 45 percent of which resulted in acquittals, 25 percent in prison sentences, and 25 percent in loss of civic rights. In all, 7,037 death sentences were pronounced, but only some 1,500 were actually carried out.

			These reprisals, legal and extralegal, were only the most dramatic manifestations of a country torn apart by the defeat of 1940, the Occupation, and the bitter internecine conflict between the forces of resistance and collaboration. During the postwar years and decades, the fault lines continued to run under the surface and the subject was so fraught that the first serious examination of French collaboration was the 1969 documentary Le chagrin et la pitié—The Sorrow and the Pity. It was only in 1995 that a French president, Jacques Chirac, officially acknowledged France’s role in deporting Jews to Nazi death camps.

			At the end of the war, Eugène Schueller was swept up in the net of the épuration. His troubles began when a disgruntled former employee denounced him as a collaborator in a report to the Comité régional interprofessionnel d’épuration dans les entreprises, an official body formed to investigate the wartime activities of businesses and companies and bring to justice “all those who favored the undertakings of the enemy, or hindered the resistance of the French people.” On November 6, 1946, the Comité imposed professional sanctions on him “for advancing the enemy’s designs by his public attitude during the Occupation.” His case was sent to the Court of Justice of the Department of the Seine, where he was formally charged with economic and political collaboration.

			On the economic question, a detailed accounting of wartime sales to the Germans by L’Oréal and Monsavon showed relatively modest levels. The investigating magistrate, Judge Marcel Gagne, ruled that Schueller could not be convicted for economic collaboration due to the “minimal percentage of German business and to the fact that the merchandise delivered was of no direct military interest.”

			As for political collaboration, the judge concluded that “Schueller showed a certain activity in favor of the ideas of Franco-German collaboration,” and that he did in fact belong and contribute funds to Deloncle’s MSR—in spite of his denials. (A 1942 police report stated that Schueller was “an influential member of the M.S.R.” who “largely subsidizes the group’s needs.”) It would have been useful to have Deloncle’s own testimony on Schueller’s involvement in his far-right movements, but he was unavailable for comment: On January 7, 1944, Gestapo agents burst into his apartment and gunned him down because he was suspected of contacts with conspirators in the failed plot to assassinate Hitler. (Deloncle’s son Louis, wounded in the attack, later joined the Spanish branch of L’Oréal—just one of many ex-Cagoulards who were welcomed into Schueller’s company after the war.)

			But Schueller had been able to call on various witnesses to support his claim that he had sheltered Jewish employees, aided staffers who resisted obligatory labor in Germany, and, not least, that he had secretly financed the Resistance. One influential witness on his behalf was his old schoolmate Jacques Sadoul, by then an important member of the French Communist Party, which had played a major role in the Resistance. Another was the Cagoulard turned Resistance leader Gen. Pierre de Bénouville. Not least among Schueller’s defenders were future president François Mitterrand and Schueller’s future son-in-law, André Bettencourt, both of them active in the Resistance. As a result, Judge Gagne recommended that all charges against Schueller be dropped. His case was closed definitively on December 6, 1948. Had he been convicted, Schueller could have been removed from L’Oréal’s leadership, disgraced, and possibly jailed, while the company itself would have faced the threat of nationalization.

			That judgment officially cleaned Schueller’s slate and allowed him to remain at the helm of his businesses. But it leaves some important questions unanswered.

			First, it doesn’t explain how L’Oréal’s sales nearly quadrupled between 1940 and 1944, from 56,899,862 francs to 208,862,574 francs. Even if the company did not record significant sales to the Germans, it is inconceivable that L’Oréal could obtain the necessary raw materials, energy, and transportation without the approval of the occupiers.

			More important, what kind of business was Valentine doing with the Germans? Schueller officially ceased to be the director of this large paint and varnish manufacturer in October 1940, when a law issued by the Vichy government forbade any one individual to head more than three companies. But he remained on the board and continued thereafter to be a major shareholder with an interest in its sales and a significant voice in its decisions. Schueller was also instrumental in forging a partnership between Valentine and the German firm Druckfarben, which became a shareholder in the Valentine subsidiary Neochrome. The administrator of Neochrome was a German businessman named Gerhart Schmilinsky, a key figure in the Nazis’ “aryanization” program to strip Jewish owners of their businesses and other property.

			Schmilinsky worked closely with Schueller, whom he praised as “an ardent partisan of the Franco-German accord.” Schueller and Schmilinsky were also linked through a company called Alginates, a joint venture between L’Oréal and the German firm Goldschmidt AG, which derived chemicals from marine algae. By hiding behind these complicated corporate structures, Schueller was able to mask his involvement as an important supplier to the German war machine. For paint, unlike cosmetics and soap, is a highly strategic military product: No ship sails, no plane flies, no tank rolls without paint.

			Valentine’s official accounting records were said to have been destroyed during the Allied bombardment of June 24, 1944. But other archival documents, including an “internal journal” for 1941 to 1944 indicate that as much as 95 percent of the company’s wartime tonnage was delivered to the German Navy, the Kriegsmarine. A 1945 French police report stated, “The company Valentine, of which Schueller is co-director, worked during the whole occupation for the exclusive benefit of the Germans, [who used] the paint for camouflage.” According to the Reich’s “Paint Plan,” Valentine was listed since 1941 in the “first category” of paint suppliers. Thanks largely to his relations with the Germans, says French historian Annie Lacroix-Riz, Schueller “augmented his fortune considerably during the war.” His tax returns for the period show that his personal net income increased nearly tenfold between 1940 (248,791 francs) and 1943 (2,347,957 francs).

			Schueller’s political collaboration was no less active. The postwar investigators noted his role as a financier and member of Deloncle’s pro-Fascist movements, as well as his public declarations in favor of a National Socialist–type regime in France. But what completely escaped their notice was the extent of Schueller’s direct contacts with German officials. Among them was the notorious Helmut Knochen, the commander of police and security for the Sicherheitsdienst, the SS intelligence service. Actively involved in the deportation of French Jews to the Nazi death camps, Knochen was responsible for the execution of several thousand French Resistance members and was an enthusiastic proponent of reprisal killings of civilian hostages. Interrogated by French intelligence services after the war, he listed Schueller among his “voluntary collaborators.” In 1947, French investigators discovered a list of forty-five “agents of Knochen.” Among them: “E. Schueller. Businessman.”

			“At the time I knew him,” Knochen told interrogators, “he was seeking to get himself named Minister of the National Economy” in the Vichy government. “He worked for our Section III [specialized in economic questions] in order to obtain the help of the German services for his personal business and also to get the Services to support his ambition to become a minister.” Schueller never won that coveted post, but he was designated as the future minister of “National and Imperial Production” on a list that Knochen drew up in 1941 to replace Prime Minister Pierre Laval’s cabinet with more solidly pro-German figures. The plan was never carried out.

			One other incriminating piece that did not make its way into his investigative file was a document signed by Schueller on the letterhead of Marcel Déat’s RNP, an organization he claimed never to have belonged to. The letterhead identifies Schueller as the president of the Technical Committee of the General Economy and gives his address as 14 rue Royale—the same as L’Oréal headquarters. Dated July 29, 1941, it exhorts “all the members of the party . . . to enroll in the Légion des volontaires français” as the “only road” to “an honorable and perhaps glorious peace.” The Légion des volontaires was a notorious unit made up of French collaborationists who went to fight alongside the Germans on the eastern front. The French unit was integrated into the Division Charlemagne of the Waffen-SS. Its troops swore allegiance to Hitler and fought in German uniforms. Schueller’s support of this force was arguably an act of treason. Taken together with his role as a de facto agent of Helmut Knochen, this letter would quite likely have sealed his postwar conviction as a collaborator. But a combination of money, connections, and luck spared him that indignity—and perhaps even saved him from a firing squad.

			Liliane Bettencourt, understandably, did not like to talk about her father’s political dark side. And when she did, she attributed it to naïveté rather than any real conviction. “He was a man full of hope, pathologically optimistic, who understood nothing about politics,” she told journalist Franz-Olivier Giesbert in 1996. “He was never in the right boat.” It is surprising that a man with Schueller’s acknowledged brilliance and vision as an industrialist could be so intellectually bereft when it came to his political choices. But such is the mythology of an adoring daughter.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THE HEIRESS AND THE CONSORT

			In October 1927, Betsy Schueller died suddenly of an abscessed liver. Her daughter remembered the moment vividly sixty years later. “I was five years old. They came to get me in the middle of the night and I saw my father kneeling at the foot of my mother’s bed . . . After she died there was no more music in the house.”

			Brutally deprived of her mother’s presence and affection, Liliane fell under the influence of a father whom she came to adore to the point of obsession. “It allowed my father to raise me in his own way,” she said. “A mother softens things. He thought of the life that awaited me.” From that point on, it was the example of Eugène Schueller’s energy and work ethic that shaped her character—along with the Dominican nuns who, for ten years, gave her a strict education based on religion, duty, obedience, and conformity.

			In fact, Liliane did have another feminine presence in her life: Annie Grace Burrows, her English nanny. But she never regarded Annie, nicknamed “Nita,” as a replacement for her mother. And when Eugène Schueller married the comely Nita (fifteen years his junior) in 1932, Liliane could look on her stepmother only as a rival for her father’s love and attention. “She never, ever talked about her father’s wife,” says psychoanalyst Claude Delay, a close friend of Liliane’s. “I find that extraordinary because this woman raised her, after all.” After Liliane’s mother died, “all her emotional potential was determined by her father. And she was the daughter of a father she admired. That counts enormously in terms of identity and identification.”

			“What shaped me,” Liliane said in a 2010 interview, “was to be this little girl who adored her father. To have only a father is not always easy. He was always busy and surrounded by women. I remember—when I was seven or eight—looking not at my father, but at the man he was. A man rather short, with beautiful blue eyes, and such a look. And that changes everything.” She describes their relationship in terms that almost suggest a courting couple. “He was very handsome, he made life beautiful. With me, he was not without a certain shyness. He gave me presents. I remember an Hermès handbag, navy blue with a silver clasp . . . I was like a little woman . . . Our relationship took all its force when we walked together.”

			In reality, those moments must have been rare. Schueller bragged of being a “6,000-hour” man—one who worked sixteen hours a day, seven days a week. According to one of his former secretaries, he would typically rise at five a.m. to pore over documents and prepare letters to dictate, head to his Valentine office in his chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, spend three hours there, then go across town to the Monsavon headquarters. He would gulp down a glass of grapefruit juice for lunch on the way to L’Oréal, where he would stay till nine p.m. Then he would return home with four briefcases full of papers and work until midnight. And before he even started his workday, he would go jogging every morning with his four dogs. Not much father-daughter quality time in that schedule.

			During Liliane’s childhood and teen years, L’Oréal was growing by leaps and bounds against the backdrop of a burgeoning fashion and glamour industry. The rolls of the great Paris couture houses, which had sprung up in the late nineteenth century, were expanding in the post–World War I years and changing the notions of feminine style with simpler, more modern designs. Schueller was acquiring and creating new brands for his group and growing his overseas markets, while his promotional magazine, Votre Beauté, joined Vogue and Marie Claire in the ranks of a nascent feminine glamour press.

			These were exciting times for L’Oréal, and Schueller expected his daughter to be part of it all: During every summer vacation, he insisted that she work for several weeks as an intern at L’Oréal. “I had a tray full of labels and glue and we prepared the bottles,” she recalled. “I was delighted because I talked to him about L’Oréal, the people who worked there, who impressed me, the products. It was wonderful to talk about all that. . . . I loved everything that brought me closer to him, everything that led us to talk even more. . . . I was his daughter and I clung to him. My father and I had the same language.” It seems odd that a fifteen-year-old girl would be so thrilled to talk about business with her father. One gets the impression that it was the only subject that interested him and therefore the main channel open for communication.

			Communicating with a brilliant but preoccupied father was hardly simple for a motherless child, as Liliane explained to her notary in 2009: “My father adored me, I adored him, but he had such a temperament, you see? For a little girl ten years old who was supposed to understand everything, it was difficult. But I never gave up. I always managed to understand his mental process, which was not easy.” Another thing that made communication difficult—and not just with her father—was a serious hearing impairment resulting from a childhood bout of tuberculosis.

			There was more to Liliane’s early life than her Catholic boarding school and L’Oréal apprenticeships. In 1926, when she was four, Schueller had built a granite villa on the Pointe de l’Arcouest in Brittany. Somewhat pretentious, with its colonnade, tennis court, and manicured lawn, it boasted a superb view of the sea and the Île-de-Bréhat. Some of the neighbors considered Schueller’s twenty-five-room house pretentious, and frowned on his decision to enclose the whole property behind a high wall, something that was simply not done in those parts. But Schueller was accustomed to doing things his way.

			It was at Arcouest that the Schuellers spent their vacations—though Eugène never stayed more than two weeks at a time and brought work with him. Liliane loved to swim, ride her bike, and take long walks along the rocky coast with her two Irish setters. And she cherished the privileged moments aboard her father’s sailboat, the Edelweiss, in which they would sometimes go as far as the Isle of Wight, across the English Channel. Not content with leisurely excursions, the hypercompetitive Schueller would also enter the boat in local yacht races. “It was intense,” Liliane remembered. “There were four or five of us in the crew, and he would really yell at us! It was serious, we had to win.”

			Schueller kept a jealous eye on Liliane as she began to mature and attract the attention of young men. “Have you seen those shoes?” he would snicker, causing his daughter to immediately lose interest in this or that suitor. Until one day in 1938 when André Bettencourt came to lunch at the family’s sumptuous apartment on the Boulevard Suchet in Paris’s 16th arrondissement.

			Bettencourt, then nineteen, had been introduced to Schueller by a mutual acquaintance. Bettencourt was intrigued by the industrialist’s economic ideas and welcomed the lunch invitation. That was the first time Liliane and André laid eyes on each other. She took little notice of him, and the young man was preoccupied by an animated conversation with her father. André later confided to a friend that he “didn’t find her extraordinary, was intimidated by her gaze, and thought she wore too much makeup.”

			It is unclear whether Schueller had any thought then of André Bettencourt as a possible future son-in-law, but he was in fact an attractive prospect. Tall, handsome, and endowed with impeccable manners, he cut a fine figure. He had no fortune to boast of, but came from a prominent family in Normandy with some blue blood on his mother’s side. For Schueller, the nouveau riche son of a baker and grandson of a shoemaker, André Bettencourt possessed a pedigree that would confer a respected social status on the future heiress.

			Bettencourt claimed to be a descendant of Baron Jean de Béthencourt (c. 1359–1425), the discoverer of the Canary Islands. At the time André was born, on April 21, 1919, the family had been settled for four generations in Saint-Maurice-d’Ételan, a picturesque farming village located on a loop of the Seine in lower Normandy. His father, Victor, was a lawyer with the Paris Appeals Court, a member of the regional government council, and an influential member of the Catholic agricultural union. A fervent Catholic—André judged him a “saint”—he would walk from the family manor to the local church every morning to attend Mass. André’s mother, Jeanne-Marie de Chalendar, daughter of a general, died of tuberculosis in 1924. Like Liliane Bettencourt, André was raised by a revered father.

			The youngest of six children, André—known to friends and family as Dédé—was home-tutored until the age of nine, then attended a private Catholic boarding school in Le Havre along with his older brother Pierre. His strict religious upbringing was not limited to his formal studies: He took music lessons at a Dominican convent, where he sometimes donned monks’ robes, and shared a private confessor with his brother Pierre Bettencourt. This devoted cleric, Canon Le Picard, came to their family home every two weeks and, according to Pierre, tried in vain to cure them of “the delights of masturbation.”

			According to his own account, André Bettencourt was a mediocre student: “Pierre was always first in his class, I was usually last.” After elementary school, he was sent to a collège, equivalent to a US middle school, in the Alpine town of Thônes, then to a strict Jesuit boarding school in the northeastern city of Reims. He stayed there only a short while before he fell sick from some unspecified malady and returned to the family home in Normandy. That was the end of Bettencourt’s schooling; he never received his Baccalauréat—the French high-school diploma—or pursued any form of higher education. At that point his father intervened to get André a job as secretary of the Jeunesse agricole catholique, an association for rural Catholic youth that was headquartered in Paris. And so it was that in 1938, armed with few qualifications other than his good looks and a respectable family background, André Bettencourt headed off to the capital.

			In Paris he lodged at 104 rue de Vaugirard, a residence for provincial Catholic students run by the Marist fathers. His two closest friends there were François Mitterrand, the future president of France, and François Dalle, the future CEO of L’Oréal. Like most of their fellow students, they were swept up in the political ferment of the late 1930s—especially Mitterrand, who belonged to a group headed by Col. François de La Rocque, a leader of the nationalist far right. Mitterrand also frequented members of the notorious Cagoule but never actually joined their ranks.

			Though none of them leaned toward the Royalist right, Dalle secured an invitation to visit the Comte de Paris, Henri d’Orléans, pretender to the French throne, at his château near Brussels in April 1939. A descendant of King Louis Philippe, ousted in 1848, Henri d’Orléans (1908–1999) was the titular head of a monarchist movement that was active on the French political scene before the war. (After the Liberation, Henri d’Orléans and Charles de Gaulle reportedly held secret talks about the possible restoration of a constitutional monarchy with the Comte de Paris at its head.)

			The pretender’s young visitors were all enchanted with the audience and impressed by the magnificent château and surrounding park. Mitterrand “talked all the time, quite brilliantly,” Dalle recalled. But the thing that most struck André Bettencourt during their weeklong trip was a glimpse of a Hitler Youth camp just across the Luxembourg border. His admiring description of their discipline, fervor, and the physical beauty of their half-clad bodies is revealing in more ways than one:

			Coming from the pine forest and echoing through the valley, a song of extraordinary power and beauty, a song full of force, the expression of a whole people came to us in waves; and then, all of a sudden, at a turn in the road, we saw a hundred young men in their undershorts, their bodies bronzed by the sun, superb, their voices steady, marching in tight ranks at a steady pace . . . That day, I realized for the first time that next door to us, without our even seeking to know it, a great people was rising with the body and soul of their youth.

			When the war broke out in September 1939, André, then twenty years old, somehow avoided being swept up in the mobilisation générale, the universal conscription that called on all able-bodied men to serve in the army. He claimed in his memoirs that he attempted to enlist in Normandy at the outset of the conflict but was rejected for reasons that are unclear. A second examination shortly afterward found him apt to serve but, according to Bettencourt, the French “debacle” prevented him from joining a unit or undergoing military training—an odd claim, considering that the army would presumably have wanted all the manpower they could get in that desperate situation. He said he tried once more in June 1940, this time in Brittany, but by
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