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AUTHOR’S NOTE



 


This book was originally
published under the title, “Bardot-Two Lives.” Subsequent editions,
especially in the United States, used the title, “Bardot – An
Intimate Portrait.” Those books are the same.

 


This edition has been
revised for Brigitte’s 80th birthday, and to bring her
story up to date.

 


------






 


LETTER FROM BRIGITTE BARDOT

In March 1994, Brigitte
Bardot sent this note, in her own handwriting, to introduce the
original edition of this book:
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THIS IS THE
TRANSLATION

 


 


Once upon a time there was
a rose, an arm that held this rose, and at the end of the arm,
Jeffrey

 


That's how, on December 10,
1993, in St Tropez I came across the man who, in writing this book,
had taken an awful risk.

 


 


That day, surrounded by the
abandoned dogs I was vainly trying to have adopted for 'Animals'
Christmas', I met this Jeffrey Robinson whom I'd feared and avoided
like the plague - yet another guy writing about me, another lawsuit
in prospect, another person prying into my private life, a gossip
monger, an opportunist...

 


 


But then, listening to him,
he tamed me, he made me laugh, he wanted to adopt the dogs, the
cats... he had magical charm and an irresistible sense of
humor.

 


 


He told me stories about
my grandfather, 'Le
Boum', as if he'd known him all his life,
he told me about my childhood, about my life; I was fascinated by
the truth and sensitivity of his remarks.

 


 


I trust him because he
knows me, perhaps better than I know myself and I thank him for
having the generosity to donate part of his royalties to my
Foundation for the protection of animals.

 


I'll see you again right
away, on the next page.

 


--- Brigitte
Bardot

 


St Tropez, March
94

 



 


 


 


Avant Propos

 


 


Brigitte Bardot at
80

 


 


 


 


Growing old gracefully is
difficult enough for most people but when, once upon a time, you
were the single most beautiful woman on the planet, and one of the
most famous people on the planet, and a genuine icon who genuinely
changed the world --- and, when no one will ever let you forget all
of that --- then growing old gracefully might just be an impossible
task.

 


Fame, like beauty, is often
frozen in time. But time has denied us our wax museum image of
her.

 


She lived her first life
allowing herself to be manipulated by men. Roger Vadim was her
Svengali. But, having created her, he was not the only one who used
her. The string of others, often disguised as lovers, took what
Vadim had invented and built on it, twisted it, distorted it,
profited from it, but never really changed it. They needed Bardot
to be Bardot. And for a while, she obliged.

 


This is not a criticism of
them, or of her, it is just an observation.

 


She could have stopped it.
She even said at the time that she hated this, that she wanted to
stop it. But she didn’t. At least she didn’t until, deep down, she
knew she had to.

 


Then, once she closed the
chapters on her first life and embarked on her second, she made a
deliberate effort to exclude most of those people from her first
life. She did it, not just because she didn’t want to be reminded
of her first life --- or them --- but to avoid it ever happening
again.

 


She begin living her second
life to the beat of her own drummer and never looked back. Having
been a champion of sexual liberation for women, she became a
advocate of political and social liberation for women. With the
money, fame and power she’d earned in her first life doing it other
peoples’ way, she has spent nearly half a century doing it her
way.

 


And only her
way.

 


Fierce, and fearless,
especially in her cause against man’s cruelty to animals, she is
unfailingly defiant, combative, stubborn, fractious, volatile, and
staunchly convinced in the righteousness of her own
beliefs.

 


While many people see her
these days as a recluse, she refutes that. “I am not a recluse. I
live like an unsociable person --- it is different. People get on
my nerves. I am not interested in their little problems, most of
them superficial. They leave me cold.”

 


She is very rarely, if
ever seen in St. Tropez any more, and in fact, almost never leaves
the Madrague, except to go to her four hectares farm, La Garrigue, on the other side of the peninsula. In her
mind, the St. Tropez she knew 50 years ago is dead and
buried.

 


“One has got to retain a
certain dignity, be it in St. Tropez or anywhere else,” she’s said,
ignoring the fact that she herself put the town on the map. That,
she built it and they came. That, tourists have arrived in St.
Tropez for the last 50 years, in part to see her, to see where she
lived, to capture some of the myth and magic that her life in St.
Tropez had become.

 


As a result, according to
her, “This charming little part of the world seems to be attracting
all the vices --- exhibitionism, drugs, pornography, homosexuality.
I hate decadence.”

 


The few people she still
sees with any regularity say that she dresses much the same way
every day --- always in black --- which means, usually, a black
blouse and black jeans. Her hair is silver-grey with a blond mesh,
tucked up in bun on top of her head. Because she suffers from
arthritis she walks with two canes. When people have suggested she
have an operation to relieve the pain in her joints, she dismisses
those suggestions outright. Apparently she’s afraid of
anesthesia.

 


When one of the French
television channels devoted a night to showing a series of her
films, L’Express wrote, “It's because of Bardot that women do not
exist. She killed them like (Charlie) Parker killed the
saxophone."

 


But that was then and this
is now.

 


Writing in the on-line
Daily Beast, Eric Pape astutely suggests that, these days, Bardot,
“Rarely says anything positive about her fellow humans. Younger
French people no longer tend to think of her as the groundbreaking
sexual creature from the 1956-film ‘And God Created Woman,’ nor do
they consider her a particularly persuasive animal rights activist.
They largely perceive her to be an off-key old crank whose animal
rights arguments devolve into anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim
rants.”

 


She is well aware that her
outspoken views are not mainstream or even popular. But in
acknowledging that, which she has done often in the past 20 years,
she hints that it is probably to be expected. She seems proud to
brag that she has always done the opposite of most people and,
certainly since leaving her first life, does whatever she wants
without any care for what anyone else thinks. She has insisted that
she never courted popularity or fame, adding, “Being popular has
ruined my life.”

 


Still, she says, her fame
has been useful. “It helps in the fight I wage for my beloved
animals.”

 


A
stark contradiction of tolerance and prejudice, of caring and not
caring, of truth and Brigitte’s truth, of great warmth and bitter
cold, of laughter and tears, and of vast human kindness with a
red-hot molten temper just beneath the surface --- like a volcano,
she can erupt at any time, and without warning --- she has little
or no concern for what anyone else thinks. Unless, of course, they
agree with her.

 


There is Bardot’s world,
and the rest of the world be damned.

 


Yes, there is still great
beauty. But now it is a different kind of beauty. It is the look in
her eyes, it is her smile --- which really does light up her entire
face --- and, at least where animals are concerned, it is the
deeply passionate, almost fanatical, love that is alive and well in
her heart.

 


This beauty is the
reflection of an extraordinary existence, made all the more stark
by the ghost of her first life. It haunts her. Whether she admits
it or not, whether she acknowledges it or not, whether she will
ever accept it or not, the woman at 80 is what the years have done
to the woman-child of 20.

 


In many ways, it is unfair.
The youth we leave behind can never be reclaimed. Not that everyone
necessarily wants to reclaim it. But Marilyn Monroe is frozen in
time, forever beautiful, at the age of 36. James Dean is eternally
24. John Kennedy is 46. Jimi Hendrix is 27. John Lennon is 40.
Elvis is 42. Diana is 36.

 


Bardot is 80.

 


And it is for the living
that history can be so cruel.

 


Most of us are allowed to
grow old gracefully.

 


Given that she was
once that Brigitte Bardot, it was never going to happen to
this Brigitte
Bardot.

 


Then again, given the
insurmountable wall she built to separate her first life from her
second life, Bardot at 80 insists she really doesn’t give a damn
about who she was once upon a time, and that she is totally at
peace with who she is today.



For her sake, I will
forever wish her well, and sincerely hope this is true.



JR, New York/
2014



 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


LIFE ONE

 


 


THE CRAZY YEARS

 


 


 


 


 


 


“I am a woman just like
any other. I have two ears, two eyes, a nose and a mouth. I have
feelings and thoughts and I am a wife and a mother above all else.
But my life is becoming impossible. My soul is not my own any more.
Stardom to me is a monster, like the sorcerer’s apprentice. I
cannot live as I want to. I merely exist underground. If I want
fresh air in my home, I cannot open my window because there’s a
photographer sitting on the roof opposite with a telescopic lens.
There is very little in my life that I can call my own.”

 


--- Brigitte Bardot,
1960

 



 


 


 


 


 



Prologue

 


 


 


 


 


 


The former movie star,
whose face and body and pouting lips made her one of the most
famous people of the 20th century and, who might well have been for
many years the most beautiful woman in the world, arrived at the
derelict property that Saturday afternoon, only a few minutes after
the police had secured the scene.

 


It looked like a
battleground.

 


At the age of 58 she was
dressed in tight jeans, a sweatshirt and a leather jacket, still
wearing her long blond hair the way she did 36 years before, but
now large sun glasses hid her still remarkable face.

 


She’d been
crying.

 


The shepherd, who’d been
squatting amongst the ruins of the abandoned Saint Ame castle,
between St. Tropez and Ramatuelle insisted that neighbors had
allowed his animals to get out at night and that their dogs had
ripped them apart. But that didn’t explain the lamb she found
drowned in a small basin. Or the badly decomposed body of a sheep
she spotted nearby. Or nine more sheep she saw, their corpses piled
one on top of the other, hidden in brush behind a wall. Or the
goat’s head she discovered, nailed to a tree.

 


Utterly horrified, she
lashed out at the scruffy, bearded vagrant, calling him a savage,
accusing him of this carnage, blaming him for deliberately
massacring his animals. The man had been there for almost for a
year, living without electricity, without water and obviously
without enough food to feed either himself or his flock. Now, at
the end of October 1992, the remainder of his animals --- 30 sheep,
ten goats and one donkey --- were corralled in a small pen, all of
them starving and near death.

 


Her tirade continued. And
the police had all they do to keep what was already an ugly scene
from becoming violent.

 


A veterinarian arrived,
summoned by the police, but after examining the animals, he said he
couldn’t determine the cause of their death. She argued vehemently
that the cause of their death was obvious. The shepherd had
murdered his own animals. And she demanded that the police arrest
him. When a senior officer asked her if she would file a formal
complaint, she didn’t hesitate to say she would. The shepherd was
taken away for questioning.

 


The moment he was gone, she
swung into action. She fetched food for the remaining animals,
lugged bails of hay from her car, and comforted the ones who were
too sick to eat. Later, after she was convinced the animals were
safe, she went to the police station and brought charges against
the shepherd. She also had her local attorney obtain a court order
which allowed her personally to take the animals into care.
However, before the evening was out, the police released the
shepherd. Their excuse was, based on the evidence, they were unable
to make a satisfactory case against him.

 


She was furious, and
relentless in her wrath.

 


Having seen the intensity
of her celebrated temper several times in the past, the police
decided to charge the shepherd with the misdemeanor of having
failed to notify the proper authorities within 24 hours of the
animals’ deaths.

 


Not at all satisfied, she
let loose with the power of her fame. She publicized the affair
throughout the country, enraging people who shared her horror that
such an awful thing could happen and that, for whatever reason, the
police appeared so passionless about seeking justice.

 


Four nights later, the
shepherd was brutally beaten by three cloaked men carrying baseball
bats. There has never been any insinuation that she was in any way
involved with that. But around St. Tropez they don’t hesitate to
label it a reglement de comptes,
the gangster term for revenge.

 


Except that wasn’t what she
wanted. She didn’t give a damn about the shepherd. She only cared
about the animals and the extreme cruelty she’d witnessed and about
stopping it from ever happening again. She wrote a scathing letter
to the Mayor of Ramatuelle, partially blaming him for not having
done everything in his power to prevent it. He answered, feebly,
that there was no provision in law that would have permitted him to
remove the squatter from the property.

 


She kept the heat on,
writing some people with influence and phoning others, letting
everyone know the extent to which she was disgusted. There was no
hiding her fiery emotional involvement. And when confronted with
the indifference of the various authorities, there was no hiding
her frustration.

 


It all took its
toll.

 


At around 8 p.m., on
Saturday night, November 14, exactly two weeks later, still deeply
haunted by the carnage at the abandoned Chateau Saint Ame, she
mixed her regular tranquilizers with a glass of wine. Moments
later, she collapsed. Her husband of three months called for help.
She was rushed by ambulance to the Oasis Clinic in Gassin, near St.
Tropez, where her stomach was pumped. As soon as she was out of
danger, he issued a statement, claiming that she’d been suffering
from extreme fatigue, having been traumatized by the massacre of
those animals. He denied that this was a suicide
attempt.

 


Not that she was a stranger
to tranquilizers. She’d been taking sleeping pills for years. She
knew that she was never supposed to mix them with alcohol. But
then, fighting bouts of depression, the 58 year old blonde woman
who in her first life had fired the opening shots in what came to
be known as the sexual revolution had been down this road
before.

 


*****

 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter One

 


Existing
Underground

 


 


 


 


 


 


In the Provincal dialect of southeastern
France, a “madrague” is a heavy rope net that, many years ago, was laid across
the mouth of open bays to catch large fish especially tuna,
swordfish and sharks. In those days, the Mediterranean was clean
enough that big fish would come in close to shore. So these special
nets were strung in place, put there to last ten or 15 years,
secured in the water by huge green glass balls that floated on the
surface. When a fish was caught, the weight of it would pull the
nearest glass ball under the water as a signal to the net keeper,
who lived along the shore, that he needed to row out and claim the
fish.

 


Eventually, the net
keeper’s cottage also came to be called La
Madgrague. And, not surprisingly, there
are dozens of villas with that name, up and down that coast, where
net keepers once lived.

 


It was such a common name
that no one thought twice about it, until 1958, when Brigitte
Bardot bought a small fisherman’s bungalow on the Bay of Canebiers,
along the side of the cape that juts out from what was then the
tiny, remote fishing village of St. Tropez. Instantly, her
Madrague became the most
famous of all. And because it was hers, it automatically surpassed
the Elysees Palace and the Chateau of Versailles
as the most famous residence in
France.

 


No longer a fisherman’s
shack, she built an attractive home there, and added other
buildings to the property --- a little cottage called
La Petite Madrague and
an even smaller, one room guest cabin called Le Microbus. Still, this was never,
by any stretch of the imagination, a movie star’s estate. This was
not Beverly Hills.

 


Anyway, Brigitte Bardot
never wanted anything to do with Hollywood.

 


La Madgrague
was a compact, two story provincal house, right on the
water’s edge. There was a large living room, in light colors,
dominated by a huge wrap-around white leather sofa. On one side,
there was a dining area with a sensational mahogany refectory table
long enough to comfortably sit 12. On the other, there was her
bedroom, with a large dressing area and bathroom behind it, where
she has a gorgeous oval sunken tub. The kitchen was at the rear of
the house. Downstairs, there was a guest apartment.

 


Her home was not
extravagantly decorated. But then, deep down she never was a woman
with extravagant tastes. And even if there were times when she
might have let some excess get in the way --- like when she rode
around in a white Rolls Royce driven by an tall, handsome ebony
black chauffeur in a uniform to match the car --- she was not
extravagant by nature.

 


The house --- neat and
clean, tended to by a live in housekeeper --- was, in fact, rather
sparse. What art she used to own, and what few mementos she once
collected from her movie career, were sold ages ago to further her
work as an animal activist.

 


There were, however,
several dozen photos scattered around, many of them sitting in
matching red frames, meticulously placed on end tables. A lot of
them were of animals cats and dogs and ponies, past and present.
Among the rest were some huge blow ups, both in black and white and
in color, of her. Not only was she so frightening beautiful in
these pictures, like one taken in 1968 where she is Marianne, the
symbol of France draped in a tricolor flag, but they were, at the
same time, such gorgeous photographs that living with them like
this, had little to do with narcissism and a lot to do with sheer
beauty.

 


From the dining room and
from the living room and from her bedroom too, there were large
windows looking out to the bay. The first thing you realized when
you stood in her house and stared out of those windows was just how
exposed she was to the sea. And with such easy access, it’s hardly
surprising that from the moment she moved in, La Madgrague became a villa under
siege.

 


In an era before the word
stalking became the popular term to describe the danger posed to
famous people by obsessed fans, she was stalked and tracked,
ferociously so. Swimmers waded ashore, not unlike a mini version of
the Allied Landings which took place a few miles down the coast.
They stationed themselves on her little beach to take her photo, to
speak to her, to try to touch her, to proposition her, to steal her
beach towels, to insult her.

 


They came in cars, too, and
in tour buses, to park in front of her gates, to wait for her, to
peak through her fence, to ring her bell hoping she would open the
gate, to climb over her gate and to traipse around her property,
hoping that she would welcome them.

 


And they came in little
boats literally thousands of them making up the annual armada
anchoring less than 50 feet off-shore, waiting there to take her
photo, or to call to her, or just to gape at her.

 


The tour boats came as well
--- a two hour adventure on the Bay of St. Tropez, with
translations in six languages for only 40 Francs, then around $8.
Like those buses that roam Beverly Hills, blaring their
loudspeakers in front of the stars’ homes, the tour boats stopped
in front of her house.

 


And now, the grand finale,
ladies and gentlemen, La Madgrague, the most famous villa in
France, because it is the home of Brigitte Bardot. And if you’re
lucky, ladies and gentlemen, you can see her there, in a bikini, on
her private beach.

 


The guide would tell his
passengers everything they wanted to know about her, broadcasting
it over speakers so loud that she too could hear his high-season
spiel six times a day. As he read from his prepared script, the
tourists would fight their way to the side of the tiny boat,
pressed up against the rails with cameras and binoculars to catch
sight of her, as if she was some friendly gorilla who lived in a
cage at the zoo and swung from tree to tree whenever a crowd
arrived with bananas.

 


As the tourists fought for
a better view, the boat would list to that side and, at times,
there would be so many people leaning over the side taking pictures
that the boat would list, dangerously so. The tour guide would
invariably have to promise his passengers, don’t worry, please don’t worry, we’ll stay in front of
Brigitte’s house long enough for everyone to get their photos. Step
back please, one group at a time, please step back. Brigitte’s
house isn’t going anywhere and neither are we. Step back
please.

 


It never ended. They were
there all the time, non-stop, every day. The crowds and the
onlookers and the tourists and the paparazzi. Everyone came to get
their photos, amateurs and professionals, but especially the
professionals, hundreds upon hundreds of them from all over the
world, swarming St. Tropez like the perennial locust plague, taking
up positions in front of her gate and on her beach and in her trees
and atop nearby telephone poles or just off shore, spending days
and weeks waiting for the sight her.

*****

 


 


The harassment she has
known has been both dangerous and ugly.

 


She’s found total strangers
camping out on her property, total strangers roaming through her
house, and once, a total stranger in her bed.

 


One night in August 1964,
while she was entertaining guests at a dinner party, a band of
thieves came ashore, commando like in a rubber dinghy, and raided
her house, stealing jewelry and cash. She has had microphones
hidden under her dock and people in the nearby bushes with movie
cameras secretly filming her. Strangers have arrived at her gate
bearing flowers, most of them thinking they’re being very original
when they announce their arrival as a delivery from a local
florist. Others have shown up with wine or champagne, most of them
thinking that no one before has ever been quite as gallant. One
night, a young man arrived with a bottle of champagne and a cake,
saying he intended to spend the night with her. People would sneak
in at night to swim in her pool, or to take pictures of themselves
making love on her beach or to use the showers, or to break
into La Petit Madrague to use the toilet, or to expose themselves to her.

 


A drunk once made his way
into her living room, at 5 a.m. installed himself on her couch and
sat there, drinking from a bottle of her whisky, waking her by
screaming, “Brigitte, Brigitte, you whore, get your ass out
her.”

 


Her phone would ring
throughout the day and also in the middle of the night she was
constantly changing her unlisted number. People would ring to make
aberrant requests, to threaten her, to mutter obscenities.
Sometimes she would get as many as 200 calls a day.

 


She also received all sorts
of weird things in her mail including, once, a letter covered in
blood. The woman writing to her explained that she’d already slit
her wrists and would kill herself if Brigitte didn’t send her
money.

 


That attempt at extortion
was amateurish. A more serious effort was launched against her in
1961. France’s so called “Secret Army,” the underground OAS had
pledged to overthrow Charles De Gaulle for his cowardice in
abandoning French colonial North Africa. Shortly thereafter, a
letter arrived for Bardot threatening that if she didn’t make a
contribution to the OAS of 50 million old francs ($10,000) they
would blow up La
Madgrague. Without any hesitation, she
turned the letter over to the police, who promptly put the house
under armed surveillance. A few days later, after making the letter
public, the police were able to identify the author as a conman
who’d written similar notes to other well known French people and
used their money to buy himself a hotel in Switzerland.

 


A few years after that,
she started getting correspondence from a man in prison, and
because he seemed pleasant enough, she responded to him. He wanted
her advice on how he could learn to play the guitar. Thinking she
was doing a good deed for a poor soul, she went out and bought him
one of those “teach yourself the guitar” books, which would show
him some basic keys. It seemed innocent enough at the time. But the
man took their friendship differently and, one day while being
transferred between prisons, he escaped. Before dawn the following
morning he was banging on the front gate at La Madgrague, demanding that she
allow him to hide in one of her closets.

 


Another time, the police
arrested a man waiting at the front gate of La Madgrague with an Uzi submachine
gun. Yet another time, a crazy threw a suitcase over the gate and
inside there was a toy gun.

 


One evening a strange man
was hanging around the property and the police arrived in time to
chase him away. The next night he was back, this time climbing on
her roof, and when they arrested him he had a knife in his
hand.

 


A fellow once forced
himself inside her house, hit the guardian and broke his nose.
Another had, for several years running, shown up at her house,
convinced that he’d been invited. She had him arrested several
times and even offered to pay his fare back home.

 


An American guy used to
arrive like clockwork every summer, expecting to stay there with
her. He even had the gall to tell his friends back in the States
that he would be with Brigitte and had his mail forwarded to
La Madgrague.

 


Once, with friends taking
the sun on her beach, a helicopter bearing the insignia of the
French National Police flew overhead. Spotting a nude blonde woman,
the pilot made a short circle and came back for another look. When
the sunbather didn’t move, the pilot came back for a third look.
Then a fourth look. Then a fifth look. Each time, he got more
daring, coming lower, trying to attract her attention. Then,
suddenly, he was too low and couldn’t make his turn and he crashed
into the sea.

 


On still another occasion,
she and friends were on the beach when they noticed an orange crate
floating a few dozen yards off shore. Seeing garbage in the sea had
become much too commonplace, so no one in the group gave it a
second thought. But an hour later the orange crate was still there,
in exactly the same place. Curious why it hadn't floated by, one of
Bardot's pals walked into the water to fetch it. Underneath he
found a man, in skin diving equipment, sporting a long-lensed
camera.

 


And then there was the
night she was having dinner on the beach with friends when she
thought she heard someone rustling in the bushes behind her house.
An old chum, the late French character actor Andre Pousse who'd
earned his reputation as a tough guy not only on the screen but
during the war with the French underground, immediately got up and
went around to the rear of the house.

 


Stalking the intruder until
he spotted a dark outline in the shrubs, Pousse waited for his
moment, then pounced, savagely grabbing the man and pinning him to
the wall. "What the hell do you want?"

 


"I'm not hurting anyone."
The young man was petrified by the terrifying force of the furious
Pousse. "I'm not here to hurt anybody. Please. I don't even want to
bother anyone...."

 


"What the hell do you
want?"

 


"I was just here for the
laundry. Just her wash. You know, her stuff."

 


"What stuff? Pousse kept
him pinned to the wall.

 


"That stuff." The fellow
tried to point to the laundry line. "There. That."

 


Pousse was stunned. "Her
underwear?"

 


"Yes. Yes. That's all I
wanted." He tried to explain, "I come here to steal her underwear.
I cut it in small squares and tape the pieces to post cards and
sell the postcards to tourists."

*****

 


 


At times, the only way she
could get any peace from prying eyes was either to stay inside, or
to hang bed sheets across a small section of the beach and hide
behind them. She would complain to the photographers, "I am a
prisoner." And while she complained --- sometimes trying to reason
with them, sometimes screaming at them --- they would just stand
there, taking more pictures.

 


None of this ever made much
sense to her. “I’d look the same every day. I’d wear the same
bikini every day. And the photographers came every day to take more
pictures. They never wanted yesterday’s picture. One that was just
the same, taken a week before, was never any good.”

 


It was as bad, if not
worse, whenever she left La
Madgrague. Going with her to a restaurant
meant that people from all over the neighborhood would either come
inside to stare at her, or congregate outside, waiting for her to
pass by. Then they would walk with her along the street.

 


It was the same when she
went into a club. Her arrival was treated like the main event of
the evening while outside, more crowds would gather waiting for
her. She learned early on not to go anywhere alone. And if she
needed to go somewhere and couldn’t find anyone to come along, she
simply wouldn’t go.

 


One afternoon, while Pousse
was at the Madrague, Bardot asked him to take her to a clothing
store across from City Hall in St. Tropez. He tried to beg off,
saying shopping wasn’t his thing. But she insisted and he gave in
because he understood that if he didn’t go with her she’d be forced
to stay home. So the two of them drove into town, parked near the
port and walked through the empty, narrow streets to the
shop.

 


Pousse thought no one had
spotted them. But less than 15 minutes later, when they left the
shop, there were 40 people waiting for her on the curb outside.
Word had spread that Bardot was there and Pousse had to make a path
for her through the crowd.

 


At least in St. Tropez,
when she went somewhere with friends, although it was an
inconvenience, she often got away unscathed. At other times, in
other places, people tracking her had been absolutely terrifying.
There were times when the only way she was able to get out of a
hotel or off a movie set was to recruit a stand in, put a scarf
around the other woman’s head, dress her up to look like Brigitte
Bardot and send her through one door so that when the crowds
followed the decoy, she could duck out the back.

 


But that only worked the
first few times she tried it. The crowds quickly learned to have
all the entrances and exists covered.

 


“She didn’t just suffer
from being a star,” commented her St. Tropez disc jockey chum of
more than 30 years, Jo de Salerne, “it was beyond that. It was
infernal. She was hunted like an animal.”

 


In Italy, a crazy twice
tried to break into her hotel room in the middle of the night. He
managed it the second time, terrifying her until her screams were
answered and the police arrived.

 


In Geneva, on the first
night of filming “Vie
Privee,” the police had blocked off the
area keeping a huge crowd away from her but one well dressed woman
somehow got through the security cordon and when she found
Brigitte, she started spitting on her.

 


A few weeks later, still in
Switzerland, Brigitte was shopping with a friend when a crowd
cornered her and pushed the two of them through a jewelry store
window.

 


In Portugal, attending a
gala, crowds were so close to the entrance, that as she walked in
they grabbed her and mauled her and ripped the buttons off her
clothes.

 


In Rome, filming there,
someone broke a window in a woman’s toilet to snap a photo of
her.

 


In London, to shoot
“Adorable Idiot,” 500 people were waiting for her when she arrived
on location, so that she couldn’t even get out of her car. Hoping
to clear the street, the police ordered her chauffeur to drive
around the block. Half an hour later the crowd had doubled, and now
the police ordered that she be removed from the area immediately.
The London street scenes had to be shot in a French
studio.

 


In Paris, doing nothing
more than going out to buy a handbag, four cars filled with
reporters and photographers followed her into the shop.

 


In Meribel, one Christmas
Eve, she was leaving her apartment to go to midnight mass when an
old woman, who’d been waiting outside for her, began screaming
“whore” and “bitch” and then started throwing stones at
her.

 


“Fame is fun for six
months,” Bardot said, “a year at the most, then you get fed up,
unless you’re particularly stupid.”

 


*****
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The way they tell the joke
in France, a man is looking to hire an assistant and three young
women apply for the job.

 


One is American. One is
British. One is French.

 


Unable to choose between
them, the man decides on a little test, intending to hire the one
who comes up with the best answer. He explains to them, “You are
the only woman on a private jet with two dozen young men, all of
whom are handsome, virile top class athletes. The jet crashes in
the desert. There is nobody around, except you and the men. What do
you do?”

 


The American woman says
right away, “I can take care of myself. Where I come from, the
frontier spirit lives on, so I’d lure all of the guys out of the
plane, run back inside, barricade the door and wait until help
arrives.”

 


“Fine,” the fellow says,
turning to the British woman. “And you?”

 


“Where I come from,” she
explains, “we have a long tradition of chivalry. You know, knights
in shining armor and all that. So I’d find one bloke, the strongest
among them, and convince him that he had to defend my honor. And I
know he would.”

 


The fellow nods,
approvingly. “All right,” he says to the French woman, “and you?”
She thinks about it for the longest time. Growing impatient, the
man wonders, “Don’t you understand the question?”

 


The French woman shrugs,
“Of course I understand the question. But what’s the
problem?”

*****

 


 


When Billy and Joe came
home from World War II --- “The Big One” they called it back in the
days when we were still numbering wars --- there was always a lot
of winking and elbow poking whenever anyone mentioned France. “The
French,” they would coyly remind each other, “have sex tattooed on
their brains.” They’d seen the light during their two weeks in
Paris, after they’d liberated the place and celebrated the German
defeat with Mimi or Fifi, or maybe even both of them. Wink. Elbow
shove. Wink. Hey, these girls are wearing black underwear. What
kind of American girl would do that? Holy key-rist, Joe, Cleveland
was never like this.

 


But then, for Billy and
Joe, this was the country that gave the world the Marquis de Sade,
naked women on playing cards, banned books and such suffixes as
kissing, postcards, letters and toast.

 


What they didn’t know was
how in medieval times, women in France were completely subservient.
Knighthood during the 12th and 13th centuries began the slow
process of idealizing women. Troubadours sang of their favors and,
in turn, women were pursued to great lengths. Sometime during the
14th century, France’s aristocratic sisterhood invented a precursor
to women’s lib by forming what they called “Courts of Love” to
legislate relations between the sexes. In one case, for instance,
the court ruled that a married woman who had refused the advances
of a former lover was wrong in doing so. The judges wrote, “The
marriage bond does not exclude the rights of first love, unless the
lady has decided to abstain completely from matters of love.” The
same court also decided that in arranged marriages something that
still goes on today real love cannot exist. So they encouraged and
perhaps greatly widened, the gap between romantic love and
marriage.

 


The next logical step was
to turn marital infidelity into a national institution.
“Cinq a sept” ---
which translates into “five to seven” --- is what the French do while the British
are taking tea and the Americans are shaking martinis. A
Frenchman’s mistress is free for those two hours because her
husband is with his mistress, whose husband is with his mistress,
and so on. It is, the French believe, a very civilized way of
making a marriage work.

 


At the same time, it is a
totally acceptable alternative to marital boredom a safety valve
which, according to French logic, prevents divorce. Napoleon did
his share for the national image when a few of his letters to
Josephine turned up as collectors’ items in auction houses. He was
very explicit in his descriptions of what he liked to do with her.
And equally explicit when he divorced her, in explaining that she
had the most beautiful private parts in the world, “But she lied
too much.”

 


While the rest of the world
makes heroes of center fielders and center forwards, the French
adore their more infamous women. In the middle of the 1970s,
instead of giving away dishes with each liter, a French gasoline
company offered their customers small medals which contained
historical sketches of history’s greatest lovers. And why not?
Their influence was and is undeniable.

 


Marie Antoinette, for
example, married Louis XIV, not for his money or good looks, but
for political gain. It was a marriage which strengthened the
alliance between his France and her native Austria. And although
she wasn’t born French, the lady quickly adapted. When her marriage
still wasn’t consummated after seven years --- what the King was
doing during that time is anyone’s guess --- she took up
cinq a sept on a regular
basis with any number of officers in the royal guard. She threw
herself head first into a life of hedonism and didn’t come up for
air until she died.

 


Yet, the grand prize for
faithfully serving a French chief of state must go to Meg
Steinhill. She was the petite amie
--- little friend --- of Francois Felix Faure.
President from 1895 1899, Faure was a terrific aficionado of
cinq a sept and
frequently said of Mme. Steinhill, “She could shake any man’s
loins.”

 


Unwittingly, the poor man
became proof positive of that.

 


During one of their
regular, early evening encounters in his office, he died in her
arms. Faure is remembered in glowing terms and every city in France
has a street named after him. But Mme. Steinhill is a authentic
hero.

 


Unlike Anglophones who
seem to have a difficult time accepting marital infidelity in
general terms, and the cavorting of politicians and public figures
in specific terms, few people get upset about such things in
France. When they do, it’s usually for another reason, as was the
case with Mme. Caillaux, wife of the French Premier in 1914. The
newspaper, Le Figaro, printed some letters the Premier had written to his
mistress. Indignant, Mme. Caillaux walked into the newspaper
office, screamed at the offending editor, “Leave my husband alone,”
and shot him. The French loved it.

 


Charles De Gaulle might
have been sexless at least when it came to running around, but his
Prime Minister and successor, Georges Pompidou certainly wasn’t.
His name was linked to a scandal involving a photographer who took
pictures of well known people being “otherwise
occupied.”

 


Nor did Valery Giscard
d’Estaing disappoint when he succeeded Pompidou. For months
following his 1974 election, he was known to leave the Elysees
Palace in the middle of the night, alone, to visit
“friends.”

 


Francois Mitterand took
over the mantel when he succeeded Giscard and while his name was
romantically linked, true or not, with just about every well known
woman in France, he actually had a second family with whom he
lived, alternating with his first family. At his funeral, his
children from both families stood with their mothers side by
side.

 


Nor did the next French
president, Jacques Chirac, escape unscathed. Rumors of infidelities
followed him throughout his political career. But he didn’t even
come close to his successor, Nicolas Sarkozy, whose second wife
Cecilia supposedly didn’t vote for him. They split up right after
he took office and within six months, he was married to the Italian
model, Carla Bruni.

 


The fact that French
politicians might spend time sexually involved with women to whom
they aren’t married is understandable, seen in light of the fact
that, for so many years, French women had no other means to
exercise political power. They didn’t get the vote until 1946 and
couldn’t open a bank account without their husband or father as
co-signatory until 1965. Out of necessity, French women have been
forced to confront the sexual culture that is their heritage. As a
result, they do not automatically associate skin with sex. You need
merely look at any beach in the country to find women of all ages
topless, and in some cases, bottomless too. They think nothing of
baring their skin because they don’t see it as a sexual gesture.
They’ll sit topless in public all afternoon. They’ll get up and
walk into the water topless, in full view of the boardwalk or
street. But if you approach one of them to make small talk, the
first thing they do is put their top back on.

 


That said, the French
woman is a potpourri of contradiction. There is sex. And there is
SEX. And the two can be very different. One has to do with love.
The other is, traditionally, a prize. The term for sexual
experimentation before the wedding is pratiquer --- to practice --- as in
practice makes perfect. And while many foreigners never notice, in
most of the better hotel rooms in France, there’s an armoire
somewhere with a mirror that can be turned to face the bed. It’s
there if you know about it, not there if you don’t. In a culture
where women have frequently held a place similar to that of the
queen on the chessboard --- the prize that cannot be taken without
a battle --- the French woman has learned to be elusive and
mysterious, at times totally inconsiderate, at times childlike and
seductive. She sulks. She broods. She slams doors. She yanks the
prize out of reach, then offers it again, before teasing it out of
reach at least until she is ready to surrender it, but only on her
own terms. She can be totally at home with her own sexuality, and
yet terrified of it. She may want to be cuddled and held and made
love to with all the romantic ardor a man can muster. She may want
poetry and candles and moonlight. Yet there seems to be something
in her psyche that warns, before you can claim her, she is
permitted to be juvenile, silly, nasty, cold, unapproachable,
mysterious, unliberated, dependent, brooding, predatory in the way
she chooses her suitors and brutal in the way she rejects them.
And, by God, she does it all with such a unique inbred style that
the prize seems well worth the game. Brigitte Anne Marie Bardot was
born French on September 28, 1934.

*****

 


 


It was quite a
year.

 


Cole Porter wrote “You’re
The Top,” Leopold became King of Belgium, the British Road Traffic
Act introduced driving tests, Hitler and Mussolini met in Venice,
the Soviet Union was admitted to the League of Nations, Raymond
Poincare died, Winston Churchill warned Parliament of the German
air menace, Stalin began his purge with the assassination of Serge
Kirov, Japan renounced its treaties with the US and F. Scott
Fitzgerald wrote Tender Is The Night.

 


Bonnie & Clyde were
killed, Ralph Nadir was born, Sophia Loren was born, Edward Elgar
died, Frederick Delius died, Marie Curie died and Yuri Gagarin was
born.

 


Frank Capra won the Academy
Award for “It Happened One Night,” Al Capone was installed at
Alcatraz, the SS Queen Mary was launched, the FBI shot John
Dillinger, the Dionne Quintuplets were born in Canada, women wore
shorts for the first time at Wimbledon, Max Baer beat Primo Carnera
for the world heavyweight boxing title, Franklin Roosevelt devalued
the dollar and Mao Tse Tung began his “Long March.”

 


Brigitte came into the
world in her mother’s bed, in her parents fifth floor flat, at
35 Avenue de La Bourdonnais
--- in those days, it was the 15th
arrondissement, today it
is the seventh --- a few blocks from the Eiffel Tower. She arrived
just in time for lunch and weighed 7 pounds 11.5 ounces.

 


In keeping with well
established bourgeois Parisian custom, the Bardots formally
announced Brigitte’s arrival in Le
Figaro, the equivalent proclamation of
social status that comes with similar listings in The Times of
London or New York.

 


Soon known around the house
as “Bricheton” and “Bri Bri,” she’d chosen interesting
parents.

 


Anne Marie Mucel was born
in Paris in 1912 but raised in Milan, in the midst of a very lively
French community, where she was educated in the cultural pursuits
of the era’s proper young ladies notably, music and dance. Called
Toty by her friends, she was a good looking woman with hauntingly
dark green eyes, elegant mannerisms and a strict sense of
behavior.

 


Louis Bardot was born in
Paris in 1896 and graduated with an engineering degree from the
Ecole Superieure Electro Technique. Afterwards, his father brought
him into the family business, Charles Bardot & Company,
manufacturers of liquid air and acetylene. Called Pilou by his
friends, he was a tall man who wore his white hair combed back, and
offset his linear features with round eye glasses. He spoke well,
but his patrician bearing was deceptive. He was very humorous and
considered, by most people, to be good company. Later in life, he
grew grapes to make his own wine and took up sailing.

 


The couple met at a dinner
party in Milan, early in 1933. Pilou, who’d gone to Italy on
business, was sitting at one end of a big table, being funny, as he
often was. Because he was older than the others, everyone seemed a
bit in awe of him. Especially Toty. She summoned up the courage to
move from her end of the table to a place next to him, telling this
much older man, “I want to sit closer to the sunshine.” It was, as
the French say, a “coup de
foudre,” an instant crush, which quickly
blossomed into something much more serious. They were married
August 3, 1933, in Paris, at a Catholic church in St. Germain des
Pres.

 


By the time Brigitte was
born, Pilou was chairman and managing director of the family
business. His offices were on the Rue
Vineuse, in the heart of the capital, near
the Place du Trocadero. Although he spent most of his time at the company factory
in the suburb of Aubervilliers. Like most things he
did in life, Pilou took his business responsibilities seriously and
was at work by six every morning. But at heart he was a dreamer and
Toty would always say that Pilou went through life with a rose in
his hand. The sort of man who bowed and kissed ladies’ hands --- a
genuine, old school romantic --- he always carried a small notebook
with him in which he jotted down whatever thoughts flew into his
mind. Sometimes it was a little anecdote about the family.
Sometimes it was a love letter he’d leave at the side of the bed
for Toty to find when she woke up. But most of the time he wrote
poetry and wrote it well. Using his family nickname as a
nom de plume, he
published several volumes of poetry, including “Vers En Vrac” which earned him the
Vauquelin Prize from the French Academy of Letters. He also held
the Legion d’Honneur and the Croix de Guerre
as a veteran of WWI. Though poetry was his great
passion, he soon developed an affinity for a small film camera that
he bought when Brigitte was just a year old and, long before she
knew that the cinema existed, she was already starring in Pilou’s
home movies.

 


Cared for by a succession
of nannies, Brigitte’s earliest years were orderly and correct. Her
first governess was Italian and she learned to speak that language
fluently. She also learned to speak English, although she always
seemed hesitant to do so, using the excuse that her English was too
rusty. However, she was clearly more at ease with the language than
she would ever admit.

 


Asking one afternoon over
lunch for the English translation of the French word
thym and being told it
is thyme, she instantly punned, “As in, thyme is money?”

 


From the
Avenue de La Bourdonnais, the family moved to a larger flat at 1 Rue de la Pompe, at the heart of
bourgeois Paris, in the 16th arrondissement, the
quartier known as Passy.
They had nine rooms on the fifth floor plus a cat named Crocus.
Formally decorated with period French furniture, there was an
enormously long hallway running straight through the center of the
apartment, from the large entrance foyer all the way back to the
servants’ quarters and the kitchen. The building was grand and
solid, and a very chic address, although the old hydraulic elevator
shook the entire apartment.

 


Looking for Pilou’s son and
heir, the Bardots tried again. Having convinced themselves that
they’d have a boy, Toty never considered anything but boys’ names.
But when her second daughter was born in May 1938, she and Pilou
settled on the most obvious name that came to mind, a combination
of Marie, for Toty and Jeanne, for Toty’s mother. So Marie Jeanne
is the name Brigitte’s sister was christened with, except that on
an official paper someone made a spelling mistake and listed it as
Marie Jane.

 


It hardly mattered because,
like everyone else in the family, she too got a nickname and Marie
Jeanne became Mijanou.

 


“Being Brigitte Bardot’s
sister,” Mijanou confessed, “was never easy. But that didn’t start
when Brigitte became a movie star, it began when I was an hour old.
She recently told me that when I was born she was very jealous. I
can understand that. After all, she was the only child for the
first four years of her life and all of a sudden I showed up to
spoil that for her. What’s more, because my parents were hoping for
a son, because there was all this expectation that I would be a
boy, when Brigitte suddenly saw that she had a sister, when she
realized there was another little girl in the house, she wasn’t
willing to accept that.”

 


Typical of a first child
faced with a baby to rival her parents affection, Brigitte
protected her own territory.

 


“But then,” Mijanou
continued, “she’s always been someone who’s done that. Perhaps,
some of it stems from the fact that where my mother was concerned,
there wasn’t enough tenderness to share. I’m not saying she wasn’t
a tender woman. But she was very strict and could be very tough.
Like Brigitte, she was filled with contradictions. Looking back, I
think that as a little girl Brigitte felt a lack of affection. I
know that I did. One result was that we share a dislike for being
alone. Neither one of us can live in solitude. I’m certain that
comes straight from our childhood. So when I arrived and took a
small piece of our mother’s affection, because it was already so
limited and therefore so vital for Brigitte, it was more than just
sibling rivalry. For Brigitte, it was a matter of survival. I was
taking her oxygen.”

 


In those formative years,
both girls were sent to Catholic school, and watched over after
school by a fearless governess whom they called,
La Bique, the nanny
goat.

 


Because Toty was concerned
that her daughters’ friends should came from the proper social
class and meet her own rigorous standards, the girls weren’t
exposed to a lot of other children. Brigitte grew up well mannered,
quiet and very shy.

 


By her own admission, “When
I was a little girl, I used to annoy my mother because she would
make me pretty dresses and I would refuse to wear them. So she’d
punish me, refuse to let me go out if I didn’t comb my hair and
dress properly. I’ve always been disorderly and if I wasn’t obliged
to do otherwise, I’d stay for days without wearing
makeup.”

 


In those days, she saw
herself as a homely little girl with thin hair who needed to wear
glasses because of astigmatism, who needed to wear braces to
straighten her teeth, and who suffered for long periods with
eczema. “I was a very frozen, solemn kind of child.”

 


Years later, she would be
equally critical of her own looks. “My nose is a very bad nose.
When I meet a man it wrinkles up, as if I was sniffing a bowl of
milk. My mouth is not a good mouth. My lower lip is heavier and
more swollen than the other. My cheeks are too round and my eyes
are too small.”

 


Toty’s father was a heavy
set, white bearded man with a laughing face whose real name was
Isidore and who called himself Leon. But he was never called
anything by his granddaughters except “Boum Papa.”

 


He was in the insurance
business and stayed in Italy long after his company had asked him
to come back to France, because Milan was where La Scala was and Boum Papa loved
opera. His wife was called “Mamie” by her granddaughters and she
became a major influence on Brigitte’s life. A woman who took
extremely good care of herself and paid a lot of attention to how
she looked, Mamie always tried to set an example by being perfectly
dressed, perfectly turned out. Only nine years older than Pilou,
there was never any doubt that Brigitte was her favorite and that
the feeling was mutual. Years later, longtime friends of the family
still spoke about Jeanne Mucel with great affection, about how
special a woman she was, about how she worshipped Brigitte and
about how Brigitte could make her grandmother melt.

 


On Brigitte’s father’s
side, Charles Bardot was an engineer and metallurgist who passed
away in 1941. A few years later, when Pilou’s mother Hyacinthe fell
ill, she moved into the apartment at Rue
de la Pompe where Toty could care for her.
And she too had a very unique side. At the Paris Exhibition, the
1889 fair for which Gustave Eiffel built his tower, she spotted a
large wooden chalet that was on display as a model home in the
Norwegian pavilion. She fell in love with it and, quite
eccentrically, decided she wanted to own it.

 


Just about the last style
of architecture you expect to find in France, Charles bought it for
her as a wedding present. She then had it taken apart piece by
piece, transported it to Louveciennes, just outside Paris
where she’d been born and rebuilt it there.

 


A stunning old house where
Brigitte and Mijanou spent a good part of their childhood coming
with their parents every weekend from Easter through autumn, and
also one month each summer it is, nicely enough, still in the
family. As the girls got older, they began spending winter holidays
skiing in Megeve, and a few weeks each summer in the south France,
often staying with family friends in a small village not far from
St. Tropez called La Croix
Valmer.

 


Those friends had a
property on the side of a hill, where three white marble homes had
been built before the war, then largely destroyed during it. In the
middle of fields, surrounded by rose bushes and laurel trees, there
were no doors, there were no windows and there was no furniture.
Lovingly remembered as “delicious and poetic days,” the parents
slept in one of the houses, the children slept in the second, while
the third served as the communal dining room. The nearby beach was
totally empty, just for them.

 


When they were old enough,
both girls were enrolled at Hattemer, a private school favored by
the Parisian bourgeoisie. It was indicative of the comfort that
surrounded their youth. However, the education Brigitte got there,
she always believed, left her largely unprepared for life in the
real world. Among the subjects never discussed was sex. That claim
was reinforced many years later by her first husband, Roger Vadim,
who loved to tell people that Brigitte was so still naive about
such things at the age of 17, she honestly believed mice laid
eggs.

 


In keeping with their
social status, and considering the era, Pilou and Toty brought
their daughters up in a formal way, hoping to instill in them a
strict sense of Victorian values, which was reinforced by Toty’s
severe discipline. And severe is the proper word.

 


One afternoon, when
Brigitte was seven and Mijanou was three, the girls were playing at
home when they bumped into a table, accidentally breaking an
expensive oriental vase. Toty flew into a blind rage. Brigitte
received 50 spankings. Mijanou 25. Toty screamed that this was not
their home, that they were living in her home and that if she
wanted to she could throw them out. She warned that, at her whim,
they could find themselves on the street. Understandably, the girls
were panic stricken.

 


From that moment on, Toty
said, they could no longer use the familiar “tu” form for the word “you” when
they spoke to their parents. From that moment on, they would have
to address their parents with the formal “vous,” which is usually reserved for
strangers and people who are not friends.

 


In fact, both girls were
so marked by the intensity of the punishment that for the rest of
their parents’ lives while they used “tu” freely with just about everybody
else they continued to address Pilou and Toty as
“vous.”

 


For Brigitte, the incident
was a turning point. “I no longer felt as though we were their
children. I didn’t feel as if I was in my home, but in my parent’s
home.”

 


With one cracked vase, her
world had abruptly changed.

 


“She felt unloved,” noted
her second husband, Jacques Charrier. “She told me, and I know
she’s told lots of other people, she felt from that moment on she’d
lost her parents. And by the way she’s repeated that story to so
many people, you can see what an important moment it was in her
life.”

*****

 


 


If she didn’t know much
about sex, at least by the time she reached puberty, she was well
coached in other areas, specifically those that her mother believed
were more in keeping with the way a young girl from a proper family
in the 16th arrondissement
should be raised.

 


Brigitte once remarked, “My
parents wanted me to become a very well educated, cultured and, I
think, rather boring young girl.”

 


Having herself been a
dancer, Toty encouraged both Brigitte and Mijanou to appreciate
music and take up dance, and both of them were shipped off to class
at the age of seven to study with Marcelle Bourgat, a former star
with the Paris Opera. But where Mijanou showed little talent,
Brigitte proved to be good on her feet and displayed enough natural
flair and grace that she quickly progressed to more serious
classes.

 


Friends have commented that
if Brigitte was the beautiful one, then Mijanou was the brainy one.
But that’s not quite true. Mijanou was a very pretty young girl,
who turned out, at least according Jacques Charrier, to have been
the family favorite. “Her parents doted on her.”

 


Because Mijanou was also
treated, in many ways, like the son Pilou never had, dance was soon
substituted for academia.

 


“The thing was,” Mijanou
herself explained, “mother decided not to put all her eggs in the
same basket. I was especially good in maths, so she prodded me
study.” Mijanou won her French baccalaureate when she was only 15,
several years ahead of her contemporaries.

 


At the same time, Brigitte
who was, admittedly, a lazy student at school, became more and more
intent on a dancing career. In 1947, only just 13, she was
permitted to take the entrance exam for the much
distinguished Conservatoire Nationale de
Danse. Places were limited and based on
very rigid criteria. Several hundred young hopefuls auditioned
almost all of whom were older, more experienced and had received
more formal training than Brigitte. Yet, she was one of only eight
chosen. So for the next three years, three afternoons a week, she
studied under the tutelage of the brilliant but tyrannical, Boris
Kniaseff.

 


A curious man who might
well have been slightly crazy, the Russian born Kniaseff is
remembered today as one of the great teachers. He himself had been
a star of the Paris stage in the 1920s, coming to that at the age
of 24, which is late in life for a dancer. More importantly, he was
a man who knew how to mold dancers and through that unique talent,
Kniaseff created an entire generation of stars after the
war.

 


One of the girls he helped
to establish, three years Brigitte’s senior, who would go from
ballet straight into a leading role with Gene Kelly in the film
“American In Paris” was Leslie Caron.

 


“Brigitte was long and
thin and elegant with her gestures,” Caron remembered. “We called
her Bichette.
(The French word for doe.) She wasn’t very muscular. Nor was she
very sure of herself on her feet. But then, she was very
young.”

 


Caron noted that, even
though Bichette had such a beautiful dancer’s body, “She was lazy. She wasn’t
sparkling and fast. She had talent and she had a gorgeous stature.
She could have been a wonderful dancer if she’d been willing to
work at it. But that would have meant she’d have had to work damn
hard. Kniaseff would parade around the studio with a stick in his
hand and never hesitated to hit a girl with it if she didn’t
respond. I recall him practically beating her with it because she
was slow and always did it the easy way.”

 


Still, by being so terribly
demanding, Kniaseff transformed Brigitte. He taught her how to
move. And that’s stayed with her for her entire life.

 


“She has always had the
most wonderful walk in the world,” Andre Pousse insisted. “When she
walks by, everyone stops to look. Even now. And that has nothing to
do with the fact that they’re looking at Brigitte Bardot. She could
be absolutely nobody and they’d still look. That’s her dancer’s
training. Everything about her is perfect when she
walks.”

 


The French movie star
Jeanne Moreau agreed. “Just watching her walk was like listening to
great music.”

 


In an odd way, that
presented some unique problems for Bardot. To avoid crowds, she’d
go through entire wardrobes of disguises. She’d put on wigs and
scarves and throw on huge glasses to cover her face. But the minute
she started to walk, the instant she took two steps, crowds of fans
and the paparazzi could always tell it was her. There was no way
she could disguise her walk. And part of that is down to
Kniaseff.

 


But Christine Gouze Renal,
her friend of more than 40 years and a woman who produced several
films for her, attributed a portion of that, as well, to Bardot’s
innate elegance. “She is naturally elegant. Incredibly so. It’s
something I’ve never seen before with anyone else. You could put
the most stupid hat on her head and dress her in the most awful
clothes and make her up to look ugly and get her to bend down on
her hands and knees and sweep the floor, and she’d still be
beautiful, still be wonderful, still be sexy, still be
astonishingly elegant.”

 


The author Simone de
Beauvoir spotted that same quality too, very early on, dubbing
Bardot the most perfect specimen of the ambiguous nymph. “Seen from
behind, her slender, muscular, dancer’s body is almost androgynous.
Femininity triumphs in her delightful bosom. The long voluptuous
tresses of Melisande flow down to her shoulders, but her hairdo is
that of a negligent waif. The line of her lips form a childish
pout, and at the same time those lips are very kissable. She goes
about barefooted, she turns up her nose at elegant clothes, jewels,
girdles, perfumes, make up at all artifice. Yet her walk is
lascivious and a saint would sell his soul to the devil merely to
watch her dance.”

 


At the beginning of the
1948 season, when Leslie Caron and a few other girls from
Kniaseff’s class went on to dance with the Ballet de Champs Elysees, Brigitte
became a regular feature backstage, always accompanied by Pilou,
watching the company work, trying to learn.

 


Jean Robin, one of the
ballet’s directors, remembered her very distinctly. “She was only
13 or 14 years old. I can still see her standing in the wings with
her father. She was a stalk of wheat, tall and thin, not very
pretty but very timid. She hardly ever spoke.”

 


Any hope she might have had
to find a permanent place the company evaporated when the Ballet
left for a tour of Egypt later that year. There’s no telling what
her life might have been like had she been invited to join them,
and had her parents then allowed her to go. Some people are
convinced she would have emerged as a great French
ballerina.

 


As it was, she continued
studying with Kniaseff, until her dancing career took a very odd
turn.

*****

 


 


France, after the war, was
a country waking up from a nightmare. Everything had to be rebuilt,
not least of all, the national psyche. In the midst of a mini
cultural renaissance that slowly dawned on Paris and would come to
be known as St. Germain Des Pres,
there was a resurgence of fashion.

 


In 1948, Toty decided to
open a small hat boutique, using two rooms of the flat on
the Rue de La Pompe. One of the new designers she admired was a man named Jean
Barthet and when he mentioned to her that he was planning to launch
his first post war collection, she suggested he might consider
putting together a fashion show using a ballet theme. Her idea was
that he could introduce each hat with classical music and a dancer
instead of the usual model. Then, just in case he was interested,
Toty said, she knew the perfect dancer. So Brigitte was
hired.

 


Each new hat in the
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