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				“Can’t Afford a Shopping Spree at Cartier? This Book Is the Next Best Thing….A human story—one even the unadorned will read with pleasure.”

				—The New York Times Book Review

				“A dynamic group biography studded with design history and high-society dash…[This] elegantly wrought narrative bears the Cartier hallmark.”

				—The Economist

				“The story of the [Cartier] family’s rise from simple artisans to originators, creators, super salesmen and friends to the rich and famous is extraordinary.”

				—The Spectator

				“Even if you think you know Cartier jewelry, even if your library is filled with any of the more than two dozen books on the French maison, you should make room for one more….Brickell is the tour guide whose fascination with her subject turns hitherto unknown fact into fresh gossip….[She] has humanized Cartier. That’s no small feat.”

				—Airmail

				“The story of the family is agelessly and endlessly fascinating. The Cartiers ought to be considered required reading for anyone interested not only in the history of Cartier, but also the social history of luxury.”

				—Hodinkee

				“A mesmerizing portrayal of early-twentieth-century social history, told through the lens of a single, now incredibly famous family.”

				—Town & Country

				
				“Artfully documented…The story of the Cartier family is the story of wealth creation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as it moved in waves from country to country.”

				—Bloomberg

				“The Cartiers is a must-read for any jewelry professional.”

				—JCK

				“The [Cartier] family had, for four generations, a ringside view of events that shaped the world as we know it.”

				—GQ India

				“Francesca Cartier Brickell uncovers the fascinating history of her famous ancestors—the Cartier brothers—discovering a bond stronger than diamonds.”

				—Tatler

				“Behind all the dazzle is the story of a family that rose through the ranks to create a formidable jewelry empire, one step at a time—a narrative always told from a third-person perspective, until the release of The Cartiers, that is. As a sixth-generation Cartier, Francesca Cartier Brickell gives readers an exclusive behind-the-scenes insight into the rise and rise of the brand birthed by her ancestors.”

				—Vogue India

				“An incredible monograph that chronicles the rise and family dynamics of one of the most prestigious and internationally known jewelry brands linked to the family that built it ‘brick by brick.’ ”

				—New York Journal of Books

				“A French jewelry dynasty weathers war, financial collapse, and a trend toward casual fashions in this sparkling group biography….[A]n engrossing study of jewelry history and of high society at its flashiest, studded with entertaining anecdotes.”

				—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

				
				“Stories about fabulous diamonds, perfectly matched pearls, glittering tiaras, iconic watches, and other jaw-dropping adornments are intertwined with detailed accounts of family lore and business dealings, descriptions of myriad social events, displays of unimaginable wealth, and copious name-dropping: royals, movie stars, maharajas, mistresses, moguls, and other glitterati.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Part family story, part jewelry-lover’s dream, part history—this gem of a book will have a little something for everyone.”

				—LitHub

				“Francesca Cartier Brickell’s deeply researched and highly energetic book brings to life a family of creativity and whimsy, their dazzling list of wealthy clients of nobility and celebrity, and an all-star team of designers and craftsmen. The Cartiers shows how the family firm not only created a time and place in history, but how they also helped shape the modern world of luxury.”

				—Bill Dedman, bestselling co-author of Empty Mansions

				“Four generations of genius, glamour, and ambition are laid bare in Francesca Cartier Brickell’s behind-the-scenes account of the Cartier family.”

				—Amanda Foreman, New York Times bestselling author of A World on Fire

				“With her insider’s understanding of the family business, a historian’s precision, and a novelist’s keen eye for personal detail, Francesca Cartier Brickell has created a seeming contradiction: an epic yet personal chronicle.”

				—Rhonda Garelick, author of Mademoiselle: Coco Chanel and the Pulse of History

				
				“A telling social history…While the diamonds, emeralds, and sapphires are indeed stunning, it is the Cartier family characters who steal the show in this gem of a book.”

				—Sonia Purnell, New York Times bestselling author of A Woman of No Importance

				“Through the long-lost letters and journals of her ancestors, Francesca Cartier Brickell tells the intimate story of how her family’s business conquered the world of luxury in the face of revolution, wars, and global depression. The Cartiers is an enchanting jewel of a book.”

				—Douglas Smith, author of Former People: The Final Days of the Russian Aristocracy

				“Francesca Cartier Brickell skillfully traces her family’s astounding history through the contents of a weathered suitcase found in her grandfather’s cellar. The result is a fascinating account of the Cartier brothers and the creation of this iconic and enduring luxury brand.”

				—André Leon Talley, New York Times bestselling author of The Chiffon Trenches

				“An enthralling book because it is the work of a true historian, because it is a phenomenal story, and because it is told from the inside, with as much heart and humor as intelligence.”

				—Michèle Bimbenet-Privat, curator objets d’art, Musée du Louvre

				“Taking a fresh approach to the story of Cartier, Francesca Cartier Brickell weaves together details garnered from family letters and journals with her own exacting research into the individuals behind the magnificent jewels. Through interviews with former employees and their descendants, as well as generations of Cartier gem dealers and clients, she has created a history at once expansive and intimate, a highly rewarding account of one of the world’s most remarkable jewelry houses.”

				—Beth Carver Wees, Ruth Bigelow Wriston Curator of American Decorative Arts, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

				
				“This is a fascinating read, engagingly written, with much new information on the Cartier family that we knew nothing about before.”

				—Martin Chapman, curator, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, author of Cartier and America

				“A masterly and compelling account of the private and public lives of one of the great jewelry dynasties. Rich in its portrayal of character and family relationships, this is history that vividly presents the dynamics of an international creative enterprise.”

				—Richard Edgcumbe, senior curator, Victoria and Albert Museum, London

				“An enthralling tale of three brothers—and fabulous jewels and the people who coveted them.”

				—Jeff Post, curator, National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institute

				“Overflowing with intimate firsthand accounts, this impressive tome offers a fresh perspective on Cartier—the family and the business—and brings jewelry scholarship to the next level…an important resource for generations to come.”

				—Dr. Emily Stoehrer, curator of jewelry, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and co-author of Maker and Muse

				“An immersion in the engrossing world of the Cartier family and jewelry, art, and business—insightful and delightful.”

				—Dr. Wilfried Zeisler, chief curator, Hillwood Estate, Museum & Gardens, and author of Fabergé Rediscovered

				“The Cartiers has captured the attention of everyone who loves jewelry! Francesca Cartier Brickell reveals secrets of the family and the business as the ultimate insider. Detailed, engaging, and wonderfully told!”

				—Frank Everett, senior vice president, Sotheby’s Jewelry

				
				“Moving, inspiring, and fascinating, Francesca’s book is the true inside account of the small family firm that rose to become one of the world’s most famous businesses. Brilliantly told; a wonderful read.”

				—Harry Fane, vintage Cartier specialist and author of Reflections of Elegance

				“Drama, diamonds, determination: a fascinating look behind the scenes at the dynasty that built a global luxury empire from scratch.”

				—Jack Forster, author of Cartier Time Art

				“A beautiful book that not only sensitively tells a family story but also captures the incredible history between Cartier, the Maharajas, and India.”

				—Radhikaraje Gaekwad, Maharani of Baroda

				“An epic, unputdownable story about the family who transformed the world of jewelry. It is all the more irresistible for being written with the intimacy of a family memoir.”

				—Rachel Garrahan, luxury journalist

				“Whether you are a seasoned expert or new to the history of jewelry, this is an utterly engaging and hugely insightful account charting the rising fortunes of the Cartier family.”

				—Jean Ghika, global director of jewelry, Bonhams

				“I have read many jewelry books in my time, but none has captivated me quite as much as The Cartiers.”

				—Joanna Hardy, fine jewelry specialist and author of Ruby

				“Brickell takes us on an intimate journey that expands our understanding of the creative process behind some of the most beautiful, historic, and celebrated jewels created by Cartier.”

				—Daphne Lingon, head of jewelry, Americas, Christie’s

				“Superbly researched, this book provides new insights into those who have followed the brand for decades.”

				—Tom Moses, executive vice president, GIA

				
				“A brilliant history…Francesca Cartier Brickell has deftly interwoven social and political events with her sourcing of documents and manuscript material previously unknown.”

				—Ralph Esmerian and Bonnie Selfe

				“The brilliant story of the personalities behind the greatest jewels ever made is told with warmth and grace.”

				—Lee Siegelson, owner of Siegelson, New York

				“Impeccably researched and beautifully told…A must for jewelry lovers and with a relevant message for our times.”

				—Carol Woolton, jewelry historian, editor, stylist, and author of Vogue:The Jewellery

				“A fantastic book…Fascinating to learn about the personal stories of the family—their highs and lows, and the reasons behind their success.”

				—Arnaud M. Bamberger, former MD and executive chairman of Cartier Ltd.

				“After over twenty years as head of Cartier Tradition, I thought I was quite familiar with Cartier’s creative history, although I remember Eric Nussbaum, my late boss, saying that he still came across creations he had never seen before. Indeed, the combination of sheer volume and amazing creativity is unique among all jewelry companies. Brickell makes us clearly understand that Cartier is the result of a fascinating family saga. Based on private archives, she brilliantly succeeds in illustrating the sometimes dramatic struggle to build a jewelry and timepiece empire; and the passion of its founders for precious creations of which many are now considered to be works of art. Bravo for her wonderful book.”

				—Bernhard Berger, former director, Cartier Tradition

				
				“Even though I worked at Cartier for twenty-eight years—having been hired by the family as a seventeen-year-old designer straight out of art school—I always felt that so much of the firm’s history had been forgotten or shrouded in mystery. The Cartiers changed that. This is an important book that I wholeheartedly recommend to those who love the Cartier style.”

				—Alfred Durante, Cartier designer (1954–82) and former vice president design and production, Cartier New York
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					The three Cartier brothers with their father. From left to right: Pierre, Louis, Alfred, and Jacques.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			FOREWORD

			by Diana Scarisbrick

			Many books have been written over the years on Cartier, but none have delved so deep into the true story of the family behind the firm. When the late Hans Nadelhoffer published his pioneering history Cartier: Jewellers Extraordinary, he told me how much he regretted having to “work in the dark,” handicapped by the lack of personal information about the members of the family who created this international empire, synonymous with twentieth-century elegance and luxury. Thereafter, although the exhibitions on Cartier over recent decades have shown so many beautiful objects, almost all the people most responsible for designing, making, and selling them have remained in the shadows.

			Now the veil has been lifted and the real story of the creation of Cartier has finally emerged. In this book, Francesca Cartier Brickell tells us of her dramatic discovery of old family letters and her ten-year quest to fill the gaps in the family history and provide new insights into both the business and the private lives of the personalities involved. The Cartiers follows four generations, from Louis-François, the scholarly founder, to Jean-Jacques, the author’s late grandfather, but at its heart are the three brothers, Louis, Pierre, and Jacques, whose close bond and distinctive individual contributions coalesced to create one great name and style in the early twentieth century.

			
			Through their own words, unearthed by Francesca’s impeccable research, we can understand how Cartier survived revolutions at home and abroad, two world wars, financial crises, and the catastrophic recession of the 1930s, when so many rivals went under. Their history consists of a series of innovations closely linked to changes in fashion, social mores, and the prevailing economic situation. Yet whether in the traditional “garland” style of the Belle Époque, the modernist Art Deco style, or the sumptuous style of the post–World War II period, every item from the smallest tie pin to the grandest tiara was imbued with a look and finesse that were distinctly different from those of their rivals and could be identified immediately as Cartier.

			As the great-granddaughter of Jacques and the granddaughter of Jean-Jacques, the indefatigable author has succeeded in bringing the Cartier story to life. No one could have done it better. Besides drawing upon the incomparable resource of her family’s correspondence and journals, she has recorded many reminiscences from Jean-Jacques himself and tracked down veteran employees, who recalled nostalgically that working for Cartier was “like being part of a family.” She has left nothing to chance, following in her forebears’ footsteps from Paris, London, and New York to Sri Lankan sapphire mines and Middle Eastern bazaars. She has traveled to the palaces Jacques visited in India, met the descendants of his clients, and examined the jewels he sold them. Her achievement has been to synthesize ten years of intense biographical research into an engaging and accessible account of the greatest success story of twentieth-century jewelry. Jean-Jacques would be immensely proud.

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			A few years ago, four generations of my family gathered at my grandfather’s house in the South of France to celebrate his ninetieth birthday. As we all sat on the terrace that warm July morning, basking in the moment and enjoying our favorite holiday breakfast of croissants fresh from the boulangerie, I barely stopped to think how the birthday “boy” had lived through more than we could imagine. Born in 1919, Jean-Jacques Cartier had—like so many of his remarkable generation—witnessed cataclysmic world events firsthand. He’d seen the devastating lows of the Depression and fought in the Second World War. He had experienced more years of the Roaring Twenties than of the twenty-first century. And yet, watching him open his cards at the head of the table, he was simply Grandpa, with his neatly combed white hair and mustache and smiling blue eyes. But all that was about to change. I was just moments away from making a discovery that would bring me face-to-face with not only his past but the lives of many of my ancestors.

			Finishing off the cafetière of coffee, we made relaxed plans for the day. We wanted to spoil my grandfather, but he hated being the center of attention. As usual, Grandpa just wanted the day to be about others. When we were younger, my siblings and I had been amazed at how he would rather give presents than receive them on his own birthday. One year it had been a large wooden sandbox that suddenly appeared on his terrace, another time a couple of bikes on which we could tear around his garden. This year, he announced he had been saving a bottle of vintage champagne.

			
			Offering to fetch it for him, I headed down to his cellar. In the dim light, I scoured the shelves, and when I couldn’t see the bottle, I began searching the rest of the room. My grandfather was known never to throw anything away, so there were plenty of things lying around, from boxes filled with manuals for long-defunct electrical appliances to cases of old clothes smelling of mothballs, along with umpteen copies of Horse & Hound magazine. Everything, it seemed, except the champagne. I was about to admit defeat and return empty-handed when, just as I was leaving, I noticed a large trunk in the corner nearest the door. Like most other things down there, it was covered with dust and a random mix of objects. It seemed unlikely to house the missing champagne, but I was intrigued.

			I set to work removing a tall, thin metal wine rack holding a solitary bottle of out-of-date Orangina and made my way past some yellowing 1970s newspapers until the traveling trunk was revealed in its full battered glory. Black with brown leather straps, its surface was clear of any markings but its sides held clues to a different era: faded stickers from Parisian railway stations and exotic Eastern hotels. Kneeling, I carefully unbuckled the worn straps, willing them not to break off in my hands. And slowly, in that half-dark cellar, all alone, I lifted the lid.

			Inside were hundreds and hundreds of letters. They were neatly arranged into bundles, each pile tied with a faded yellow, pink, or red ribbon and labeled in beautiful handwriting on a thick white card.

			My grandfather had been part of the fourth generation of the Cartiers to join the renowned family business, and the last of that generation to run a branch before it was sold out of the family in the 1970s. His father, Jacques Cartier, must have been the original owner of the trunk. Here, I realized as I thumbed through the letters, was the story of a family firm that created some of the most revered jewelry of all time for the world’s biggest names. That single case would, in time, open a window onto opulent Romanov balls, glamorous coronations, and extravagant maharajas’ banquets. Royalty, designers, artists, writers, politicians, socialites, and movie stars would spring to life. I was soon to learn how King Edward VII of England, Grand Duchess Vladimir of Russia, and Coco Chanel featured alongside the Duchess of Windsor, Elizabeth Taylor, Grace Kelly, and Queen Elizabeth II in Cartier’s rich history. And how linking them all were the jewels. Emeralds as large as bird’s eggs, ropes and ropes of perfectly pink pearls, cascades of rare colored diamonds, cursed gemstones, extraordinary sapphire tiaras, and the lightest, brightest diamond corsage ornaments.

			
			But the letters also told a very human story. As I would discover, along with accounts of diamonds and glamour there were letters from homesick children and concerned parents. There were joyful telegrams on the birth of a baby and grief-stricken ones carrying news of deaths. There were love letters, angry missives, and correspondence colorful with news and excitement from foreign lands. There were pages written in hope and others scrawled in fear. There were words from a father offering guidance through new ventures, and there were airmail envelopes between brothers, squeezed full of shared problems, successes, and an unbreakable bond.

			My grandfather had sometimes spoken of old correspondence passed down from his parents, but he had never been able to find it. He was resigned to the idea that it must have been lost or mistakenly thrown out in his move to France. As I returned to him on the terrace, without the promised champagne (later to be discovered in a cupboard under the stairs), I was able to surprise him with a bundle of the letters he had assumed were lost forever. He was thrilled.

			

			—

			I adored my grandfather. Generous to a fault, he was loving and kind and had an enormous belly-chuckle that would shake his entire body and dissolve us all into laughter. Very understated, he was perhaps not what one would expect from someone who had managed a famous jewelry firm. He was happiest at home, a quiet, introverted man who didn’t speak about the business he had managed for decades unless we asked him. Even then it was usually only to sing the praises of his forebears or the talented craftsmen and designers who had worked for him, while playing down his own talents. Generally, he was more likely to want to listen rather than speak, to hear updates on the family, to know if everyone was well and happy, and if not, to find out what he could do to help.

			
			Jean-Jacques had retired to France just before I was born. Each July, he would be waiting at Nice airport to collect us and whisk us back to the house he shared with my grandmother and, after she sadly passed away, in which he lived alone. Year after year, as we came through laden with bags, he’d be waiting there, standing unobtrusively at the back with his trademark pipe and cap. His face would light up when he caught sight of us, and he’d rush to help and lead the way out into that wall of heat and palm trees, toward the car. I loved that journey back to his house from the airport; it meant the summer had begun.

			We would drive along the coastal road with the glistening sea and happy beachgoers on our left before turning inland after several miles, toward the hills. Jean-Jacques’ lungs, like his father’s, were his Achilles’ heel, so he had purposely chosen a place up in the mountains, where the air was fresher. As we left the coast and crowds, the scenery became more remote until we reached his small village. Past the boulangerie and the greengrocer’s and the wood-fired-pizza van until, just moments away now, we would make the sharp turn onto the bumpy road leading up to his house and leave the real world behind. On both sides were goats munching on long, dry grass, and always Thérèse, the elderly goat farmer who lived in the beautiful tall stone cottage with tiny windows to keep it cool. Around a couple more sharp bends, and we were at the white gates that led to our holiday.

			Inside, it was an oasis. The noise of the crickets would greet us as we leaped out of the hot car and ran across the pale gray gravel. The garden, into which Jean-Jacques had poured so much of his energy since retirement, was, in stark contrast to the parched dryness elsewhere, fresh and colorful and alive. The long green lawn stretched invitingly away from the terrace, the scene of childhood races and badminton games. To the left of the lawn, down one terrace, was the pool, surrounded by lavender and rosemary. And on the banks just below that were lemon, clementine, and grapefruit trees. Jasmine covered the old open-air pool house with its Provençal tiled roof, and beyond stretched a view all the way to the coast. On clear days, you could see boats in the Mediterranean Sea. At the bottom of the garden were the apricot trees and strawberry and raspberry plants. There were tomatoes, too, fragrant and juicy. Characteristically thoughtful, Jean-Jacques had planted them and would dutifully water them each evening in advance of our arrival, even though he didn’t like tomatoes himself.

			
			The sky, the brightest blue in the midday sun, would turn a glorious gentle pink each evening. It was the sky of Matisse and Picasso and Cézanne. My grandparents had spent their honeymoon in the nearby hilltop town of Saint-Paul-de-Vence, famous for attracting artists before it became fashionable for tourists. It was no coincidence that my grandfather had chosen this area for his retirement. An artist himself, he was drawn to the light. In the last few years of his life, as he was losing his eyesight, I used to catch him staring out at the horizon over the sea. “I’m trying to take as strong a picture in my head as I can,” he explained when I joined him on the terrace one evening. “I think if I go blind, I will miss that light terribly—not the sunset light but just before, when it’s more subtle.” Up in the garden, he had built an art studio. Modern for its time, it had sliding glass doors on one side and, above his artist’s desk, a large rectangular picture window overlooking the sea. Filled with sketchbooks, design paper, perfectly sharpened pencils, and fine black pens, the studio was his creative retreat.

			For Jean-Jacques, the excitement of his work at Cartier had never been about the biggest jewel. He was more interested in the quest for original design and exceptional craftsmanship. It was a philosophy that was also a way of life. Inside his house, each piece, whether it was a small bronze sculpture, an oil painting, or a Spanish dining table, was chosen for its intrinsic beauty and placed in just the right position. Everywhere were hints of foreign influence, from the Indian rugs to the Chinese coffee table to the Persian miniatures. The family firm had long used inspiration from all over the world in its jewels, and, just like his father and uncles, Jean-Jacques surrounded himself with eclectic works of art. But he wasn’t trapped in the past. The innovative glass and metal bookcase, which he had designed for the back wall of the sitting room to hold his father’s books, was a manifestation of his timeless “less is more” philosophy.

			Everything had its place, and yet when we all descended upon him, bringing chaos in our wake, there was never the slightest complaint. The opposite, in fact. If we broke something by accident, the only thing our grandfather would want to know was if we were okay. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he would say as we apologized, filled with guilt. “Are you all right?”

			

			—

			
			Those holidays were heaven. And after we left our grandparents to head back to school in England, we would stay in touch via letters. When we were at boarding school, heavy with homesickness, those envelopes with his beautiful writing would bring with them a moment of relief. He understood so well that feeling of missing home, and, empathic to his core, he couldn’t bear for others to be unhappy. He was dyslexic, and writing was time-consuming for him, so he’d use more images than words, filling the small pages with sketches of animals and amusing captions to make us laugh.

			As we grew older and began to appreciate that this grandfather of ours might once have had his own life, we would ask him about his past. Though he didn’t generally talk about himself, when questioned, he would sometimes share anecdotes with us. Like the time he fell asleep while waiting to see the British royal family in Buckingham Palace and was woken, absolutely mortified, by the Queen Mother. Or how, during World War II, his French cavalry regiment had been equipped with swords as if in Napoleonic times, even though they faced huge armored tanks. Sometimes he mentioned specific jewels, a vanity case he had enjoyed making for a princess, or a diamond necklace his father had made for a maharaja. And there were many stories about earlier generations of the family, especially his father and two uncles, the three brothers who had worked together to make Cartier the leading jewelry firm in the world.

			By the time I discovered the trunk of letters, I had already started jotting down some of my grandfather’s memories, just for safekeeping, so they wouldn’t be forgotten. In fact, it was someone else who first suggested I try to keep a record of those lunchtime chats when, as he munched on his baguette, my grandfather would open up about the past. My husband, new to our family gatherings and with no living grandparents himself, recognized what a privilege it was to be afforded such a window onto another world, and worried that, if no one started writing the stories down, they would just fade away.

			My discovery in the cellar took a haphazard collection of anecdotes to a new level. After bringing up the trunk, I spent the remainder of that summer working through its contents with my grandfather. We tended to sit together in his sitting room, usually around teatime. Since moving back to France, he missed the English tradition of afternoon tea, and I would try (not always successfully) to make scones from my late grandmother’s 1970s cookery book. As we read, we shared insights and I asked questions. I couldn’t make my way through the letters fast enough, fascinated by this sprawling history I knew so little about. He tended to take them more slowly, absorbing each word gratefully. I’d often find him just holding a letter in his hand as he sat on his favorite chair looking into the distance.

			
			Just the day before discovering the trunk, we had been looking through a jewelry auction catalog, as we often did together. When he spotted an interesting old Cartier piece, my grandfather would take the time to teach me something about it, how it had been made, where the inspiration had come from, or the problems the craftsmen had encountered making it. On that day, he’d pointed out several 1920s Egyptian-influenced jewels made under his father and told me how excited the world had been at the discovery of Tutankhamen’s tomb, how it had made ancient history fashionable. After my discovery in the cellar, we joked about how the unearthing of the dusty trunk had been my own Tutankhamen moment. It would change the way I understood the past, transforming all those sepia photographs I’d grown up looking at into real, colorful, and noisy characters. And though I didn’t yet know it, it would also end up setting me on a new life course. The more I read, the more I realized that I couldn’t bear that the letters might simply be packed back into their resting place for another few decades. I wanted to unravel the complicated Cartier history with my grandfather while he was still with us. The correspondence, after all, told only part of the story.

			Turning to my grandfather one afternoon, I asked if he would allow me to record his memoirs. The odd story around the lunch table was wonderful but I would like, I explained, to have a more complete picture of his life and the lives of his ancestors in order that I might one day be able to write a history of the Cartiers. It was a big ask. Grandpa was incredibly discreet. He had consistently refused to speak to authors and journalists about the past. But he was elderly, and he recognized that if he, the last surviving Cartier of his generation, didn’t share his memories, they would be lost forever. He also felt that there were unsung heroes who shouldn’t be forgotten. That though there were a huge number of gloriously illustrated books on Cartier, many of which he enjoyed, the full story had not yet been told. Sometimes, he would become frustrated when I suggested that his version of events didn’t quite correspond to what I had read elsewhere. “It doesn’t matter what the books say,” he would harrumph. “I’m telling you what really happened and I was there!” And so, wanting the family history to survive beyond him, he agreed to help me.

			
			Over the following months, I would visit my grandfather regularly. I would arrive late at night, having taken the last flight on a Friday evening, and he would be sitting in his small kitchen, at the white 1950s Formica table, just waiting to share all the stories that had come back to him since the last time I was there. It was as if my interest in him had inspired him to remember things and people half forgotten. He needed to tell me, to download his recollections, to bring them back to life.

			And, wonderfully, as we dived into the past together I was also able to share with him my discoveries. He didn’t have a computer and had no idea how to search for old newspaper articles or track down people he’d known decades previously. I would arrive laden with material: articles about his father, books that touched on his old clients, and recollections from those who had worked for the family firm. I was even able to locate some old Cartier London employees. Many of them, in their eighties or even nineties, and not good on the telephone, had assumed they would never again make contact with former colleagues. Sharing news and their best wishes through me was something that gave both them and my grandfather great delight.

			So, as he assisted my own understanding of the past, I was able to help him remember and perhaps even enrich his memories. “I am so pleased there is a historian in the family,” he used to say, even though I had never thought of myself like that before. After studying literature at Oxford, I had worked as a financial analyst covering the retail sector. Those long workdays in the City were terrible for my social life, but they did teach me how to analyze the factors that account for a company’s success. It’s one thing to produce top-quality products, but another challenge entirely to build an international brand over the course of decades. This journey started with a trunk of letters and a deep admiration for my grandfather. But the longer I spent researching my family’s origin, the more I wanted to understand how my ancestors had built a small family business into one of the leading jewelry firms in the world. And I wanted to know why they had eventually sold it.

			
			As I spoke to my grandfather delving deeper and deeper into the detail, I began to build a picture of how the firm had operated under over a century of family ownership. He showed me a timeline his father had drawn up decades ago so that he could learn the family history as a boy. He told me how his great-grandfather had struggled through revolution in Paris, how his grandfather had been brilliant with gemstones, and how his father and uncles had taken French luxury overseas well before the era of globalization. But for me, one of the most gratifying and unexpected rewards of this project was following him through his own life. In the place of the selfless Grandpa I’d always known, I came to see a little boy looking forward to his bedtime stories with his parents; a brave soldier; a young man mourning the loss of the father he had so admired; and a nervous boss taking over a business before he felt ready.

			Finding that trunk of letters and recording my grandfather’s memoirs were life-defining moments for me, but in many ways, they were just the beginning. For though I never doubted his version of events, I do recognize that no one’s memory of the past is all-encompassing. Even the letters in the trunk tell just part of the story. So I have made every effort to seek out sources from all over the world in order to form, as best I can, a comprehensive view of the course of events. As I have turned over more stones, uncovering unexpected facts along the way, I have found myself constantly revising my view of the history and seeking out leads I had never considered.

			I’ve tracked down illuminating archives hidden in far-flung pockets of the world from St. Louis to Tokyo. I’ve visited addresses deciphered from spidery handwriting on faded envelopes in London, Paris, and New York, imagining what it must have been like to live in those grand old buildings in a different era. I’ve retraced my great-grandfather’s footsteps through Eastern lands. I’ve visited the same sapphire mines, slept in the same buildings, walked barefoot through the same temples, and met descendants of those he knew, from Indian maharajas and Persian Gulf pearl sheikhs to Sri Lankan gem dealers and American heiresses. I’ve spent hours searching for hundred-year-old birth, death, and marriage certificates and studying them closely for clues into the lives of those long gone. And I have been lucky enough to meet some truly incredible people, from the ninety-year-old saleswoman who invited me to lunch and generously shared her remarkable stories, to the modest designer in London who treated me to Victoria sponge cake and regaled me with tales of eccentric client requests and the most fabulous royal jewels.

			
			This book doesn’t claim to be an official or the definitive history of Cartier as a family firm. I am mindful that there is always more to learn and much still to be discovered. It is simply a human story, based on personal memories, a huge amount of correspondence, and as much original source material as I have been able to track down. And, as an independent account of the family and the firm they founded, it ends when the last branch was sold by the Cartiers in 1974.

			Sadly, my grandfather passed away a few years ago. Talking to him about the past had brought us very close over his final years, and I was devastated by his death. It took me a long time to be able to listen to the tapes I had recorded with him. I thought it would be strange hearing his voice again after he was gone, but it’s been surprisingly comforting, as if he’s still here on this journey with me. I think of him often: When one of the jewels he told me about pops up in an auction. When I read the letters he passed down to me or catch sight of that trunk in my house. And when the light in the South of France sky turns that gentle pink just before sunset. Before my grandfather passed away, more than a hundred years after the three Cartier brothers made a promise to one another to build the world’s leading jewelry firm, I made him a promise to tell the story of the Cartier family as accurately as I could. This book is my attempt to honor that promise.
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					I don’t need to tell you that I long for your return. You and I are inseparable, so it hurts me to make you stay [away] for the length of time that you need to make the business achieve its greatest possible success….I await good news from you. Believe me, my dear Alfred, your devoted father and friend.

					—Letter from Louis-François Cartier to Alfred Cartier, 1869
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				LIVING HISTORY

				The auction room was buzzing. From five continents, jewelry lovers, collectors, and dealers had come to play their part in what Town & Country had billed “the jewellery sale of the century.” Photographers lined the back wall, a large team manned the phones, and as the clock struck 10:00 a.m. on June 19, 2019, the first of five Christie’s auctioneers took the stage at his podium in New York’s Rockefeller Center for what would be an epic twelve-hour event. “It’s not every day,” The Financial Times enthused, “that a vast number of museum-quality jewels hailing from a single, world-famous collection finds its way under the hammer.” Belonging to Sheikh Hamad Al Thani, the 388 lots up for sale in the Maharajas & Mughal Magnificence auction spanned five centuries and some of the most extravagant rulers in history. “An Aladdin’s cave of treasures,” Forbes had called them, if only one could “find a lamp with a genie to help finance a bid.”

				Many of the Cartier pieces came up in the afternoon session. Lot number 228, a 1920s bejeweled belt-buckle brooch made for the Marchioness of Cholmondeley, was expected to garner significant interest. With its enormous octagonal emerald centerpiece surrounded by diamonds, sapphires, and more emeralds, it was typical of the firm’s Eastern-inspired Art Deco creations. Bidding started at $400,000. Rising initially in increments of $20,000 and then leaps of $50,000, it didn’t take long for the digital ticker behind the auctioneer to surpass the $500,000–700,000 estimate. When the hammer finally came down, the price of over one and a half million dollars drew gasps and a round of spontaneous applause.

				
				It wasn’t the only Cartier piece to be fought over that day. From a Belle Époque diamond and platinum corsage ornament, to a 1930s Tutti Frutti brooch, and a maharaja’s ruby and pearl choker, there were twenty-one Cartier pieces in the sale. Eight of them reached over one million dollars. One exceeded ten million dollars. In total, the Cartier lots accounted for just 5 percent of the overall number but ended up contributing a quarter of the final $109 million value. A staggering result, and yet not altogether surprising.

				Through the twenty-first century, antique Cartier pieces have been among the most coveted items of jewelry on the planet. “If you see an old jewel signed Cartier,” one expert revealed, “you can triple the value. Those pieces are just in a different league.” In 2010, the Duchess of Windsor’s 1950s Cartier onyx and diamond panther became the most expensive bracelet ever sold at Sotheby’s. When Barbara Hutton’s 1933 Cartier jade necklace went under the hammer in Hong Kong, it made history as the highest-valued jadeite jewel of all time, while in the record-breaking 2016 sale of Elizabeth Taylor’s jewels, it was a Cartier necklace that came out on top. With such illustrious worldwide recognition, it’s hard to imagine that it was ever any other way. But the intense competition and willing parting of millions of dollars for jewels bearing that familiar italicized signature couldn’t be further removed from how Cartier’s founder started out. Exactly two hundred years before the headline-grabbing auction in New York, Louis-François Cartier made his entrance into a very different world.

			

			
				THE APPRENTICE

				As a child, Louis-François Cartier would have loved a formal education. He longed to study the classics, to delve into the sciences, to learn about great artists. But his immediate future was not up to him. There were seven mouths to feed in the Cartier family, and as the eldest son, he had a responsibility to play his part. After a rudimentary schooling, it was straight out to work. His father, Pierre, had managed to secure for him an apprenticeship in the jewelry trade. It would be hard work for little pay, but professional jewelers were part of the “six marchands de Paris,” a prestigious group of skilled merchants and artisans. The prospects for the young Cartier would be far better than if he had followed his father into the metalworking industry.

				
				Every day, Louis-François would walk the twenty minutes from his cramped family home in the Marais area of Paris, along the narrow streets with no sidewalks, toward Les Halles. Here, amid the bustle of the grain exchange and the smells of the oyster market, was where the city’s jewelry specialists were based. His new boss, Monsieur Bernard Picard, a fabricant or maker of jewels, owned a workshop on two floors of a six-story building at 31 Rue Montorgueil, right by the church of Saint-Eustache.

				Being an apprentice was no easy undertaking. Workshop managers were renowned for treating their juniors “like the inmates of a kennel.” The boys worked grueling fifteen-hour days for little reward. “We were not spared slaps, boxes on the ears, and kicks,” recalled the jeweler Alphonse Fouquet, while elsewhere, a craftsman working for Fabergé remembered how the most important instrument in an apprentice’s set of tools was the whip: “no pupil has ever learnt without one.” Not everyone lasted the distance, but Louis-François, who had witnessed his father rebuild his life from nothing, was fiercely driven.

				A decade before the birth of his eldest son, Pierre Cartier had been fighting for France in the Napoleonic Wars, when he’d been captured by Wellington’s army. For years he’d been locked up in a disgusting, overcrowded, disease-filled prison hulk in Portsmouth harbor, wondering if he’d ever make it out alive. When finally freed after the defeat of Napoleon in 1815, he’d been twenty-eight years old with not a cent to his name, no prospects, and no living parents. Returning to Paris, he’d found work as a metalworker, married a washerwoman, Élisabeth Gerardin, and become a father. Now, with his son completing an apprenticeship, Pierre at last could envisage a better life for the next generation.

				
				Fortunately, for Louis-François, it was a good time to be joining the jewelry trade. The French aristocrats who had fled the capital during the Revolution and the Napoleonic period had slowly returned under the new Bourbon monarchs, and their presence helped to jump-start demand for luxury goods. Court life was still a pale imitation of the Marie Antoinette era, but there was a trend for smaller, more discreet items of jewelry, and Picard catered to this market. As Louis-François and his fellow workers completed items, they would stamp them with their master’s poinçon, an official maker’s mark certifying the provenance of a jewel. But if any of the apprentices hoped to have his own stamp anytime soon, it was a distant wish. The chances of progression on that scale were limited. Even when Picard one day retired, he had his eldest son, Adolphe, to take his place.

				A few months before his twenty-first birthday, Louis-François, unsure of his future prospects, married his eighteen-year-old sweetheart. Antoinette Guermonprez, known as Adèle, was not originally from Paris. Her father, a table maker, had moved to the capital from Roanne in search of work, and the extended Guermonprez family had joined him, several generations squeezed into one house together, not far from the Cartiers. It was in this Marais neighborhood, on a cold February morning in 1840, that the young couple said their vows in the large Gothic-style Catholic church of Saint-Nicolas-des-Champs. After the wedding, unable to afford their own home, they moved in with Adèle’s parents. They would start their family here. An adored only son, Louis-François Alfred, always known simply as Alfred, was born a year later. And as he turned five years old, he was joined by a little sister, Camille.

				Paris in the 1840s was not an easy place to be bringing up children, especially for the working class. Overcrowding had become endemic as the new inhabitants from the countryside settled in any space they could find, leaving no room for parks or recreation areas. Overflowing drains and open sewers were hotbeds of disease, and infant mortality rates were high. Louis-François worked hard for Picard, hoping desperately—as his father had done—to be able to offer his children a better future than his past. But for many years, it would be far from certain.

			

			
				
				TWENTY THOUSAND FRANCS

				In 1847, Monsieur Picard made an announcement that would change the life of not just Louis-François but also of future generations of Cartiers, and, in time, the entire jewelry industry. He wanted, he explained to his employees, to move his business to the more fashionable Palais-Royal part of town, but first he needed to sell his Rue Montorgueil workshop. Seeing the opportunity he had been waiting for, Louis-François seized his moment. With the support of extended family, he gathered together as much of the 20,000-franc sale price as he could (no small task at a time when the average wage was less than 2 francs a day). Lacking the full amount, not to mention the 1,600 francs required to cover the ongoing rent of the two-story workshop, he proposed to Picard that he pay the remainder in installments. And thankfully Picard, who had come to trust his hardworking employee, agreed.

				So it was that after years of struggling on the sidelines, the twenty-seven-year-old Louis-François Cartier became the proud owner of a business. He wasted little time registering his maker’s mark, and by April he was able to officially manufacture jewels under his own name. Whereas Picard’s poinçon had been a river running through his initials, Louis-François designed a simple lozenge shape (a diamond on its side) with his initials, LC, separated by an ace of hearts. And by January 1848, when the annual Paris Trade Almanac was printed, Cartier appeared in the directory for the first time. His new firm, as Louis-François described it, was the “successor to M. Picard, manufacturer of joaillerie [gem-set jewelry] and bijouterie [gold jewelry], fancy decorations and novelties.”

				As he had done under Picard, Louis-François kept making jewels in-house, but he also brought in pieces from elsewhere. In those early months, his stock included crystal bracelets, flower brooches, baroque pearl accessories, and diamond earrings, which he sold to other workshops and jewelers (including the royal jeweler, Fossin, later Chaumet). Many were destined for the type of high-profile clients, from the Rothschild family to the Belgian Princesse de Ligne, that Louis-François would have loved to sell to directly, but for that he would have to wait. However attractive his jewels, his modest workshop was not distinguished enough to welcome the glamorous aristocratic set. Cartier’s short-term focus at this point had to be on establishing its name in the trade. And though Louis-François’ initial efforts were going well, the timing, as he was about to discover, couldn’t have been worse.
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						Cartier’s first maker’s mark, registered by the twenty-seven-year-old Louis-François on April 17, 1847.

					
				
			

			
				“LONG LIVE REFORM!”

				For some months, a background of bubbling discontent in France had been threatening to boil over. Bad harvests, potato blights, and a financial crisis in 1846 had led to a recession, with a third of Parisians out of work and struggling to feed their children. As the torrent of public anger against the king and government grew, the middle-class opposition held “political banquets” to discuss their ideas for reform. And when, in 1848, King Louis-Philippe decided to outlaw these banquets, it was for many the final straw.

				Cries of “Long live reform!” filled the capital as incensed Parisians took their pent-up rage to the streets. Protesters erected barricades and fought with the king’s guards. Soldiers fired into the crowd that had gathered outside the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, just ten minutes from Louis-François’ precious workshop that he had yet to pay for in full. When the gunfire killed fifty-five citizens, the people erupted with uncontrollable fury, starting fires and marching toward the palace. The terrified prime minister, Guizot, immediately resigned. King Louis-Philippe rapidly followed suit, abdicating and fleeing to England.

				The year 1848 would become known as the year of European revolutions, as uprisings against the monarchies spread through the continent. In Paris, the disturbances continued for many months. Louis-François, who had waited so long for the opportunity to have his own business, had no choice but to abandon his work. He feared, as his grandson later recalled, that it might be forever: “I can still remember my grandfather telling me that, when the revolution happened, he felt that he would probably not be able to continue the business he had just started.”

				
				Even afterward, a new French provisional government turned out to be a disorganized disaster; wealth fled, credit became inordinately expensive, and the number of businesses in Paris halved. Desperate to start making a living again, Louis-François tentatively reopened the Cartier workshop, only to find most of his customers had either shut up shop completely or sought out opportunities elsewhere.

				It was only after the successful coup d’état by Prince Louis Napoleon three years later that things started looking up in Paris. Emperor Napoleon III, as he became known, brought with him a more modernizing leadership that boded well for business, and his authoritarian censoring of the press finally quietened the opposition. Louis-François, cautiously optimistic, considered a change in his business model. His jewelry workshop was reasonably located for selling items to retailers and other workshops, but he wanted to reach a more upmarket audience. Picard had moved to be in an area where he could sell directly to retail clients. Six years after founding Cartier, Louis-François followed suit.

			

			
				“THROUGH THE CHAPEL, SIRE”

				Within the world of luxury retail, location was everything. So it was that the ambitious Louis-François traded the hustle and bustle and familiar oyster market smells of Les Halles for the distinguished Palais-Royal area. It was here that the most beautiful Parisian ladies went in their carriages to shop, eat lunch, and be seen. Cartier may not have been able to afford a showroom in the beautiful arcades, but from 1853 on, it would be a stone’s throw away. From his new second-floor showroom at 5 Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs, above a fashionable restaurant and just across from the exquisite gardens, the thirty-four-year-old Cartier founder started welcoming those clients who would help spread his family name within Paris. They didn’t all come looking for jewels. Silver tea sets, small bronze statues, ivory objects, and Sèvres porcelain were displayed enticingly alongside agate and obsidian cameos, decorative buttons, pocket watches, and amethyst bracelets. The common thread was simply that all pieces should meet Louis-François’ high standards. After more than a decade working as a craftsman and overseeing a workshop, he knew how to evaluate the creations of others: Cartier should be a shop where quality was assured.

				
				Luxury was back in demand. With France benefiting from industrialization, the wealth of the upper and middle classes was increasing. Under the Second Empire, the quality of jewels was on the rise too. As part of his reform program, Napoleon III revolutionized the salary structure of craftsmen, abolishing the previous strict fixed wages (skilled jewelers were rewarded with higher pay so the standard of jewelry settings took a turn for the better). To top it all off, there was a beautiful new empress on the scene, playing an important role in promoting French jewelry to a nation of admiring subjects.

				Seduced by the beauty of the Spanish noblewoman Eugénie de Montijo, Emperor Napoleon III had famously asked her, “How can I reach you?” and her reply “Through the chapel, Sire” had resulted in a very swift proposal of marriage. At their wedding in January 1853, when the empress-to-be stepped out of the gilded glass coach that had brought her from the Élysée Palace to Notre-Dame Cathedral, she drew gasps from the crowds in her dress of white velvet with a “basque bodice…ablaze with diamonds of the most costly description and radiant with sapphires.” Encircling her waist was a belt of diamonds, “on her brow was the coronet of diamonds worn by Marie-Louise [Napoleon I’s second wife] on her wedding day,” and stretching down over her long train was a lace veil, fastened with a wreath of orange blossoms, which “mingled their pure loveliness with the gems.”

				The emperor would have many more of the French crown jewels reset for his bride, and a select few jewelers benefited enormously from the royal custom. The little-known Cartier was not among them, but the Empress’s passion for richer, brighter gems gave a welcome boost to the entire French jewelry industry. And Paris, under the combination of Napoleon III’s strong leadership and his sparkling bride, was becoming quite the place to be.

			

			
				
				BE VERY KIND

				To a client selecting her Limoges enamel brooch, ring, or cameo pendant, the jewelers dotted around the Palais-Royal would have seemed like rivals. In reality, apparent competitors (from Fossin to Falize to Boucheron to Cartier) often supplied one another with jewels. Sometimes a single necklace or brooch might have been produced by several workshops in tandem. This setup, with different jewelers buying from the same ateliers, meant the range of items that Louis-François sold was not unique to Cartier. If he were to stand out, he was going to have to build his reputation in other ways.

				“Be very kind,” Louis-François would advise his son, Alfred, outlining a key tenet of his life’s philosophy. “It is the easy way to keep friends whom we may need, however lowly or great their position.” Everyone who entered Cartier should be treated with respect. Louis-François may not have had the resources to fill his store with large diamond necklaces and ropes of pearls, and he couldn’t afford a showroom in the prestigious arcades of the Palais-Royal. But he knew that the personal touch was one way in which his firm could distinguish itself. If clients left the showroom happy with their interaction with Monsieur Cartier, the chances were that they would be back, and might even tell their friends.

				
					In Conversation with Jean-Jacques Cartier

					Every client who walked through the doors of Cartier had to enjoy the experience. We used to have a wonderful doorman who looked a bit like Santa Claus and greeted every client with this enormous smile that took up his whole face. It was almost impossible not to smile back. It’s a salesman’s job to be discreet and helpful, that goes without saying, but people don’t buy jewels if they’re not feeling good. My father taught me that.

				

				Two years into his new role as a retailer, whether by word of mouth or sheer good fortune, Louis-François would welcome his most important client to date. The forty-four-year-old Comtesse de Nieuwerkerke was the wife of Paris’s superintendent of fine art. In 1855, the Countess bought several cameos in the form of a necklace and six buttons, typical of the discreet fashions of the day. Over the next three years, she would visit Cartier’s showroom regularly, buying more than fifty items. For Louis-François, the Countess’s custom was most welcome, but even better was how she then spread the word. When she wore a Cartier jewel at a “dazzling party,” it was admired by her husband’s lover, who also happened to be a princess and one of the most influential women in Paris.

			

			
				
				THE MOST BEAUTIFUL NECKLINE IN EUROPE

				“Had it not been for the great Napoleon,” Princesse Mathilde Bonaparte once said of her uncle, “I should probably be selling oranges in the streets of Ajaccio.” As it was, by the mid-nineteenth century, the Princesse couldn’t have been more highly regarded in elite circles. After a short-lived and stormy marriage to the inordinately wealthy Russian Prince Demidov, she had fled to Paris in 1846 where she tirelessly promoted the cause of her cousin Napoleon III. And once his place in power had been assured, so too had her position in society.

				Nicknamed Notre Dame des Arts (Our Lady of the Arts), the cultivated Princesse Mathilde was celebrated for presiding over one of the most fashionable salons of the Second Empire from her mansion at 10 Rue des Courcelles. Her salon, “a court in itself,” was described by her niece, Princesse Caroline Murat, as “the home and centre of Parisian intellect.” Acclaimed writers including Guy de Maupassant, Gustave Flaubert, and Alexandre Dumas fils would discuss politics and art alongside journalists such as Hippolyte de Villemessant, the publisher of Le Figaro, and scholars and scientists like Louis Pasteur. Friday night dinners were reserved for artists.

				With her prominent standing in society, a reputation for having remarkable taste, and “le plus beau décolleté d’Europe” (the most beautiful neckline in Europe), Princesse Mathilde was every jeweler’s dream model. When she asked Louis-François to repair a necklace for her in 1856, it boded well for the future. And when she started acquiring pieces, he was well on his way to making a name for himself. Over the following years, she bought freely, with her purchases giving an idea of Cartier’s diverse range of stock: a ruby and pearl necklace, Medusa-head cameos, amethyst-plaque brooches, a turquoise scarab brooch, an opal bracelet, a pair of earrings in the Egyptian style, and even a parasol handle. In all, there would be more than two hundred items in Cartier’s ledgers ordered by the Princesse.
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						Louis-François Cartier (left) and his most important early client, Princesse Mathilde Bonaparte (right), who not only bought freely but also awarded the firm its first brevet (royal warrant), which was proudly displayed alongside Cartier’s name on early invoices.

					
				
				But the Princesse and Louis-François had more in common than a passion for jewels. Both art lovers and appreciative of beautiful design, they also shared the same brilliant art teacher. Eugène Julienne had started out as a draftsman in the Sèvres porcelain factory before being spotted by the Parisian jeweler Jean-Paul Robin. Impressed by “his imagination [and] the brilliance with which he drew in a few minutes the compositions that were required of him,” Robin suggested Julienne turn his hand to jewelry design. Before long, the draftsman was working for many of the leading jewelers and goldsmiths in the French capital, and in 1856, he started his own art school. High-profile private students included ladies of the court, but he also taught ornamental drawing to larger groups. Louis-François signed up for evening classes. Once a week, he would walk the twenty minutes from his Palais-Royal showroom to Julienne’s studio on Boulevard Saint-Martin to study with the great master. He was in good company. Fellow students included other jewelers and the connections he made in the classroom would end up being helpful in the business.

				
				In just over a decade, Louis-François had progressed from a poorly paid, overworked tradesman to a retailer who counted a princess among his clients. Life, however, was never without its setbacks for long, and three years after he’d opened his Palais-Royal showroom, a disaster threatened to end it all. In early 1856, when the chef in the restaurant just below Cartier turned on the oven to start cooking that evening, there was an explosion of such force that part of the ceiling fell in. Shrieking diners, terrified as the rubble suddenly covered their tables, were quickly evacuated. There had been an undetected gas leak, and the flames spread quickly, invading the third floor, where Cartier was located. Miraculously there were no fatalities, and the firefighters, fast on the scene, managed to save the building. After the necessary renovations, Cartier would reopen as before. The experience, however, would change Louis-François. Not only would a fear of fire haunt him, but he would learn to prepare for the worst.

			

			
				CARTIER GILLION

				In the twelve years since it had been founded, Cartier had survived revolution, a disastrous economy, a coup d’état, and fire. But if anything, the adversities thrown in the way of Louis-François had made him even more determined. In 1859, six years after moving his business to the Palais-Royal, he took the biggest risk yet. On finding out that Monsieur Gillion, a well-known Parisian jeweler, was considering retirement, the forty-year-old Louis-François approached the elder man with an offer for his business.

				Far larger than Cartier’s Palais-Royal premises, the Gillion building at number 9 on the busy Boulevard des Italiens included a shop on the ground floor with an entrance onto the street, a back shop, upper levels, a cellar, and use of the water pump. Most significantly it was extremely well located for passing retail trade. One of the four main boulevards in Paris, Boulevard des Italiens was popular among the well-dressed elite. The Café Anglais, just two doors down at number 13, was considered the best restaurant in the capital and became such a landmark of the city that it would feature in novels by Zola, Proust, Balzac, Flaubert, and Maupassant.
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						The busy Boulevard des Italiens, where Cartier moved in 1859, with an example of what Louis-François sold there: a demi-parure of enameled gold jewelry. The 1869 pendant locket, earrings, and necklace were made by Fontenay but retailed by “Cartier Gillion” in a fitted red silk box.

					
				
				The rental on the new Gillion shop was 8,500 francs a year ($45,000 today). Louis-François agreed to take on a ten-year lease, which, all going well, he could renew. The largest cost, though, was the stock, which, with the first rental payment, amounted to 40,000 francs ($220,000 today). It was double the price he had paid for Picard, but it was a far more established business. Gillion was known for its “brilliant rings, necklaces of pearls, jewels of all kinds set with perfect taste.” And in keeping with Cartier’s own broad offerings, the Gillion stock included more than jewelry. “There are also these sumptuous dishes and table services, which, by the brilliancy they spread in a feast, make good dinners better,” one effusive journalist would enthuse, “for as man does not live by bread alone, the gourmet not only eats with his mouth, he also enjoys with the eyes.” For Louis-François, a huge part of the attraction of the Gillion business had been its reputation (M. Gillion was acclaimed as a “talent of undeniable supremacy”), and it wasn’t long before he was marketing his firm as Cartier Gillion, even printing jewelry boxes with the new name.

				
				As he settled into his spacious showroom, not everyone was doing so well. For more than a decade Louis-François had modeled his business on what he’d learned from Picard. Like his former boss, he had started out as a manufacturer, then changed locations to retail directly to the upper classes, and now he had plans to welcome his own son, Alfred, into the business. Picard, meanwhile, was having problems. Highlighting the difficulties of running a family business, the fifty-nine-year-old had recently been forced to dissolve his company after infighting between his two sons from different marriages. The year 1859 marked the moment when Louis-François stepped definitively ahead of his old master. It was also the year that he welcomed his most significant client to date.

				Since her spellbinding wedding with its jewels “on a scale worthy of the most brilliant courts France has ever known,” Empress Eugénie had changed jewelry fashions. Not only had she revived the trend for wearing ropes of pearls in the evening, but, in contrast to the more restrained look of the post-revolutionary period, she also encouraged her circle to bedeck themselves in a multitude of gems. “The Empress had a beautiful ballroom built out into the garden, and it was there that she gave this really lovely fête,” her friend the Austrian socialite Princess Pauline Metternich would recall of one glamorous ball. “I took part in the quadrille representing the Four Elements, and was one of the group representing Air. There were four women to every group. Those representing Earth wore nothing but emeralds and diamonds; those representing Fire nothing but rubies and diamonds; those representing Water nothing but pearls and diamonds, and those representing Air nothing but turquoises and diamonds.”

				Though far from being able to witness the regal balls himself, Louis-François couldn’t help but know of the Empress’s passion for gems. He’d been among the crowds awed by her wedding day and by the grandeur of her diamond and emerald crown in the 1855 Exposition Universelle. So when, in 1859, Empress Eugénie stepped foot inside his showroom, it was the ultimate accolade. Louis-François Cartier, the son of a washerwoman and a metalworker, was being called upon by the most important woman in France and possibly the best jewelry buyer
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