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INTRODUCTION
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This book is neither a biography of Chanel nor a history of the Riviera – both have been written many times before – but the story of the years during which Chanel spent her summers in that part of France.

The French Riviera is probably the most famous piece of coastline in the world, while Coco Chanel has a good claim to be the most famous dress designer ever. In 1930 they so to speak joined forces, with Chanel building a glamorous villa there, known as La Pausa. All through the decade that followed she came down to spend the summer in it, often with a lover, almost always with friends. It was, in many senses, her only real home: she had had apartments in Paris, but from 1934 onwards lived in the (Paris) Ritz, whereas La Pausa, built to her specifications, furnished and run exactly as she wanted, was hers and hers alone.

The 1930s were probably the heyday of the Riviera in its modern sense – that is, as a place to visit for its long, glorious summer rather than, as Queen Victoria did, for winter warmth. Not yet smothered in concrete, newly opened up by the Murphys, Fitzgeralds, Hemingways and their friends, it was at first known as a place to live simply and cheaply, with the rich and fashionable swarming to Antibes, Nice and Cannes, driving out at night along the coast to eat at one of the little fishermen’s restaurants or into the hinterland for something a bit grander.

Few of those who had settled there, as many English had, thought much about what was going on in the rest of Europe. It was another life, warm, golden, easy, with reassuring visits by British naval ships, far removed from politics or conflict.

Then came the war years. At first, no one took much notice and life went on as before, with the French and the resident British placing their trust in the Maginot Line, believed impregnable. With the Franco-German armistice in June 1940 first came Vichy France, and a tide of Jewish refugees escaping from the Nazis, and then invasion by the Italians, followed by the Germans.

Through it all, Chanel spent summers at La Pausa, in the later years with her German lover until, with the liberation of the coast in 1944, her business still closed and her lover gone, she left for the peaceful neutrality of Switzerland. Although she visited La Pausa several times afterwards, it was no longer her home; and its sale in 1953 snapped her final link with the coast.


PROLOGUE
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In the summer of 1938, the burning question on the Riviera was not what Germany was going to do next but whether or not to curtsey to the Duchess of Windsor.

It was less than two years since the Duke had abdicated the throne of England to marry, as he famously put it, ‘the woman I love’, but – largely because she, Wallis Simpson, had already been divorced twice and no one knew whether she would stop at that – she had been denied the HRH title that would have brought with it this automatic obeisance.

Would courtesy – the Duke was insistent that respect be shown to his wife – win over correctness and the feeling of some that neither of them deserved it?

It was fitting that they had come to the Riviera, the glamorous, golden, sun-filled coastline famous for uninhibited enjoyment and where nobody enquired too deeply into your past. Here, every year, the rich, the famous, the beautiful and the eccentric gathered to swim, gamble and soak up the sun in a hedonistic lifestyle that then seemed never-ending. As for any threat from Germany – well, France had the impregnable Maginot Line, did she not?

That summer, it felt as though this state of things would go on for ever. By the thirties, France had become full of self-confidence. She was at the forefront of the arts, her ocean liners were the fastest and the most luxurious, her writers, her sportsmen and women, like the great tennis players Jean Borotra and Suzanne Lenglen, were known worldwide; no other nation could compete with her food, her culture and her couture. France’s prestige was epitomised by the greatest and most original designer of them all, Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel, more usually known as ‘Coco’ Chanel. The Windsors were but the latest arrivals on that famous littoral. In early May they had leased the Château de la Croë from the press magnate Sir Pomeroy Burton.

It was not surprising that this celebrity couple had decided to settle here for much of the year. The coastline, its charming fishing villages not yet submerged under the later tide of building, was exquisitely beautiful, with sparkling blue seas, little bays, pines, groves of ancient olive trees, balmy air scented with rosemary and thyme, small houses covered with brilliant bougainvillea, pots of tumbling geraniums and colourful markets where the fish and vegetables of the coast could be bought fresh every day. No wonder it drew an increasing number of visitors.

Writers too had flocked to the Côte d’Azur, many because of danger in their own country, or scandal. One of the wealthiest and most successful in the English-speaking world was W. Somerset Maugham, who had left England in 1926 following the arrest for gross indecency and enforced deportation of his American companion Gerald Haxton.

On Maugham’s gatepost at his house, the Villa Mauresque, was his personal talisman, the mystical Moorish sign that appeared on all his books – the hand of Fatima warding off the evil eye. He was rich, generous and hospitable, his household with its thirteen servants running seemingly on oiled wheels and known for delicious food and entertaining conversation. ‘Everyone on the Riviera accepts an invitation from Maugham at any time that they are lucky enough to get one,’ said another very successful writer, E. Phillips Oppenheim. That August of 1938, the Windsors did so.

Harold Nicolson, staying with Maugham, described the party in a letter to his wife Vita: ‘Willy Maugham had prepared us carefully. He said that the Duke gets cross if the Duchess is not treated with respect.’ When the Duke and Duchess arrived, Maugham and his daughter went into the hall to greet them while the rest of the guests waited in the drawing room. Nicolson described their entrance. ‘She, I must say, looks very well for her age [Wallis was then forty-two]. She has done her hair in a different way. It is smoothed off her brow and falls down the back of her neck in ringlets. It gives her a placid and less strained look. Her voice has also changed. It now mingles the accents of Virginia with that of a Duchess in one of Pinero’s plays.

‘He entered with his swinging naval gait, plucking at his bow tie. He had on a tussore dinner jacket. He was in very high spirits. Cocktails were brought and we stood around the fireplace. There was a pause. “I am sorry we were a little late,” said the Duke, “but Her Royal Highness couldn’t drag herself away.”

‘He had said it. The three words fell into the circle like three stones into a pool. Her (gasp) Royal (shudder) Highness (and not one eye dared meet another).’

No matter that the threat from Germany was profound – that spring it had occupied Austria, with a ruthless and barbarous persecution of minorities, and was casting covetous eyes towards the Sudetenland, its troops massing on the Czech border, while in England gas masks were being issued in preparation for war – on the Riviera the question of the day had been settled. HRH and a curtsey it would have to be. Now life in the playground of Europe could go on as normal.

For, as Nicolson wrote from the Villa Mauresque: ‘[This] really is the perfect holiday. I mean, the heat is intense, the garden lovely, the chair long and cool, the lime juice at hand, a bathing pool there if one wishes to splash, scenery, books, gramophones, pretty people – and above all, the sense that it is not going on too long.’

Nor did it …


CHAPTER 1
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1930, the Beginning: La Pausa

By 1930 the long love affair between Coco* Chanel, the world’s best-known dress designer, and the Duke of Westminster, the richest man in England, was coming to what seemed its inevitable end. Bendor, as the Duke was known, longed for an heir and at forty-seven Chanel† was unlikely to provide him with one. Nor could she bear the repeated infidelities that his enormous wealth made all too easy for him.

They had met seven years earlier, in Monaco’s Hôtel de Paris, where Chanel was dining with Vera Bate, an old friend of the forty-four-year-old Bendor.

Although there was ambiguity about Vera’s birth, it was generally acknowledged that she was a connection of the royal family – it is believed that she was an illegitimate daughter of the first Marquess of Cambridge, a younger brother of Queen Mary – and as such she was at the heart of English upper-class society. She was then married to her first husband, an American officer named Fred Bate but, beautiful and popular as she was, she was perennially hard up. Chanel, whose lightning grasp of opportunity was one of the reasons for her success, had employed her, largely as a kind of walking advertisement: she wore clothes so beautifully that every other woman longed to possess what Vera had on her back at that moment. These were, naturally, given to her by Chanel, and the two had already become close friends.

When the Duke spotted Vera across the room he had been planning to visit the Casino, but he went over to talk to her and to his delight the pair asked him to join their table. They talked, they laughed, they danced; Bendor forgot about the Casino and asked them both to dine with him the next night on his yacht, the four-masted schooner Flying Cloud, hiring a gypsy band to serenade them and then taking them to a nightclub to dance.

Bendor was immediately fascinated by Chanel. She was beautiful, elegant, witty and fiercely independent; from a poverty-stricken girlhood she had climbed, step by step and man by man, to the pinnacle of success on which she now stood. She had surmounted her past as a kept woman – something that usually remained a lifelong social barrier – and many of her wealthy clients were now her friends, entertaining her and being entertained by her.

She had revolutionised fashion, designing simple, supple, pared-down clothes for women in materials hitherto thought unfashionable, like jersey, that allowed the body to move freely. ‘The purpose of fashion’, she had declared (in French Vogue), ‘is to make women look young. Then their outlook on life changes. They feel brighter, and more cheerful.’

Already a fashion force two years before she met Bendor – she had been noted by Harper’s Bazaar as early as 1915 – she had launched what became the most famous scent in the world: Chanel No.5. It was an overwhelming success, making her rich for the rest of her life. As she explained on numerous occasions to Bendor, while refusing his advances, what did he have that she could possibly want? For although she claimed to live for love, what she really valued was her independence – and work. She did, however, leave the door open a chink, agreeing to meet him the following year. Meanwhile, he wooed her with everything from flowers and jewels to salmon sent by air from his Scottish estate.

Finally she relented. In the late spring of 1924, she went aboard the black-hulled, piratical-looking Flying Cloud to sail with Bendor on a Mediterranean cruise and to enter a world of unimaginable luxury. As well as the crew of forty, the four-poster beds, the silk curtains, he had brought along a small orchestra so that the two of them could dance every night. If he entertained on the yacht, as he often did, the rigging was illuminated.

Bendor, tall, blond and good-looking, had houses scattered everywhere. As he seldom stayed longer than three or four days in one place and often arrived without notice, all were ready for immediate use – cars fuelled, silver polished, servants in Grosvenor livery, food in the larder. He showered Chanel with presents, from jewellery and works of art to a town house in London.

When they visited the Westminster estate in Cheshire, she acted as his hostess at his country house, Eaton Hall. Here she rode, played tennis and sailed; when they visited his Scottish estates, she learnt to fish, acquitting herself well. She became a friend of Winston Churchill, to whom Bendor was close, so that often they were at the same house party or aboard Flying Cloud at the same time. ‘Coco is here in place of Violet,’ Churchill wrote to his wife Clementine. ‘She is vy agreeable – really a gt & strong being fit to rule a man or an Empire. Bennie vy well & I think extremely happy to be mated with an equal – her ability balancing his power.’

When Bendor bought a house in the Highlands she decorated it, painting the drawing rooms beige and installing the first bidet in Scotland; during the season she hunted three days a week. She charmed all his friends and got on well with his children and his first wife. But none of this affected her dedication to her work; and, although she had come to love Bendor (‘My real life began with Westminster,’ she told a friend, ‘I’d finally found a shoulder I could lean on, a tree against which I could prop myself’), she was still determined to preserve her independence. One way of doing so was to have a house that was completely her own, where she could live ‘without a footman at every door’.

It had to be in France, it had to be within reasonable reach of Paris and it had to be in the sun, which she loved – it was when she came back from one cruise with Bendor ‘brown as a cabin boy’ that sunbronzed skin became a fashionable accessory. There was only one answer: the Côte d’Azur, past which she had sailed so many times in her lover’s yacht.

For Chanel, it would be the first time in her life that she could live entirely by her own rules and according to her own wishes. The site she first saw from the Duke’s yacht in December 1927 was at the top of a small village called Roquebrune, 180 metres above the sea, with wonderful views over Menton and the Italian border on one side and Monaco and its bay on the other. Behind the villa, the foothills of the Alps can be seen in the distance. In all, by buying several adjacent parcels of land, she managed to acquire twelve acres that included an olive grove. The name of the property, La Pausa, came from the story that it was here that Mary Magdalene had paused to rest when she had fled the Holy Land in a rudderless boat after the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ.

There were three existing buildings, which would be transformed into the main house, with two smaller cottages for guests; she gave one of these, ‘La Colline’, to Vera Bate, now Lombardi. Vera, who had divorced her husband two years before, had earlier that year married an Italian officer named Alberto Lombardi, a brilliant horseman highly thought of by Mussolini. With Vera in situ, inviting the Duke’s friends over would be an easy matter – she knew them all.

The transformation of the dilapidated buildings into a beautifully designed home was effected by a young local architect, Robert Streitz. One of Chanel’s friends, Count Jean de Segonzac, had had his own nearby villa so well restored by Streitz that the Count recommended him to Chanel. Soon after signing the deed of sale in February 1929, Chanel invited Streitz to a drinks party on board Flying Cloud, then moored off Cannes. Three days later he brought drawings of the proposed villa that featured three wings wrapped around an open courtyard bordered with columns. For the twenty-eight-year-old Streitz this would be a wonderful commission.

Chanel liked his plan so much that she accepted it straight away, with the proviso that before starting work he went to look at the convent of Aubazine, where she had spent much of her childhood and adolescence, so that he could incorporate its atmosphere and some of its main features into the proposed villa. (While there, he met the Mother Superior and asked if she remembered Gabrielle Chanel. Yes, she answered, she remembered her well, that unfortunate waif, ‘an illegitimate child born in the poorhouse’.)

With this brief, Streitz designed the great central staircase, almost exactly like the one at the convent up and down which she must have trodden hundreds of times. Chanel’s well-known secrecy over her early years did not extend to these architectural ‘reminiscences’ as the house, long and low, with three sides facing inwards over a shady courtyard, held more echoes of Aubazine in its cloistered colonnades, vaulted ceilings and heavy doors.

On the ground floor it was dominated by a large hall with a beautifully carved front door, an antique wrought-iron chandelier and five windows above the entrance – five was Chanel’s lucky number (her zodiac sign was Leo, the fifth sign). She ordered more than 20,000 hand-made, curved tiles for the roof, as she wanted it to look old. For the same reason, the wooden shutters were distressed and even the olive trees, transplanted from Antibes, were 100 years old.

Outside, purple irises, lavender and lawns made gardens original for their time. She was the first to cultivate ‘poorer’ plants, like lavender and olive trees, discarding the more conventional ones such as lilies, although climbing roses were allowed. At the top of the garden, tucked away behind yew hedges, was a superb tennis court – Chanel was a great believer in exercise.

The making of the house, bought and paid for by Chanel, was a project in which she was deeply involved. Once or twice a month she would come down from Paris to check progress. ‘She was always in the best of moods when she visited Roquebrune,’ remembered the builder, Edgar Maggiore. ‘On the site one day she slipped into a pool of mud. Instead of lamenting the loss of a dress, she laughed until the workers pulled her out. If her work kept her in Paris, we made the trip to see her if we had a delicate problem on which we wished to consult her. I remember sending the stucco worker to see her so she could choose the colour of the plaster to be used on the façade.’

Once, Streitz’s car broke down and, having had to take the bus to Roquebrune, he arrived late, fearing a scolding from the imperious Mademoiselle. Instead, she was sympathetic and, finding out what sort of car he had, said she had a similar one in her garage – and presented it to him as a gift. ‘We never had a contract or any kind of correspondence,’ recalled Streitz later, from his retirement at Valbonne in the Alpes-Maritimes. ‘For me, Mademoiselle’s word was as good as gold. Nine months after the completion of La Pausa, every last bill had been paid on the nail.’

Much of the house was made of white marble; there were large fireplaces in each room, eighteenth-century English-oak floors and panelling, and Tudor and Jacobean furniture* from Bendor’s attics – in his bedroom, separated from Chanel’s quarters by a bathroom, was a massive Elizabethan oak bed. The main colours were white and beige; even the piano was beige. ‘It is only possible to relax if one is not diverted by colourful backgrounds,’ said Chanel. In the living room there were three large beige leather and chamois sofas, pieces of Provençal and Spanish furniture (then completely out of fashion), with bowls of white lilac on the oak tables. Her own bedroom was done up in beige taffeta with a blue rug on the floor; her bathroom next door was in white opaline.

Her feeling for luxurious simplicity carried through to her style of entertaining. In the mornings the house was silent; Chanel slept late and so did many of her guests, although anyone who wanted to swim or shop would find small cars with drivers ready to run them down the two kilometres of twisting mountain road to Menton or the beach.

The real beginning of the day was lunch: more like a sparkling party, it was filled with conversation, chat and plans. The food, from cold roast beef to various pastas, was kept hot with antique silver warmers from England and served buffet-style from a table covered with dishes at one end of the dining room. Sometimes these lunches took place on the terrace, the guests sitting on grass covered by tarpaulins of coarse linen.

Heavy beige silk curtains hung at the huge windows which formed almost two sides of the main room, with their view of Monte Carlo seen through a grove of orange trees. Dark-green blinds kept off the extreme heat of summer. In the dining room, with its enormously long table, white taffeta curtains matched the white walls. Each bedroom had an en suite bathroom and each bathroom also had another, separate entrance, so that a servant, summoned by electric bell, could slip in and out unnoticed to run a bath or pick up clothes to wash. In the bedrooms there were antique Italian beds with gold mosquito curtains and heavy rugs on the oak floors.

As well as being a home, La Pausa was a deliciously seductive setting for lovers whose lives, like Chanel’s and Bendor’s, were deeply entwined. How near they came to marriage is a moot point, as neither ever made a definitive statement on this, although Chanel said later that if she had become pregnant she would have married him – and pregnant was what she longed to become. She may have thought that the romantic atmosphere of La Pausa would help to bring this about; pragmatically, she took advice from others. ‘She tried everything,’ said Madame Patricia Marinovich, whose mother and grandmother had worked at La Pausa and were privy to the gossip of the household. ‘She would even lie on her back with her legs in the air for ages after making love to try and achieve it.’* Or, as she herself described it in her later years, she went in for ‘humiliating acrobatics’.

Although the Duke still had his bedroom at La Pausa, he had, in fact, already met and begun courting the woman he would later marry. This was Loelia Ponsonby, the daughter of Sir Frederick (‘Fritz’) Ponsonby, then Keeper of the Privy Purse to King George V, and twenty-seven to his fifty. They had met the previous November in the Embassy, the favourite London nightclub of the Prince of Wales and his circle, to which Loelia, hastily pulling on a purple chiffon dress, had dashed in response to a friend’s last-minute invitation. Three weeks later Bendor proposed to her – only two days after Chanel, who went to stay with him in mid-December, had left Eaton Hall. The engagement was announced on 2 January 1930, as they cruised down the Dalmatian coast.

‘Ten years of my life have been spent with Westminster,’* Chanel said later. ‘The greatest pleasure he gave to me was to watch him live. For ten years, I did everything he wanted. But fishing for salmon is not life.’

Chanel was not the only person who had decided to put down roots on the Riviera. It had become highly fashionable, indeed the playground of the rich,† with development along the coast and Hispano-Suizas, Bugattis and Rollses parked everywhere. Nor were they ‘ordinary’ cars: many of them expressed the personalities or quirks of their owners, with custom-made upholstery of any shade, fittings of marquetry, ivory, mother-of-pearl or gold, sides emblazoned with family crests, monograms or basketwork. Out of them stepped titled men and women, rich businessmen and film stars, for whom Chanel had opened another salon in Monte Carlo, to stay at the villas now steadily crowding the coast, or at one of the grand hotels.

Except in the smaller villages, cheap suppers of bouillabaisse and local wine were becoming a thing of the past; the restaurants were beginning to charge top prices and some of the bistros had become nightclubs. But the swifts still wheeled round the oleander trees, market stalls were piled high with lemons, aubergines and tomatoes, the air was pine-scented and flower sellers sold armfuls of carnations. On spring nights there were still fireflies and the croaking of colonies of small, jade-green tree frogs, followed by nightingales, while all summer long the cicadas thrummed in the background.

The barefoot fishermen still went out in their pointes (as the fishing boats were called), their catch served that night in restaurants where it might be cooked by their wives, wearing the capacious coarse black aprons used by all local women to save their often threadbare clothes. On rocky parts of the coast men would hunt for octopuses with a long pole, at the end of which was a hook hidden in a bunch of red rags. They would jiggle the rags over cavities in the rocks, and if an octopus was hiding in one of these it would often make a dart at the rags and impale itself on the hook.

Towards Marseilles, a simpler life was still possible. Near St-Tropez Colette, already famous for her masterpiece Chéri, and her lover, later husband, Maurice Goudeket* had four years earlier bought a four-room peasant mas in two and a half acres of land planted with vines and fig trees. It had no electricity, which they later installed; water came from a deep well, in which Colette would also cool white wine. It had a charming terrace which faced north, shaded by an old wisteria, and a little path led directly from the house to a nearby hidden beach. Because there was an ancient muscat vine circling the well, Colette decided to call her house ‘La Treille Muscate’.

Here she spent every summer. One person described her as ‘a short [she was five foot four inches], heavy-bodied woman with a crop of wood-coloured hair, with long grey luminous eyes and a deep alto voice’. Her eyes were always made up with kohl, which she believed would help preserve her faulty sight. She began to garden energetically immediately after breakfast – hard work that included digging an irrigation ditch for her tangerine trees and mulching them with seaweed carried up from the beach. Later in the morning there would be a swim followed by a lunch of Provençal dishes: green melons, bouillabaisse with aïoli, rascasse farci.

She wrote constantly and prolifically, settling down to work after a short siesta. She had built herself a workroom, a cube with thick walls that kept it cool. Here were her large work table and a wide divan with a mosquito net; books filled a large Breton cupboard, green pottery stood against the creamy walls, and on a shelf was a sheaf of the blue paper on which she always wrote. In the summer she often bathed at night on the little beach, so deserted that it was almost her private property, and would sleep on her verandah after dragging her mattress on to it. Sometimes she and Maurice would dine out with the artist friends who lived in and around St-Tropez; at one restaurant, recorded Maurice, if they wanted to eat game out of season, ‘we had to give warning forty-eight hours in advance, so that the poachers would have time’.

Also living there, in a castellated villa on a ledge between the road and the rocks of the seashore, was one of Chanel’s earlier rivals and almost as great an innovator, the couturier Paul Poiret, now suffering from Parkinson’s disease, his hands that had once created beautiful clothes shaking uncontrollably. As stylish as ever, he owned a pale-grey Hispano-Suiza and wore coral-pink scarves and a beret to match.

The Riviera was a magnet for writers, like D.H. Lawrence who in 1930 was still hoping for an English publisher for his controversial novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover.* When P.G. Wodehouse, at first scathing about Cannes (‘the most loathly hole in the known world’), rented a villa near Grasse he was an almost nightly visitor to Cannes Casino, where he gambled by walking from table to table and putting mille-franc notes on his preferred colour or number.

The novelist Edith Wharton lived in Hyères, in a house in the grounds of a ruined seventeenth-century convent, where she created a wonderful hillside garden – although there was nothing of the simple life about her ménage. It was not where she had expected to settle, but she had fallen in love with the village of Hyères at first sight. She was then fifty-seven, she had been divorced from her husband of thirty years, Teddy Wharton, for six years and she was getting over a three-year love affair with the brilliant dandy and womaniser Morton Fullerton; and when she bought her house she had exclaimed, ‘I feel as if I were going to get married – to the right man at last!’

Not far off, in the little village of Sanary-sur-mer, Aldous Huxley and his Belgian wife Maria lived in the cube-shaped villa they had bought in 1930, with their red Bugatti driven by Maria (Aldous was near-blind). Huxley’s health was delicate; his lungs needed a warm climate. Their house was known as Villa Huley because the mason, thinking to welcome them with a surprise, had painted this misspelling of Huxley’s name on the gateposts in bright-green letters. It was halfway between two villages and was fortunate to have mains water and electricity. An even greater luxury was a telephone, from which calls could be made between 7.30 a.m. and 9.00 p.m.

The interior was filled with the Huxleys’ eclectic collection of objects – Mexican rugs, piles of straw hats, an enormous sofa by Raoul Dufy. They installed central heating, a water filter for their tea and an electric refrigerator. They always had Earl Grey tea and thinly sliced brown bread (rare in France) and butter for tea. ‘Here all is exquisitely lovely,’ wrote Huxley to his sister-in-law. ‘Sun, roses, fruit, warmth. We bathe and bask.’

Huxley’s reputation – he had already published four successful satirical novels and was one of the most famous writers of the twenties – drew others, among them the newly married Cyril Connolly. After honeymooning in Majorca, Cyril and his wife Joan took a lease on Les Lauriers Roses, a two-bedroom house just east of Sanary at Six-Fours. It had a garden, which allowed them to add ring-tailed lemurs to the ferrets they already kept. The lemurs chattered in the moonlight, responded to the different intonations of the human voice, and swung gracefully through the trees.

Later in the year Connolly wrote of that time, when he would bicycle down to the port to fetch their dinner, ‘past the harbour with its bobbing launches and the cafés with their signs banging. At the local restaurants there would be one or two “plats à emporter”, to which I would add some wine, sausage and Gruyère cheese, a couple of “diplomats” to smoke and a new “Detective” or “Chasseur Français”; then I would bowl back heavy laden with the mistral behind me, a lemur buttoned up inside my jacket with his head sticking out. Up the steep drive it was easy to be blown off into the rosemary, then dinner would be spoilt. We ate it with our fingers beside the fire … at last we would go to bed, bolting the doors while the lemurs cried in the moonlight, house-ghosts bounding from the mulberries to the palms, from the palms to the tall pines whose cones the dormice nibble, from the pines to the roof and so to our bedroom window …’

Connolly was a passionate admirer of Huxley, and when the red Bugatti appeared in the drive of Les Lauriers Roses he was thrilled, hoping that it would herald the start of a close and satisfying friendship. But it turned out to be a mere courtesy call: Huxley was under immense deadline pressure for his next two novels and whenever the Connollys turned up at the Huxley house they were intercepted by Maria, who told them her husband was working and must not be disturbed. It was true, but another reason was that Maria found the Connolly ménage distasteful. ‘Eating your dinner with your fingers reading before the fire meant leaving grape skins and the skeletons of sardines between the pages,’ she commented. ‘The ferrets stank; the lemur hopped upon the table and curled his exquisite little black hand around your brandy glass.’

The result was that Connolly’s initial hero-worship for the Huxleys curdled into bitterness* when the close friendship he had envisaged did not materialise. He felt rejected and, when he contrasted his own lethargy with Huxley’s feverish activity, humiliated. Later he said about his rejection by the Huxleys: ‘The cut was deep and added ten years to my life.’ He had come to the Riviera to write, but although he filled notebooks with ideas, nothing constructive emerged. ‘Writing is an accident arising out of certain unhappinesses,’ he claimed defensively. He had no financial need to write, but without this spur could not force himself into the self-discipline of his wealthy neighbour up the coast, Somerset Maugham.

Maugham, who could seldom speak without stuttering, had just published Cakes and Ale, which had created a huge sensation – hitherto he had been thought of as a playwright and short-story writer. His dedication to his work did not prevent his entertaining a constant flow of guests. Among them were Evelyn Waugh, that year on his first visit to the Riviera, and his brother Alec, then much the better known of the two. Both dined with Maugham, who asked Evelyn what a certain person was like. As Evelyn recorded, ‘I said: “A pansy with a stammer.” All the Picassos on the walls blenched.’

The Waugh brothers were staying at the Hôtel Welcome in Villefranche (to the east of Antibes). This, facing the harbour, with the Old Town behind it, was for much of the time a creative powerhouse: here, in a second-floor room, lived Jean Cocteau, polymath intellectual at the heart of Paris’s avant-garde musical, artistic, film-making and design world. He was a painter, novelist, poet, script-writer, playwright, essayist and critic who had become a national celebrity in the early twenties. He was openly homosexual* and, from time to time, flung himself into the taking of opium and other drugs.

‘One day I went through the Welcome lobby while Cocteau was on the telephone [there were none in the bedrooms]’, wrote a young American also staying there. ‘He was speaking in a pleading voice, almost in tears. Later it was explained to me that he had been begging Mlle Coco Chanel to allow him to go on smoking opium longer than had been agreed.’ Chanel, who knew that he was overdue for a cure, and who was constantly paying for them, said firmly: ‘No!’

Cocteau spent much of the day in his room, usually with a friend, smoking heavily, the unmistakable fumes filling all the corridors. ‘It was pleasant to buy it from the Chinese in a sordid street hung with washing,’ he wrote, ‘pleasant to return home quickly and try it out in one’s hotel … to unroll it, stretch out on it, open the window onto the port, and take off.’ Somehow, he never got into trouble with the authorities. ‘Addiction ruins the liver, affects the nervous cells, causes constipation, makes the temples like parchment and contracts the iris of the eye,’ he wrote. After one cure he tried to describe opium’s allure. ‘It is hard to find oneself dismissed by opium … it is hard to know that this magic carpet exists and that one will no longer fly on it.’

It was here, at the Hôtel Welcome, that Cocteau wrote the novel for which he is best remembered, Les Enfants terribles (1929). Several of his friends, attracted by his presence and the atmosphere of Villefranche, followed him and stayed nearby, among them the composer Stravinsky and the ballet maestro Serge Diaghilev. But Villefranche was also a base for the American and Russian navies, and when the fleets were in the hotel changed character. ‘I live in a brothel for American sailors,’ wrote Cocteau to one friend, ‘… the sailors dance and fight day and night. You hear nothing but loud jazz, each machine playing a different tune.’

There was no doubt, however, that the epicentre of the mélange of high life and low morals that characterised so many of the summer crowd was Antibes. Here, for instance, Sir Oswald (‘Tom’) Mosley and his wife Lady Cynthia* took a villa or stayed at the Hôtel du Cap or Eden Roc (the hotel’s seaside pavilion) every year. Tom Mosley, for whom philandering was as natural, and almost as frequent, as breathing, was always in pursuit of his latest flame, to the often obvious misery of his good-looking wife. Staying with them in 1930 were the Castlerosses.

Valentine Castlerosse was a man so hugely fat that he was often known as Lord Elephant and Castlerosse. His salient quality was boundless extravagance. ‘There is nothing more boring than money in the bank, especially if it belongs to someone else,’ he once said, and it was a philosophy he lived by, depending on his charm and wit to keep him out of trouble. Once, returning in the small hours after a fancy-dress ball, his vast bulk clad in nothing but skins, an early-rising female guest met him in the hotel corridor. ‘My God!’ she exclaimed in horror. ‘Yes, Madame,’ replied Castlerosse smoothly, ‘but tonight strictly incognito,’ and passed in dignified fashion to his room.

Castlerosse had for years been obsessed by Doris Delevingne, a dazzling blonde who lived a life only one step away from that of a top courtesan. Her lifestyle was just as lavish as that of Castlerosse and it, too, was subsidised by others – in her case, her numerous lovers. Lord Beaverbrook, for whom Castlerosse wrote his immensely successful Sunday Express gossip column Londoner’s Log and who picked up most of Castlerosse’s enormous bills – and who certainly did not want to find himself responsible for Doris’s equally vast outlay – had done his best to prevent their marriage. When he learnt in late December 1927 that a notice of marriage had been put in Hammersmith register office, he hastily invited Castlerosse to join him on a visit to Cannes on the day scheduled for their nuptials, taking the Golden Arrow – which he knew left before the register office opened.

He was a little surprised when Castlerosse readily accepted. But when the bill for their stay at the hotel was brought to him, he realised why. On it was not only a room that he had not ordered, but a daily bottle of champagne delivered every afternoon to that same room. Soon he discovered that shortly after he and Castlerosse had arrived at the hotel, so had Doris, and every afternoon Castlerosse visited her for love and champagne – on Beaverbrook.

Beaverbrook’s efforts at preventing the match were in vain; the two were married shortly afterwards, in May 1928. Within months Doris, whose way of life remained unaltered, had a fling with Tom Mitford; and the unhappy Castlerosse moved into the International Sporting Club but was soon driven from it, he said, ‘by the depressing sound of young men’s muscles flexing and old men’s arteries collapsing’, and the Castlerosses were briefly reunited.

In August 1930 the Mosleys and their children went as usual to Antibes, staying at the Hôtel Eden Roc, where Cimmie’s sister Lady Ravensdale joined them. Also staying nearby were the youngest Curzon sister, Lady Alexandra (Baba) Metcalfe, and her husband Fruity Metcalfe. (One Sunday, Castlerosse’s weekly column had reported: ‘Played golf with Fruity Metcalfe. He went round the course in 20,000 words.’) Drink flowed freely both there and at the various villas they visited where friends lived or were staying.

There were always ructions when the extended Mosley family was together: the first was caused when Irene Ravensdale overheard her brother-in-law Tom Mosley’s whispered speculations as to which of the three sisters would succeed in attracting the (married) silent-movie star John Gilbert, also staying at the hotel. Would it be, Mosley wondered, ‘the heavyweight, the lightweight or the middle weight’, i.e. Irene, Baba or Cimmie. For everyone wanted a crack at John Gilbert, from the notorious man-eater Daisy Fellowes,* who hoped to be asked to their moonlight party on the top balcony of the Eden Roc, to Baba, who successfully pounced on the seat next to him at dinner. The evening ended in altercations, with Tom Mosley accusing his wife of being drunk.

The next day was equally alcohol-fuelled: ‘Fruity was well over the odds with Baba very annoyed,’ wrote Irene in her diary that night. ‘He disappeared and made up like John Gilbert and came in with Gilbert and Cim and proceeded to circle all the ladies as the great lover and was very funny. The fun was entirely ruined at 10 p.m. by Maurice and Miss Stephenson both dead drunk …’

Cimmie’s birthday, on 23 August, was similarly social. After a family lunch at the hotel the sisters, Tom and the children joined Wolf (Babe) Barnato’s party at the next table. Babe Barnato, the son of the Rand diamond millionaire Barney Barnato, was a rich man who lived for speed; he was one of a set known as the Bentley Boys. He was a scratch golfer, a county cricketer, bred racehorses and was a superb skier as well as being an expert driver – he had won for the past three years at Le Mans.

The parties at his large and luxurious Surrey house started at around 10.00 p.m. and went on well into the next day. At one of them, the waiters were dressed as motor-racing drivers, with linen helmets and goggles, and Brooklands-style racing pits were constructed along the quarter-mile gravel drive. Guests in powerful cars, with beautiful girls aboard, tore into the ‘pits’ for champagne (Barnato himself could drink two bottles with no visible effect) and sped on to the house.

His most recent exploit was to race, for a bet, his Bentley Speed Six coupé against the famous Blue Train (the Calais-Mediterranée Express, to give it its proper name), so-called because of its dark-blue sleeping cars* with room for eighty first-class passengers in connecting luxury compartments, panelled with wood and equipped with everything from heavy folding metal washbasins to hooks on which to hang keys. It was so well known that in 1924 Cocteau had designed a ballet, Le Train Bleu, around it featuring swimmers, tennis players and weightlifters. Chanel had designed the clothes for it and Picasso had painted the curtain – two giantesses leaping across a beach, against a bright-blue sky.

The Blue Train was fast and luxurious: there were only ten berths to each sleeping car and plenty of attendants. The china in the dining car was white instead of the customary blue, with a gold-leaf motif, there were fresh flowers on every table, the menu was handwritten. Even the corridor was thickly carpeted, so that those who dined late did not disturb those who had turned in early (the waiters slept in hammocks slung from hooks in the dining car when this had finally emptied).

Naturally, it was the preferred train of wealthy and famous passengers. When Cole Porter and his wife went south they booked a complete car, with a bedroom for each of them and two more for a valet and maid, a drawing room in which to take their meals and another for work or entertaining. Gamblers going to Monte Carlo used it, playing bridge for high stakes en route; high-grade courtesans – poules de luxe – travelling down to the Riviera to try their luck might allow the winners a night of joy on the way. English passengers joined it at Calais; along the coast it stopped at St-Raphael, Cannes, Juan-les-Pins, Antibes, Nice, Monte Carlo and Menton.

That March, Barnato had been at a dinner party on board a yacht near Cannes when the subject of racing the Blue Train came up and Barnato bet £200 that he could beat it on its journey from Cannes to Calais with ease. The next day, as the Blue Train departed from Cannes railway station at 5.45, Barnato left the Carlton Bar in Cannes and with a companion set off in the Speed Six.

Their progress was slowed by heavy rain, they lost time searching for their prearranged fuelling rendezvous, met dense fog near Paris and had a puncture. Despite this, their average speed on the 570-mile journey was 43.43 mph. They reached Calais so far ahead of the train that Barnato decided to extend his side of the bet to London. They scrambled aboard a ferry to Dover and set off again. At 3.20 p.m. Barnato parked the Speed Six outside the Conservative Club in St James’s Street, four minutes before the Blue Train arrived at Calais. The French got their own back for this snub to national pride by fining him £160 for racing on public roads and barring Bentley Motors (of which Barnato was Chairman) from that year’s Paris Salon.

Babe Barnato figured again during the evening of Cimmie’s birthday, when she gave a floodlit birthday dinner on the rocks below the hotel, and Barnato, Gilbert and other men had diving races after dinner. Again it was an evening of scenes and quarrels. Irene, who sat next to Gilbert at dinner, listened to his confidences that ‘things were screw-eyed between him and Ina [Gilbert’s wife]’. Nevertheless, after Mosley, never averse to making mischief, had taken Ina some distance away to talk to Fruity and left her with him, the furiously jealous Gilbert, finding her missing, ‘went mad’, in Irene’s words. He ‘dragged her savagely into the street where Cim and Dudley witnessed a fearful scene … Baba and Cim had hour after hour battling and appeasing Ina and him’. Irene was driven home at 5.00 a.m., ‘exhausted with waiting on other people’s rows’, and when the party rose in the morning it was discovered that John Gilbert had left for Paris at dawn in a taxi, saying to the driver: ‘Don’t have an accident – my face is my fortune.’

For the golden couples who had first invented summertime holidaying on the Riviera, all was not going well. This dark side was perhaps best summed up in the disintegrating lives of Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald (often guests of Gerald and Sara Murphy, the original settlers on that coastline and on whom Fitzgerald’s novel Temder is the Night is based). That summer of 1930 the thirty-year-old Zelda entered the first of the clinics in which she would stay intermittently for the rest of her life, as their relationship slowly and tortuously unravelled and her mental state became ever more fragile.

In a long letter that summer Scott described Zelda’s ‘almost megalomaniacal selfishness and my insane indulgence in drink … we ruined ourselves – I have never honestly thought that we ruined each other.’ Money, once plentiful, was now harder to earn: although Scott was only thirty-four, his alcoholism had caught up with him and he was finding writing more of a struggle. Zelda began sending him miserable, accusing letters from hospital to which he replied: ‘the rotten letters you write me I simply put away under Z in my file’. What had stung him most was the accusation of homosexuality flung at him once by Zelda. It was a sad dwindling of what had seemed charmed lives.

Financially, too, the Riviera was beginning to suffer. The Wall Street stock market crash of October 1929 was rippling through to the Riviera as the world economic depression began. Properties were for sale, the shares of the casinos dropped, the number of visitors plummeted, hotels and shops cut their prices in an attempt to attract more visitors. At Nice’s Hôtel Splendide, revenues almost halved from 1929 to 1930. But none of this stopped the men and women in search of what this magic coastline could offer: glamorous, sun-drenched hedonism.

One of those was a German diplomat called Baron Hans Günther von Dincklage, who had settled in Sanary with his beautiful half-Jewish wife named Maximiliana but known as Catsy, an heiress whom he had married in 1927 and whose half-sister was the writer Sybille Bedford. Von Dincklage was tall and athletic, with open-faced, blond good looks, had graceful, urbane manners and was fluent in English and French. His mother was English and his father came from an old Westphalian noble family, so he fitted easily into the minor diplomatic post he held with the German Embassy. Later, he would figure largely in Chanel’s life.

 

 



* Her nickname Coco originated in her brief early career as a singer, when the chorus of one of the songs she sang began ‘Co-co-co-co …’.

† She was born on 19 August 1883.

* Today in the Dallas Museum of Art.

* A popular theory of the time was that this enabled sperm to travel up the vagina more successfully.

* She always said ten – he went on seeing her after he married.

† Holidays with pay did not come in until 1936 in France and 1938 in England.

* They married in 1935.

* It had been published privately in Italy in 1928 and in France and Australia in 1929.

* In his only novel, The Rock Pool (1936), Connolly refers to the ‘competent intellectual vulgarity of Aldous Huxley’.

* Homosexuality had not been illegal in France since the Penal Code of 1791.

* One of the three daughters of Lord Curzon, she was always known as Cimmie.

* See here.

* All other French trains were brown.


CHAPTER 2
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Misia Sert and Her Circle

All through the thirties one of the most constant and frequent visitors to La Pausa was Misia Sert. She and Chanel were each other’s most intimate friend, a bond that was lifelong despite an underlying rivalry* and several fallings-out. When an invitation came, Misia and Chanel went together, Misia always in clothes by Chanel; at La Pausa, Misia’s rooms were next to Chanel’s. They had met at a dinner party in 1917, when Chanel was beginning her rise to fame. From the very start, Misia was fascinated by Chanel, then a rather silent but supremely elegant young woman, realising at once that she had encountered someone extraordinary. The next day she called on her, and they talked for hours.

Of Polish-Russian extraction, Misia was intensely musical and artistic and, when married to her first husband, her cousin Thadée Natanson, quickly became the centre of a circle that included Debussy, Renoir, Monet and Gide, among others. All were enthralled by her youth and charm, painted her often, dedicated musical compositions to her, and she became muse and patron to many of them. After being hotly pursued by one of the richest men in Paris, Alfred Edwards, she divorced Natanson and in 1905 married him, but only a year later Edwards fell in love with the courtesan he would eventually marry and the couple parted.

In 1908 Misia began an affair with the Spanish painter José-Maria Sert, a man who was nothing much to look at – heavy-set, dark, bearded – but vibrantly alive and with perfect confidence in his star. As for Misia: ‘I now had the absolute certitude that Sert was the man I had always waited for, that the others had not existed, and that no one else would ever exist,’ she wrote after they had travelled through Italy together. ‘For the first time, I knew the dazzling, calm and frightening feeling of something final.’

By now Misia was famous throughout Paris for her influence on the cultural scene – and Paris, in the twenties, was considered the cultural capital of the world (not least in its own eyes). Many of the traits Proust assigned to his hostess Madame Verdurin were Misia’s. The writer Paul Morand described her as a ‘collector of geniuses, all of them in love with her’. You had to be gifted, it was said, before Misia wanted to know you.

Unsurprisingly, from the moment Misia and Sert became a couple, Sert’s career prospered. Soon commissions poured in and on the walls of the houses and castles of the rich appeared his fantasy creations – elephants, dwarfs, acrobats, nude gods and goddesses under palm trees, billowing curtains. Ballrooms, pavilions, music rooms and staircases were the canvases for his huge frescoes and soon he was asked to decorate public buildings: the town hall in Barcelona, the Palace of the League of Nations in Geneva, the Rockefeller Center in New York. Being rich suited them both, so much so that, later, Sert would put his art and what it brought in before anything else.

It was Misia, once the model for painters like Toulouse-Lautrec, Vuillard and Renoir, and the close friend of the ballet impresario Serge Diaghilev, who introduced Chanel to the seething artistic life of Paris, then a ferment of ideas. With Misia and Sert, Chanel learnt about music, painting and the arts, and a certain stylish way of living; it was through Misia that Chanel met artistes like the brilliant dancer and choreographer Serge Lifar and France’s polymathic intellectual Jean Cocteau.

At the same time, there was a latent rivalry: Misia regarded Chanel as her protégée and anything that undermined that feeling caused jealousy. When Chanel, who had been introduced to the ballet by Misia, paid the impresario Serge Diaghilev’s debts she said to him: ‘Misia must never know, never!’, telling one biographer:* ‘I’d learnt enough by then to know that Misia would be jealous of me because she couldn’t do what I could do for Diaghilev.’

It was also Misia who had rescued Chanel from a despair to which she had almost succumbed – and in doing so, had in a sense also saved Chanel’s career. This career had originally been launched through the great love of Chanel’s life, Arthur ‘Boy’ Capel. Capel, green-eyed, dark-haired and good-looking, was an Englishman who spoke fluent French and, unlike most of his friends, enjoyed work as much as pleasure. It was an attitude that resonated with Chanel, as did his belief in the ability of women, whom he thought were wrongly held back from worldly success. ‘The door to the future city is still closed to women,’ he wrote. ‘The time has come to liberate them … the inferiority of women was only an illusion of the other sex.’

Chanel would certainly prove him right.

Her beginnings were not auspicious. Gabrielle Bonheur Chanel was born on 19 August 1883, to unmarried parents. Her absentee father was an itinerant peddler, her mother died when she was eleven, upon which her father took his three daughters to an orphanage for girls run by the nuns of the Cistercian abbey. Here he left them, and vanished for ever from their lives. Their younger brothers, Alphonse and Lucien, aged nine and five respectively, were treated even more harshly, placed with peasant families to be regarded, as was customary, virtually as slave labour. Not until they were about thirteen were they removed from the small farms on which they had worked, to become market traders like their father.

The orphanage was strict, secluded, monastic and monochrome. The girls wore black skirts and white blouses and were closely chaperoned on days when they emerged into public view. Here, in this bleak, lonely place, with lessons six days a week, Chanel remained for six years, with everything from more interesting clothes to novel-reading forbidden. It was literally an incarceration, and at times it must have seemed to the teenage Chanel that she would never escape it. But here she learnt to
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