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Preface


I thought long before writing this book.
Two risks were holding me back. When telling the story of events through a personal prism, a writer of memoirs will inevitably tend to transform reality, however unconsciously, and turn himself into the leading player. On the other hand, a painstaking, dry description of factual developments could bore the reader.
But, in the end, I decided to take a look back.
Firstly, because I found – after having forgotten them for almost half a century – some notes I took on a day-to-day basis during the times of most acute crisis. I’ve read through those pages again: they had a ring of sincerity and covered the most dramatic phases in our financial history in detail.
And then because a great deal of my lived experience is not, when all is said and done, all that well known. While the story of the International Monetary Fund may well be, along with the journey culminating in the European Union, the same cannot be said about my time at the French Treasury, Banque de France (Central Bank of France) or EBRD. My testimony could therefore be helpful to historians.
I have been lucky to have had a very eventful career.
So perhaps it is worth sharing this experience despite the imperfections of a necessarily selective memory. I have done my best to tell this story objectively.
*
I should like to thank the people who have been kind enough to take an interest in this work. Firstly, Ivo Maes of the National Bank of Belgium, for having encouraged me to undertake it. Then, Mrs. Odile Jacob for reading my manuscript most attentively and for her wise comments. Finally, my son Henri and my friend Didier Cahen for their many extremely valuable suggestions.



CHAPTER I
Family and upbringing


I was born in Paris. But however far back I go, I find my family’s roots in provincial France.
My mother, Hugayte de Champfeu (1898-1986), was descended from the ancient nobility of the Bourbonnais [an historic province in the centre of France], established in the region of Moulins. The family tree shows a succession of officers, town councillors (one of whom was even the “mayor in perpetuity” of Moulins in the 17th century), Trésoriers de France (Treasurers overseeing revenue from royal lands) and so forth. My maternal grandfather, Léon de Champfeu, a naval officer, lost his two sons, the last to bear the name, in the First World War. One of them, Jacques, left behind some beautiful and very promising poetry in the symbolist style. The patronymic of de Champfeu was taken up again by Hugayte’s children under the 1923 law permitting recovery of surnames that had died out due to war.
The far distant roots of Robert de Larosière (1896-1970), my father, can be found in Lorraine, close to Bourbonne-les-Bains in the Bassigny region. The family included winegrowers, bell-founders, town councillors (several of whom served as mayor of Senaide, our village of origin, from the 17th century onwards), judges, royal advisers, superintendents of water and forestry resources, priests, priors of abbeys in the vicinity….
Under Louis XVI, in the lifetime of our ancestor Claude Etienne (1745-1830), the name of a family landholding known as “La Rosière” was added to our patronymic “Michaux” and prevailed thereafter. Claude Etienne had his time in the limelight. After beginning his career as a lawyer at the Présidial (regional court) of Chaumont, he became a lawyer at the Parlement (court of final appeal) of Paris and then launched into trade in India, raising capital to commission merchant vessels. He was brilliantly successful until his ships were requisitioned for the war effort by the British government and French Directoire. Despite years of litigation, Claude Etienne never received any compensation and was ruined. He spent his last years in Senaide, where he devoted himself to helping his fellow citizens endeavour to resolve their differences amicably, avoiding the courts….
The descendants of this colourful personality settled in Martinique in the 19th century, where they allied themselves with families from the Creole aristocracy (including de Lille de Loture and Paviot). They served in the customs department and colonial administration. My grandfather Robert Elie de Larosière was the last member of the family to be born on the islands (1865). He became a naval officer and settled in metropolitan France.
*
I have nothing but happy memories of my parents. They surrounded us with love and affection, and also gave us a sense of work and duty.
My father was a naval officer, like his father and father-in-law. He had inherited a taste for the open sea, a perfect mastery of English and a remarkable sense of humour and open-mindedness from his mother, Eugénie Thébaud – an American woman whose family had emigrated from Nantes to the United States at the end of the 18th century and prospered in the shipping trade in New York.
His military career gave him the opportunity, amongst other things, to distinguish himself in the Mediterranean squadron during the First World War. According to the citation he received, he contributed – “through his skill, decisiveness and cool-headedness” – to the sinking by depth charge of an enemy submarine. As a result, he was decorated with the Legion of Honour at the age of twenty-one1.
In between the voyages and commands that normally mark the life of a seaman, my father chose to intersperse several missions as a naval attaché abroad. My family therefore lived in Rome for three long periods.
My mother was very cultured. She had obtained her qualification as an English teacher at a time when girls from her background rarely went far in their university studies. Her grandmother, Claire de Nanteuil, had written some quite successful children’s books after the Second Empire. With the action usually taking place in a maritime setting, these novels had helped the family to survive after the “purging” of my great-grandfather, a former official under Napoleon III. My mother’s inquiring mind was always active. She read a great deal right up to the end of her life. On Thursdays (when there was no school), she took us to visit churches, museums and Roman palaces. She did her utmost to open our minds to art and beauty.
We lived a simple, bourgeois life on my father’s pay. Although the family was not wealthy, it did have values: religion, honesty, work, patriotism, generosity and openness to others. Throughout my childhood and youth, I witnessed my family keeping open house for lonely people, foreigners, children separated from their parents by the war….
The war which was about to shake up this calm little world.
*
We had travelled to Italy in September 1939 to join my father, who had been appointed naval attaché in Rome. I was ten years old and in my first year at the Chateaubriand French Lycée. I was very close to Jean François-Poncet2, the son of André, who was then the French ambassador in Rome. The Mussolini regime was becoming more arrogant, as I realized when I saw the “ballilas”, uniformed young fascists with a martial air, marching in the street. I can still remember the tense, theatrical expression of the Duce when he appeared on the balcony in Piazza Venezia.
One fine day in June – it was 10 June 1940 – we learned that Italy had declared war on France at the very time our country was suffering a disastrous military defeat at the hands of the Germans. Why had our Latin sister stabbed us in the back like this? We had to leave right away. We packed our bags in haste. Italian neighbours and friends, who had come to say goodbye to us outside the house, were distraught. Some of them had tears in their eyes and did not understand. We got on board the “diplomatic train” which was to take us back to France. The train stopped at the station in the border town of Domodossola to await the arrival of the Italian diplomatic train from Paris. But, due to the disorganization that was paralyzing French public services in a country heading for collapse, the Italian train was delayed and we found ourselves stuck in Domodossola. The French ambassador obtained permission from the Italian authorities to allow us to leave, subject to a number of hostages staying under close guard until the Italian diplomats arrived. Volunteers – single people – stepped forward. All of this left a strong impression on me as a small ten-year-old boy. Such a brutal defeat of the French army filled me with dismay.
At the time, I had a leather notebook in which I jotted down thoughts or comments from adults who were kind enough to write something for me. It was in Domodossola, in these tragic circumstances for France, that the following verse, which has never ceased to inspire me ever since, was dedicated to me by ambassador André François-Poncet:
“Jacques Larosière,
Steady your hand,
Ever proud your soul,
Our avenger tomorrow”

In view of the collapse of the French army and the lightning advance of the German troops, we did not know where the train was going to take us. As if to calm our fears, the ambassador put us, his son Jean and me, on his knee in his compartment and said: “I’m going to see if you are good pupils and have learned your geography as you should. We’ve just left Marseille and will travel up the Rhône valley. Now each of you in turn is going to tell me the towns we’re going to go through from south to north.” I think it’s fair to say that Jean and I were put to shame and did not come out of the exercise very well.
In fact, the French government was in the process of setting up in Bordeaux. And that’s where we were taken. I was struck by the chaos reigning there, by the distressed crowds waiting on the station platforms. As my father had to stay with the officers, it fell to my mother to cope with finding somewhere for herself and her four children. It was impossible to go to our usual holiday home in Etretat, Normandy, so we had to stop somewhere else close to where we were. The commercial counsellor, Mr. Sanguinetti, who was also on the train, came to our aid. His family had a house in Trausse, in the Hérault department some 350 km to the east of Bordeaux. He invited us to stay there, which we did for around a month. I remember a small Belgian unit whose soldiers were stationed in the village awaiting repatriation. I was fascinated by the size of the aluminium stove used to prepare their meals, as well as the amiable, good-natured disorder reigning in the place. After these improvised holidays in Roussillon (what a hot summer that was!), we found refuge in Joux near Lyon with our cousins the La Font family3. This was also in the “free zone” and the holidays went on peacefully without us seeing any Germans.
For the 1940-1941 academic year, my mother decided to rent a small apartment at Villard-de-Lans in the Isère department, where my next year of schooling took place in a makeshift classroom. During the winter, which was harsh, we went to school on skis. On fine days, I used to go round the surrounding farms with my cousin Chantal de La Font, who was staying with us, to buy butter, ham or eggs to supplement our ordinary diet, which was pretty meagre as a result of the restrictions.
After that, as my father had taken up a new command (of the magnificent cruiser La Marseillaise, one of the jewels of the French navy at the time), we spent the 1941-1942 academic year in Toulon, where I studied at the Marist Fathers school.
In the autumn, our life changed once again, when in October 1942 my father was appointed naval attaché in Istanbul, Turkey (this was a short while before the invasion of the southern zone by the Germans on 11 November 1942 and the scuppering of the fleet on the 26th).
During the Occupation, like all schoolchildren, I had written my “letter to the Marshal [Pétain]”, while my mother listened to the radio from London. She used to read Le Journal de Genève, a newspaper distributed in the free zone which brought her a breath of freedom, especially through the editorials of René Payot. She was also the one who took the risk, with my father, of organizing the departure of our loyal nanny from Toulon to England via Gibraltar. My mother fooled the police in Toulon, who had begun to investigate a suspect presence in the house, by simulating a funeral of which our English nanny was supposedly the subject. The latter played a significant role in my upbringing. She taught me English when I was two years old. I actually spoke English before French. She also taught me that “good manners” and personal discipline are part of a personality and that standing up straight, in every sense, is a rule for living.
*
We took the train for Istanbul in October 1942 and first travelled across Yugoslavia. One night when we were sleeping in our compartment (at a standstill, for security reasons) to the east of Belgrade, we were woken up by violent explosions. A young man in a leather jacket, who spoke French quite well – and who I took to be a partisan – told us before disappearing into the night: “Don’t worry: it’s only a little disaster!” Then came Romania and Bulgaria, where we had to spend one night. The affluence of travellers in Sofia was indescribable. The owner of the Imperial Hotel (located in a square where the Tsar’s statue occupied a place of honour) took pity on our homeless family and ended up giving us her bedroom! We all piled into her double bed.
We spent two years in Istanbul. To begin with, the shock was enormous. The shops full of provisions, the abundance on display, stood in such sharp contrast to the restrictions and ration cards we had known for two years. And then we were far from the war, in a neutral country without a “demarcation line”.
My fourth year of secondary education was surrounded by some peculiar circumstances. As there were no available teachers in the small school operating at the French consulate in Taksim Square, my parents put me in the care of Father Jean de Capistran, an elderly monk from the Benedictine community of Istanbul. He was a small, frail, emaciated man who taught me Latin and ancient Greek with remarkable skill and intelligence. He was the one who introduced me to ancient languages, incorrectly known as “dead languages”, and taught me to love them. He died a year later. His knowledge, simplicity and goodness left an indelible mark on me.
The following year, 1943-1944, as there was no fifth-year class, I “leapfrogged” into the next one at the small “Papillon” school at the consulate, where I had an outstanding teacher for French. Mr. Bergeaud, a graduate of the prestigious teacher training institution the Ecole Normale Supérieure, had a dazzling way of teaching literature.
These were two incomparable years. The beauty of Istanbul, its mosques, the Basilica of Saint Sophia, the Golden Horn, the Bosporus, the hustle and bustle in the streets, the atmosphere in our neighbourhood of Pera, the kindness and pride of the inhabitants, the quality of the local cuisine… all that delighted me. I was also impressed by the modernizing efforts of Ataturk, a statesman my father admired.
My parents had rented a yali (wooden house) for the summer on the shores of the Bosporus at Thérapia, a holiday destination for embassies in Ankara. I spent my time swimming and, for pleasure, translating Xenophon’s “Anabasis”. I also served mass for Monsignor Roncalli, the Apostolic Nuncio – and future Pope Jean XXIII – when he came to the coast for a rest.
But the war was nevertheless not far from our minds. I remember hanging a large map of the Russian front on a wall of my bedroom. By moving coloured drawing pins, I followed the progression of the Soviet counter-attacks and the German defeat at Stalingrad in late 1942/early 1943. The names of the victorious Soviet generals: Timoshenko, Zhukov, Rokossovsky… reverberated in my head.
Then, with the summer of 1944, came the end of my father’s mission. The family split up. Although not yet twenty years of age, my older sister, nicknamed “Bichette”, became engaged to a Greek industrialist and stayed in Istanbul. My brother Pierre (who was about to turn eighteen) joined the Free French forces in Algiers, went into the naval aviation branch and obtained his pilot’s licence in the United States.
With my younger sister Brigitte and my parents, I returned to France after a three-month stay in Beirut, where I began as best I could a final year class in elementary maths at the French Lycée. After excursions to Lebanon and to Damascus and Aleppo in Syria, we left for France in early December 1944 on board a small banana boat called the Barfleur, and, at Christmas, we were in Paris, taken in by our aunt Julie de Nanteuil, who was extremely good to us. I was enrolled for the rest of the school year at the Buffon Lycée in the “philosophy and science” class, which was more suited to me due to my poor standard of maths. I took my baccalaureate in October. I had attended two different establishments that year, and, throughout my school life, I never spent two consecutive years in the same school. But I was an assiduous student and survived these changes, which had the benefit of opening up new horizons for me. Perhaps it was this bumpy ride that helped me later in my international career.
I would add that being unable to cultivate long-lasting childhood friendships may well have strengthened my natural propensity to seek independence and even solitude and never join groups or organized networks, nor any form of regimentation whatsoever.
When all is said and done, I was spared the horrors of war: two years in the free zone and two years in a neutral country. I had no idea about the Holocaust. To tell the truth, I didn’t even know what anti-Semitism was, so far removed was that notion from our family culture.
What had a dark, chilly Paris in store for me in December 1944? I couldn’t tell. My only philosophy was Kipling’s poem recited on the deck of the Barfleur: “You’ll be a man, my son.” That was my ideal.


1. In 1917, he was a lieutenant on the torpedo boat Lansquenet, which destroyed the German submarine UC 38 after it had sunk the troop carrier Châteaurenault in the Mediterranean.
2. Jean François-Poncet, born in 1928, was to become Minister of Foreign Affairs in November 1978.
3. My uncle Pierre, General de La Font (1885-1963), was a cavalry officer. In May 1940, he was in command of the fifth BLM (light mechanized brigade) with which he won fame at Hannut (Belgium). In early June 1940, he succeeded General de Gaulle at the head of the fourth armoured division (DCR).

CHAPTER II
The study years (1945-1961)


In autumn 1945, I was admitted to the hypokhâgne [first year of a two-year preparatory course for entry to the French grandes écoles – elite higher education institutions] at the prestigious Louis le Grand Lycée. Our teachers, most of whom were remarkable, included Mr. Simon for French, Mr. Bloch for ancient languages, Mr. Reinhardt for history….
The work was intense and the competition fierce. Most of my classmates were boarders because they came from the provinces. They had been chosen because they were the best in their class. My taste for ancient languages could not stand up against their knowledge. I was particularly adrift in prose. At the end of the year, my marks were mediocre and I talked to Marcel Reinhardt about the situation. He basically told me: “Why are you so determined to try for the Ecole Normale Supérieure when you’re not as well placed as your classmates and you’ll have a lot of trouble catching them up? I think you’d do better at the Institute of Political Studies (Ecole libre des Sciences Politiques, familiarly known as Sciences Po). Your familiarity with English and the outside world should help you.” This piece of advice, which I followed, was immensely useful to me.
Having decided to pursue parallel arts studies at the Sorbonne and a law degree before going on to Sciences Po, I threw myself into reading the great authors. Between 1946 and 1950, I devoured the poets: Vigny, Musset, Baudelaire, Nerval, Heredia, Rimbaud, Verlaine, Lautréamont, Péguy, Claudel… learning whole passages by heart that I can still recite. French novelists were joined by Hawthorne, Sinclair Lewis, dos Passos, Steinbeck… who were on the syllabus for the diploma in American civilization and literature I was taking at the Sorbonne. Not to mention the cinema, which fascinated me. So much time spent enjoying the major classics in the art-houses!
Just after the war, Paris was the focus of an exceptional theatrical exuberance. I remember seeing wonderful shows: Charles Dullin in “Volpone”, Louis Jouvet in “L’école des femmes”, “Don Juan”, “Tartuffe”, “Ondine”, “Knock”… The ascetic sobriety of Jean Vilar’s stagings at the Théâtre National Populaire with actors such as Gérard Philipe – whom I admired in the “Prince of Homburg” and “Le Cid” – as well as Maria Casarès, left their mark on me forever. I would also add the revered names of Marguerite Moreno, Sacha Pitoëff and Silvia Monfort, the latter being an extraordinary tragic actress, particularly in the role of Phaedra, with whom my father, a great theatre lover and connoisseur of Pirandello, maintained a lively friendship until his death.
At this time, my great aunt Julie de Nanteuil (1879-1951) used to hold salons1. She was a remarkable woman: a former ambulance driver at the front during the First World War, she managed a dispensary she had established in the Paris suburbs at Villeneuve-la-Garenne. She had “her day” when she would welcome leading figures from the worlds of literature, arts and politics. She gave me permission to attend so long as I was discreet.
Men such as Professor Mondor, Admiral Lacaze (who had been Navy Minister during the First World War), Georges Duhamel, the Tharaud brothers, the brilliant Robert Garric (founder of the “social teams” movement and champion of the working-class district of Belleville), Jean Babelon, curator of the Cabinet des Médailles [medal room at the National Library in Paris], and many others rubbed shoulders at her home on Avenue Frédéric Le Play.
Julie de Nanteuil’s brother, Emile Dard, also used to attend the salon. A member of the Institut de France, a diplomat and historian, he had won fame with his still authoritative “Napoleon and Talleyrand”, which supplied evidence (in the form of receipts found in the Vienna archives) proving the Minister’s corruption for the first time. Emile Dard’s knowledge, goodness and integrity fascinated me. He disapproved of the politics and personality of the famous Secretary-General at the Quai d’Orsay [Ministry of Foreign Affairs], Philippe Berthelot, and made sure throughout his career never to shake his hand. He was Minister Plenipotentiary in Vienna. His last posting was as ambassador in Belgrade. But it’s understandable he went no further….
In 1947, I was admitted to the preparatory year at Sciences Po.
Amongst the great virtues of the teaching at Sciences Po, there were two which marked me for life: it opened the mind to the vast perspectives of the world and history, while also showing how to put a plan together, build up reasoning in a logical way and present one’s ideas clearly and briefly. Great lecturers such as Pierre Renouvin, Jacques Chevalier, Charles Morazé and Raymond Aron taught at the institute.
There at rue Saint Guillaume, I came into contact again with Marcel Reinhardt who, with talent and pitiless intellectual sharpness, gave tutorials for first-year students. I became his assistant a year later. I obtained the diploma in 1950, together with my law degree.
I forged lasting friendships at Sciences Po. With Bernard Gournay (who was to join the Court of Audit), Philippe Lamirault (who became the commercial director of Renault) and Henri Boccaccio (the future boss of Technip), I enjoyed interminable conversations, discussing ideas and plans. My friendship with Emmanuel Jahan (who became my son’s godfather), Michel Potocki (with his exceptional sensitivity) and Bernard Lathière (a man with a formidable lust for life, who introduced me to the joys of international student trips to Wales) was also dear to me.
In 1950-1951, I was preparing for entry to the Ecole Nationale d’Administration (ENA) [which trains high-ranking civil servants] with this trio of friends now joined by Jean François-Poncet, who had just spent a year at an American university. We came to form a private five-member “stable” led by Pierre Pelletier (former lecturer who left ENA at the end of 1949), meeting in my parents’ flat where I lived at avenue Frédéric Le Play.
I passed the ENA competitive entrance exam, in eighth place, at the end of 1951. At the age of twenty-two, after five years’ higher education, my professional future had therefore become clearer. At ENA, I would actually have preferred to go into the diplomatic section, but the number of available places was limited and the quota had been filled, so I turned to the economics and finance section. I was to have no regrets.
I then decided to do my military service (eighteen months at the time) in an operational unit rather than the Paris offices of the air force, as most of my fellows did. Those who chose the offices “gained” a year because they could be taken on before the end of the year of the entrance exam, whereas I had to wait until March 1952. But genes must have played a part. Too many of my relatives and grandparents had seen active service for me to make do with spending a year and a half at Boulevard Victor. I chose the armoured cavalry branch – probably because I had ridden since the age of ten and, as a child, dreamt of becoming a Spahi [member of the cavalry corps of the French army in North Africa]. As an ENA student, I was admitted to the cavalry school in Saumur; I took my first six months of classes in Poitiers (the heavy tank school).
Having reached the rank of officer cadet, I was posted in October 1952 to the 501st Combat Tank Regiment at Rambouillet, where I served for a year. I was able to ride officers’ horses in Rambouillet forest, indulging my taste for riding.
I enjoyed my military period, despite the fatigue, the humiliations (rare, it must be said) imposed by certain NCOs and the dust raised by the armoured vehicles on manoeuvres. What I appreciated most of all was the state of mind that spurred the soldiers on: the ideal of serving the army and the country was what counted for them. Money and profit did not come into the equation. I was to become disillusioned later, seeing the changes in French society… I was also sensitive to the feeling of practicality that dominated in the army: the importance of detail and implementation, the imperative of communication (when commanding a squad of five tanks, the orders and each person’s role must be known to everyone at all times). Finally, I liked the human contact, the social mix which at the time resulted from conscription. For a while, I was responsible for training the new recruits at Rambouillet. Some of these soldiers stayed friends with each other and formed a group of which I am happy and proud to have been invited to become a member at the outset. It still meets once a year.
In autumn 1953, I was released from my military obligations. I asked to go to Morocco for my first-year internship but ENA posted me to Nevers, where I introduced myself to the prefecture in early January 1954. The Prefect Yves Cazaux – who had just handled the reconstruction of Amiens – was an intelligent, cultured, active, impatiently demanding man. François Mitterrand, the young MP for Nièvre, had just been appointed Minister of the Interior in the government of Pierre Mendès France. He had a high opinion of his Prefect and called him to become principal private secretary at his office in Place Beauvau. As a young intern, I was responsible for liaison between the services of the prefecture and Mr. Cazaux for a short transitional period. I therefore often travelled from Nevers to Paris to take mail for the Prefect to sign, to put matters to him for decision, etc.
At this juncture, my director of internships, Mr. Racine, came to see me in Nevers. After telling him about my activities at the prefecture and the progress of my internship report (on subsidies to local authorities, if I remember rightly), I could not hide the admiration I felt for the Prime Minister, Pierre Mendès France. To my mind, he was the only French politician capable of showing clear-sightedness and courage. He had tackled head-on the problem of getting out of the war in Indochina and handled the Tunisian question intelligently. As I waxed lyrical to Mr. Racine, I went so far as to compare Mendès France to the 18th century statesman Turgot2… Seeing the sullen look on the face of the person in front of me, I realized I’d made a bad impression. When criticized for
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