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		Introduction

		Gabrielle (Coco) Chanel was a woman of singular character, intelligence and imagination. These attributes enabled her to survive a childhood of deprivation and neglect and to re-invent herself to become one of the most influential women of her century. Unlike any previous female couturier, her own life quickly became synonymous with the revolutionary style which made her name. This style was pared down, seductive and elegant. Many of its elements, which have become indispensable to every modern woman’s wardrobe, were already developed by the early years of the First World War.

		But dress was only the most visible aspect of more profound changes Gabrielle Chanel would help to bring about. During the course of an extraordinary and unconventional journey – from abject poverty to the invention of a new kind of glamour – she helped to forge the idea of modern woman.

		Leaving behind her youth of incarceration in religious institutions, Gabrielle became a shop assistant in a town thronging with well-to-do young military men from the regiments stationed on its perimeter. She then threw away any chance of respectability by becoming mistress to one of them and, over the years, her numerous subsequent liaisons were much talked about. Her relationship with the Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich was a remarkable reflection of changing times, while that with the fabulously wealthy Duke of Westminster was the stuff of legend. Her love affair with one of Europe’s most eligible men, the enigmatic playboy Arthur Capel, enabled her to flourish, but would end in tragedy.

		Aside from her dark beauty, Gabrielle was described as ‘witty, strange, and mesmerizing’. She would become the muse, patron, collaborator or mistress to a number of remarkable men, including some of the most celebrated artists of modern times. These included Picasso, Cocteau, Stravinsky, Visconti, Dalí and Diaghilev. In addition, Gabrielle rose to the highest echelons of society; created an empire; acquired the conviction that ‘money adds to the decorative pleasures of life, but it is not life’; became a quintessential twentieth-century celebrity; and was transformed into a myth in her own lifetime.

		To those already interested in her, the general outline of her life is well known, and I was reluctant to add to the large number of publications already out there. But Gabrielle’s story is one of drama and pathos, and I had become intrigued. It was doubtful, however, that there was much left to discover.

		Her first biographer, Edmonde Charles Roux, appeared to have found all that the passage of time and Gabrielle’s concealment of her past would permit. Subsequent biographers had accepted this state of affairs and, thus, various periods in her life remained unknown. My interest had been caught, though, amongst other reasons, by the variety and calibre of artists whom she had known, artists instrumental in the creation of Modernism in early-twentieth-century bohemian Paris. Using Gabrielle’s well-known story, my aim has been to draw out the remarkable connections between her and these artists and to give a broader interpretation of Gabrielle the woman and her legacy. Simply retelling the rags to riches narrative and listing the sartorial changes she is credited with inventing don’t do justice to a woman who played a part in the formation of the modern world, not only in clothes but in its culture.

		As I became more familiar with her story, however, the gaps were more tantalizing. In addition, while that first biographical interpretation had stamped itself upon the general perception of Gabrielle, intuition told me things were subtly different. Gabrielle left behind few letters and no diaries. Believing, nevertheless, that I might be able to turn up some new details, little did I know the trails I was to follow and the raft of discoveries I would be fortunate enough to make over the next three years. As these new elements of her story gradually fell into place, more light was in turn thrown on Gabrielle’s character.

		Her dreadful childhood was obviously critical, but while her own versions of it shifted like the sands, I found treasures once I had learned how to filter her own storytelling. Gabrielle often tells us as much about herself in what she left out or ‘altered’ as in what she told. Approaching her from a peripheral viewpoint was also fruitful. Had so and so known her? If so, what had been written up in their diaries or letters? One line here, another there, in a letter, or an interview, became crucial to the expanding story.

		Once, I travelled to Ireland to meet Michel Déon, who had spent much time with Gabrielle sixty years before. As a successful young novelist, he had been commissioned to write her biography. I returned with no new ‘facts’, but something more important. Michel Déon had regaled me with anecdotes, interspersed with the sharpest of observations. At the same time, his compassion for Gabrielle was instrumental in the development of my own and my ability to look beyond her fantasies to comprehend her life-long emotional plight. Her vulnerability was largely concealed, but it contributed to her isolation.

		The reminiscences of those who had known Gabrielle were invaluable, but other sources were also critical. My introduction to the American Russianist William Lee, for example, brought about his translations of a number of Duke Dmitri Pavlovich’s diary entries, sent to me via instalments over several weeks. These have revised our understanding of Dmitri and Gabrielle’s affair. They reveal quite a different relationship from the one traditionally described, which has Gabrielle the man-eater being mooned over by the young aristocrat.

		My confirmation of Gabrielle’s rumoured bisexuality and drug use is important, but as much as anything because their denial related to Gabrielle’s refusal to face certain realities; publicly, anyway. Meanwhile, other discoveries were more significant, because they opened up deeper, sometimes disturbing, questions about her.

		After months of searching, one day I sat with the son-in-law and grandson of Arthur Capel, unquestionably the great love of Gabrielle’s life. His family had no more than snippets of information about their elusive forebear. This included the complex triangular relationship between him, Gabrielle and the woman he would marry instead, Diana Wyndham. But what I heard that day set me on the trail of this extraordinary man – whom Gabrielle said had made her – and the discovery of the poignant details of their affair.

		During part of the Second World War, Gabrielle lived in occupied Paris at the Ritz with Hans von Dincklage, a German. The other ‘guests’ were German officers. It was already established that von Dincklage carried out some pre-war spying for his government. On meeting Gabrielle, apparently this had ceased and he was ‘anti-war’. Gabrielle and von Dincklage’s affair, and whatever his activities really were, have only been partially known. However, a cache of documents on von Dincklage in the Swiss Federal Archives, some in the French Deuxième Bureau, and yet more information in other, unlikely, places, have made it possible to give a fuller account of this reprehensible man than ever before. A master of seduction and deception, he was without question a spy. Yet while Gabrielle was undoubtedly a survivor, I don’t believe she ever knew this. Nevertheless, post-war, she thought fit to remove herself
			to neutral Switzerland, to avoid any possible proceedings against her.

		Having closed her couture house during the war, in 1954 she returned to it. At first a failure, Gabrielle once again became a world-class couturier. Her myth, which she nurtured, grew until it was sometimes impossible to distinguish it from the real woman. As one of the pioneers of modern womanhood, Gabrielle personified one of its greatest dilemmas: fame and fortune versus emotional fulfilment. Her myth was sometimes a substitute; she now had little else. Besides, her carapace of inviolability, her wall of self-protection, raised up over the years, meant that few were able to ‘reach’ her. In her last years, increasingly autocratic, Gabrielle remained formidable. Her loneliness was also sometimes tragic.

		After her death, Chanel continued with increasing success, constantly reinventing Gabrielle’s themes. As a result, the myth ‘Coco Chanel’ is now a global icon far outstripping her status in her own lifetime. I make no claim to have covered everything, or solved all the mysteries Gabrielle left behind. But in illuminating some of them, while she is presented without sentimentality, I hope the reader can feel compassion for this deeply complex woman; one of the most remarkable of the last century.
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		Forebears

		While state roads have carved up landscapes with a rigorous efficiency, leaving few places distant or mysterious, the region of Gabrielle Chanel’s paternal ancestors, the Cévennes, retains a strong sense of its earlier remoteness. One of France’s oldest-inhabited regions, it is that complex network of peaks, valleys and ravines forming the south-eastern part of the Massif Central. To the east it is cut off from the Alps by the cleft of the river Rhône, to the west lies the high, open-skied emptiness of the Causses. Here, vast limestone plateaux, dissected by deep river gorges, were traditionally the preserve of shepherds and their sheep.

		By the eighteenth century, the valleys of the Cévennes were dependent upon silk farming and weaving and the cultivation of the mulberry. Below the highest Cévennes peaks, only fit for pasture, the chestnut still dominates this landscape. For a few centuries, it was this tree that provided any riches the high-Cévennes dwellers might possess.

		Patches of misty cloud hang above dripping trees as the road makes a final twist and reaches Ponteils, a hamlet of stone houses. An immense rainbow arcs out over a mountainous distance, here visible for the first time. Everywhere there are chestnut trees: thousands upon thousands – millions of them; impenetrable greenery reaching to the horizon and tempering the contours of these great heights.

		Dwarfed by a church of incongruous proportions, the cluster of houses huddles against the mountain. In the high Cévennes, buildings follow the incline of the slopes and are usually built on several levels. Their massive walls and roof-tiles are made from local stone, whose iridescent undertones sparkle in the sunlight after rain. When times were good, houses were rendered then painted with lime coloured with sheep’s raddle in pale pink, ochre or indigo blue. Patches of this exquisite palette can sometimes still be found, in an old barn or some other forgotten corner. In the past, close by the houses a spring fed a stone water-reservoir; close to that was a vegetable garden; and, on a nearby terrace, the orchard.

		Remote from the highways and their easier carriage of goods, the Cévenols long ago learnt to take full advantage of their local resources. The most precious of these was the sweet chestnut, the region’s food staple, whose harvest was the barometer of prosperity and governed the daily round. Around the chestnuts’ terraced orchards, one can still see the little stone buildings where the harvested fruits were carefully laid out to dry. Almost the only source of wood, the trees provided sturdy timbers for floors, doors, shutters, and supporting beams for the stone roof-tiles. In order to survive the formidable terrain, the peasants kept bees, a few sheep, goats or cattle.

		Isolation creates independence and, for a long time, the Cévennes was one of those French regions stubbornly resistant to the national drive to unify this diverse country. In spite of the great road-building project of the first half of the nineteenth century, hamlets as remote as Ponteils would have to wait many years before their turn came around. For centuries, the inhabitants of such regions had moved around their native land – their pays – via myriad paths and tracks. Out of sight of the more populous carriageways, these ‘routes’ criss-crossed France, often invisible to all but local people, and the traders and shepherds making their seasonal journeys.

		In 1792, only three years after the Revolution, Joseph Chanel, Gabrielle Chanel’s great-grandfather, was born in Ponteils. As a journeyman carpenter, his betrothal enabled him to use his fiancée’s modest dowry to rise above the perennial status of employee and become, at least partially, his own man. Joseph set himself up as the Ponteils tavern-keeper, in part of a large farmhouse standing on a little knoll above the hamlet. In time, the farmhouse became known as ‘The Chanel’, the name it retains to this day. The tough and forthright Cévenol mentality that had enabled the local early Protestants, the Huguenots, to withstand their terrible persecution would seem to have passed down the Chanel line to their descendant Gabrielle. One of her immediately noticeable traits was the directness of her manner, and the simplest definition of ‘Protestant’ – ‘I protest’ – would
			become one of the most significant aspects of her life. In years to come, her friend Jean Cocteau would say: ‘If I didn’t know she was brought up a Catholic, I would imagine she was a Protestant. She protests inveterately, against everything.’1

		Today, the only memorial to any of the Chanels is the church records and Joseph’s tavern. The Chanels of Ponteils were unexceptional; theirs were the lives of countless country people. But between 1875 and 1900, their region was hit by a series of exceptional natural disasters. Phylloxera ravaged the vines in the lowlands, the silkworm farmers reeled from the effects of a silkworm disease epidemic, and the vast chestnut forests of the uplands were eaten up by la maladie de l’encre, a disease specific to the species. With the core of the rural economy devastated, the villagers of Ponteils could only struggle on for so long. Thousands in the region forsook their birthplace in search of work and, between 1850 and 1914, the population of the Cévennes dropped by more than half.

		Of Joseph Chanel’s sons, only the eldest remained. The second, Henri-Adrien – Gabrielle’s grandfather – and two younger brothers were among those whom la maladie de l’encre forced to leave Ponteils. As mountain dwellers, their skills weren’t much use down in the valleys but, eventually, Henri-Adrien found work with a silk-farming family, the Fourniers, in Saint-Jean-de-Valériscle. The self-reliance of the mountain dweller sustained Henri-Adrien, and he survived his new life. Youth, ignorance and a taste for adventure permitted him the luxury of confidence. This same confidence soon led his employer’s sixteen-year-old daughter to fall pregnant.

		Virginie-Angélina’s parents’ fury became insistence that Henri-Adrien should marry their compromised offspring. The prospect of Virginie-Angélina’s dowry may have been the deciding factor in the young man’s compliance. Soon after the ceremony, however, the newlyweds left the silk farm for Nîmes.

		While only fifty miles distant from Ponteils, Nîmes was a world away from Henri-Adrien’s life in the mountains. Even so, he knew that here there were already other refugees from Ponteils. The town might be frightening, but it was also a powerful lure, with the prospect of higher wages and an escape from tough country life. Although at first the town was lonelier, the work was easier, the hours shorter and medical care and charity were more available. In addition, not only were there ‘coarse and dissolute delights’,2 but the country dweller experienced a new feeling, anonymity: ‘In the crowd no one knows you.’3 What befell Gabrielle Chanel’s forebears was part of that great drift towards France’s towns. And, as the countryside became sparsely populated, a slow but
			irrevocable change was taking place in the national mindset, the corollary of France’s transformation into an industrial and metropolitan nation.

		As for Henri-Adrien, aside from beggary there were few options and, almost inevitably, he turned to market trading. Markets and fairs were still essential elements in the economy, serving the majority of everyday needs. Some people bought enough for just one day at a time; others travelled miles to market to store up their provisions. Many made the journey to the markets and fairs simply for the contact with the outside world. Everything was there, from clothes – or the wherewithal to make them – to livestock, food and tools, to the strolling players: ‘charlatans, magicians, musicians, singers … and gamblers’.4 Some fairs even functioned as marriage marts, where, effectively, one could buy a wife.

		For almost a year, Henri-Adrien and his Angélina stayed put at Nîmes. Then, one day, collecting up their meagre belongings, and their little boy, Henri-Albert (always known as Albert), they were gone. For years, the Chanels were to continue as itinerant market traders, eventually producing nineteen children in a series of cheap lodgings across the south of France.

		Meanwhile, helped by the extension of roads and the spread of the railways, a revolution was sweeping across the land. Life in the provinces had continued in much the same way for centuries but, in the fifty years before 1914, it was set to change out of all recognition. What had customarily been the gradual and sporadic nature of change would be swept away by an avalanche of modernization. France was almost catapulted into the machine age; it was entirely different from anything the country had previously experienced.

		In the spaces left by the country’s transformation, Henri-Adrien and Angélina Chanel cobbled together an existence, but their class would be left behind, rendered virtually obsolete by the changes. Like many others’, their minds remained in the old world they were unable to relinquish. As for the children, their lives were to straddle two entirely different worlds, one ancient, predominantly rural and agrarian; the other, modern, industrial and urban. Real success depended upon firmly grasping the new. And, a generation later, one member of the family would show that only through absolute acceptance of the new world could a person transcend mere survival and prosper. Henri-Adrien and Angélina’s granddaughter Gabrielle would not only grasp this world, she was to become one of its architects.

		Henri-Adrien combined the traditional wiliness of the peasant with the quicker-witted worldliness of the town dweller. He added the trader’s patter and showmanship necessary in the markets. Although Henri-Adrien now often travelled by the new-fangled train, his life remained wedded to the traditional markets and the fairs; tied, like them, to the season-bound rhythms of rural life. Leaving behind his mountain hamlet and joining the exodus from the country to the towns, Henri-Adrien exhausted his ability to change by that one momentous move. And, as the century progressed, and with it the industrial centres, peasant life was increasingly perceived as inferior. In turn, by the early years of the twentieth century, many country dwellers were beginning to see themselves as somewhat inadequate.

		As the Chanels’ children grew up in their succession of backstreet lodgings, they were soon put to work. The eldest, Albert, and his younger sister Louise worked with their parents from earliest childhood. Life was hard for the children, encouraging neither rootedness nor the ability to stick at much. The Chanels’ nomadic lifestyle stoked in Albert a desire for the romance of the road and a constant urge for movement. He, too, became a market trader like his father, and sold haberdashery and domestic tools.

		Taking the new railway out of the south, he was able to follow the progress of the ancient fairs. One November, he stopped at Courpière, a village in the region of Livradois. With winter’s approach, itinerant traders and pedlars did their best to settle down. Albert found a room for himself with a young man called Marin Devolle, left fatherless at seventeen. That November of 1879, Marin was twenty-three and, while his carpentry went well enough, he could do with the extra money from hiring out a room. Albert was full of bonhomie, and he and Marin were soon firm friends. Marin’s younger sister, Eugénie Jeanne (called Jeanne), lived close by with their maternal uncle, Augustin Chardon, a winegrower. Jeanne also kept house for her brother.

		Family tradition has it that the twenty-six-year-old Albert was, like his father, a typical Chanel man. Essentially, he was a charmer, a showman who had a way with words and also with unwary women. Whether on the market ‘stage’ or playing the exhilarating game of seduction, Albert was unwilling to shoulder any responsibility besides the maintenance of his stock. Setting down the shallowest of roots, he was charismatic; inhabiting the world of performance, he juggled fantasies about who he wanted to be. And, each time his pool of buyers, and admirers, was exhausted, Albert collected his belongings and took off. In January 1880, as he had done before, and would do again, he left behind him a love-sick girl. This time it was Marin’s sixteen-year-old sister, Jeanne, who was paying the price for succumbing to the young lothario’s advances.

		As the spring wore on, Jeanne was unable to hide her pregnancy, and her family was incensed. Uncle Augustin threw her out, and she went to live with Marin. By no means all working people saw the need to formalize their relationships – particularly if neither land nor worthwhile possessions were involved. However, as respectable property-owning artisans, Jeanne’s family felt a cut above the country peasants, that class from which Albert Chanel sprang, and which was increasingly condescended to in newly metropolitan France. While the Devolles didn’t live in Courpière’s poorest quarter, their proximity to the bottom of the social ladder meant that anything pushing them down a rung was taken very seriously.

		The mayor was enlisted to find the father of Jeanne’s child. He tracked down Albert’s parents, Henri-Adrien and Angélina, twenty-two miles away in Clermont-Ferrand but, with no response to his letter, Marin and two male relatives set off in pursuit. Either Albert Chanel was to marry their kinswoman, or he must recognize paternity of the child. If Chanel refused, they would have him up in court. These threats sufficiently frightened Albert’s parents and they divulged Albert’s whereabouts.

		No sooner had Marin and his kinsmen returned to Courpière with Albert Chanel’s current address than Jeanne set off after her errant lover, to Aubenas, 125 miles to the south. Now in the final month of her pregnancy, she believed Albert was more likely to make a respectable woman of her if she presented herself without family. The intrepid girl (who had never before left Courpière) travelled across country and found Albert established at a tavern. Here, a short time later, now turned seventeen, she gave birth to a baby girl, whom she named Julia-Berthe.

		Albert was not pleased at being reunited with his conquest. His aim was to conquer, not to commit, and he absolutely refused to marry Jeanne. He did, however, acknowledge paternity of the child, and conceded to Jeanne’s promotion as his companion: she was young, and he could do with help in the markets. At a time when the majority of marriages were based above all upon practicality, the loss of Jeanne’s heart to her lover was seen by her community as soft-headed. But, even without her thraldom to Albert Chanel, the thought of her reception, on returning home with an illegitimate child, made going back impossible. Despite Albert’s lack of welcome, Jeanne accepted his refusal to commit to her and stayed at his side. This episode would set the tone for their relationship, and the girl from Courpière was now constantly on the move.

		In August of 1883, Jeanne was about to give birth once again. This time, she was in Saumur, the western provincial town that played host to the nation’s elite cavalry regiment and the famed school of horsemanship, the Cadre Noir. Saumur was devoted to its permanent ‘visitors’, and the tailors, blacksmiths and farriers; the smart cafés, the elegant restaurants, the pretty ‘working girls’, all catered to the whims of the ‘gentlemen officers’. The contrast between the officers’ privileged lives and that of Jeanne and Albert in their garret lodgings, nearby the central market, could not have been greater.

		On 18 August, during the greatest heat of the summer, Jeanne began her labour. Albert wasn’t around but, somehow, his mistress got herself to the one place the poor were assured of assistance, the charity hospital run by the Sisters of Providence. One suspects that Jeanne arrived without a friend, and with her little girl, Julia-Berthe, in tow. The following day, the birth of a baby girl was registered at the town hall. Not only was Jeanne too unwell to attend but the father’s signature is absent from both the child’s registration and birth certificates. Albert was recorded as ‘travelling’. With neither parent present, the child’s name was misspelt and became ‘Chasnel’ instead of ‘Chanel’. When, on the following day, the hospital chaplain christened the baby, in the mistaken belief that her parents were married, the little girl was named Gabrielle Jeanne Chasnel. This,
			then, was the inauspicious start to the life of a woman who was to become one of the celebrated figures of her century.
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		The Bad One

		For the first year of her life, Gabrielle’s parents remained in Saumur. One can’t call it home, as there never was one. With a baby at Jeanne’s breast and a toddler at her feet, she helped Albert in the town’s markets. Albert frequently left behind his woman and children and set up his stall in another town. Jeanne knew Albert had other women and, while her desire to possess more of her man than he was ever prepared to give took its toll upon her health, her objections had little effect upon his conduct.

		With her babies in tow, Jeanne was often obliged to supplement the family’s meagre income by working as a domestic. For the rest, with few markets covered over, traders of this sort had no more than an awning to keep off the sun and rain, and mother and children were outside in all weathers. Yet, although Jeanne’s life was one of unceasing labour, for the moment, youth and determination were on her side.

		Jeanne’s uncle Augustin Chardon now agreed to have her, Albert and the children to stay for a while, but only on one condition: that Albert marry his niece. After much discussion, and depressing evidence of Albert’s reluctance in the matter, the banns were published at Courpière.

		When the day arrived, Jeanne waited in vain with her family at the town hall: Albert did not appear. To their embarrassment and fury, he refused to attend, overcome at the thought of being shackled. Nothing like it could be recalled in Courpière, and Jeanne’s relations’ subsequent threats drove Albert Chanel to flee. A feckless man, who preferred a good yarn and a fast woman to anything more lasting, nevertheless, he showed extraordinary tenacity of purpose in his refusal to enter wedlock.

		Following a series of pretty sordid negotiations, a deal was finally struck. Jeanne’s family united, effectively, to pay Albert to marry her. As a precautionary measure, Albert would only receive his windfall of 5,000 francs, plus Jeanne’s personal possessions and her furniture, once he had actually signed the contract. Whatever Jeanne’s behaviour to the contrary, she nonetheless craved respectability, and her goal was achieved when Albert finally wed her, in November 1884.

		Incapable of thrift, Albert quickly squandered his 5,000 francs on drink and swagger, thus curtailing his dream of advancement from market stall to his own haberdasher’s shop.1 Remaining in proximity to his in-laws now caused Albert still greater discomfort, and he set off for the south-west with his wife and little daughters to Issoire, a market town on the Couze river. Here, in 1885, Jeanne gave birth to their first son, Alphonse, who would become Gabrielle’s favourite brother.

		The Chanels usually found lodgings in the districts largely occupied by artisans’ workshops, and the children thus grew up amidst the noise and smell of these last vestiges of pre-industrial France. They were familiar with the leather workers, the candle makers, the joiners, cobblers, tailors and seamstresses: traders whose hand skills – like those of the weavers, button makers, ribbon makers and cutlers from whom Albert bought his wares – were to become largely redundant as the factory machines far outstripped their rate of production.

		In 1887, a third daughter was born to Jeanne and Albert at Issoire; they named her Antoinette. By now, the strain of caring for four young children, working outside and living in rundown accommodation was affecting Jeanne’s health. The asthma from which she had long suffered had grown worse, and she persuaded Albert to return to Courpière, where Uncle Augustin again took them in. (Gabrielle would remember the misery of enforced silence, because of her mother’s illness.)

		Albert’s unpopularity with his wife’s family wasn’t the only reason he soon left Courpière. It wasn’t simply that his job involved constant travel; the young hustler was constitutionally incapable of remaining still. In stillness, he would have been obliged to face himself. This was something Albert strenuously avoided; a trait that would have an echo in his daughter Gabrielle’s future life. Meanwhile, Jeanne’s sense of self-preservation paled beside her obsession with her husband and, after a brief recuperation, she left the children behind and went in search of her no-good man. She returned periodically to Courpière, but the three older children – Julia-Berthe, Gabrielle and Alphonse – remained with their relations for some time. Jeanne’s constant anxiety about her errant husband must have made her distracted; quite probably, she was depressed.

		Aside from the children’s extended interlude at Courpière, physical hardship, constant upheaval and a dysfunctional parental relationship were their lot. Little Gabrielle’s response to this seems clear: she was angry. As a way of incorporating and managing her predicament, she resorted to the healthy habit of childhood: make-believe. Years later, she told of acting out her fantasies in an overgrown Courpière churchyard, over which she ruled, and where the dead were her subjects. Sometimes, she took along her rag dolls to join in her conversations with the dead. In a way, the dead and her dolls were Gabrielle’s only fixed points; her only sense of certainty in a world where the living were so miserably failing her.

		While the instability of Gabrielle’s world gave her little sense of control, her consequent feelings of impotence were made worse by what she would later describe as her relatives’ ‘insensitivity’. Discovering that she had stolen kitchen objects and flowers as ‘offerings’ for her lonely games, her elders thwarted Gabrielle’s make-believe world by locking things away out of reach. She reacted with disobedience and, in due course, was stigmatized as the ‘bad one’. Her older sister, Julia-Berthe, was never very bright and, although Alphonse was Gabrielle’s favourite, it takes little to see that she was angry and frustrated at her powerlessness. She felt lonely, abandoned and, most of all, unloved.

		In 1889, Jeanne gave birth to her second son, Lucien. Eighteen months later, again pregnant, and in poor health, she made her way back to Courpière. Here, she gave birth to a third boy, named Augustin, in honour of her uncle. The baby, however, was sickly and soon died. Jeanne’s family now dissuaded her from returning to Albert and, for a year or so, she saw little of her reprobate husband. At the same time, Jeanne was jealous of the liaisons she knew he would be conducting, and pined for him. In due course, with an awful inevitability, the old pattern reasserted itself and, in 1893, against her family’s wishes, Jeanne set off in search of her Albert.

		He had sent word that he was running a tavern with his brother at Brive-la-Gaillarde, in the Limousin, many miles from Courpière. Jeanne now made the journey of over a hundred miles, hoping, against all odds, that Albert’s new trade signified a change in their fortunes for the better. This time, either Jeanne’s family refused to look after Julia-Berthe and Gabrielle, or Jeanne wanted them with her, because she took her eldest girls along.

		Typically, Albert’s story was a fabrication and Jeanne’s optimism proved unfounded. Rather than managing the tavern, Albert was nothing more than its waiter. However dispirited Jeanne must have felt, she didn’t have the strength of mind to go back to her relations in Courpière. Neither would she have had the money for the fare. With thirteen-year-old Julia and ten-year-old Gabrielle as assistants, Jeanne applied herself to the old routine.

		A life of unrelenting work, bad living conditions, consistent neglect and almost certain physical abuse from a man was the lot of so many of Jeanne’s female compatriots. As a result, their lives followed an almost inevitable path. By the winter of 1894, Jeanne was in a very poor state of health, and frequently confined to bed with asthma. Eventually, she developed bronchitis, and lay ravaged by a fever and without medical help. Finally, she could take no more and was released from her struggle, dying in a Brive-la-Gaillarde garret in February 1895. Albert’s wanderlust and need for money had sent him out on the road again, and he was absent when his wife died. Jeanne had long since lost her youth to a punishing physical and emotional schedule. Now, at a mere thirty-one years of age, she had also lost her life.

		Her daughters Julia-Berthe and Gabrielle would have seen the awful decline in their mother’s health and been powerless to halt it. Quite probably, they shared the room in which she slept. Almost certainly, it was they who discovered her death. In the absence of their father, it was his brother, Hippolyte, who signed the death certificate and made the arrangements for Jeanne’s funeral.2 Those in the family who could have told more never would.

	
		3

		The Lost Years

		Jeanne Chanel’s death was to usher in perhaps the most mysterious period in her children’s lives. Gabrielle’s early childhood is obscure enough but, for the next six or so years, there is virtual silence – an ominous silence, because instituted by Gabrielle herself. Throughout her life, she would remain self-conscious about her background. Indeed, it was rumoured that she paid some of her family and her associates not to speak about her past and negotiated the destruction of certain documents. Whatever the truth, while Gabrielle failed to hide it completely, she did succeed in disguising her early life. In doing this, she not only censored the most formative period of her life but, by extension, tried to destroy her early self.

		Despite this self-imposed silence, the life Gabrielle told her friend the writer Paul Morand, while often a remoulding of events, is nonetheless a remarkable ‘memoir’. Although Gabrielle was a supreme realist, following her fantasist father’s example, she was always driven to hide from the childhood that had damaged her. Thus she would say, ‘Reality doesn’t make me dream … and I like to dream.’1 Her miserable beginnings, combined with her artistic nature, meant that Gabrielle didn’t have too much time for the past. As a creator, it was the present and the future that held the most meaning for her. In retelling her past, Gabrielle did more than simply survive its horrors; she used her intelligence and imagination to create a new one. Yet, while unwary Chanel biographers have read her extraordinary memoir, given to Paul
			Morand, too literally, when one has the key, one discovers much treasure there.

		In searching for reality in Gabrielle’s stories, what one repeatedly finds is that the truth of an event for her lay not in the fact but in the feeling. She retained the emotional and psychological residue of the past. As a result, at the heart of her tales one often discovers the tenor of what happened; what Gabrielle chose to tell often revealed far more than it appeared at first sight. Bearing this in mind, one is left with the impression of an overwhelmingly sad childhood: ‘My earliest childhood. Those words … make me shudder. No childhood was less gentle. All too soon I realized that life was a serious matter.’2

		In her recollections, Gabrielle recalled her mother in no more than a handful of anecdotes. Among them we notice the little girl’s capacity for destructiveness, and her mother’s telling response, as in this incident when the children were staying with their mother at Uncle Augustin’s. The adults had shut the children out of the way. Bored with their seclusion, they noticed how easily the damp wallpaper could be removed. At first it was just a little strip they took off, but then, to their great amusement, they found they could pull off whole sections at once. They peeled off more, then clambered on chairs they’d piled up, gradually revealing the pink plaster. Then they stripped the ceiling! Their mother eventually came in to discover this ‘disaster’. She didn’t reprimand the children, just stood silently weeping. Little Gabrielle was so taken aback by her poor mother’s response that
			she ‘ran away howling with sorrow’. And Gabrielle soon recognized that life was indeed ‘a solemn affair, since it caused mothers to cry’.3

		On another occasion, the children were put to bed in a workroom. Bunches of grapes were hanging from the rafters in paper bags, preserving them for the winter. Throwing a pillow, Gabrielle brought down a paper bag. This was hilarious. Felling another one, she then set to work with a bolster. Finally, she had ‘brought the entire harvest of grapes down, so that they were strewn over the wooden floor … For the first time in my life I was whipped. The humiliation was something I would never forget.’4

		Jeanne’s family scorned her ramshackle life with Albert, and her aunts made superior remarks, such as ‘These people live like travelling circus folk.’ As for the children, Gabrielle sensed particular disapproval of herself, borne out when one aunt prophesied that she would ‘turn out badly’. Another talked of ‘selling her to the gypsies’ and ‘discussed beating her with nettles’. Gabrielle’s defence was ‘stubborn defiance’. Thus upping the stakes, she provoked still greater chastisement, which in turn ‘only made me more uncivilized, more fractious’.5 One of the saddest legacies of this pattern of behaviour was the self-loathing Gabrielle described. In childhood and youth, she believed she was ugly, almost cursed. Only much later was she proud of whom she had become.6

		At Jeanne Chanel’s death, while neither aunts nor uncles nor grandparents were willing to take responsibility for Albert’s children, neither was he going to himself. Perhaps no one could afford to feed and house these extra mouths; perhaps their impoverished and semi-nomadic lifestyle had left them unacceptably feral in the eyes of their relatives. Clearly, the bond between the children and their extended family wasn’t strong, or a way would have been found to take in at least one or two of them. Gabrielle was left with an undying grudge against her family. It was her father’s behaviour, however, that was to scar her with a morbid fear of abandonment. She struggled to camouflage this handicap, but it was to haunt Gabrielle, revealing its corrosive power over and over again.

		As for Gabrielle’s father, for whom, most of the time, she felt such longing, the pain of blaming him was more than she could bear. So she did the only thing that gave her any control: she retold their story. In the retelling, Albert was absolved of almost all blame, because Gabrielle projected her anger and disappointment at the rest of her family.

		Another aspect of Gabrielle’s early life that caused her much suffering was her lack of social status. Over time, she would convert her sense of inadequacy over her missing father, and her lack of social status, into a most creative set of fantasies. These would become crucial to her psychic health by permitting her to believe that she was loved.

		Gabrielle would tell how, after her mother’s death and still in deep mourning, she arrived with her father at the miserable house of some unwelcoming old aunts. Albert ignored his six-year-old daughter’s pleas and left without more ado. He then sailed for America, where he went to seek his fortune. Having succeeded, he returned and visited his pining daughter, or wrote to her when he could. But he never took her to the new home he had promised, and Gabrielle remained with her aunts; effectively, an orphan.

		The more accurate details of the story are these: Albert never travelled to America; neither did he make anything resembling a fortune. He was a drunken braggart; his life one of fantasy and evasion. When Gabrielle’s mother died, Gabrielle was in fact eleven, not six. Neither was she alone in the place where her father so callously left her. She was accompanied by two sisters, Julia and Antoinette. But who were these aunts? According to family memory, they were the nuns of the convent orphanage at Aubazine, a small village in the Corrèze, not far from Brive-la-Gaillarde, where the children’s mother had died. While the records from this period are lost, it was in this convent of Aubazine that Gabrielle would be cloistered, with her sisters and other orphan girls, for the following six or so years.

		The young Gabrielle was desperate at her father’s imminent departure and cried out, ‘Take me away from here! Take me away!’ Albert told her not to worry, everything would be all right; he would return and take her with him as soon as he was able. But he had no intention of returning. Over the years, Gabrielle usually kept to the story about Albert’s journey to America; it enabled her to maintain her pride. But, on other occasions, she communicated her sense of abandonment, saying, ‘Those were his last words. He did not come back.’

		Sometimes, she would say that he wrote telling her to trust him and that his business was doing well, but the other, more level-headed Gabrielle would say, ‘We didn’t hear another word from him.’ Almost certainly, Albert Chanel never wrote to Gabrielle, nor to any of his other children, and Gabrielle waited in vain for the father whom she never saw again. This final rejection somehow sealed her fate. Although she was to become a woman of great fortitude, Gabrielle would never prove emotionally resilient when ‘left’; particularly when the leaving was by a man. In summing up her childhood, she would say she knew ‘no home, no love, no father and mother. It was terrible.’7 And, as she had in that childhood, in adulthood, she would weave herself new stories in order to survive.

		When the eleven-year-old Gabrielle was deposited in the convent, she sought refuge in thoughts about dying, or destruction, or injuring those who had cruelly betrayed her. In her impotent rage, she dreamed of setting fire to the convent’s great barn. Yet, for all her misery and longing to destroy this ‘awful place’, in many ways, Gabrielle and her sisters were to fare better than their brothers, Alphonse and Lucien.8

		Unable to enter the convent, at the tender ages of ten and six they were placed with peasant farmers, becoming two more of the thousands of children abandoned by their parents each year into this then-still-acceptable form of semi-slavery. Authorities frequently placed orphaned or deserted boys with foster families, whose modest payments for their charges’ board and lodging traditionally supplemented the family’s income, while the boys’ hard labour supplemented the workforce. These young children were seldom nurtured, and remained, literally, outsiders, more often than not sleeping in the barns. In winter, they slept close to the animals in their attempts to keep warm. Remonstration with foster parents by the parish priest had little effect, and it wasn’t uncommon for these shunned, abused and neglected children to die while in the care of these families.

		Jeanne and Albert Chanel’s five children may have suffered emotional and physical deprivation when tramping the roads with their parents. But their mother’s death, their father’s abandonment and the harshness of their new lives initiated a period of even greater hardship. Added to this, the girls were separated from their brothers, and they may not have seen one another for several years.

		A small compensation for the Chanel children’s life of nomadic poverty had been the companionship of other families like themselves. But life in the convent for Gabrielle and her sisters could not have been more different. Aubazine was the largest girls’ orphanage in the region, and behind its high walls they must truly have felt imprisoned. From the moment of waking to the moment of falling asleep, from early mass to prayers before bed, life was rigidly prescribed.

		Unlike the young women whose moneyed parents could afford to pay for their convent schooling, these were charity children at an orphanage. A good fraction of the Aubazine girls were also illegitimate, a state bringing with it yet further stigma. Neither would the nuns have held back from reminding their charges that their condition was indeed shameful.

		Before the Chanel sisters’ incarceration at Aubazine, coming and going from Courpière, as they had, their school attendance can only have been sporadic. One of the most significant reasons for this, however, was not simply that the Chanels moved around so much. For the poor, schooling was seen as next to useless for any practical purposes. A child not earning was a burdensome mouth to feed. In addition, what use to them was the metric system they were taught in school? When Gabrielle was young, market traders and the ordinary people still weighed their goods in toises, cordes and pouces, and counted out in Louis and écus. They didn’t use the franc, the currency imposed since the Revolution as a tool to unite France.

		While the recent drive to educate more French children had radically shaken up the system, nowhere near all school-age children regularly attended school in the 1890s. Many of the poor simply couldn’t afford books, paper, ink and pens, and none were provided by the state. It was all just further strain on the already depleted family purse, and the response was often truancy. In 1884, a year after Gabrielle’s birth, the future president of France, Georges Clemenceau, asked a peasant why his son didn’t go to school. The retort came quickly: ‘Will you give him a private income?’9

		If reading and books were of little use for many country people, because they had little practical application,10 the French language itself, the most basic tool of the educational system, presented one of the greatest difficulties for people such as the Chanels. French, the language intended to unite the regions of this large and disparate country, and therefore the one used in schoolbooks and school lessons, was not the language of most people in the provinces. Like the Chanels, they spoke in their own dialect. As one teacher put it in 1894, the year before Gabrielle arrived at Aubazine, ‘In the great majority of our rural schools, children come … knowing little French and hearing only patois spoken.’11

		To make matters worse, Gabrielle’s lessons were taught by dictation and rote learning, the core teaching method since the Middle Ages. Learning things by heart, patois-speaking children often failed to understand what it was they were learning. ‘Parrot fashion’ was an apt description. Eventually, the people from the provinces would learn the language of their nation but, at the end of the nineteenth century, one teacher despaired of these patois speakers. ‘Our children … have no way to find enough French words to express their thoughts.’12 Thus, when Gabrielle was young, few in the regions could either read or write French well. And, while Gabrielle would always remain grateful to the sisters at Aubazine for helping her to lose her patois and teaching her to speak the ‘language of well-bred
			people’, it is most unlikely she was ever comfortable writing in her national language.

		One might reasonably assume that, one day, a cache of Gabrielle’s letters or diaries will turn up. In years to come, she would know the painter Salvador Dalí, and in one of his letters to her he said he’d been told that ‘you never, never, never write, which I’m already starting to notice.’ This is not an anomaly. In the small number of letters we know of in Gabrielle’s hand, her unfamiliarity with written French is confirmed. In comparison with the finesse of her personal manner, her written French is neither very well expressed nor particularly grammatical. My own belief is that almost no letters from Gabrielle will ever be found, because she actually wrote very few. By committing as little as possible to paper, she was hiding another source of her sense of inadequacy.

		The twelfth-century hermit Etienne de Viezaux (St Stephen) founded the convent of Aubazine at a remote spot, in his words, ‘to be far from the concourse of men’. Even today, Aubazine feels distant from any great ‘concourse’ and, soon after its founding, the monastery became a welcome resting place on the great pilgrim route to Santiago de Compostela.

		During the terrors of the Revolution, a new religious order, the Congregation of the Sacred Heart of Mary, was founded to care for the poor and rejected, including running homes for abandoned and orphaned girls. At Aubazine, whose towering chapel reflects its prominence as church to the Romanesque abbey, the sisters restored the austere buildings. The long, white-washed corridors and convent rooms are high, wide and airy, and the doors are a contrast in black; the colour worn by nuns and pupils alike. When Gabrielle arrived at Aubazine, seven centuries, and many feet, had worn a beautiful dip in the great central stone staircase.

		Aubazine’s isolation meant that, aside from the odd festival, guided walk or occasional visit to relations, there was little respite from the girls’ regimented and cloistered existence. State education wasn’t always up to much, but religious institutions such as this were often woefully behind even that. The educational drive of such orphanages was the moulding of their charges into devout Christians and devoted future employees. Long hours were spent at catechism and the prayer book. Given the convent’s rural location, the majority of its girls were, like Gabrielle, the offspring of peasants. Social hierarchy inside religious institutions rigidly followed life outside them, and social mobility was not, therefore, something the nuns expected of their charges. They became servants, shop assistants or, if they were lucky, the wives of peasant farmers. Aubazine pupils were an underclass and such it was
			presumed they would remain.

		Beyond a limited proficiency in reading, arithmetic, and possibly French history and geography, lessons were of a very basic nature. What orphanage sisters did, however, regard as essential were housekeeping skills for the girls’ hardworking future lives. They also tried to ensure that their pupils left with the modest trousseau including household linen they had sewn for themselves during their years under the nuns’ care.

		Life at Aubazine was busy but deeply uneventful. By contrast, Gabrielle’s first eleven years had been spent in a round of ceaseless activity, either travelling or in the noisy, gaudy bustle and repartee of the markets. She was accustomed to people whose rough and precarious lives were lived on a public stage. Those who succeeded best had the keenest sense of showmanship, the quickest sense of humour and the greatest flair for holding their audience with a tale or a joke. Capturing the imagination, these people knew that the business of selling was, in large part, performance. And aspects of this upbringing would not go amiss in Gabrielle’s future life.

		Transplanted as cruelly as she had been to the seclusion of a convent, Gabrielle was intelligent and curious enough about the world to chafe at her incarceration. One rare form of escape did, however, provide a feast for her imagination.

		In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, as village communities were much reduced and the urban mentality became dominant in France, the hugely expanded popular newspapers developed a vast circulation. Counter to tradition and the rural way of life, these organs of mass communication celebrated speed, spontaneity and all that was unpredictable. They exemplified the city, and Paris in particular. Celebrating modernity, the popular press enabled people to make some sense of their newly urbanized world. It also introduced a new concept, the serial novel, the feuilleton, and it soon became something of a national obsession. While many families collected their instalments, until they had grown into a book, critics lamented the feuilletons’ formidable influence.

		Along with thousands of others, Albert’s younger sister, Gabrielle’s Aunt Louise, decamped from the daily round by immersing herself in the latest feuilleton, and Gabrielle remembered: ‘We never bought books … we cut out the serial from the newspaper and sewed them all together.’13 She also smuggled these back to the attics at Aubazine, where she hid from reality in their glamour and romance. Her adolescent dreams were fuelled by these torrid fictions, crammed with scenes of passion and love that always triumphed. When Gabrielle’s shameful worldliness was discovered, she was severely chastised by the nuns but, years later, while saying that the writers were ‘ninnies’, she also claimed to have learnt more from these popular fictions than from anything in her impoverished education. She added
			meaningfully that the romances ‘taught me about life; they nourished my sensibility and my pride’.14

		For the most part, however, Gabrielle’s time at Aubazine was to remain a poorly healed wound. To contemporaries, an illegitimate birth, impoverished childhood and abandonment to an orphanage were slurs upon one’s reputation and, once out in the world, Gabrielle set about concealment. If, once or twice, the burden of this anxious secret left her feeling so alone she was driven to confide it in full, her confidants were decent enough to tell no one.

		Yet, while we catch only glimpses of the crucial years that formed Gabrielle, over time she found covert ways to express herself and tell her story. She described repeatedly, for example, a profound antipathy for a group of women she called her ‘aunts’. Unpicking the web of misinformation Gabrielle wove around herself, one sees that these ‘aunts’ were not one but two sets of women. They were a conflation of her real aunts and the sisters of Aubazine. Together, they took the brunt of Gabrielle’s youthful resentment, the memory of which still rankled over half a century later. Above all, she believed that, for her ‘aunts’ – in other words, her family, and the nuns – ‘Love was a luxury and childhood a sin.’15 Surrounded as she was by unloving authority figures, Gabrielle’s early experience was one of consistent
			disharmony, repression and neglect.
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		Things that I should be and which I am not

		In their eighteenth year, when the girls left the confines of Aubazine, the nuns saw themselves as responsible for their continuing welfare. First Julia-Berthe, then Gabrielle and, finally, Antoinette, left behind this remote place that had held them for so long. What we don’t know is why, on leaving Aubazine, they didn’t set off, along with the thousands of other girls from humble backgrounds, in search of work. Instead, the nuns arranged for the Chanel girls’ transfer to another convent. This was at Moulins, a small town over a hundred miles to the north.

		The Moulins convent of Notre Dame was a local finishing school of sorts, with a contingent of charity pupils, whom Gabrielle joined in 1901. Seated in a lower position at table and in church, and wearing clothes of poorer quality, the charity pupil was seldom permitted to forget her inferior status. At Moulins, young Gabrielle’s position was even more irksome to her than at Aubazine, where at least the girls had all sprung from similarly modest backgrounds. As a final humiliation, the Moulins charity girls were obliged to fulfil domestic duties to supplement their keep.

		Despite the fact that Gabrielle’s sisters were at Aubazine, when later speaking covertly of her time there, she always gave the impression that her childhood and youth were spent without siblings or friends. At Moulins, however, she found a friend.

		Adrienne Chanel was the youngest of Henri-Adrien and Angélina Chanel’s nineteen children. Their eldest, Albert, was Gabrielle’s father, twenty-eight years older than Adrienne. With only two years between the two girls, Gabrielle and Adrienne looked like sisters. Adrienne, a boarder at Notre Dame since the age of ten, made Moulins more acceptable for Gabrielle. The older girl’s self-possession and tranquil nature were strongly contrasted with the defensiveness and pent-up energy of her niece Gabrielle. A photograph of the girls together, taken shortly after this period, is a striking illustration of their different personalities. Adrienne places one hand fetchingly on her hip; the other is behind Gabrielle’s head, as if showing her to the camera. Adrienne looks a little concerned, and pleased, smiling lovingly at her friend, who keeps her own hands firmly behind her back. With the barest
			hints of a smile, Gabrielle looks fiercely into the camera.

		What had made these young women so unalike, when they had so much in common? Both were the children of impoverished, nomadic market traders. Adrienne boarded at a convent at ten; Gabrielle joined Aubazine at eleven. Adrienne’s parents couldn’t scrape together the money to spare their daughter the stigma of charity status, also borne by Gabrielle during her years at Aubazine and Moulins. There was, though, one significant difference between them: Adrienne had always felt cared for. Her parents made regular visits to Moulins to see their favourite daughter. In addition, Adrienne often visited her older sister Louise (second-born, after Gabrielle’s father, Albert), who lived not far away with her husband, the stationmaster at Varennes. Adrienne made the best of her lot, and a lovable and vibrant personality had endeared her to the nuns at Notre Dame. Rather than regretting her time there, Adrienne benefited and
			became a charming and competent young woman.

		Her sister Louise, having long since rejected the ramshackle, nomadic life that was her birthright, didn’t mind that Varennes was a one-street, nowhere place consisting of her husband’s railway station, an inn, a church and a short straggle of houses. She happily occupied herself with her children, the housekeeping and maintaining the niceties of her improved social position. And it was she who drew the Chanels together, at Varennes, where they had the semblance of a home. Even Gabrielle’s recalcitrant father called in on occasion (albeit secretly, so as to avoid seeing his children). Gabrielle’s disillusionment intensified when, one day, Louise let slip this information.

		While Gabrielle was at Aubazine, she and Adrienne may possibly have met each other when visiting Louise on the odd occasion but, after Gabrielle’s arrival at Moulins, she and Adrienne became firm friends. Nearby were Adrienne’s parents (Gabrielle’s grandparents), Henri-Adrien and Angélina, who had finally come to a halt in Moulins. That summer of 1901, a young woman’s reputation still required her being chaperoned in public and, accordingly, Louise would have obliged on their visits to her home.

		Louise, both an adept with her needle and a woman of some artistic flair, had a great passion for hats. Following her periodic orgies of window-shopping in the fashionable spa town of Vichy, nearby, she then visited the haberdasher’s and bought the wherewithal to conjure the latest stylish hat. Adrienne and Gabrielle were willing pupils, their imaginations fired by these flights of fancy. In contrast, Gabrielle recalled with venom the needlework her ‘aunts’ imposed upon her at ‘their gloomy house’ (presumably, the convent). Such sewing had angered her beyond measure, and she was elated when she was able to abandon working on her trousseau, ‘embroidering initials on towels … and sewing crosses in Russian stitching on my nightdresses, for a hypothetical wedding night’, which made her ‘spit’.1

		Meanwhile, despite the new proximity to her grandparents and the home-loving Aunt Louise, the only extended-family member for whom Gabrielle developed any real affection was the lovely Adrienne. For the rest, Gabrielle’s doleful history made her pretty well impervious to any advances from her family. Although we can’t be certain, it appears that Gabrielle’s mother’s relations in Courpière had virtually no contact with Gabrielle and her siblings after Jeanne’s death. Gabrielle may, however, have simply erased them from the story because she resented them for not having taken them in.

		Moulins, an ancient cathedral town situated in central France, was previously seat to the dukes of Bourbon. In 1901, it was, above all, a garrison, whose livelihood largely depended upon the military regiments stationed on its perimeter. Following Gabrielle’s years of seclusion, this bustling provincial
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		In the early stages Clement Bosque was my able assistant. He was followed by Adelia Sabatini, whose ability to carry out research of all kinds, act as ambassador and fulfil numerous other tasks with intelligence, independence and good humour – including several discerning readings of the manuscript – have made working with her a great pleasure. I thank her for her tremendous contribution.

		To my editor at Fig Tree, Juliet Annan, who commissioned the book, I am deeply grateful, both for her assured and reassuring editorial guidance and her great tact and forbearance. I also thank Jenny Lord for her helpful editorial contribution, and Sophie Missing for picture collecting. I thank my US editor, Alessandra Lussardi, who maintained her enthusiasm for the project.

		My daughter Jessica brought her lucid and professional visual skills to bear as she expertly shepherded me through the difficult process of selecting pictures. She and her sister, Olivia, were also, as always, unfailingly wise and humorous advisers. My brother, Saul, was his characteristically hospitable self in France, as was Sira in London. While conversations with my father, Keith, were often critical, he also waded through a very long pre-edited manuscript. My other valiant readers were my sister Anna, Jessica, sister-in-law Vanessa, and friends Josephine Baker and Professor Jane Moody. Cheng Hao Zhou often kept me going. I owe them all a great deal for their thoughtful and astute observations, deletion of various howlers and sensitive recommendations. Jane’s authoritative and judicious suggestions for trimming made the book more transparent. My exemplary copy-editor, Sarah Day, skilfully urged me on, spotted errors and
			suggested improvements, and I am very grateful. Meanwhile, any remaining flaws and errors are my responsibility.

		This book took considerably longer than anticipated, and in the process I have neglected friends and family appallingly. Nevertheless, they continued to provide me with their support and good counsel, without which I could not have finished. They have my loving thanks. To Marcus I owe more than I can say.
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