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PREFACE

A few weeks after I decided to write about Jacques Cousteau, I went to St.-André-de-Cubzac, France, where he was born and is buried. It’s a typical market village on the fringe of Bordeaux with a busy highway running through the center and narrow streets off to each side that are deserted during the day because almost everyone works in the city. The second-floor bedroom in which Cousteau first drew breath is now part of an apartment over a pharmacy, across the street from the windowless stone abbey that anchors St.-André to the twelfth century and the Roman Catholic church. Two blocks west, I found a civic monument to Cousteau at the traffic circle on the approach from Bordeaux. Above a splash of carefully tended annuals in summer bloom, a twice-life-size wooden dolphin is mounted 10 feet off the ground on a steel pole. Rendered by the sculptor in the act of leaping from the sea, the dolphin holds in its mouth a red knit watch cap like the ones worn so famously by Cousteau and the crew of Calypso. On a separate pole, arrowed signs guide visitors to the local highlights—the Philippe Cousteau Professional Academy, City Hall, and the Forty-fifth Parallel Ecological Observatory, one of several founded in the eighteenth century to study the earth precisely halfway between the equator and the North Pole.

Just past the traffic circle is the cemetery, two acres surrounded by limestone walls beyond which the ancient vineyards roll like ocean swells toward the Gironde Estuary and the Atlantic. On the late August afternoon I was there, the walls were so bright with reflected sun that it was hard to look directly at them. Inside, there were rows of tombs, some of them like blockhouses intended to protect their occupants, some like ornate temples decorated with stone flowers, angels, and portraits of the deceased. A sign at the gate pointed the way to Sépulture Cdt. Cousteau.
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Calypso, August 2005, La Rochelle, France (COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR)

Cousteau’s parents, Daniel and Elizabeth, lay together in a knee-high chamber of limestone bricks capped by a simple cross inscribed with a single word: COUSTEAU. A carpet of red flowers covered the center of the tomb, around which were conical, waist-high evergreens spaced like sentries. To the side, facing over the vineyards just then plump with the season’s crop, were three graves marked by wrought iron crosses. Over one of them was a foot-square piece of slate with weathered gold leaf lettering:


J Y Cousteau
Papa du Globe



I was alone at the tomb for only a few minutes before a man and woman I guessed to be in their midthirties arrived. They looked at me but didn’t speak, so I moved away to give them the privacy they seemed to want. While the man stood silently with his hands clasped in front of him, the woman reached out and swept a few dry leaves from the top of the tomb. Then she picked up a handful of pebbles from the path at her feet and arranged them in the shape of a heart on the spot she had cleared. Around her heart were similar commemorations of pebbles—an anchor, a ship’s hull, another heart, the letters JYC, a circle. When the woman turned to face her husband, I saw that her eyes were shiny with the beginnings of tears. She shrugged as though slightly embarrassed by her emotions and took his arm. They nodded at me as they started for the cemetery gate. “Did you know him?” I blurted in English. “No,” the woman said. “But we loved him.”

In the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s—the middle decades of my life—Cousteau was the most internationally recognizable television star on earth. His success as a filmmaker had peaked with The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau, which aired four times a year for a decade before being canceled by ABC in 1976. After that, Cousteau never again reached television audiences of tens of millions, though he produced over a hundred more documentaries. Instead, he became a revered elder of the environmental movement, credited with kindling a new awareness of the need for stewardship of the world’s oceans and rivers. The man and woman in the cemetery were thirty years younger than I, members of the generation after mine. The woman arranging her pebbles on his tomb added a layer of complexity to a man I regarded as a brilliant showman who had coinvented the Aqua-Lung because he wanted to breathe underwater, had made movies to show the world what he found, and had used his celebrity to transform the human relationship with our planet. I had not understood that Cousteau was, simply and timelessly, beloved.

The next day, I took an afternoon train north along the Atlantic coast to the port city of La Rochelle to look for what was left of Cousteau’s Calypso, the converted World War II minesweeper that had become the most famous research ship in history. At the dock of the Maritime Museum, I found a wreck that bore only a vague resemblance to the heroic white ship I remembered from many hours sitting in front of the television eating a cooling turkey TV dinner and watching Cousteau and his divers explore the underwater world.

The hulk was weeping rust streaks from corroded fittings on its sooty white flanks. Frayed dock lines seemed to be straining to keep it afloat. The name and hailing port had been covered over with off-shade paint that looked as if it had been applied in a rush to conceal its identity. The transom planks, darkened by rot, bulged ominously. In four places, flat canvas slings were wrapped tightly around the hull as though to contain its innards. On deck, a clutter of metal tubing, wire, gas canisters, and the remains of a crow’s nest in front of the pilothouse looked dangerously jagged and forlorn. The boarding gate was missing, leaving a hole in the gunwale through which I could see the ship’s docking ladder under a pile of crumpled sheet metal. On the side of the ladder I made out sun-bleached green letters in uneven Greek script with the letter a in the word Calypso replaced by the symbol of a fish: α.

La Rochelle has been in continual use as a port since the tenth century, when it dealt mainly in red wine and salt. From the sea, ships have to navigate channels through treacherous, shifting sand flats at the confluent mouths of the Dordogne and Garonne rivers, but once inside the harbor, they are safe from all but the worst storms. As I looked at the wreck at the dock, I realized that this perfect harbor was very likely the last port of call for a ship known to more people than Jason’s Argo, Jules Verne’s Nautilus, Captain Cook’s Endeavour, or Ernest Shackleton’s Endurance.

Cousteau in his tomb in St.-André had seemed natural to me. We all owe a death. Boats eventually die, too, but the wreck of Calypso felt wrong, neglected, and dishonored. I had already picked up faint rumblings about a legal stalemate over possession of the ship and bitter conflict among Cousteau’s survivors. The sight of Calypso rotting at the dock raised questions I knew I would have to answer to represent his life accurately. How could a man of such immense power have allowed his former mistress and widow, his surviving son, and their children to descend into bitter conflict over his legacy? Was he a tragic character hidden behind the veil of celebrity? Does he deserve our enduring love?

At dusk, after a long hour absorbing what the wreck of Calypso was telling me, I walked over to the Maritime Museum and asked one of the ticket takers what was going to happen to Cousteau’s famous ship. I hoped that its presence at the museum dock meant that there were plans to rebuild it as an exhibit. Shaking her head as though she was angry to speak the words, the ticket taker said, “She will not be repaired. She is destroyed.”

For three years after my visits to St.-André and La Rochelle, Jacques Cousteau dominated my end of conversations, an indulgence that is familiar to anyone who spends much time with a writer. I talked often about the scene I witnessed at his grave and my sadness and consternation about the wreck of Calypso. Without exception, I received in return stories of memorable moments in the lives of friends, colleagues, and strangers in which Cousteau and his adventures played a role. Everyone, of course, could do the accent. Some told me that he had changed their lives forever.

The owner of a wineshop around the corner from my hotel in Bordeaux—a woman who wore her five or six decades on earth like a designer dress—told me that as a teenager she had seen Cousteau on television and decided she would marry him. When she found out he was already married, she picked a man who looked enough like him to be his brother.

I mentioned Cousteau to a docent at the Picasso Museum in Antibes, who told me that the first time Cousteau met Picasso, he gave the artist a piece of polished black coral from the Red Sea. Picasso had it in his hand when he died.

It was like telling people about your operation or a recent death in the family. Everybody had a story. A marine biologist from Olympia, Washington, said he had watched every episode of The Undersea World, decided to devote his life to studying the sea and its creatures, and never wavered in his passion. He gave me a program he had saved from a Cousteau Society environmental rally held at a sports arena in Seattle in 1977. An oceanographer told me about going to the same rally in Seattle, where the image of Cousteau walking across the basketball court was indelibly etched in her memory. She said he was like a powerful, kind, and handsome king. Another woman remembered that her father, who was a diver and sea captain, insisted that his wife and children watch Cousteau on television. He wanted them to understand why he was so excited about what he did for a living. A champion swimmer from California told me that after he watched Cousteau specials as a teenager, he majored in biology in college, became a master diver, made more than fifty documentaries about the ocean, and helped found one of the world’s great aquariums in Monterey. A thriving novelist with a Ph.D. in marine science told me that his affection for Cousteau as a boy had sent him to sea to be an oceanographer, but it had proved to be the wrong life for him. One thing nobody told him, he said, was what hard work research diving really is. Watching Cousteau, he had not been able to imagine it as anything but fun.

Since I began work on this book, I have heard hundreds of these testaments. My own includes seeing Cousteau’s The Silent World at an army base movie theater and, a few summers later, buying an Aqua-Lung in partnership with a friend so we could spear black sea bass to sell to neighbors in our Connecticut seaside town. After that, I spent most of the next forty-five years writing about the sea and its creatures. In the 1980s, partly because of Cousteau’s booming insistence that human beings were doing irreparable harm to the oceans by over-fishing, I guided the editorial policy of the country’s most respected commercial fishing magazine in the direction of environmental responsibility. The concept that without fish there could be no fishermen finally started to make sense to fleets that had, until then, fished with little restraint, driving some species into total collapse.

Not everyone I met in the course of my research was kind to the memory of Jacques Cousteau. From his earliest encounters with his collaborators in the invention of the Aqua-Lung, he possessed the power to persuade other people to join him in fulfilling his vision. Engineers, sailors, divers, directors, producers, writers, reporters, friends, family, and lovers willingly helped him realize his visions and were grateful for the chance to share even a sliver of his adventures. Later, many of those people felt slighted as they disappeared in his wake while he became famous and moved on. Most of them were grateful to have been part of Cousteau’s magnificent journey, but few believed that they had ever known the man at all.

As Peter Guralnick, the author of a brilliant biography of Elvis Presley, wrote about trying to understand the life of a celebrity: “No matter how long one peers in from the outside, it is never quite the view from within.” Instead, guided by the hundreds of books, magazine articles, newspaper stories, and films that constitute Cousteau’s oeuvre, I have constructed a timeline for his life and a chronicle of his inventions, adventures, and achievements. In interviews with friends, former Calypso crew members, and some of his family, I tried to go beyond that public man to understand his nature and motivations, perhaps even to know him.

This book is a voyage into the life of Jacques Cousteau, necessarily burdened by the flaws contained in the opinions of dozens of people who knew him or wrote about him. It is a biography of sorts, but not a day-by-day recitation of the events of his life. Nor is it the simplistic account of the life of a man who was far more complex than most of us, whose true character was hidden behind the veil of celebrity. I offer to all those whose lives were changed by Jacques Cousteau a few things they might not know about him. Most of all, I intend this book to be a respectful, honest remembrance of the man who brought the oceans and rivers of the world to life for all of us.





PRELUDE
Autumn 1977


The road to paradise is paradise.

—Jacques Cousteau, citing a Spanish proverb



THE SOUL OF Jacques Cousteau’s code for living was his belief that reflecting on the past is useless. Once, when one of his sons came to him for help making a biographical film to celebrate his birthday, Cousteau said, “You’re wasting your time talking about my past. Don’t count me in. I can’t help you.”

In the autumn of his sixty-seventh year, therefore, Cousteau would not have agreed—or cared—that what can now be understood to be the enchanted opening movements in the symphony of his life were ending and a final dissonant movement was about to begin. He had just finished a two-month fund-raising tour of the United States, where sellout sports arena crowds in six cities had welcomed him like a visiting monarch and opened their checkbooks for the television celebrity.

Despite Cousteau’s insistence in a recent interview that he did not feel responsible for anything, he was awash in responsibilities. He was the president of the world’s largest manufacturer of scuba diving equipment, the director of the Musée Océanographique de Monaco (Oceanographic Museum of Monaco), the director of the French Office of Undersea Technology, the founder and president of the fastest-growing environmental organization in history, and the president of a television production company that between 1966 and 1976 had made him one of the most recognizable people on earth as the star of The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau.

His days were as heavily scheduled as those of a head of state, leaving little time for anxiety, but that fall Cousteau was very worried about his future in television. The American Broadcasting Company had canceled The Undersea World after a ten-year run, even though it was among the most successful television ventures of all time. ABC and the other two commercial networks, NBC and CBS, had simultaneously decided that science and nature documentaries, variety revues, and quiz shows weren’t drawing big enough audiences. They were turning instead to an addictive new formula built around weekly serial dramas called situation comedies.
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Cousteau monument, St.-André-de-Cubzac, France (courtesy of the author)

Within weeks of the cancellation, Cousteau had proposed a new series to the fourth American television network, the Public Broadcasting System, a loose new conglomerate of viewer-supported stations across the United States. After endless presentations to corporate boards of directors, he had finally found a sponsor, the Atlantic Richfield Petroleum Company (ARCO). PBS audiences were minuscule compared with those of the major networks, but he knew he had no place else to go on television. Everything for which he had worked as a filmmaker and explorer for a half century was lost without it.

Radio and television had fundamentally altered exploration, allowing listeners and viewers to share moments of discovery instantaneously with heroic men and women in faraway places. The live broadcast of exploration had begun in August 1932, when oceanographers Otis Barton and William Beebe had themselves sealed in a 4.5-foot steel ball and lowered three-quarters of a mile into the Atlantic to peer through 6-inch portholes into the inky darkness. They reported a full hour of their dangerous journey as it was happening on the new National Broadcasting Company radio network. More than fourteen million people had been riveted to their radios in England and the United States. Vicarious exploration had reached its zenith on July 20, 1969, when one-eighth of the three and a half billion human beings on earth witnessed Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin walk on the moon.

Like them, Cousteau had been catapulted to stardom by the astonishing new medium that sent information around the world on invisible electromagnetic waves. Now, for the first time, he was faced with adapting to its vicissitudes. Incredibly, lunar astronauts had also experienced the fickleness of television networks and audiences. Every person on earth with access to a television set had watched Armstrong and Aldrin walk on the moon. Very few of them could name the astronauts who made the last moon landing just three and a half years later (Gene Cernan, Ron Evans, and Harrison Schmitt).

His new television series, The Jacques Cousteau Odyssey, consisted of a dozen episodes built around underwater archaeology, shipwrecks, and environmental disaster airing over three broadcasting seasons. The first show, on the discovery of the sunken ocean liner Britannic, drew favorable reviews and a solid audience, but the costs for filming the series were outrunning ARCO’s money. Cousteau needed more than $2 million a year to keep his two hundred employees, companies, expeditions, and institutes afloat. He didn’t particularly care about money as long as he had enough, and his chief financial tactic was simply going out and getting more cash when he ran out.

The six-week fund-raising tour in the United States organized by the Cousteau Society, a nonprofit corporation he had launched four years earlier, would pay only some of the bills. In six cities, he and his son Philippe gave speeches to sellout crowds in sports arenas. At the finale in Seattle, more people packed a basketball coliseum than had come to the same place to see the Rolling Stones a few weeks earlier. Before his lecture, as he had in each city, Cousteau set aside time to listen and talk to schoolchildren. They gave him flowers and drawings of seals, dolphins, whales, and one in which Calypso was depicted with wings hovering over the sea surrounded by a silver aura. After the gifts, Cousteau told the children they could ask him anything they wanted to about his life.

How old are you? Sixty-seven. How deep is the deepest you ever dived? Three hundred and seventy-two feet. Have you ever swum with a blue whale? I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’ve never swum with a blue whale, because there are very few of them left anymore. What is it like underwater? It’s fantastic underwater because it is like floating in space. Are whales smarter than humans? Some whales have bigger brains than humans, but that doesn’t mean they are smarter. A girl raised her hand. Cousteau nodded to her. Without the slightest hint of humor, she said, “When I grow up, I want to marry a whale.” Another child told him that his school was changing its name to Orca Elementary to honor Cousteau and his work saving the whales. Cousteau beamed. “Wonderful,” he said. “That’s beautiful.”

After the children, Cousteau sat down with two reporters from Seattle’s antiestablishment newspaper.

“What does your work—the books, films, and the Cousteau Society—mean to you personally, as Jacques Cousteau?” one of them asked.

“This is an introvert question and I am not introverted,” Cousteau replied. “I am extroverted. I do not find my pleasure in asking questions about myself. I find my satisfaction in dealing with questions that concern the community and the outside world. We are more and more induced by publicity and the media to turn toward our neighbor. I hate my neighbor.” (He laughed.) “I like to look to the outside world.”

“You must have a sense of responsibility,” the other reporter said.

“I hate responsibility,” Cousteau snapped. “I feel in gear with the life of the world and that is not the same thing. The sense of responsibility is introverted, it gives you an importance. None of us has any importance, but rather we are in a symphony. The man who plays the violin in the symphony, he does not have a sense of responsibility. He is cooperating …Life is a symphony and we are playing a tune in the symphony; there is no responsibility there.”

“Do you believe in destiny?”

“No.”

“What about God?”

“If there is anything like God, it is so complex that we have no idea of what it is like. The concept of God is separate from ourselves. We have no importance to a God if there is one.”

“What do you rely on?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t you have some sense of faith?”

“No. I believe in the instant. I am going to give you a quote that has guided my life. I don’t like quotes, but this one enlightens me. It’s a Spanish proverb: ‘The road to paradise is paradise.’”

Cousteau savored his celebrity and the freedom to roam the planet, but remaining on television was crucial because it was the most powerful medium on earth for sounding an alarm. While he was in the United States, Calypso and her crew were at sea, sampling the water and bottom sediment for pollution by heavy metals and other toxins that might account for the dramatic collapse of life in the shallows near shore. Not long ago, the Mediterranean basin had been the entire world to the civilizations that bloomed on its shores, a gift that had nourished the Samarians, Persians, Greeks, Egyptians, Gauls, Romans, and the countless other tribes and bands that had been fed and cleansed by its waters. Now, even the most casual observer could see that the nearly landlocked ocean known to the Romans as Mare Nostrum was headed for disaster. The lush habitat for plants and animals was becoming a polluted soup spoiled by the refuse of tens of millions of people crowding its shores. Cousteau had become obsessed with sounding the alarm about the Mediterranean and the rest of the world’s oceans, which, thanks to him, had been revealed as fragile beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. As exploring and filming the underwater world had dominated the first half of his life, saving what he had seen would command his passion for the rest of it.

“The Mediterranean will be the first to die,” he told a French magazine reporter, “and become a warning for the world.”

Cousteau was the secretary general of the International Commission for Scientific Exploration of the Mediterranean, chairman of Eurocean, a joint venture of twenty-four European companies to explore and preserve the oceans, and director of the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco. He had easily convinced all three to support the survey expedition, accomplishing several goals at once. The voyage to measure pollution would become an episode for the PBS series in which film footage of gorgeous coral and swarms of fish that he shot forty years earlier were contrasted with images of his divers descending into today’s bleak underwater wasteland. It would help make the recovery of the Mediterranean Sea a cause célèbre, and promote the work of the Cousteau Society. Because of television and Jacques Cousteau, millions of people would know the results of the Mediterranean pollution survey that just a decade earlier would have been shared only by a handful of scientists. Cousteau was outraged by the dismal state of the ocean of his youth. He had a dark sense of foreboding about the overall health of a planet that was supporting five times as many people as it had when he had been born in 1910. Increasingly, he was desperate to transmit that message to the world.

Cousteau’s own children and grandchildren would inherit the misery of unimaginable privation and sadness if his dire predictions about the earth came true. Both of his sons and their families were living in Los Angeles, where, for a decade, the day-to-day work of producing and editing his television show made it as much a home as any of them ever had. His younger son and coproducer of the Odyssey series, Philippe, was at that time recovering from a broken leg suffered in the crash of his gyrocopter while filming on Easter Island. His other son, Jean-Michel, was an architect working on aquarium exhibits and lecturing. Both his sons were married, with children of their own, and Cousteau believed that their prospects for the future were grim unless humanity ceased to be the plague on the earth that it had become.

In the autumn of 1977, while Cousteau was absorbed in the passions of his sacred present, events in the unknowable future were about to change his life forever. He could not have known, for instance, that he was about to become the patriarch of a second family. His affair with an Air France stewardess named Francine Triplet seemed to be more than just another of his endless liaisons with women. Within a year, they would have a child together, then another, beginning a secret life that would remain hidden for almost fifteen years. Cousteau also could not have known that soon he and his wife, Simone, would suffer their ultimate agony together, the death of a child. Afterward, Cousteau carried on while Simone retreated alone to Calypso, where she was known as La Bergère, The Shepherdess. Later, someone asked Cousteau if it had been difficult for him to be the commander of Calypso during her halcyon days.

“Not if Simone was on board. She was the cook, the mother of thirty sailors, the one that advised, the one that ended the fights, the one that told us when to shave, the one that challenged us to do our best, the one that we counted on, our best critic, our first admirer, the one who saved the ship in a storm. She was the smile each morning and the warm good night. Calypso could have lived without me, but not without Simone.”




1
LA BERGÈRE


Marriage is absolutely archaic. It is a device people use to avoid facing the fact that we are all solitary and perishable.

Jacques Cousteau



JACQUES COUSTEAU MET Simone Melchior at her family’s Paris apartment in the summer of 1936. She was seventeen, the daughter and granddaughter of French admirals, born on January 19, 1919, in Oran, Algeria. Until she was five years old, her family lived in Toulon, the home port of the Mediterranean fleet, then moved to Japan, where her father was a diplomatic attaché. By the time the Melchiors returned to France, Simone was a teenager fluent in Japanese and infected with wanderlust. Though her horizons were limited by her gender, she was a lycée student whose interests went far beyond keeping a house. She would later say that her dreams always included the sea.

The soirée at which Cousteau met Simone was one of many hosted by Marguerite Melchior to introduce her daughter to eligible navy men. Cousteau was fixed on Simone from the moment he walked in the door. Feigning indifference, he registered a stunning, compact young woman with flaxen hair, high cheekbones, and a seductive mélange of amusement and confidence in her alert green eyes. For her part, Simone quickly picked out the animated, wiry young man holding a movie camera of all things, not something she expected at one of her mother’s parties. He was obviously navy, judging by his posture, but dressed in civilian clothes. She was instantly enchanted by his presence, a blend of curiosity, delight, and confidence, and she liked the way he brashly panned his camera around the roomful of people holding cocktail glasses and chattering. He had a long, rural face, deeply etched by lines in his forehead pointing down to a long, sharp nose. Another set of concentric arcs wrinkled each side of his mouth, emphasizing a dazzling smile that he seemed to measure out for effect. As he wound the camera with its little silver handle, he moved his arms as though they hurt him. Simone’s father easily noticed his daughter’s interest in the officer with the camera, led him across the room to her, and introduced Ensign Jacques-Yves Cousteau. Admiral Melchior added that Cousteau was an aviation cadet living in Paris with his family while recuperating from injuries suffered in an automobile accident.

Cousteau took over the conversation, explaining the accident to Simone as though telling an adventure story in which he was simply a character swept along by events beyond his control. Five months earlier, he was just about to graduate from flight school when he borrowed his father’s Salmson sports car to go to a friend’s wedding in the hills west of Bordeaux, where he was based. The Salmson was fast and nimble, but when the headlights suddenly dimmed on a hairpin curve, he careered off the road into the darkness and blacked out. Only the luck of a passing farm truck on the otherwise deserted mountain road saved his life. Cousteau regained consciousness in the hospital with twelve broken bones and a paralyzed right arm. His doctor told him that his arm was numb because it was infected and probably should be amputated. Cousteau refused amputation. He would rather die than live as a one-armed man. A few days later, the infection resolved itself and his bones began to heal. After months of physical therapy, Cousteau was out of plaster and walking around, but he was in constant pain. He was finished as an aviator, and though he could not know it at the time he was again very lucky. Every man in his flying class would be killed during the first few weeks of the war with Germany, which was three years away.
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Simone Melchior Cousteau (PRIVATE COLLECTION)

Cousteau, at twenty-six, was nine years older than Simone, and he had already sailed around the world—with his camera—on the training ship Jeanne d’Arc. Flying airplanes had been one of three possible life courses Cousteau had ceremoniously announced to his family as a boy. His other two choices were being a film director or becoming a medical doctor. Now, he was not at all sure of his future. Cousteau had been a curious but anxious boy who had become a man in love with impulse and driving fast cars on mountain roads. The rural face Simone had noticed right away was a true compass to his beginnings. He was born in St.-André-de-Cubzac, an ancient village at the confluence of the Dordogne and Garonne rivers, which form the Gironde Estuary, which flows into the Atlantic Ocean seventy miles to the northwest. The first traces of habitation of the fertile, temperate hillsides are shards and bone fragments more than ten thousand years old, evidence of seasonal encampments of nomadic bands foraging in the north after the last ice age. The Pax Romana had reached the Gironde two thousand years ago, creating the city now called Bordeaux with the profits from sugar, tobacco, indigo, cotton, ebony, cocoa, coffee, slaves, and oysters exported to the rest of the Roman Empire. When the wild oysters grew scarce, the Romans figured out how to raise them in sea farms from spat on discarded shells, a method still unchanged by time. Soon after they arrived, the Romans planted grapevines and made wine that would forever after define the place. The English took over Bordeaux in the twelfth century when Louis VII’s divorced wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, married the Plantagenet king Henry II. Their kin ruled the region for three hundred years, as the wines of the magnificent, fertile valleys—called Bordeaux by the French and claret by the English—flowed by the shipload from convenient docks along the Gironde to London and the rest of the British Empire.

The vineyards nearest St.-André-de-Cubzac are known for wines made from common grapes that are perfectly drinkable and preferred by locals because they aren’t as expensive as the vintages of nearby St.-Emilion and Poulliac and the others that find their way into the cellars of oenophiles. Cousteau’s mother, Elizabeth Duranthon, was one of five daughters in St.-André-de-Cubzac’s wealthiest family, descended from generations of landholders and wine merchants who had tended those vineyards as though bound to them by inherited vows. His father, Daniel, was a lawyer, one of five sons of the village notaire who was responsible for witnessing deeds, marriage contracts, and other consequential transactions. Daniel was the brightest of the Cousteau sons, so the family had marshaled its merchant-class resources to send him through law school in Paris. He returned to his home village of 3,800 as a fully fledged notaire himself, but remained for only three years, executing documents in his father’s office and, not incidentally, courting Elizabeth. She agreed to marry him in the winter of 1905. The following spring, thirty-year-old Daniel and eighteen-year-old Elizabeth Cousteau boarded a train for the long day’s journey to Paris; thereafter they rarely went back to St.-André-de-Cubzac.

In Paris, Daniel Cousteau had only one client, an American expatriate his own age named James Hazen Hyde who had inherited a fortune from his father, the founder of the Equitable Life Assurance Society. Hyde had fled the United States under a cloud of controversy and allegations that he had cooked the books of the insurance company after he took control. He sold out, moved to France, and lived royally, which included hiring Daniel as a legal adviser, traveling companion, private secretary, and tennis partner. Daniel was essentially a servant, though he was part of Hyde’s inner social circle, and loved the life of leisure and pleasure. Daniel Cousteau and his wife were gilded vagabonds with no real home, but reckoned their life was a far better adventure than notarizing deeds in a quiet village or taking a minor position in her family’s wine business. He was a man of only average intelligence who possessed finely tuned primitive instincts for simply getting things done. He had realized early in life that his wits and careful decisions were his only sources of real wealth, and he took advantage of opportunity as naturally as a fox snatches a chicken. Daniel was well aware that the only estate he would likely leave to whatever children he and Elizabeth might have was his example as a skillful liver of life.

Daniel and Elizabeth Cousteau’s first son, Pierre-Antoine, was born in Paris in December 1906. A week later, Daniel headed south for the winter aboard James Hyde’s yacht. Elizabeth returned to St.-André-de-Cubzac to show off the baby to her family, after which she joined her husband and traveled with Hyde’s entourage for four more years. Though the high life continued to appeal to the Cousteaus, the constant traveling and frequent separations took their toll on Elizabeth and Pierre. They had their own apartment in Paris but were rarely there. They returned home to the Gironde only for funerals and weddings. In the spring of 1910, Elizabeth was pregnant with her second child and the Cousteaus decided that she should return to St.-André to have the baby with the help of her family. On June 10, 1910, the boy they named Jacques-Yves arrived in an upper bedroom of the Duranthon house across a courtyard from the village church. Though the Cousteaus were only nominally Catholic, Daniel returned to St.-André for the baptism of their second son.

For three more years, the indulgences and adventures of James Hyde continued to determine the patterns of the Cousteau family. “My first conscious memory was of swaying in a hammock in a railroad coach as the train steamed through the night,” Cousteau later said. “It was all okay until the war.”

In September 1914, when Jacques-Yves was four years old, the German army reached the Marne on the outskirts of Paris. From there, the bloody western front extended along the river from Verdun to the English Channel. The French government retreated to Bordeaux, the lush life in Paris shriveled to one of subsistence, and James Hyde left Europe to lie low in America until things quieted down. He reluctantly let Daniel go in the winter of 1914, forcing the Cousteaus to survive for the next four years on Elizabeth’s family money. Jacques-Yves developed chronic enteritis and a cascade of stomach inflammations, which added to the family’s wartime woes and marked him as a sickly child. The plump, smiling infant in the earliest family photographs became a gaunt, earnest little boy with the guarded expression of a child who didn’t feel very well and wondered what was going to happen next.

The Cousteaus stayed in Paris until they had trouble finding enough to eat, and then went back to St.-André, where at least the family gardens could feed them. By the time Jacques was seven, he had become a quiet little boy with no interest in games or sports, uncomfortable with children his own age. He wasn’t defiant, but seemed indifferent to most of what happened around him. His parents were encouraged only by his apparent attraction to mechanical things. He could spend hours using tree branches to move roots and rocks around in the garden.

When the war ended in 1918, a new generation of rich and restless Americans migrated to Paris, where they could live well on inflated dollars against nearly worthless postwar French francs. Among them was a bon vivant named Eugene Higgins, the son of a carpet manufacturer who had inherited $50 million when his father died in 1890. Middle-aged in 1919, Higgins had never married but was seen with the most glittering women in New York and Europe. He spent his time and money perfecting his hunting, horseback riding, fishing, golfing, and boating, and throwing extravagant parties. At one of his galas in Paris, Higgins was introduced to Daniel Cousteau, who, thanks to his years with James Hyde, still circulated among well-off expatriates. After a cordial first conversation and a week of checking references, Higgins offered Daniel a job as his factotum. There was only one catch. Higgins owned the house in Paris, a brownstone on Fifth Avenue in New York, and an estate in the rolling hills of New Jersey across the Hudson. Daniel and his family would have to move to New York for part of each year when Higgins joined the social season in Manhattan.

In early 1920, the Cousteaus sailed for the United States aboard a French Line ship. Jacques had never been happier in his life than he was during the eight-day voyage. He explored every passageway and compartment aboard the liner and became a pet to stewards, engineers, and deck officers who were happy to show him around. Daniel and Elizabeth were stunned by how gregarious their timid son was on the ship, finally showing an interest in something other than tinkering quietly by himself. Previously, they had been genuinely worried that he was doomed to be a frail, unhealthy loner.

In New York, the Cousteaus settled into an apartment on West Ninety-fifth Street that would be their home for two years. Daniel traveled with Higgins, but Elizabeth stayed put, insisting that their sons needed something resembling a normal childhood to have any chance for success in life. Fourteen-year-old Pierre-Antoine, by then known as PAC, went to DeWitt High School. Ten-year-old Jacques, who was calling himself Jack because it sounded more American and, not incidentally, rhymed with PAC, went to Holy Name School. Both boys struggled at first with conversational English but were finally comfortable enough in the new language to appreciate that American schools were much more relaxed than the rigid academies they were used to in France. Jack continued to bond to his older brother as a safe haven in a sea of American boys who never completely accepted him because of his accent and his social reticence. PAC was Jack’s single friend, creating the enduring sense that only a member of the family could ever be fully trusted.

Eugene Higgins demanded that Daniel Cousteau compete well with him at tennis and golf, and shadow him among his residences, a yacht, and the resorts he favored as the seasons changed in Saratoga Springs, Newport, and Deauville. Those absences created a pattern of serial abandonment that forced Daniel’s sons to adjust to the strict but feminine nature of their mother. They lived with the unspoken fear that displeasing her might result in the unthinkable: abandonment by both parents. For Jack especially, the presence of a woman became as essential to survival as oxygen. Without her, he and PAC would have been alone in a foreign country. The thought terrified him.

Despite Daniel’s comings and goings, the Cousteau brothers and their mother found a comfortable routine in New York. PAC, who was stocky and muscular, thrived on playground games with the other boys, and his life began to ripen away from the apartment on Ninety-fifth Street. Jack was more gregarious than he had been in France, but he still conveyed the image of a frail child, and being around other boys was hard for him. He wasn’t good at hitting and throwing balls. He didn’t like games of chase that left him winded and always the first one tagged out. He hated boxing, which was one of the highlights of the gym class at school. Part of it was his still-fragile constitution. Part was that he just didn’t want to spend time on what did not interest him. As a student, he barely kept up. What Jack did like was building things. Stacks of blocks had led to wooden levers in the garden, which became wood-and-glue models of boats, planes, and machines. Most of the time, after a ceremonial presentation to PAC and his mother, Jack’s creations languished in his bedroom, neatly arranged on shelves he had built himself. During his second winter in New York, when he was eleven, he built a working scale model of a dock crane from a set of plans published in Popular Mechanics magazine. The crane was as tall as he was, and could be controlled by cranks and pulleys to lift, swivel, and move forward and backward on rolling cams he added to the design. The next time his father was in New York, Jack demonstrated the crane for him in their apartment living room. Later, Daniel described the crane to an engineer working on one of Higgins’s yachts, who told him that moving the crane with the rolling cams would be a genuine improvement in the real crane. If it wasn’t on the blueprints, Jack could probably apply for a patent. Daniel and Elizabeth didn’t push Jack to file a patent for the crane, but they were very relieved that he was finding a passion in building models that might translate into a productive career as an adult.

Jack still seemed shy, reluctant to assert himself with other children, and fearful of rejection, so his parents sent him to summer camp on a Vermont lake in hopes of improving his social life. It was a two-week endurance test of tightly scheduled days filled with crafts, forest lore, swimming, canoeing, and horseback riding. Jack handled most of it, but he hated the horses. On the first day, Jack’s horse threw him; rather than sympathizing with the frightened little boy, the riding instructor, a German émigré named Boetz, scolded him and threw him back in the saddle. With Boetz and the other boys glaring at him as though he was a pathetic failure at an essential manly duty, Jack glared back, got off the horse, and refused to get back on. As punishment, Boetz ordered Jack out of the class and sent him to clear dead tree branches from the camp’s swimming pond, a chore no one else wanted to do because groping around underwater was as frightening as entering a haunted house. For Jack, submerging into the brown, silty lake was bliss. He opened his eyes underwater for the first time in his life, and even though he could see only a few inches in front of his face, he was relieved to be insulated from the world above with its horses, Boetz, and a pack of jeering boys. For the rest of his life, Cousteau would tell the story. He was not at all frightened as he methodically dove to grab the waterlogged limbs, surfaced, and swam them across the shallows to shore. The water soothed him and banished all fear. “I loved touching water,” Cousteau said. “Physically. Sensually. Water fascinated me.”

By 1923, when Cousteau was twelve years old, Paris had regained some of its elegance and vitality, at least for the upper class. Eugene Higgins packed up his mistress, the Cousteau family, and three other servants and moved back to France. Elizabeth dug in again and refused to travel with the entourage, preferring the placid routines of guiding her sons through their lycée years from their Paris apartment. Soon, however, PAC talked his father into allowing him to quit high school a year early, skip university, get his military service out of the way during peacetime, and go to work making money. Because the Cousteaus lived in the rarefied atmosphere of wealthy expatriates, politics were of little interest to them, even when billions of francs of war debt collapsed the French economy. Riotous collisions between the left and right dominated newspapers, with each side promoting its own vision of a hopeful future for the republic. Most people searched for solutions to the chaos of France by focusing on Stalin and his Communist experiment in the Soviet Union or on Mussolini and his fascists in Italy. Daniel, Elizabeth, and Jacques barely noticed any of it. PAC alone dove into the political fray like a man hungry for a fight, becoming an opinionated leftist while he performed his military service for eighteen months. Initially, he argued for reforms to benefit the working class, quick to point out that a leftist or a worker had no business in any army that might demand his life in defense of what, to him, was a corrupt, inhumane society.

When his brother left home, Jacques missed him terribly. He told everyone that he would now like to be known as JYC, pronounced Jeek, as Pierre-Antoine had become PAC. Without his brother, it became even harder for JYC to connect with the outside world. He had crossed the Atlantic Ocean twice, lived in New York City, and traveled Europe with his family, but venturing into the unknown world of other kids who had never been out of Paris was frightening to him. He was desperate to be liked, but had none of the tools for becoming popular. He still hated sports. He was a poor student. He had not deciphered the codes of small talk. Most of all, he had become a gangly boy with a large nose and a long face who knew that by no stretch of the imagination could he be considered attractive to girls. JYC sleepwalked through his days at school, kept his mother company when his father was away, and spent as much time as he could in the dependable haven of his bedroom workshop. Alone, he tinkered with his models and read about the flood of interesting machines, amusements, and technology that had inundated newspapers and magazines as the world exploded with new inventions during the Roaring Twenties.

In the summer of his fourteenth year, JYC came across an article about the Pathé brothers, who owned the patents for the original movie cameras that had been invented by Auguste and Louis Lumière. It was impossible for anyone living in Paris, even a reclusive teenager, to be unaware of the French dominance of the sensational new art of the cinema. The Lumière brothers’ film L’arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat (A Train Arrives at the Station) had launched the revolution in 1895, and in less than a decade the technology of moving pictures had spread around the world. JYC knew all about the Lumières, and also idolized Georges Méliès, who made the first science fiction film, Le voyage dans la lune (A Trip to the Moon), in 1902. When he saw it twenty years later, the silent classic that ended with the astounding image of a rocket ship stuck in the eye of the man in the moon enchanted JYC. He learned that Méliès was a stage magician before he was a filmmaker, and had invented cinema’s first special effect by accident. While he was shooting a man walking, his camera skipped a few frames. When he looked at the developed film, the man disappeared, then reappeared. The next day, Méliès stopped his camera on purpose as he shot a scene of a magician and a woman assistant. The magician waved his wand; the assistant disappeared. Méliès called his effect the stop trick and used it in his 1907 adaptation of Jules Verne’s Vingt mille lieues sous les mers (20,000 Leagues Under the Sea), another film that spoke directly to JYC in his adolescent seclusion.

By 1924, the Pathé brothers had transformed their gramophone shop in Paris into a motion picture supply house cluttered with used equipment and workbenches from which innovation flowed constantly. After one visit to the shop and three months of saving part of the allowance his mother gave him each week, JYC bought a used Pathé Baby, a hand-cranked camera that exposed sixteen frames of 9 mm film through a 20 mm lens. Two turns of the handle produced one second of running time. JYC bought the camera mostly because he wanted to take it apart to see how it worked, and he spent hours dismantling and assembling it before shooting his first roll of film. The chemicals and techniques of film processing also fascinated him. With a metal tank and jars of developer, stop bath, and fixer he bought at Pathé Brothers, he turned a minute of panning around the street outside his house into a sequence on a strip of cellulose that, incredibly, reproduced motion. A month after buying the Pathé Baby, JYC shot his first full movie of a cousin’s wedding. He was nervous when he developed the film because all those people at the wedding had seen him with his camera. If he failed, they would all know it. When he uncoiled the last of the rolls from the developing tank and saw that it was as perfect as the other two, it was the most satisfying moment of his life to that point. With instructions from one of his cinema magazines, JYC cut and spliced his movie with special tape he brought at Pathé, then rolled it in a continuous strip onto a large reel. When the bride and groom returned from their honeymoon, he exhibited his incredible record of their wedding day with a hand-cranked projector in a room full of relatives, including his mother. It was three minutes of grainy images shot in a church and at the party following the ceremony. People waved, smiled, and did little dances, obviously delighted and impressed by the fourteen-year-old boy dipping and turning to record that moment in their lives. After the last images flickered through the projector’s gate to be replaced by the glare of the unshielded lightbulb, the little crowd burst into applause. JYC was overwhelmed by the reception his first movie received but more so by the astonishing privilege he had enjoyed at the wedding itself. He could go anywhere he wanted to go. Everyone wanted their pictures taken. With the camera, he was popular.

JYC’s films soon had plots, villains, and dramatic effects borrowed from the cinema masters of the times. He mounted his camera on a moving car to give the point of view of a passenger, as E. A. Dupont had done in his film of a trapeze artist in Varieties. Cousteau featured himself in front of the camera in costume and false mustache as a hero or villain, developing an ease with himself as the center of attention. In one of them, the camera tracks an open roadster coming to a stop. The young man driving looks exasperated and gets out to see what’s wrong, leaving a girl who was sitting beside him in the car. JYC enters from out of the frame, mugs at the camera, which is now in someone else’s hands, and jumps over the door into the car. He grins deviously in a close-up before a hand reaches into the car and, using Georges Méliès’s stop trick, yanks JYC back over the door. Another of Cousteau’s earliest films begins with the camera in the hands of someone other than him, a scene in which JYC and a pretty girl are arguing with exaggerated gestures in a rowboat on a lake. They stand up, she pushes him, and he goes over the side into the water. After a sidelong glance at the camera, JYC sinks beneath the surface and the words “The End” appear. JYC taught himself how to shoot titles and credits on signboards listing J. Cousteau as producer, director, cameraman, and actor. He named his production company Société Zix.

Even with his camera and a troupe of players waiting for him when he finished school every day, JYC had no patience for being pent up in a classroom and very little interest in what his teachers were telling him about mathematics, literature, art, and culture. In the spring of 1928, his grades were so bad that Elizabeth took away his movie camera to punish him. A week later, JYC broke some windows in one of the stairwells at school. He was caught in the act but insisted that he was conducting a scientific experiment to determine if a weakly thrown stone makes a bigger hole than a strongly thrown stone. The headmaster suspended him for a week, and JYC’s parents had had enough of their rebellious, self-contained son.

After consulting with Daniel during one of her husband’s brief interludes at home, Elizabeth dispatched JYC to a boarding school in Alsace-Lorraine, 250 miles from Paris. Without his camera, and with none of the new friends he had made as a filmmaker, he somehow thrived. The school was full of unruly boys sent there for discipline, and the harsh treatment of their teachers and overseers created a camaraderie among them that inspired JYC. With the assumption that he was going to be criticized and punished no matter what he did, he was free to excel on his own terms.

After graduating at the top of his class in the spring of 1929, he returned to Paris for the summer but knew he couldn’t live at home for long. His prospects for making a living as a cinema director were dim, so he began thinking of making movies as a hobby. Instead, he chose the second of his childhood ambitions, to fly airplanes in the navy, and took the exams for admission to the French naval academy in Brittany. No one was more surprised than he was when he passed. Life at sea itself did not appeal to him, but he had vivid memories of his voyages to and from America and knew ships could connect him to the wonders of the world outside France. Four years later, after a globe-circling cruise aboard a training ship, he received his commission in the French navy. In January 1936, just before receiving his wings as a pilot, he drove his father’s sports car off a mountain road. Within hours of regaining consciousness in a hospital, Cousteau knew his career as an aviator was over.

While he recuperated, uncertain of his future in the navy, Cousteau returned to his vision of himself as a filmmaker. He still
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