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ay the name Miss Dior and what comes to
mind? A landmark fragrance, probably,
created in 1947 yet utterly timeless – and,
at least to me, something that’s ‘backbone
in a bottle’: a scent that makes me sit up
straighter, walk taller and bestows turbocharged
confidence with its bold freshness and sophistication.
But if Miss Dior is backbone, bottled, that couldn’t
be more appropriate. Because the woman it was
named after, its ‘face’, if you like – Christian Dior’s
beloved younger sister – had it by the bucketload.
The real Miss Dior was a
businesswoman in her own right: a
producer of blooms for the cut-flower
industry and for fragrances. She was
a woman who dared to set up home
with her married lover in 1940s
Catholic France. And she was a
heroine of the French Resistance,
who survived incarceration in
the notorious Ravensbrück
concentration camp.
Before the Second World War,
her brother Christian had worked
with couturier Robert Piguet and,
after leaving the army in 1942, at
the fashion house of Lucien Lelong. In 1946, after
getting backing for his own venture, the story goes
that Christian and his long-standing muse Mitzah
Bricard – a racy creature, customarily swagged
with pearls and leopard print – were brainstorming a
name for the perfume he planned to launch
alongside his debut couture show. At that moment,
into his salon walked his sister Catherine, upon
which Mitzah (whose mother was English)
exclaimed, ‘Look, there’s Miss Dior!’ Christian
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instantly replied,
‘Miss Dior! That’s my
perfume!’ The rest is
fragrance history.
A few weeks later,
in 1947, Catherine
proudly attended
her brother’s now
legendary New Look
show at his Parisian
HQ at 30 Avenue
Montaigne, which was
strewn with white flowers from florist Lachaume –
the very air scented with the fragrance named
after her. ‘It truly was a moment of euphoria,’ she
later wrote of the experience, ‘and everyone was a
little bit astonished with this brilliant triumph.’
Though 12 years apart in age, Catherine and
Christian – children of a bourgeois family of
fertiliser manufacturers in Normandy – were very
close. When Christian began his career by selling
fashion drawings to magazines, Catherine moved
with him to Paris, where he helped her find a job as
a clerk in a glove fashion house. With the outbreak
of war, Catherine retreated to the South of France,
where her father was growing vegetables. In 1941, a
shopping trip to Cannes changed her life for ever:
while buying a radio, she fell for the shopkeeper,
Hervé des Charbonneries, and the two started living
together (despite him being married with children).
When Hervé revealed he was working for the French
Resistance, Catherine volunteered to join him.
Initially, Catherine typed up reports before
sending them to French military exiles in
London. On visits to Paris later in the war, she
would stay with her brother – at his Rue Royale ±
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‘Look, there’s
Miss Dior!’
exclaimed
Christian’s muse

Catherine at the
family’s home in
Callian in the
South of France,
around 1950
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From left: Christian Dior working the land in the fields surrounding the family house in Callian, around 1940; Catherine gardening in her 70s, and a harvest of rose
de grasse from Catherine’s fields

apartment – surely ideal cover for any secret
agent. But on 6 July 1944, while going to meet
another member of the Resistance, she was
arrested by the Gestapo. Briefly imprisoned in
Paris, Catherine was moved to the Drancy
internment camp and on 15 August she was put
on the last train to Ravensbrück, Germany’s
biggest concentration camp for women.
Despite being repeatedly tortured, Catherine
never gave the names of her co-conspirators, thus
saving the lives of dozens of Resistance members,
including her lover. As punishment she was sent to
work as forced labour in the notorious explosives
plant in Torgau, before going to a potassium mine
in Prussia and an aviation factory in Leipzig.
Yet somehow, despite her silence and the
back-breaking work, Catherine managed to stay
alive. Naturally, her family were frantic with worry
and, in a letter dated 19 April 1945, Christian tried
to keep up his father’s spirits, by writing: ‘My little
daddy, you have to be brave. How long should we
wait to see our chérie back… The war goes fast. Let
us hope she is released before she gets exhausted.
I kiss you both and tenderly. Despite our
disenchanted hopes, we have to keep believing.
Tian [Catherine’s nickname for her brother].’
After the Soviet Army liberated Ravensbrück on
30 April 1945, Catherine returned to Paris. She
was deeply changed – not only emaciated and
exhausted, but unable to eat (even the special
cheese soufflé that Christian made from rare
wartime ingredients) and with her spirit crushed.
‘From that moment on, there are few pictures of
Catherine smiling,’ explains Frédéric Bourdelier,
Dior’s brand culture and heritage director, who is also
the fashion house’s resident historian. Her heroism,
however, was acknowledged by the award of the
Croix de Guerre (a medal generally reserved for
the regular armed forces), the King’s Medal for
Courage in the Cause of Freedom (given by Britain)
and the Combatant Volunteer Cross of the
Resistance. France also named her a chevalière of
the Légion d’Honneur, the highest French order for
military and civil merits.
Though they never married, Catherine and Hervé
±
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set up home together in Christian’s apartment on
Rue Royale, with Catherine helping to raise her
lover’s three children. She was also Christian’s
greatest supporter as he sought to reintroduce
glamour into women’s lives after wartime austerity.
But, despite having a brother who became one of
fashion’s ground-breakers with the launch of the
New Look in 1947, she never sought the spotlight.
The fragrance named after Miss Dior was
sprinkled daily at Christian’s atelier on Avenue
Montaigne, and the designer lavished his sister
with a lifetime’s supply of the scent, alongside Dior
lipsticks and another perfume, Diorama – many
bottles were found among her effects when she
died. But for Catherine, it was ‘horticultural
therapy’ that offered her the
greatest solace.
Catherine was granted a
hard-to-acquire licence to
become a mandataire en fleurs
coupées (representative in cut
flowers) which allowed her to
trade flowers grown in her
beloved South of France with the
rest of the world. Her biggest
coup was exporting, via Air
France, huge quantities of lily of
the valley – Christian’s signature
flower, which he would sew into
the hems of his couture gowns –
to Indochina, to mark the
celebrations for May Day, a major landmark in the
French calendar.
For 12 years, Catherine was up at 4am to get to
Paris’s Les Halles market to wholesale flowers.
She supplied the fragrance trade with Rosa
centifolia and jasmine from Grasse, too, grown in
her own fields there and those of her brother, who
bought the nearby Château de la Colle Noire to be
close to his family as they summered in Provence.
Catherine was a frequent visitor – though as
Frédéric explains, ‘She liked to go when he was
alone, rather than surrounded by his many
glamorous guests. She was happy for her brother,
with his wealth and fame, but she didn’t want to be

part of that side of his life. She once said that at La
Colle Noire she went looking for a glass of water
and got completely lost. That wasn’t her style.’
After Tian’s death in 1957 from a heart attack
aged just 52, Catherine arranged with the French
authorities for the mountains of flowers that were
sent from all over the world for his funeral to be laid
at the Arc de Triomphe as a gesture of patriotism
and a mark of respect for his achievements. The
floral tribute stretched for 400 metres. Soon after,
she and Hervé moved permanently to Callian in
Provence, where she devoted herself to her flower
production, gardening right up to her 70s, and
harvesting the precious roses. Explains Frédéric,
‘A local essential-oil producer told me how she
would arrive with her harvest and
declare the weight of the flowers.
He said that he always paid the
price without weighing them again,
because it was well known that
Catherine was utterly trustworthy.’
Catherine’s quiet heroism and
business acumen have been
overshadowed by the legend of her
brother. But with the splendid
restoration of Christian’s château –
marked by the launch of a new
rose-infused Dior fragrance, La
Colle Noire – her story has
surfaced. For years, Catherine was
custodian of Christian’s furniture,
fabrics and paintings, which she inherited. Much of
it found a new home in her farmhouse in Callian.
But since her death in 2008, aged 91, those pieces
have been returned to Château de la Colle Noire,
helping to evoke the spirit of the designer’s life
there and highlighting Catherine’s role in the
history of Dior – and France itself.
It’s often said that fragrance is a form of
immortality: we get a whisper of a perfume that a
loved one wore, and they’re right there beside us
years later. But after Catherine’s courage, loyalty
and sheer backbone, is there anyone who more
richly deserved to be immortalised in perfume
form than the real Miss Dior?

Catherine was
arrested and sent
to the notorious
Ravensbrück
concentration
camp
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