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By Yvan  de Navacelle de Coubertin

This p a p e r  on the Coubertin  f a m ily  h a s  been  w ritten  

f o r  m y c h ild re n  a n d  g r a n d c h ild r e n  a n d  e v e n tu a lly  

m y b ro th e rs  a n d  s is t e r s  a n d  t h e ir  c h ild r e n  a n d  

grand child ren  (alm ost 50 people) as a fa m ily  testim ony 

on Pierre de Coubertin a n d  Yvonne de Coubertin. I have  

h e a rd  a  lo t a b o u t them  th ro u g h  m y fa t h e r  C h ristian  

de N avacelle, w ho m et Pierre qu ite a fe w  tim es. I a lso  

learned about them, to a lesser extent, through m y uncle 

Geoffroy de N avacelle, m y father's yo u n g er brother, who 

turned out to be a  great expert on Pierre de Coubertin in  

spite o f  h ard ly  h a v in g  m et h im . I w an t to sh are w hat I 

n o w  k n o w  a n d  w h a t I h a v e  le a rn t  a b o u t th is  g reat  

Frenchm an, "Uncle Pierre".1

Y v a n  de M a va c e lle  d e  C o u b e rt in  He is the head 

of the Coubertin family and a constant voice for the heritage 

of Pierre de Coubertin at conferences and exhibition openings.

He is a member of both the French and the International 

Pierre de Coubertin Committees. He has his own collection 

with objects, books and paintings. During his career he has 

been Managing Director of Charles Heidsieck champagne and 

US Representative for Krug champagne.

My quest began w ith  the reco llections of my father 

who often lun ch ed  w ith  h is  grandm other, M arie de 

Coubertin, who was the sister of Pierre de Coubertin. 

Pierre and h s "darlin g  sister" were very close. "Unde 

Maurice de Madre", Marie's son and Pierre's nephew, 

was close to him too, as well as being close to my father, 

his mentor.

Soon after the death of Pierre de Coubertin, Maurice 

w rote tw o sh o rt bro ch u res: on e on h is  p u b lic  life  

and the other on h is  private life . I often met "Uncle 

M aurice", who had no child ren  and loved my father 

and his five kids, and we often spoke abo ut Pierre de 

Coubertin w ith him.

F in a lly , I w a n t to m e n tio n  th e  la st C o u b e rtin s: 

M arie-M arcelle  de Coubertin, niece of Pierre and my 

godmother, whom  I often visited in Paris and at Castle 

Coubertin  at S a in t-R e m y -le s -C h e v re u s e  near Paris 

until she died in 1978, and h e r yo un ger sister Y vo nn e de 

Coubertin who was another remarkable fam ily member, 

very discrete and pioneering -  she was a fem inist before 

the word even existed.



Brief history

The a r is to c ra tic  C o u b ertin  fa m ily  h as h ad  n o b le  

a ff ilia tio n s since 1450 and derives from the I l e - d e -  

France, near Paris. Around 1470 Pierre Fredy, Chamberlain 

of th e  King, m ade the p ilg rim age to St. Jacques de 

Compostela, the most im portant Christian pilgrimage at 

the tim e, d eputising for the Catholic King LouisXI who 

w astoo sickand old to go himself.

Baron de Coubertin became first hereditary baron in 

1822 (letters of King Louis XVIII, 2nd April 1822: archives of 

Versailles; private fund 66 J). In addition, the Coubertin 

fa m ily  d id  n o b le  a llia n c e s  th ro u g h  th e  cen tu rie s  

w ith d'Artagnan, Cyrano de Bergerac, M on tesqu iou - 

Fezensac, Beauvau, La Rochefoucauld, Pardieu, Bertier 

de Sau vign y, H ocquart de Turtot, Crisenoy, Madre, 

Navacelle and many others.

N icolas d e C o ub ertin 

( 1 7 1 8 -1 7 % ) ,  Colonel at 

the W ar o fF o n te n a y  

17M.

Far le ft: Francois 

Fredy, Seig ne u r de 

C o ub ertin  (1668-171*2), 

L ie u te n ant o f the 

Royal f le e t o f th e  King 

o f France.

The King, in gratitude and for good 3nd loyal services, 

ennobled Pierre Fredy in 1/+77 and allow ed the usage 

of a coat of arm s depicting n ine scallops (of the Royal 

Order of Saint Michael, founded by Louis XI). The relevant 

document, written in Latin on parchm ent and with the 

wax seal of Louis XI was preserved at Castle Coubertin 

until 1970, before being filed with the fam ily archives in 

Versailles (private fund No 66J).

Hundred years later his grandson Jean-Francois Fredy 

bought the land and title of Coubertin a t  Sa in t-R e m y- 

le s-C h e v re u se . From father to son, th e  fa m ily  lived 

there u ntil 1978, w hen M arie -M arcelle  de Coubertin 

d ied. My aunt w as the last person to bear the nam e of 

her ancestors (how sad that the last two World Wars had 

caused the death of five m ale Coubertin descendents) 

and she gave me 27 hectares of land at Castle Coubertin 

and I took her nam e in 1988 together.

Despite its members being loyal servants of the French 

State and b rillia n t m ilitary officers in the 17th and i 8 ,h 

centuries, the Coubertin fam ily  only received its noble 

t it le  in the 19th cen tury. Ju lie n  Bonaventu re Fredy,

The four most prestigious ancestors

F ra n c o is  F re d y , Lord de C o u b e rt in  ( 16 6 8 -17 4 2 ) ,

Lieutenant d es Vaisseauxof the King, Knight of the Royal 

and M ilitary Order of Saint Louis. The illustration shows 

the Battle of the Hudson Bay in North America in 1698 

again st the English Army to free Am erica. He m arried 

Marie Morel de Cyrano, fa m ily  of Cyrano de Bergerac 

and daughter of Marie d'Anes (fam ily dating from the 

9 th century) and Pierre Morel, parliam entary advisor to 

the King in Paris. He seems to have lived in a very high 

life style in the Castle of Coubertin, w hich most probably 

had been built by his father and h im  self on the site of a 

smaller home.

Nicolas de Coubertin (1718-1794), Colonel in the Battle 

of Fontenoy, 1745 in  Flanders. He participated in the 

Siege of Namur and was m ade a Knightof the Royal and 

M ilitary Order of Saint Louis for his exploits in 1757. He 
served f+1 years in the French Army for King Louis XV and 

King Louis XVI. He died in Castle Coubertin shortly after



Julien  B o naventu re 

B aron d e C o u b e rtin  

(1788 -1 8 7 1 ) ,  Royal 

D ip lom at in  G erm any 

a n d  B ra z il.

Cha rles Fredy, Baron 

d e C o u b e rtin  (18 2 2 - 

19 0 8 ), p a in te r and 

fa th e r  o f P ie rre  de 

Co ub ertin .

his brother Guy, who died u n d e r the guillotine during 

the French Revolution and whose name can be seen as 

"form er noble" at the Conciergerie in Paris, on the list 

of the aristocrats killed at the same tim e as w ith Queen 

M arie-Antoinette.

Julien Bonaventure, i sl Baron of Coubertin (1788-1871),

d ip lom at a n d  m ilitary com m ander in  Germ any and other 

places in Europe, acting as a confidential assistant of the 

Duke of Luxembourg and the Marechal de Lauriston. He 

was m ade a Knight of the Legion of Honor by Emperor 

Napoleon, and Knight of the Royal and M ilitary Order 

of Sain t Louis by King Louis XVIII, who authorised his 

marriage in June 1821 and made him  hereditary Baron. 

He retired under Napoleon III in Castle Coubertin; the 

Prussians then occupied the castle in 1870 and threw him 

out. H e d ie d  th e f ollow ing year in  h is  w ife's fam ily house, 

Castle P ardieu. He was b r illia n t, in te llig e n t, a good 

p ainter and a good m u sician  and v io lin ist  w ho gave 

concerts in Coubertin. We have his portrait by the painter 

Isabey. He was the only son of Nicolas de Coubertin and 

father of the following.

Charles, 2nd Baron of Coubertin (1822-1908), only child 

of the above, was an excellent artist. Originally painting 

in the Orientalist style of the 19th century he later turned 

to academ ic and religious subjects, probably influenced 

by h is  w ife . He e x h ib ited  a t the Salon des Artistes 

Contem porains of Paris for more than ko  years where 

he received num erou s honors and aw ard s. He was 

awarded the Legion d'H onneur by the Minister of Fine 

Arts. Several of his works are held in museums (Museum

of Rouen, Fecamp, Laval, Musee d’Orsay in Paris, Vatican 

Museum, Musee de Coubertin) and churches (Church of 

the Jesuits, 33 rue de Sevres, Paris: several large frescoes; 

Church of th e  Foreign M issions, 128 rue du Bac, Paris: 

large painting which was shown in the Grand Palais of 

Paris at the World Exhibition of 1900; Church of Saint 

Francois Xavier, Boulevard des Invalides, Paris; churches 

in Chevreuse and Etretat; two churches in Rome, etc). 

The fa m ily  st ill ow ns m an y o f h is  w orks. There is a 

f iv e -p a g e  brochure on Charles de Coubertin and the 

catalogue of his approxim ately 300 works in 2 volumes 

that I made for the exhibition "Pierre de Coubertin and 

the Arts" at the Sorbonne in Paris in 2010.J

The two main ancestors 
who are still relevant nowadays

Two pioneers who served noble causes and devoted their 

lives and fortunes to leaving a legacy are still relevant 

and more a live than ever: Pierre de Coubertin and the 

gran dd augh ter of the p ain te r Charles de Coubertin, 

Yvonne de Coubertin. They both deserve much longer 

description of their lives:

The first, Baron Pierre de Coubertin was already w e ll-  

known as the founder of the m odern Olympic Games 

when he d ied. He was w ell respected by international 

celebrities like the King of England, the King of Greece, 

the King of Belgium , and the President of the United 

States Theodore Roosevelt, w ho ad m ire d  h is  ideas 

and became his friend. France had not recognised his 

trem en d ou s w ork an d , even w ith  th e  in tern a tio n a l 

success of the Olympics today, only vaguely remembers 

h im . He is still m uch more honored, recognised and 

adm ired abroad th an  in France. The fact th at he was 

commercially ruined, having sp e nt all his money for the 

Olympic ideal, m eant that his fin al years were far from 

happy. Only recently has his fame spread in France since 

discovering his canon of w ork,which includes 35 books, 

16,000 pages of m anuscripts, and more, that goes way 

beyond the Olympics.

The second, Yvonne de Coubertin was the niece of 

Pierre de Coubertin. She suffered through tw o World 

W ars an d  lo st m an y o f th o se sh e lo ve d . But, very 

discretely, she also left rem arkable legacies, like the 

Fondation de Coubertin (see also www.coubertin.fr).

I am happy w itho u t being proud to have taken and 

kept alive the nam e de Coubertin, together w ith other 

members of the family.

Pierre de Coubertin (1863-1937)

Today there are a sso cia tio n s, m o n u m e n ts, stre e t- 

names, schools and a great m any books about Pierre de 

Coubertin. International experts discuss his heritage in 

academic conferences. It is not my intention to compete

http://www.coubertin.fr


Charles de C o ub ertin : 

le  D e p a rt  d es 

M is s io n n a ire s ,

18 6 8  (Oil o n  Canvas, 

(*00x289 cm), 

M issio narie s about 

to  set o ff fo r fo re ig n  

pa rts  a re  b id  fa re w e ll. 

A p art from  h im s e lf  in 

the c entre o f the 

p a in t in g , Charles de 

Co ub ertin po rtrayed 

o th e r m em bers o f  h is  

fa m ily . In  t h e  fo re ­

gro u n d , M arie  de 

C o ub e rtin  is  protec­

t iv e ly  h o ld in g  her 

5 -y e a r -o ld  brother 

Pierre  b y h is  h a nd .

©Collection: (hapelledes 
Missions fuangeres (Rue du Bac)

w ith  these a ca d e m ics, b u t I rather draw  atten tio n  

to several "O lym pic" hi ghlights as a fa m ily  m em ber 

and (som etimes very personal) supporter of P erre de 

Coubertin and Olympism.

Founder and President of  the ICC for nearly 3c years, he 

had to fight his whole life to recreate the Olympics, which 

became very successful, im portant, s iro n g  and rich after 

his death in 1937.

He was bankrupted by the Olympic Games and spent 

all the money of his extremely wee th y  wife. They sold 

cn e  of the largest art collectio ns n France im e r ite d  

f'om  h is f a t h e r - in - la w : in  in clu d e d  more th an  250 

paintings by artists such as Breughel, Cranach Ph. de 

C h am p aig n e, Van Dyck, R e m b ra rd t, Rubens, Goya, 

Boucher, Fragonard, Greuze, Watteau, Van Loo Oudry, 

Hubert Robert and Rigault.u Pierre de Coubertin nim self 

never really saw the Olympics become a success Today, 

"th e O lym pic M ovem ent is stronger th a n  ever, and 

Coubertin Olympic values are stil l  the right thread that 

gu id es th e  IOC in e v e ry.h in g  it d o es,"  IOC President 

Tnomas Bach wrote to me last October. But the O ympics 

are only one aspect of his work, as we shall see below.

Pierre de Coubertin: relative failure to success

Coubertin knew  neither glory nor true success during 

this lifetime, facing ruin after working tirelessly to place 

sport at the service of h u m a n ity  a r d  peace . 5 And he 

received no recognition at all in Frame, his own country.

To uncerstand w hy he often encountered indifference 

a r d  scm etim es hostility, Pierre de loubert n m ust be 

placed in the context of his time in : rance.

H istorians know  it wel , but jo u rn a lis ts  som etim es 

fo get the heritage of P ie re  deCouoertin. For examp e, 

a repo'ter for The Times in London wrote an article and 

often reproduced it durin g  the London Gam es in 2012 

c la im in g  a "n e w  d isco very". According to h im , the 

Games were not invented by the Frenchm ar Coubertin 

but by an Englishm an in Much Wenlock in i 3 t*6 . Pierre 

d e  Couoertin, of course, met Dr. W ilia m  P. Brookes, who 

became h is  friend. he has studied all the other attemp3  
to revive the Olympic Gam es, but he was the only one 

who m anaged it and m anaged to make it last; but the 

costs, tne work, the energy spent were unbelievable!

C e sp ite  h is  te n a c ity  an d  tire le ssn e ss , P ierre de 

Coubertin was u nab le to convince the a u thorities of 

tne im portance c f  sport in educating the youth. Sport 

We s  a m inor disci p lin e  and of lesser im portance than 

in tellectual d iscip lin es (th is is sti I true now adays in 

France^. Sport was im portant and encouraged only m 

the army." Thanks to his determ ination, his intelligence 

and h is hard w o ’k, he m anaged to convince several 

p ro m ire n t people of the value of h is ideas; th ey were 

few, but significant:

-  Al bert Sorel, academic, diplom at, minister, Cbubertin's 

Po itica l Sciences teacher and G e re ra l Secretary of 

the S e rate  for 20 years. He becam e later a w itness to 

Coibertin'sw edd ng.



S ilve r p itch e r from  

T iffa n y  w ith  in it ia ls  o f 

Theodore Roosevelt; 

d o n ate d  to P ierre  de 

C o u b e rt im 886 .

-  jU le s S im o n, tw ice M inister of P u blic  In struction , 

historian and writer, who had always championed sport 

in ed u c a tio n  he became a loyal supporter of Pierre de 

Coubertin.
-  Armand Fa lieres, future President of the Republic and 

M inister; w ith  the approval of President Sadi Carnot, 

Pierre de Coubertin was sent to the USA to represent 

France at a congiess on physical exercise in Boston in 

1889.
-  Theodore Roosevelt, future President of the United 

States, becam e his friend and gave him  a silver Tiffany 

ju g  w ith  Co jb e r t in 's  in it ia ls  engraved on it, d urin g  

h is second trip to the United States. (This is still in the 

family.'

But P erre de Coubertin's efforts were not enough and 

sport rem aired sidelined, considered of novalue except 

to tne a rmy. It is hard to credit w hat Maurice Barres, the 

fam ous pol tic ia n , w riter and academ ic sa id : "Sport 

m akes ignorant people, h eart-d ecease d , cripples or 

brutes".

Pierre de C o u b e iin : some activities

Pierre je  Coubertin had established h is reputation as 

p ioneer of sport in France. He became the very active 

and e f ic ie r t  Secretary-General of the Union of French 

Societies of Athletic Sports (USFSA). He was appointed 

d u r in g  the Jubilee of the U nior on 25th Novem beri892 

a t  th e Sorbonne w hen he was on ly 29 years old, and 

concluded h is  in a u g u ra l speech by referring for the 

first tim e i r  Dublic to the "Restoration of the Olympic 

G arre s".7W ith in  3 0 years, at the Sorbonne, he became 

the soul of w hat would become the Founding Congress 

of the Dlymoic Movement, in w hich he proclaimed the 

offic ia l restoration of the Olym pic Gam es. These first 

m odern Olym pic Gam es were held in Athens in 1896 

in the presence of the King of Greece. 8 A lthoughtthe

event was modest in size it was the first international 

m u lti-sp ort event ever he d in a pu rpo se-bu ilt stadium 

holding up to 69,000 spectators.

Coubertin had to struggle to establish the 1900 Games 

in Paris, encountering m any problems -e sp e c ia lly  with 

the French Government's lack of resources and support. 

He was forced to accept th at the Gam es be in clud ed  

in the 1900 World Exhibition in Paris. By an am using 

coincidence, his father exhibited a large p a in tin g at the 

sam e tim e, w hich w as honored w ith  a spec al award 

at the World Exhibition of 1900 in the Grand Pa a is in 

Paris.9 His father also rece ved the "Legion of Honor" for 

his artistic work, an honour never granted to h is son -  

although it was vaguely suggested recently.

Coubertin had codified  the first Olym pic rules and 

organised a lm o st e v e ry.h in g  a lo n e . At Paris i r  1900 

and St. Louis, Missouri h  190A, the Gam es had been 

part of W orld Fairs. The London Gam es of 19 0 3 had 

s im ila r ly  been connected w ith  an in tern a tio n a l fair. 

For Stockholm in 1912, he m anaged to introduce culture 

a n d  arts to th e  Olym p cs; th o se f irst  Gam es w ere 

quite successful, w ith  over 2,700 participants from 28 

countries. The First World War prevented the 1916 Games 

planned in Berlin. Pierre de Coubertin then moved the 

IOC to Lausanne in neutral Switzerland to save them .

When the Gam es were e v e ntu ally  held in  Berlin  in 

1936, it w as a m ilestone in the h istory of the Olympic 

M ovem ent. With the grandio se an d  very expensive 

Games, Adolf Hitler promoted his Nazi regime. Despite 

the insistence of the Fiihrer (who proposed sending a 

special train for Coubertin), he fin ally  refused to attend. 

These s ig n ific a n t Gam es were the su bje ct of w id e ly  

different accounts by jou  malists. °

In 1913 Coubertin created the Olympic flag w ith  the 

fam ous rings -  pro bably as som e sort of m arketing 

c a m p a ig n . The re la tiv e  su cce sses an d  c h a lle n g e s  

continued afterthe Games in Paris in 192A, but Coubertin



resigned from the IOC in 1925, th in k in g  he had made 

however a good start for the Olympics, bu t he w ill  a I ways 

be known as the founder and became the first Honorary 

Life President of the IOC." He published h is U niversa l 

History. He retired permanently in 1925, disappointed by 

the lack of support and help from the French.

Pierre de Coubertin died of a heart attack in 1937 at 

the age of 7k-'2 He left two children, both of whom were 

sickly and died w ithout descendants. His wife survived 

him  until 1963 (living to the age of 101) and was always 

a great support. She entirely relied after 1937 upon the 

IOC to continue and m aintain the work of her husband 

(I have letters from her and the IOC proving it).

There is now  an In te rn atio n al Pierre de Coubertin 

Committee in Lausanne and a French one in Paris which 

work with the official support of the IOC. There are also 

anoth er Pierre de Coubertin Committees in different 

countries. Although Pierre de Coubertin fought tirelessly 

to ensure the stab ility  of the Gam es, facing constant 

opposition and financial ruin, Switzerland honours him 

more than France. His heart lies in Olym pia in Greece 

and he is buried in Lausanne, close to the IOC.

Pierre de Coubertin, a great Frenchman

In assessing the legacy of Pierre de Coubertin it is true to 

say that he was a true pioneer and visionary. The success 

and im portance of the Olympics speak for them selves. 

His values live on, even though he did not survive long 

enough to see their success. He undertookthe Herculean 

task not for himself, butfor the good of hum anity: “Sport 

reinforces and organises the body, but also the w ill and 

spirit, w h ile  prom oting universality and fair play." An 

athlete h im s e lf -  proficient (and in some cases expert) 

in fencing, equestrianism , cycling, tennis, rowing and 

w inter sports -  he created the Modern Pentathlon.

Two anecdotes show how he was o p en -m in d e d  and 

at the sam e tim e avant-garde: firstly, although devoutly 

Catholic, he m arried a Protestant. This was very rare in 

the late 19'" century and he could not marry in the church 

but only in the sacristy.

Secondly, he came from a Royalist fam ily, but became 

R epu blican , altho u gh  he rem ained  very close to his 

fam ily, especially to his sister Marie.13 She was widowed 

very young and he was a great support to her, even 

choosing to live less than 300 metres from her (at 10 Bd. 

Flandrin in Paris, where the IOC was based for more than 

25 years). They lunched together regularly and her little 

son Christian, myfather, was often present.

F inally , I sh ou ld  m ention h is personal m otto, one 

which sums up his character and was on the bookplate 

in  a ll th e  books in h is lib ra ry : "Look ah ea d  -  Talk 

frankly -  Work strongly". The second im portant motto 

chosen for the Games and the IOC goes back to Father 

Didon: "Citius, Altius, Fortius" (Faster, Higher, Stronger).

He also liked  and often used to say, "The key is to 

participate", quoting the Archbishop of Pennsylvania 

d urin g  the London Gam es in 19 0 8 .1U And instead of 

"m en s sana in  corpore san o " (a h ealthy m in d  in a 

healthy body), he preferred "m ens fervida in corpore 

lacertoso" (a sharp mind in a strong body).

Yvonne de Coubertin ( i893_197<*)

Less known than her uncle, Yvonne de Coubertin always 

worked discretely and anonym ously, but nevertheless 

acco m plished rem arkable th in g s. Am ong them  and 

still active today is the Fondation de Coubertin, which 

is more im portant and alive now than ever. There was 

a 30 year's age gap between them , but it seem s that 

Yvonne only started ad m irin g  her uncle in the 1950s, 

long after his death, when the Olympics became famous 

and the real achievem ents of Pierre became obvious. 

She discovered a strong link between the two of them : 

"The m ind and the h a n d ", two words th at define the 

fo u nd atio n  and close to "The m in d  and the body", 

fundam ental words for Pierre de Coubertin.

The context

Charles de Coubertin the artist had four children: Paul, 

the eldest, w ho was given Castle Coubertin  on h is 

m arriage and w as the father of Yvonne. Then Albert, 

w ho w as given Castle M irv ille  (by h is  m other) and 
died child less in 1913. Then follows Marie, Countess de 

Madre, my great-grandm other. And finally, Pierre, the

Y vo nn e  de Coubertin 

(1893-1971*), niece 

o f  Pierre  d e C o ub ertin 

a n d  fo u n d e r o f the 

Fo nd ation  de 

C o ub e rtin  at S a in t - 

R e m y -le s-C h e vre u se .



youngest, who received Castle Luttenbach from his wife 

on their w edding in 1895. The castle had to be sold after 

the Second World War, because it was too expensive to 

rebuild.

A fter a h a p p y c h ild h o o d  sp e n t at th e  Castle of 

Coubertin  in su m m e r and in Paris in w in te r, three 

of Paul's five ch ild re n , in c lu d in g  the two boys, died 

in the First World War. Their m other was killed  in the 

Germ an bom bing of the Saint Gervais church in Paris 

in 1918 ju st before the end of the war. At the age of 21, 

Yvonne enlisted as nurse, together w ith her elder sister 

M arie-M arcelle. They both received m any m edals and 

decorations by the end of the war.

My godm other M a rie -M a rce lle  took refuge in her 

pain tin g  (studying and receiving a d ip lom a from the 

£cole du Louvre). Paul was deeply scarred by the loss 

of his wife and children and died in Castle Coubertin in 

1933, fouryears before Pierre de Coubertin, who became 

the last m ale in the Coubertin line.

The professional life of Yvonne de Coubertin

Yvonne de Coubertin, at the age of 26 began studying 

la n g u a g e s ( in c lu d in g  Ja p a n e se) at th e  So rbon ne . 

There she met the brillian t Catholic priest Wiesnegg, an 

engineer at the Polytechnic School in Paris who became 

a Bishop. He ju st had created the Association Fenelon, 

the first fe m ale stud en t house at th at tim e. Yvonne 

recognised the need to support w om en's studies and 

eventually became the head of the association. By 1922, 

the Association Fenelon (which still exists as part of the 

Fondation de Coubertin) had three houses for fem ale 

students and was still the on ly one of its kind in Paris. 

Yvonne de Coubertin had bought these houses herself, 

w itho ut te llin g  anybody, and they housed more than 

150 female students.

Yvo nn e w as a fe m in is t  and d ecid e d  to co n tin u e 

as chairw o m en  of the A ssociatio n to help w o m en, 

gra n tin g  sch o la rsh ip s, o rg a n isin g  conferences and 

g iv in g  a ll k in d  o f a d d it io n a l h e lp  to th e  fe m a le  

stu d e n ts. At th e  end of 1922, th e  A sso cia tio n  was 

recognised as an asso ciation of p u b lic  u tility  by the 

governm ent. She then opened the first restaurant for 

fem ale students in Paris with a library above it. In 1925, 

she opened a country house -  again financed through 

private funds -  for girls who had nowhere to go in the 

sum m er holidays. In the parish of St. Etienne du Mont 

in the Quartier Latin of Paris (site of the Association and 

w here a ll the students stayed), she created a nursery 

for children from 2 to 6 years old whose mothers were 

working.

In 19 3 0 , sh e  b u ilt  a n ew  b u ild in g  fo r fe m a le  

stu d en ts, w o rk in g  w ith  a yo un g arch itect and the 

fam o u s decorator R u h lm a n n  for the 135 room s in 

the heart of Paris (M ontagne Ste. G enevieve, 53 rue

Lhomond, Paris 5th). In 193A, she created an orphanage 

in the countryside for g irls . All of th is  was achieved 

anonym ously and with her own money.

During Second World War m any of these sites were 

occupied and so m etim es dam aged by the Germ ans 

or the Am ericans. She rebuilt everything that could be 

fixed . The s t id e n t  restaurants, by then for boys and 

girls, she gave to the governm ent. She d id  the sam e 

th in g for the nursery and it becam e the first one ever 

in Paris. M eanw hile and around 1950 she developed 

a special program mes for the Compagnons du Devoir 

(com panions of duty) in the estate of Castle Coubertin 

that she shared with her elder sister.

Castle Coubertin is 25 km from Paris in the Chevreuse 

valley ju st 500 metres away from the Metro-RER station. 

The estate includes a charm ing 17th century castle with 

a garden of ap p ro xim ately  30 hectares and a farm 

of around 60 hectares, the latter havin g been in the 

fa m ily 's  possession sin ce  1577. Yvonne de Coubertin 

had met Jean Bernard in 19A9 - They had m uch in 

common; both considered that m anual labourers were 

indispensable, in sufficiently respected and should be 

offered the opportunity to develop th e ir intellectu al 

and physical po tential together. They first created a 

workshop for carpenters in the far corner of the garden 

and offered study courses in the m ornings. Then they 

b u ilt a lodging for the Com panions in the part of the 

old farm . The first entrants to Fondation de Coubertin 

were stonem asons. Other workshops were added over 

the tim e and an entire organisation was established in 

the 1960s (see also w w w .coubertin.fr). Finally, in 1973, 

the private foundation w as officially recognised by the 

government.

Yvonne de Coubertin died in 197A. Her sister M arie- 

M arcelle lived in the castle u ntil her death in 1978 . 1 
went there often. My father was her executor and split 

the furniture and w hat was left in the castle w ith Jean 

Bernard, who chaired the foundation from 1980 until 

his death, when my twin brother Gilles de Navacelle de 

Coubertin took over. He retired in the age of 70 in 2013.

The m ission of Yvonne de Coubertin was to upgrade 

th e  im po rtan ce of m a n u a l la b o u r an d  m a in ta in  a 

balance between intellectual and m anual tasks: "the 

sp irit and the h and " -  close to the ideas of Pierre de 

Co ubertin. In the old vegetable gard en , a "bronze 

garden" was installed and featured m any contemporary 

scu lp tu re s. This a llo w e d  th e fo u n d a tio n  in  19 85 to 

appoint a cu ator of the collections in the castle and call 

itself "Musee de France". I must, f in a lly , m ention the 

im portant library which had existed in Castle Coubertin 

for centuries.

This is a little  su m m ary of the w ork of the second 

most im portant person in the Coubertin fam ily -  a very 

private person but nevertheless as rem arkable as Pierre 

de Coubertin.15 ■

http://www.coubertin.fr


1 In 1937 Pierre de Coubertin d ie d  as last m ale d escend an t. My father 

w as s till s ing le  a n d  had ju s t  taken over the little  castle in  Anjou 

Souvigne that h is  fa m ily  o w ned since 1817 an d  h is  parents w anted 

to s e ll.  It w a s h is  u ncle  M aurice de Madre, ne p he w  of Pierre de 

Coubertin a n d  very close frie n d , w ho bought it  back for my father. 

In  a d d itio n , the fa m ily  ha d  a lre a d y taken over the na m e o f de 

Navacelle from a n  uncle  on the m arriage o f h is  m other Isaure Madre 

(sister o f M aurice de M adre an d  d au g h ter of Marie de Coubertin) in  

19 0 6 . The n a m e  change to  de N avacelle s till bothered h is  parents. 

Moreover the Castle Coubertin w as bigger than Castle Souvigne that 

m y father ha d  ju s t  taken over. A second change o f na m e from de 

N avacelle to de Coubertin a n d  the a cq u is it io n  of a  second castle 

in  such a little  tim e  w ere a b it too m uch for a bachelor a n d  my 

fathe r gave it u p. I also  th in k  th a t it  is  for th is  reason th a t 25 years 

later, Y vonne de Coubertin in sisted  on offering m y fathe r the 

castle o f M irv ille  (an o ld  fa m ily  property through w o m e n, sold  by 

Paul de Coubertin) because he d id  not bu y the Castle of Coubertin 

before an d  had 5 c h ild re n  (3 sons). W hen I asked my fathe r in  1988 

50 years la ter to take th e  na m e  o f C o ubertin , he f in a lly  agreed. He 

was totally  leg itim ated  to th a t lik e  a ll d escendants, but no w  he 

also  felt perfectly leg itim ated  m o rally ! Furtherm ore in  1978, sho rtly 

before M a rie -M arc e lle  de Coubertin d ie d  as th e  la st Coubertin, 

she w rote a  letter a u th o riz in g  her nep hew s Christian  an d  Geoffroy 

de N avacelle to take over an d  protect the 500 year o ld nam e de 

Coubertin .

It is  o ne o f th e  re s p o n s ib ilit ie s  o f the Co ub ertin fa m ily  to protect 

th e  na m e . D u ring  th e  A tla nta G am es in  19 9 6 , for e x a m p le , H enri 

M aire w in e s  w ere s e llin g  a fa ir ly  o rd in a ry  rose w in e  ca lle d  Pierre 

de Coubertin w ith  h is  po rtrait on th e  la b e l an d  the O lym pic fla m e, 

in d ic a tin g  the cen ten ary o f Olym pism  (I have a sam p le of the bottle). 

Before th e  fa m ily  could stop th e m , the y ha d  a lre a d y sold a lm o st 

1 0 0 ,0 0 0  bottles a n d  ha d  m ad e  a lo t o f m oney. My fa th e r an d  h is  

bro th er Geoffroy de N avacelle  d e  Coubertin w ith  the assistan ce o f 

the IOC w on a tria l, w hose fin d in g s  are u ne q u ivo ca l a n d  can serve as 

ju r isp ru d e n c e  for the future. It is  easier now  th a t th e  na m e  is  s till in  

use to protect it . In  a d d itio n , th e  Fond ation  de Coubertin takes care 

o f it very w e ll. And f in a lly  the IOC is  w illin g  to he lp  if  necessary.

2 For the exh ib itio n  see also M uller, N. -W a ck e r, C h.: Pierre de Coubertin 

et les  arts I  Pierre de Coubertin an d  the arts (La usanne 20 0 8 ). I d id  

a stu d y  a n d  co m p ile d  a n  in v e n to ry  in c lu d in g  ph o to g ra p hs a n d  

location o f the alm o st 300 w orks o f the pa inte r Charles de Coubertin, 

my g re at-g ran d fathe r. Some artw orks are q u ite  rem arkable  lik e  the 

Im pressio n ist w atercolors from  a travel to Oriental countrie s a round 

th e  m id  ig 'n century, the fresco o f the P o ntifical procession in  the 

Vatican Museum  in  Rome (10 to 3 meters), or the large p a in tin g  "The 

Departure o f the M issio nary" in  the be autifu l church o f the M issions 

Ftrangeres, 128 rue d u  Bac in  Paris. Th is  p a in t in g  w a s sho w n a n d  

aw ard ed  at the G ran d  P a la is  in  Paris at the W orld Exhib ition  o f 1900 

(d u rin g  w h ich  the first O lym pics in  France in  Paris w ere he ld , w h ich 

were u nfo rtunately a total failure).

My catalog ue  w ith  ab o u t 3 0 0  artw orks w as s lig h tly  corrected and 

co m p leted  o n m y req u est by a curator at th e  Musee d ’Orsay, and 

for th e  P ierre  d e  Co u b e rtin  a n d  th e Arts e x h ib it io n , o rg an ise d  by 

N orbert M uller a n d  C h ristia n  W acker in  th e  G e rm a n  O lym pic and 

Sports M useum  in  Cologne. I w as a b le  to get th is  e xh ib it io n  to the 

So rbo nne in  Paris in  20 0 8 , an d  it  w en t in  several o ther European 

citie s lik e  W arsaw  o r Tartu u n til 2010 . 1 w a s also  ab le  to colle ct and 

in h e rit  from m y father several m em ories an d  objects on t h is  painter: 

h is  pa sspo rts, (in  A rabic fo r h is  travels to th e  M id d le  East betw een 

181*5 a n d  181*8; those o f Ita ly  fo r th e  V a tican) a n d  d e ta ile d  color 

stu d ie s o f h is  biggest p a in tin g s  a n d  sketches. I also  collected o ther 

nice p a inting s like  "M arie an d  Pierre de Coubertin by the ir fathe r in 

Ctretat" from  1867 an d  very inte re sting  o rie ntal w a tercolors, etc. As 

I m e n tio n e d , m a n y o f h is  w orks are in  m use u m s a n d  chu rche s in 

Paris. It w o u ld  be very in te resting  to o rganize a retrospective about 

th is  p a in te r o ne day at the Fo ndation de Coubertin.

3 P ierre de Coubertin in ven ted  the word O lym pism . In h is  early 

texts he u sed it  in  parenthe ses. It becam e com m on usage. But the 

French d ic tio n a ry The Ro bert  stated s till in  1992, that "th is  w o rding 

ha s be en co ndem ned by the A cadem ie Francaise  in  a statem ent o f 

5th N ovem ber 1961*".

i* The Rothan co lle ction  w a s s old 18 9 0 . A s econd sale  w as executed by 

the w ife o f  Pierre de Coubertin in  1958.

5 Pierre de Coubertin had in he rite d  qu ite  a b it o f m oney from  h is  own 

fa m ily  a n d  h is  w ife, the o n ly  c h ild  o f a  very w e a lthy d ip lo m a t and

great c olle ctor o f p a in t in g ; w ith  a large castle in  Alsace a r d  a  hu g s 

fo rtu ne . E ve ry th in g  w a ; sp e n t :o  restore the O lym pic Ga m es and 

in sta ll O lym pism  as a ph ilosop hy. Only Pierre de Coubertin could net 

e n jo y a success w h e n he d ie d  a n d  th e  G am es ha d  not rea ched the 

s ize an d  the im portance th e y have now . And very few  peopie knew  

or had read h is  books. That is  w hy h is  eld er brother Paul, t h e ow ner 

o f Castle C o ub e rtin , h is  fa m ily  a n d  h is  two nieces d id  n ot  ha ve  a 

great a d m ira tio n  for h is  legacy. For them  he stayed "the poor uncle  

P ie rre " , w h o  never m ad e  a cent, spent a ll h is  m on ey an d  a l l h is  

w ife 's  m oney. W hen m y m other m arried  m y father in  19 42, Yvonne 

d e Coubertin asked  m y m other, w ho s tu d ie d  at th e  S orbonne like  

he r -  no t very com m on in  th o se  days for w om e n -  ab o u t P erre de 

C o ubertin . My m other a is w e re d  th a t she sh o uld  f irst  of a  I read a I 

o f Pierre de C o ub e rtin 's  to o k s  a n d  p laced  them  in  th e  lia ra rie s  c f  

T h ib a u lt -G ib b s  (M au ric e de M a d re's  co m p a n y  w h e re  n y  fa th e r 

w as w o rking) a n d  o f th e  p a rish  o f Petit C la m art nea r Par's, w here 

m y m oth er w a s in  cha rg e. My a u n t  Y vo nn e an sw e re d  she w o u ld  

do better to focus on so m e th in g  e lse because th is  w o rk w a s not c f  

m uch in te re st a n d  n o bo d y w o u 'd  read these books a n yho w . Only 

years later a n d  after the great success o f the O lym pics in  t ie  1960s, 

Yvonne de Coubertin, f o ir d e r  o f the Fondation de Co ub e rth  becam e 

in te rested  in  her u n c le 's  w o rk an d  disco vered  in  h is  w rit in g s  the 

ideas o f the "U niversities 0f h a n d  w orkers" a n d  o f "the body an d  t h ;  

sp irit"  o r more precisely the motto for the fo u nd atio n: " L 'e sp rite t 13 

m a in ” (the m ind  a n d  the ha nd).

€ During the first G am es the French m e d als  were often aw ard ed  ts  

arm y officers (see i.e . th e  e q ue stria ns at the G am es o f Pa ris 1924 ). 

The arm y has long been a  great provider o f O lym pic pa rtic ipan ts, 

not o n ly  in  France bu t e lsew here because that is  w here m ost sports 

were reg ularly practiced a n d  sub sid ise d . This changed w ith  t h ;  

develo pm ent o f sports in  g eneral a n d  sports e sp e cially  dedicated 

to the O lym pics.

7 The Sorbonne w as the p lace for Pierre de Coubertin w here 

e ve rything h a p p e n e d . Ir  1892, at the age o f 29 he spoke fo ' the first 

tim e ab ou t the restoration o f th e  O lym pic G am es. But r o t  m a n / 

pe op le th e n  understood an d  be ieved h im . Later th is  passage w a ; 

called  "m anife st"  -  a rather pe m po us w ord for a s m a ll m om ent 

of a long speech. Neve theless, Pierre de Coubertin la un che d  in 

front o f the President of the French Republic the e sta blish m e nt 

o f the m odern O lym pic ja m e s  ag a in  in  the Sorbonne in  1891*. 

The Sorbonne becam e t ' e  place, w here a ll a n n iv e rsa rie s  a n d  

celebra tion s an d  m ost congresses took place. The S o'bonne 

organised a celebration fo r the io o lb an n iv e rsa ry  o f h is  t ir t h  in  

1961*, w h ich  I w as ab le  to  a tte n c . And f in a lly  I w as a b le  tn get the 

ex h ib itio n  "Pierre de Coubertin a n d  the arts" to the Sorbonne ir. 

2010. It had been an am u sin g  o in c id e n c e , w hen the w ife  o f the 

President of Sorbonne told m e on the o pe n ing  day, that she hac 

passed her PhD w h ile  she w as in  th e  first hostel for g irl students 

in  Paris created by Yvonne de Coubertin , the n iece of Pierre dc 

Coubertin.

8  In  th e  b e g in n in g  P ierre de Co ub ertin w as a g a in s t  a  pa rtic ip a tio n  

o f w o m e n . But he c a n n o t be se e n  as m iso g yn istic . He w n t e :  “Wc 

need  la w s to protect w o m e n, law  w h ic h  p u ts h e r in  a po sitio n  tc 

re sist a n d  even to escape m a rita l ty ra n n y  ... it  is  le g it im a te " anc 

“w e m ust fig ht w h erever the y o :c u r  re g ula tio ns in e p t or im m ora 

as those by w h ic h  th e  F r e 'c h  C iv il Code pro no unces the perpetua 

tutelage o f w om e n . . .  it  s  necessary. We m ust prepare o urselves tc 

ensure t h a t w om e n w ho d c  not get m arried have the m eans to  e a rr 

an honest liv in g ."  In these days, th is  w a s fe m in ism  before it e ve r 

existed. And he also  s a id : "O ne sh o uld  w ork on e q u a lity  aetw eer

Pierre d e C o ub ertin 

w a s f irst  represented 

on three H a it i stam ps 

is su ed  o n  3rd O ctober 

1939. The p ro fit  from  

these w as to help 

f in a n c e  the b u ild in g  

o f a  sta d iu m  in  

P o rt -a u -P r in c e .

But b ecause o f the 

h ig h  costs an d  the 

sta rt  o f th e  Second 

W orld W ar t h e  series 

w a s n o t a co m m ercial 

success.
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COUBERTIN FAMILY TR EE<sim p lified )

P ie r r e  F r e d y  ( e n n o b le d  in n * 7 7 b / t h e  K in g  l e t  is  X I)

J e a n -F r a n g o is  F r e d y , S e ig n e u r  d e  C o u o e r t in  ] b u y s  t h e  C o u b e r t in  e s t a t e  in  1 5 7 7 ) 

(15A7 - 1598 )

F r a n g o is  d e  C o u b e r t i n IL ie u t e n a  i t o f I h e  K in g 's  f le e t ,  C h e v a lie r  d e  S a in t  L o u is ) 

( 16 6 8 -17 1* 2 )

N ic a la s  d e  C o u b e r t in  ( C o lo n e l a t  t h e  b a t t le  a r F o n t e n o y , C h e v a lie r  d e  S a in t  L o u is ) 

(17 18 -17 9 1* )

J u lia n  B o n a v e n t u r e ,  B a ro n  d e  C o u b e r t in  (s o k J ie r , d ip lo m a t ,  m u s ic ia n ,  d r a f t s m a n )  

( 1 7 8 8 -1 8 7 1 )

I
C h a r le s ,  B a r o n  d e  C o u b a r t in  ( p a in t e r ,  C h e * c l ie r d e  la  L e g io n  d 'H o n n e u r )

( 1 8 2 2 -1 9 0 8 )

I
P a u l (18 1* 7 -19 3 3 )  A l b e - t  ( 1 8 1 * 8 -1 9 1 3 )  M a i ie ( i8 5 i* - i9 i*2) P ie r r e  ( 1 8 6 3 -1 9 3 7 )

I I
M a iie - M a r c e l le  Y v o n n e  Is a u r e d e  N a v a c e lle  J a c q u e s  R e n e e  

( 1 8 8 9 -1 9 7 8 )  (1893 - 1971*) ( 1 8 8 5 -1 9 7 1 )  ( 1 8 9 6 -1 9 5 2 )  ( 1 9 0 2 -1 9 6 8 )

w it h o u t  is s u e  w it h o u t  is s u e  w it h o u t  is s u e  w it h o u t  is su e

C h r  s t ia n  d e  N a v a c e lle  d e  C o u b e r t in  G e o f f r o y  d e  N a v a c e lle  d e  C o u b e r t in

( 1 9 0 9 -2 0 0 6 )  (19 17)

M a r ie - C h r is t in e ,  V v £ r ,  G il le s  J a c q u e s , A n t o in e

M a r ie - L a u r e . T h  e r r y  A g n e s , J e a n -M a u r ic e

m en an J  w o m e n '. F n a lly . "The e q uiva le n ce  o f the sexes is  a lread y 

a real ty, deve op a r  c com plete t h is  eq uiva lence is  a noble am b itio n  

. . .  the more th is  c c u iv a le n c e  w ill be perfect, the m ore respect a n d  

m utu al affe ction  ir  the co u ple are lik e ly  to grow ," an d  "W ho says 

m en lo m p a n io n  now adays m eans a sso cia te ". But in it ia lly  in  fact, 

he w es hostile to t h e  active pa rticipation  o f w om e n in  the O lym pics. 

And t his m ay very well be e x p la in e d : f irst the an cie n t G am es w ere fo- 

m en on y, but o nce a g a in , w e m ust replace Coubertin in  h is  t im e and 

in  h is  e n v ir o n m e n t  Because in  18 8 0  very few  w om e n p layed  spo r. 

c o m p e t it o r , as very few  entered the arm y, and they w ere not sent in 

the f ir st line of battle. Their role w as d ifferent a n d  v io le nt sports like 

boxing w ere fo rb id d en to them ; if they took place, the y were h id d e n 

for b id s  or so rd ic  a n d  ille g a l g a in s , som e tim e s w ith  a n  a spect of 

v o y e u r is m . The Po pe ha d  a lso  c o n d e m n e d  th e  p a rt ic ip a t io n  of 

w o m e n in  sports co m p etitio ns.

Ind e e d , the rules for w om e n had to be co nsid erably m o d ifie d ; still 

now , w o m e n's ten i  s com p etitio ns are played in  3 sets instead of 

5 for m e n ; a  w o m a n can no t box a g a in st a  m a n ; e q u a lity  in  body 

betw een m an a n d  w o m e n does not exist. But Coubertin sa id  that 

u lt im a :e ly  it  w o u ld  t e  the p u b lic  w h o  w o u ld  d ecid e, a n d  he f in a lly  

accepted it . He c t  end e d  the W om en's Te n n is  C ha m pio nsh ip s at 

the 1921*. G am es ir  Paris, w ith o u t f lin c h in g  a n d  w ith  respect. F in a lly  

he said  th a t if  he cam e back 10 0  years later, he w o u ld  be a b le  to 

qu estio n  eve ryth ing  he had b u ilt  10 0  years e arlier. He w o u ld  accept 

th e  present G am es 

9 Les Z e c a r t  d ?s  M n s io n n a .re s  is  o ne o f the im p o rta n t an d  very 

aca d e m ic p a in t ir jp  by C harles de Coubertin in  the love ly church 

of th i  Fore gn M issions in  Paris VII"’ (17“  century). One can see t h ?  

fa m o js  m L s ic ia r  jo u n o d  o rg an ist for th is  church, the fam ous 

Jesu it father la c o rc a ire , t h ?  A rchbishop X etc. Charles de Coubertin 

p a in te r  am on g  the spectators h is  m other, h is  w ife  an d  in  front two 

k id s, h is  last two c h ild re n  M arie a n d  Pierre de Coubertin .

10 I regard it  as u n fa ir to say th a t Pierre de Coubertin w as a fascist. 

First o f a ll o ne can no t talk in  France ab ou t co lla bo ration  w ith  the 

G erm an fascists before the 18'" Ju ne 191*0 (the call from  G eneral 

de G a u lle ) . Fierre  de Coubertin d ie d  three years before a n d  the 

G am es in  B erlin  took p lace in  August 1936 alm o st 1* years before. 

O bviously th e  G erm ans ha d  prepared th e  very best G am es ever, 

because H itler w a nted them  to be a big show  for the Nazi reg im e. 

H itler an d  Carl Diem  flattered a lo t P ierre de Coubertin w h o  was 

retired in  Lau sann e ; o ld , sick an d  totally  forgotten by the French 

pe op le. He m ust have been ha ppy to see h is  O lym pic G am es f in a lly  

w e ll ap preciated  a n d  b e a u tifu lly  o rg an ised . May I recall also  that 

in  1936, m a n y p o lit ic ia n s  in c lu d in g  W inston Chu rch ill an d  the US 

P resident s till hope d to avoid  the w ar. It w as o n ly  in  la te  1937 and 

early 1938 (Pierre de Coubertin w as alread y d e ad !) th a t the Second 

W orld W ar b ?ca m e  in e v ita b le  (e sp e cially  after the a n n e x a tio n  o f 

Austria by the Reich 1938).

I w ill try to be o bjective first in  q u o ting  tw o u nd isp ute d  experts 

on Pierre de Coubertin a n d  th e n  a d d  m y pe rso na l o p in io n  and 

e sp e cially  that o f m em bers o f the fa m ily  w ho have know n him  

w e ll.

1. C hristian G illie ro n  w rites 1993 in  h is  d o cum ented a n d  reference 

book The re la tio n s  betw een th e  City o f  L a u s a n n e  a n d  th e  O lym p ic  

M o vem en t a '  th e  tim e o f  P ierre d e  Co ub ertin , i 8 g u ~ i939 . p- 158 : 

"Coubertin had no  p a rticu lar sym p athy for the Nazi regim e, 

bu t lik e  m any o f h is  co ntem p o raries, he d id  not cle arly  realize 

the true nature o f it  in  1936. W eakened by age an d  bitterness, 

like  m any others in  S w itze rland , he o n ly  saw  th a t G erm any w as 

o rg an is ing  w o nd erfu l G am es, th a t G e rm any w as f in a lly  re -sta rt in g  

the excavations in  O lym pia in  Greece an d  th a t  G erm any w as 

m u ltip ly in g  attention tow ards h im  w h ile  a ll the other countrie s 

in c lu d in g  France p a rt icu la rly  had forgotten h im . Therefore he was 

dazzle d by th e  B erlin  G am es a n d  d id  no t co nd e m n N azism , w h ich  

is  som e th in g  certain people w ron g ly  accuse h im  o f to d a y [.. .]"

2. Jean Durry, a great sp e c ia list  tog ether w ith  Norbert M uller 

on Pierre de Co ub ertin , w rote in  1997 Le v ra i P ierre d e  Co ubertin , 

p . 7 2: "The real Pierre de Coubertin d id  not d is avow  the 1936 Berlin  

G am es, e ve r if  he refused to attend  a n d  ca lle d  H itle r a  strange 

person . . .  He than ked  the F iih re r a n d  h is  great a n d  e n thu sia stic  

friend  Carl D iem , w h o  desig n ed  the first torch relay in  history. In 

the in te rvie w  for the new sp aper L ’Auto, o f the i*,n o f Septem ber 

1936, he expressed h is  fe e lin g s : “ In B erlin  w e w ere m oved by an 

id e al th a t we do not have to ju d g e , bu t w h ic h  w as the pa ssio nate 

excitem ent w h ich  I have alw ays be en lo o k in g  for." S ho u ld  w e go 

for that as fa r as to say that Coubertin w as a  fascist? No. Does it 

m ake h im  a supporter o f th e  t o ta lita ria n  regim es an d  p h ilo so p h ie s, 

w h ich  im prison e d  a n d  tracked the h u m a n  b e ing  th a t a ll h is  w ork 

w a nts to prom ote w ith  th e  d evelo pm ent o f the body an d  the sp ir it?  

In truth the co nfusio n seem s to us not o nly  grotesque, bu t d ifficu lt 

to accept".

3. F in a lly  the u n a n im o u s  o p in io n  o f h is  fa m ily  an d  frie n d s: there is 

no do ubt for h is  w ife , for my father close to her, for a ll h is  relatives 

a n d  frie n d s  th a t he w o u ld  have co ndem ned G erm an Nazism  in  

194 0 (m ore th a n  3 years after h is  death). The Coubertin fa m ily  had 

a lw ays b e e r very pa trio tic: the second e ld e r brother o f Pierre, 

Albert de Coubertin w as officer. His e ld e r brother Paul -  already 

67 years o ld -  d id  not go to w a r bu t h is  tw o daug h ters, aged 

respectively 21 a n d  24 . w ere nurses in  the arm y an d  received lots 

o f d ecoration s (honors, m e d als  o f the resistance) in  1918 a n d  even 

more in  191**. Their brother G uy a n d  th e ir  m other w ere k ille d  in  

th e  bo m bing  o f P aris in  the church S aint G ervais d u rin g  a  re lig ious 

service by the huge G erm an can no n ca lle d  “ Paris G u n " in  1918 w ith 

a h u nd re d  o ther pe op le. Not to m entio n  th a t Pierre de C o ub ertin’s 

w ife w as from a n  A lsatian fa m ily  w hose father ha d  be en a fam o us 

"dep ute protestataire" (protesting d eputy). I in h e rite d  m a n y o f a ll 

the d ecorations e sp e cia lly  those o f M a rie -M arc e lle  de Coubertin, 

m y g o d -m o th e r, w ho knew  her uncle  Pierre de Coubertin for more 

than i*8  years. I often spoke to her ab ou t Pierre de Coubertin d u rin g  

my fre qu e nt v is its  u n til 1978. She never tho u g ht one m in u te  that 

Pierre de Coubertin could have not s upported the French Resistance 

if  he ha d  lived 1* m ore years. In 191*0 Pierre de Coubertin w o u ld  

d e fin it iv e ly  nave co ndem n H itler a n d  the Nazism  a s  m ost French 

patriots d id . He ha d  th e  a b ility  to cha nge h is  m in d  w h e n necessary 

a n d  he proved it  m a n y t im es d u rin g  h is  life  ( i.e . w h e n he becam e



a R ep u blican  after a v is it  to th e  Count de Cham bord, h e ir to the 

thro ne  o f France in  ex ile  w ith  h is  parents in  A ustria, a lthough 

he ha d  a lw a ys been a ro yalist like  the w h ole  fa m ily  (see also 

footnote 13).

A nother close m em b er o f h is  fam ily , h is  ne p he w  M aurice de Madre 

(1879-1970), also  a rem arkable  m an I knew  very w e ll, ha vin g  lived 

thro ugh the tw o w orld  w ars a n d  very close to Pierre de Coubertin 

for 58 years, w as shocked a n d  d id  no t even w a n t to  hear about 

such  a stu p id ity. M aurice de Madre w as th e  son o f Marie de 

Coubertin , s iste r o f P ierre de Coubertin a n d  becam e a n  o rphan in  a 

y o u ng  ag e. Pierre de Coubertin w as very close to Marie to h is  sister, 

w h e n  she becam e a yo u ng  w id o w  w ith  three k id s an d  took care a 

lo t o f the boy, h is  ne p he w  M aurice. The difference in  age w as o nly  

16 years a n d  the y stayed very close fo r 58 years a n d  lived both in 

Sw itzerland  for d ifferent reasons, not fa r from each other. M aurice 

de M adre w rote two booklets on Pierre de Coubertin in  19 44 . One 

w a s ab o u t h is  p u b lic  life  a n d  the O lym pic G am es an d  the other 

ab o u t h is  private life  a n d  h is  pe rso na lity. He also  ha d  a n  in te resting 

correspondence w ith  th e  IOC President ab ou t Pierre de Coubertin , 

w h ich  m y father le ft to m e, as he w as the executor a n d  h e ir o f both 

uncle  Pierre a n d  u ncle  M aurice. F in a lly  I w o u ld  lik e  to m entio n  th a t 

the w ife  o f Pierre de Coubertin w ho survived  h im  very long (from 

1937 to 1964) w o u ld  have be en very shocked by such a n  accusation 

to be a  fascist. My fathe r w o u ld  have called it  a spe cu la tion  w ith ou t 

inte rest a n d  so w o u ld  Y vonne a n d  M a rie -M arc e lle  de Coubertin, 

w ho d espised  suc h  d iscu ssio ns a n d  controversy close to e vil sp irit.

11 W hen Pierre de Coubertin retired in  1925 he w a s in d e e d  m ade 

th e  H onorary P resident fo r life  as fo u n d e r o f  the G am es. But in  

1993 , w h e n  P resident Ju an A ntonio  Sam ara nch retired, he w as 

co nsidered the second. He h a n d le d  the largest d evelo pm ent and 

transfo rm atio n o f th e  G am es w ith  th e  im m en se w ealth th a t  the TV 

rights brought, w h ile  try ing  to be as fa ith fu l as possib le  to the ideas 

o f Pierre de Co ub ertin , q u o ting  h im  as m uch as possib le.

12 In 1915, Pierre de Coubertin m oved the Headquarters o f the IOC to 

Lau sann e, S w itzerland a n d  a neutra l country. It w as not obvious 

an d  he d id  not ask the a d v ice o f m a n y m em bers o f the IOC, som e 

o f them  pro bab ly w o u ld  no t have approved the m ove. In o rder to 

m ake the m ove in  1915 o ffic ia l, he started sp e n d in g  a lo t o f tim e 

in  Lausanne an d  an no un ce d  th a t  he w o u ld  resid e there . But he 

also  w a nted to  serve h is  co untry in  the arm y d u rin g  the w a r even 

alread y 51 years o ld ! He s ig ne d  in  th e  arm y in  Paris a n d  spent two 

years in  France w ith o u t g o in g  practica lly a t  a ll to  Lau sann e; the still 

re lative ly  s m a ll vo lu m e o f archives o f the IOC w ere not in  Lausanne 

a t  th a t tim e  bu t in  fact w ith  h is  friend  Godefroy de Blonay, the 

V ic e -P re s id e n t o f the IOC nea r M ontreux. D uring that tim e  Pierre 

de Coubertin d id  not have a proper place to stay in  Lausanne and 

the d iscu ssio ns w ith  the m u n ic ip a lity  w ere s till u nd er w ay. The 

IOC Archives w ere o n ly  m oved from  M ontreux 1925, w h e n Pierre de 

Coubertin retired a n d  w as ab le  to get a proper p lace to live  from the 

m u n ic ip a lity  in  Lau sann e. He then re a lly  settled dow n in  a sm all 

fu rn ish e d  a p artm e n t in  th e  hotel B e a u -S e jo u r in  Lau sann e. His 

office w as in  th e  V illa  "M o n -R e p o s" . He could only  get a proper flat 

in  1930 in  the v i lla  w here a ll h is  fu rn itu re  w a s stored since  19 2 2 - 

1923 (fu rn itu re from  h is  m ansio n  in  Rue O ud ino t a n d  o f h is  fla t, 10 

b d . F la n d rin  in  Paris). He o n ly  stayed for four years in  Lausanne in  a 

proper f la t, sold  th e n  a lo t o f th in g s  to get som e m oney a n d  moved 

to th e  P ension Melrose in  G eneva in  1933 w here he d ie d  4 years 

later.

13 These fa m ilie s  w ere th e  "p ure" royalists in  favor o f th e  Bourbon 

fa m ily  (the brothers o f Louis XVI a n d  then th e  Count o f Chambord 

in  ex ile , th e ir nephew ) a g a in st th e  O rleanists, w h o fo llo w ed the 

Orleans fa m ily  (the la st King o f France, a cousin o f L o u is -P h ilip p e , 

w ho w as King o f th e  French w ith  a co nstitutio n, an d  not King 

of France w ith  rights from God). The Bourbons or Legitim ists 

co nsid ered  th e  O rleanists as u surpers, w hose fath er the Duke of 

Orleans ha d  voted th e  death o f h is  co u sin , the K ing o f France Louis 

XVI in  1792 d u rin g  the French Revolution.

It is easy to ex p la in  w h y the fa m ily  Coubertin w ere Legitim ists 

like  a lo t o f aristocrats in  France at th a t t im e . C aroline de Pardieu, 

the m other o f Charles de Coubertin a n d  grand m other o f Pierre 

de Coubertin had been ra ised in  ex ile  in  Sussex (England) by her 

father, th e  M arquis de Pard ieu, w ho fo llow ed th e  brother o f the 

K ing in  E ng lan d , th e  future King Louis the XVIII. I have a n  in k

d ra w in g  o f the house in  Sussex, s ig ne d  X de Pard ieu, co m ing  from 

the m a in  staircase o f the Castle o f  Coubertin (now  in  the Castle of 

de N avacelle) on the back o f w h ich  Charles de Coubertin wrote: 

"H ouse w here w as born m y m other, C aroline de Pard ieu, Baroness 

o f C oubertin [w ife o f Ju lien  Bonaventure, the first Baron] in  1797, in  

Em igration".

After the k illin g  o f th e  King o f France m any French fa m ilie s  have 

im m igra ted to England fo llo w in g  the Royal fa m ily  an d  le a vin g  all 

th e ir  properties on the very recom m en d atio n o f th e  King h im self. 

The K ing escaped in  th e  fam o us "fu ite  a V a renn es" (escape to 

Varennes) to B elgium  a n d  asked h is  brothers to escape to England 

in  order to s p lit  th e  risks for th e  Royal fa m ily . Th is  in  fact was 

sm a rt because it  a llo w ed  th e  return o f t h e  Bourbons in  1815 after 

N ap oleon. The M arquis de Pardieu w as o ne o f those im m ig ra nts 

an d  h is  d au g h ter Caroline w as ra ised close to the future K ing Louis 

XVIII in  Sussex.

After h is  return to France, the King rem em bered th e  Pardieu a n d  

w h en Ju lie n  B onaventure m arried C aroline, the King gave h is  

b lessings a n d  the Royal fa m ily  (the tw o sisters o f th e  King) w en t to 

the w e d d in g  in  1820 (I have th e ir w e d d in g  m ed al). And in  1821, the 

King m ade Ju lie n  B onaventure first Baron de Coubertin , g iv in g  him  

a hered itary title  by Decree, for h is  lo yalty  a n d  services rendered. 

T h is  e xp la in s  w h y the o n ly  c h ild  Charles, second Baron an d  the 

father o f P ierre de Coubertin an d  the w hole fa m ily  w ere Royalists 

in  favor fo r the Bourbons. It w as them  a n d  not the O rleanists, w ho 

had given them  the title  o f n o b ility . Th is  o ld fa m ily  traced back to 

1477 had never had a title  d espite  certa in fam o us m ilita ry  officers in  

the 17th a n d  i 8 'h cen tu ries, fa ith fu l to  the Kings o f France. T h is  title  

w as a great ho no r in  the early years after N apoleon an d  m ade them  

very ha ppy. T h e ir son Pierre proved once a g a in  th a t he w as very 

m odern a n d  o p e n -m in d e d  for h is  tim e  a n d  e nv iron m e nt w h e n he 

becam e a Rep u blican .

14 "L'essentie l est de p a rticiper" (The key is  to  participate) is  a 

sentence pronounced by the A rchbishop o f P e n nsy lva n ia  M onsignor 

Edelbert T albot a t  St. P a u l’s cathed ral in  London for th e  O lym pics of 

19 0 8  to support the US p a rtic ip a n ts. P ierre de Coubertin liked  it  so 

m uch th a t he took it  over an d  b e a u tifu lly  d eveloped it  q u o ting  the 

A rchbishop in  h is  speech in  24th Ju ly  1908 at a d in n e r hosted by 

the B ritish  G overn m ent for th e  IOC: "Last Su nd ay a t  the cerem ony 

held at St. Pau l’ s cathed ral, in  ho no r o f the athletes, th e  Bishop 

o f P e n nsy lva n ia  recalled it  n ice ly: The im po rtan t th in g  du ring  

the O lym piad is  less to g ain  than to  take pa rt. Let us gentlem en 

rem em ber th is  strong w ord, th e  im po rtan t th in g  in  life  is not the 

triu m p h  bu t th e  s trug gle; the m a in  th in g  is not to have beaten, but 

to have fought w e ll”.

15 The only  he ir o f P ierre de Coubertin (and o f h is  w ife afterw ards) 

be side s the IOC is  C hristian de N avacelle, m y father, w h ile  the re  are 

m a n y d escend an ts. For the rest o f the Coubertin fa m ily  (Yvonne and 

M a rie-M arc elle) there are o n ly  tw o h e irs , C hristian a n d  Geoffroy de 

N avacelle, w h ile  the re  are a lo t o f d escend an ts (a lm ost 100).

T he Crests o f the 

F am ily  de C o ubertin ; 

g ive n  by the French 

K in g l6 9 6 a n d  

rep resented at the 

Pe d im e n t o f th e  C astle 

S a in t -R e m y -le s - 

Chevreuse.


