Kim Willsher in Paris

Hungarian aristocrat, he had noth-

ing except the clothes in which he
stood and a pair of borrowed shoes sever-
al sizes too small.

Today Pal Sarkozy; as he is now known,
lives in a luxury apartment in an exclusive
Paris suburb and is a visitor to the Elysée
Palace, where his son Nicolas Sarkozy,
who he describes as “an intelligent boy
and exceptional man” holds court.

And he believes he may not be the last
Sarkozy to hold the office - he hopes his
grandson Jean, 22, who is following his
father into politics, will be the new blood
in a Sarkozy “dynasty” to rival America’s
Kennedys.

“l arrive as a refugee and start life on
the streets,” said Pal, 80, in a rare inter-
view last week. “And | see my son presi-
dent of the republic Nicolas is a symbol of
the accomplishment and success of the
Sarkozy family in France.”

Pal, whose son is notoriously tough on
immigration issues, went on to reveal
details of the extraordinary riches-to-rags-
to-riches journey that the Sarkozy family
has taken over recent generations, which
began as landowners in the village of
Alattyan, outside Budapest, where Pal’s
father and grandfather were also elected
officials. When the Red Army entered
Hungary in 1944, the Sarkozy family fled to
Germany, then under Hitler. They
returned in 1945, but by then all their pos-
sessions had been seized.

When Pal Sarkozy
de Nagy-Bocsa
spent his first night
Iin Paris sleeping
rough in an
entrance to the
Métro, he could
never have imag-
ined that almost
half a century later
he would see his son
elected president.

“First we had Hitler, then we had
Stalin,” said Pal. “I didn’t have a childhood
at all, we couldn’t do any proper studies.
We were refugees - we returned, we left
again... It was a very complicated child-
hood, it was no childhood.”

Pal revealed how in 1948 his mother
advised him to head west again after the
Soviet forces occupying Hungary called
him up for forced labour in Russia.

“My mother told me ‘Pal, you must
leave Hungary because if you don’t you
will find yourself in Siberia and we will
never see you again’,” he said.

He escaped to Austria and then to
Germany, while his mother told the
authorities he had drowned. In the
German town of Baaden Baaden, near the
French border, he was recruited to the
French Foreign Legion, and was due to be
sent to the war in Indochina until a sym-
pathetic Hungarian doctor gave him a
medical discharge. In the interview with
France’s Omega TV channel, he described
how he then struggled after arriving in

The penniless son of an impoverished

Pal Sarkozy in Madrid during the open-

ing of his exhibition “Out of Mind”
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Pal Sarkozy, far left, with his brothers Gyorgy and Gedeon in the 1940’'s
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How Nicolas Sarkozy’s father

once lived rough

Carla Bruni-Sarkozy with her husband, the president of France Nicolas Sarkozy

Paris.

“I didn’t have a sou (penny). | arrived
without anything, without any shoes and
ended up spending my first night in the
entrance of the Metro,” said Pal, who
eventually found a job asa runner atafilm
company. “The poor are more generous
than the rich. | had a friend who had two
pairs of shoes and he gave me one. The
problem was he was size 41 and | was 44, so
I had to cut out the toes.”

He married Nicolas’s mother Andrée, a
law student and daughter of an influential
doctor, when he was 22. They had three
sons, Guillaume, Nicolas and Francois,

but divorced when the boys were young.
Pal Sarkozy then went on to a successful
career as an advertising designer and later
a painter of what has been described as
“surrealist and erotic art”.

His son, however, has not always been
complimentary about him. He has claimed
that after his parents split, his father was a
largely absent figure. And when the young
Nicolas failed to impress his father in
school exams, he was warned: “With the
name you carry and the results you obtain,
you will never succeed in France.”

Nicolas proved his father wrong, but
the sting of the criticism remained a cause

of resentment. “What made me who | am
now is the sum of all the humiliations suf-
fered during childhood,” he once said.

But Pal denied he had neglected his
family, insisting: “I was divorced but | saw
them as often as possible”

However strained relations between
father and son might have been in the past,
Pal Sarkozy says they are now “excellent”.
He said he and Nicolas, now 54, spoke reg-
ularly on the phone, even though the pres-
ident was sometimes difficult to get hold
of. “If 1 need to contact him | send a text
message him and he calls me back,” he
joked.
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As the son of a foreign émigré, Nicolas
Sarkozy might have been expected to have
some sympathy for the refugees and immi-
grants seeking a better life in France.

Instead he has led a crackdown on ille-
gal immigration, and in 2005 caused out-
rage by describing rioters in the run-down
Paris suburbs - home to many of France’s
first and second-generation immigrants
from Africa and North Africa - as
“racaille” or rabble.

But Pal Sarkozy had nothing but praise
for his son, whom he said had suffered the
misfortune of “inheriting” the economic
crisis.

“I hope with all my heart the crisis will
end as quickly as possible and the last
years of his presidency will be calmer.
Then we will appreciate his real qualities
because he is an exceptional man.”

If he has his way, the French public
may also get not one, but two chances to
appreciate a Sarkozy’s leadership talents.
One of Pal’s grandchildren, Nicolas’s sec-
ond son Jean, 24, is an activist for his
father’s centre-right UMP party and an
already a councillor in the wealthy Paris
suburb where he grew up.

“I hope there will be a Sarkozy dynasty
in France,” said Pal. You need at least
three successful generations for a dynasty
and | believe my grandchildren are well on
the way to this.”

Perhaps most significantly of all, Pal
also appears to approve of his son’s new
wife, the supermodel-turned-singer Carla
Bruni, whose relationship with the presi-
dent has scandalised and enthralled
France in equal measure.

At the end of the TV interview Pal
Sarkozy also showed a photo portrait he
had done of Ms Bruni, which he gave his
son and new wife as a marriage present.
Carla is shown sitting on a piano, from
which is reflected Nicolas Sarkozy’s
Elysée office.

“Look at that; she has superb eyes,”
said her father-in-law.
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