iera Chaplin is telling a story that
neatly encapsulates the surreal
glamour that has enveloped and
informed her life from birth. With
wide-eyed wonder, she's describ-
ing the first time that she ever laid
eyes on a helicopter.
‘1 was seven years old, staying at my grand-
father’s house, the Manoir de Ban, in Corsier,
itzerland. Though my grandfather had passed
away, my grandmother kept it as her home. I was
sitting in the main garden on the property, mar-
velling at the amazing views of Lake Geneva and
the Alps. Then I heard this loud propeller sound
and I looked up to see this helicopter circling,
ready to land in the garden. It looked so strange
and magical to me - something I'd only seen
before in movies. The helicopter landed, a mem-
ber of staff opened the doors and out stepped
Michael Jackson. A huge fan of my grandfather,
he was visiting my grandmother for tea. Only
later did 1 find out how famous Michael Jackson
was. He was very sweet, very shy. I'll never forget
that first meeting with him or my first sight of a
helicopter. Because lling by helicopter has
now become one of the passions of my life."
There are famous names. Then there are names
that transcend fame and take on a toweringly
iconic life of their own. Names like Sinatra, Pres-
ley and, of course, Chaplin. Asthe granddaughter
of Hollywood's greatest and most enduring leg-
end, 23-year-old Kiera long ago decided that she
was not going to rely upon her illustrious sur-
name to provide her with an endlessly renewable
meal-ticket through life. Just as she grasped from
an early age that wealth would never buy her
happiness, she recognised that being a Chaplin
would not bring her the kind of respect and
recognition she craved. Thus, she set out to make
iton her own talents and sheer hard graft.
Rather like her grandfather, who made 35 films
by the time he was 25, she appears to be in a
tremendous hurry to fulfil her potential. Still
only 23, she has already carved out an impressive,
wide-ranging CV. At 16, she was spotted by a
model agency. Almost overnight, she found
herself in huge demand and was soon being pho-
tographed for Elle and Vogue by Herb Ritts and
David Bailey among others.
1n 2001, she made her acting debut in Gabriel
Aghion's Absolument Fabuleux, and followed it in
2002 with The Year That Trembled and The
Importance Of Being Earnest. She has also
Jaunched her own ‘tribute to Charlie’ fashion-
line called The Nostalgia and is a roving brand
ambassador for Tommy Hilfiger.
For the past two years, her main focus has been
on a film production company whose hits

She’s worth £30 million, was voted the world’s
seventh most beautiful woman and runs

her own film company. As Jon Wilde found,
Kiera Chaplin has flown far beyond the

long shadow of her famous grandfather

include the Oscar-nominated The Professional.
As chairwoman of the company, she now over-
sees offices in 12 countries and employs nearly
100 people. Its latest movie project is Japan, 2
thriller starring Peter Fonda, in which Kiera also
stars. These endeavours - and, one presumes, a
slice of the Chaplin fortune - have made her seri-
ously rich: she is estimated to be worth £30 mil-
lion, although she will only admit to being ‘very
comfortably off”.

Kiera seems to take the workload effortlessly
in her stride. 1 just like to keep busy,” she says.
‘I'm driven, you might say. I can't deny that my
name gives me a head start on most people. Ttcan
open doors that would otherwise remain closed.
But, once those doors have been opened, I still
have to prove myself. The important thing is to
avoid complacency. 1 never wanted to be one of
those people who grow up thinking they can live
in the shadow of a famous relative.

‘Also, it's always been drummed into me that I
can't get away with stuff just because of my name.
‘That goes right back to my schooldays. I'd turn
up late for lessons and the teacher would say,
“Just because you're Charlie Chaplin's grand-
daughter, it doesn’t mean you can do what you
want.” I've never forgotten that.’

Born in Belfast in 1982 to Eugene Chaplin,
Charlie Chaplin’s middle son, and his Irish wife
Bernadette, she spent a peripatetic childhood
moving between Ireland, England and Switzer-
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years were lived in blissful ignorance of the
importance of her family name.

‘For years I didn't realise quite how famous my
grandfather was,’ she says. ‘He was talked about
in my family, of course, but no one ever explained
the kind of major figure he was. Where I lived in
Switzerland, there were Charlie Chaplin bars
and statues, even a park in his name. But I never
quite grasped the immensity of it until his name
started being mentioned in history lessons at
school and the other pupils started imitating my
grandfather’s walk to tease me. It wasn't just
about my grandfather, though. My dad was a
music producer. Growing up, it was normal to see
pop stars hanging out with the family - Michael
Jackson, members of Queen, David Bowie, even
The Rolling Stones. It was only later that I
realised who these people were and understood
how well-connected my family were.

‘I soon realised that T would get an instant
reaction whenever my surname was mentioned.
Itwould always be, “You're not related to Charlie
by any chance?” Then they would want to know
what he was really like as a man, a question I
couldn't answer because he died five years before
I'was born. I went through a phase in my teenage
years when 1 would even deny I was a Chaplin.
I even thought about changing my name. Now I
know th ing it. There's ak i
to be situations when people say, “Hey! This is
Kiera. Guess who her grandfather was!™

In person, she oozes urbane sophistication and

her four ynungl-rvsihlinp. living xt-door to
her grandmother, Oona. As she tells it, her early

al confids while res-

olutely modest. She’s particularly unassuming »
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the subject of her looks
heriting her grandmother’s
ic cheekbones and her
her’s deep, entrancing eyes,
recently voted the seventh
{utiful woman in the world.
dismisses the idea with a
tlaugh. “That’s all very flat-
ut it's not something I
0. I'm confident about my
I, to be honest, I don’t give
scond thought.’
10 appears to have inherited
her grandfather’s love of
and freely admits that her
otbeen lacking in colourful
A ‘naughty but not unruly’
her early indiscretions
setting fire to a garage ‘for
o it’, breaking
rrors off cars
aling musical
ats from her
From the age
e would sneak
¢ family home

t to attend

najor party ani-
4 there were drugs and alcohol around, but I
1w that those things would take me nowhere.’
later Kiera announced her engagement to
shotographer Ale de Basseville, 12 years her
hey first met at a Paris cabaret where de Bas-
1s performing a half-naked dance on a table,
ed by hordes of adoring women. Three
#ter they were living together and have been
sle ever since. Considering her grandfather’s
: for perilously young ladies, it's perhaps
it she settled down with a much older man.
¢ points out, ‘Given my family history, it’s not
neis in a position to judge me for it
uple have a home in Beverly Hills and are
to build a second home in Brazil. No longer
+ playboy life, de Basseville has reinvented
safinancier. ‘He's just bought his own bank,’
ations casually.
skeeps her on the move and she flits regu-
veen LA, London, Paris and Cannes, setting
ction deals, attending glitzy movie festivals
18, and rubbing shoulders with the rich and
he never lost her childhood infaruation with
rs,and it's now her preferred mode of travel.
‘actually rode in a helicopter until four years
ays. ‘I travelled down to the south of France
hmy boyfriend and it was the most amazing
e I can still remember that thrill of taking
first time. It felt like a genuine adventure. It
e new experience. I still get that same thrill
tfoot in one.
'm up there in the sky I see everything in a
y different light; I'm just myself in my own
an just daydream and gaze at the beautiful
[ can listen to my favourite music. Nothing

Kiera Chaplin with fiancé
Ale de Basseville. Left:
as a child, far left, with
siblings Laura, Spencer,
Shannon and Kevin

and father Eugene

beats the feeling of fiy-
ing into Cannes listen-
ing to the Sex Pistols’
Anarchy In The UK or
Bowie's Ashes To
Ashes. And if I need to
think through some-
thing important, heli-

copters offer the perfect space. They’re a great envi-

ronment for capturing and nailing new ideas. I've had
some of my best business ideas when airborne.

‘1 know that some people find them quite scary, but
T've always felt completely comfortable in helicopters.
I even enjoy it if there's air turbulence, when the heli-
copter suddenly dips and you feel like you're falling
through the air. It is also the sexiest way to travel”

Considering her wealth, it's perhaps surprising that
she doesn’t yet own her own helicopter, preferring to
hire the services of Avolus, the exclusive private trans-
port club favoured by wealthy industrialists and A-list
movie stars. She doesn’t, however, rule out the possi-
bility of one day having a helicopter to call her own.

“That would be a dream come true,’ she says. ‘I'd be
able to travel to wherever I wanted to, First, 'd need to
learn to fly, but I don't have time to take lessons right
now. There are so many trips I would love to take. I'd
love to fly across the Grand Canyon and over Manhat-
tan. But that’s for the future.’

For now, her energies are concentrated on expand-
ing her business and developing her more creative
pursuits, She has recently rekindled her acting
ambitions. As well as Japan, she’s about to star in
Aimee Semple McPherson, a biopic about a Twenties
evangelist, and also has a role in upcoming Bollywood
movie Yatna. And she’s in discussions to play her
grandmother, Oona, in a Hoellywood blockbuster
about the Chaplin clan,

“You know what?’ she says. ‘For years I felt like the
Chaplin name was a pressure to live up to. That’s all
changed now. I've not only accepted it, it’s something
that I take great pride in. I'm proud to be a Chaplin.’

Then, right on cue, an immaculately dressed man at
the next table leans across and enquires, ‘Chaplin? You
did say Chaplin, didn’t you. ‘No relation, I suppose?’ l

Helicopters are traditionally the preserve of football
chairmen and flamboyant rock stars, but these days
you don't need to be a multimillionaire to flyin one.

And while initially it can be a mildly terrifying experience
~imagine a car that sets off vertically - there are few
more spectacular ways of taking in the scenery.

FlyingExperiences.com offers a 30-minute tour of
London. Setting off from Redhill, Surrey, it follows the
path of the Thames past landmarks such as the
Houses of Parliament (abovel, Buckingham Palace,
the Tower of London, Kew Gardens and the Thames
Barrier, all for E149 per person. if you fancy being in
control, the same price buys you a trial lesson,

For mere sightseers, treatme.net takes the action
further afield, offering a 45-minute flight over York and
Emmerdale, taking in sights including The Woolpack
pub, all for £189. The same company also offersa
sightseeing tour of Blackpool, essentially the tower and
the beach, as well as the Dambuster Helicopter Tour,
which takes you over areas of the Peak District where
617 squadron trained before the daring WWiII raid.

Steve Hill

ROBINSON
R22

From €£120,500
Top speed
118mph

Range

200 miles
Basic, nofrills
two-seat helicopter, ideal for beginners. It has a piston
engine, is smooth, reliable and has few complex
systems to make flights or maintenance difficult. The
only drawback is cockpit size - any tallman is going to
be cramped, and there is literally no luggage space at
all. Still, the R22 and the R44, its four-seat cousin,
remain popular as trainer choppers with the US police
and armed forces around the world.

BELL JET

First builtin the late Sixties, this turbine-powered
light helicopter is statistically the world's safest
single-engined aircraft, and is by far the most
successful commercial helicopter of all time.
Hydraulic controls keep handling smooth for the
pilot, and most media organisations in the US still
use the Jet Ranger, as does the US Army.
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