CORDIER, Charles, Léon (1859 – 1941)

Born in Paris in 1859, on the 6th of May, Charles Léon Cordier could boast of
a famous father : none other than Charles Henri Cordier, a sculptor who would
have Queen Victoria and Emperor Napoleon III among his later customers. His
mother was Félicie Anne Berchère.
Some 20 years later, Charles Léon started a military career that would last
more than 33 years. He started as a volunteer at the military school of SaintCyr on Oct. 20, 1879 and two years later, on Oct. 1, 1881, joined the 104th line
infantry regiment as newly commissioned 2nd Lieutenant. He had ended
172nd out of 319 in his class. In 1883-1884, Cordier would also follow
gymnastic courses, ending 13th out of 29.
His commanding officer would soon write appreciative comments on the new
officer : “ Young officer who zealously acquits himself of his functions. Shows
remarkable intelligence and determination to do well. Intelligent and
knowledgeable. Possesses valuable military and moral qualities. Much
appreciated by his superiors, has a future.”
That future would lie in his home town, with the “Sapeurs-Pompiers” regiment
of Paris, the town’s fire brigade, which he joined on April 8,1885. He married
soon after, on June 11, to Joséphine Louise Vincent and they would see the
birth of two children, a boy and a girl, before divorcing 6 years later, on March
11, 1891.
The transfer to the “Sapeurs-Pompiers” was listed in the Journal Officiel de la
République Française (hereafter named J.O.) of April 15, 1885 :

Just short of a year later, on Feb. 12, 1886, Cordier was promoted to the rank
of Lieutenant and transferred to the 72nd Infantry Regiment, stationed in
Amiens, as published in the J.O. Feb. 13, 1886 :

He would, however, return to the Paris sapeurs-pompiers on March 12, 1887
as was listed in the J.O. of March 16, 1887 :

Soon afterwards, Lieutenant Cordier received his first medal, the Medal of
Honour for Courage and Dedication, silver medal 2nd class. The J.O. of July 1
confirms the event :

The fire of the “Opéra-Comique” for which Cordier received this medal, took
place on May 25, at 21 h during the performance of “Mignon” (opera by
Ambroise Thomas) and claimed the lives of 84 people who were asphyxiated.
Among the victims were 4 dancers, 4 chorists and 8 other opera staff.

During his years with the regiment he will continue to be positively
characterized by his superiors and his personal file will contain remarks like
this one : “ Distinguished officer with extensive technical knowledge, has
shown valor and dedication during a lifesaving operation involving the rescue
of several firemen who found themselves asphyxiated in a cellar. Worthy of
the approval of his superiors.”
Next, we see Cordier to be promoted captain and engineer on Oct. 11, 1892.
The intended promotion had been listed at the start of the year in the J.O. of
Jan. 6, 1892 :

In 1897, Cordier is on duty when a fire breaks out at the “Bazar de la Charité”
on May 4.
The Bazar de la Charité was an annual charity event organized by the French
Catholic aristocracy in Paris from 1885 onwards. The fire at the 1897 bazaar
claimed 126 lives, many of them aristocratic women, the most eminent of
whom was Her Royal Highness the Duchess of Alençon, née Sophie Charlotte
of Bavaria, sister of the famous Empress Sisi.
A contemporary report of the fire states that in 1897 the Bazar was held in a
large wooden shed, 80 by 13 meters, at Rue Jean-Goujon 17, in the 8th
arrondissement of Paris. Within this shed a fantasy medieval street was built
with wood, cardboard, cloth and papier-maché. Exits were not properly
marked. These incidences would contribute considerably to the disaster. A
novel attraction at this Bazar was a room where the new spectacle of the time
could be admired : moving images projected by the Lumière brothers'
technology.

On the afternoon of May 4, the second of the planned four days of the bazaar,
the projectionist's equipment (using a system of ether and oxygen rather than
electricity) caught fire. The resulting blaze, and the panic of the crowd, claimed
the lives of 126 people and, additionally, over 200 people were injured. The
disaster was reported nationally and internationally. The identification of
charred remains by the use of dental records was a landmark in the early
history of forensic dentistry.
The J.O. of May 9, lists the award of the Medal of Honour for Courage and
Dedication, silver medal 1st class, to Captain Cordier :

The actual medal, named to its recipient on the reverse, is stamped in the rim
with the word “ARGENT” (sterling silver) preceded by the Paris Mint maker’s
mark consisting of a horn of affluence.

Later in the same year, Cordier is found amongst those chosen for
membership of the committee that is to deal with admissions for the Paris
Universal Expedition which is to take place three years later, in 1900.
The J.O. of Oct. 18, 1897 shows him to be part of the section dealing with
“theatrical art materials” – one assumes because of fire hazards those might
create :

The next year, Charles Léon was awarded the palms of “Officier de
l’Academie”, which is now known as the Order of the Academic Palms, silver
class. The J.O. of June 21, 1898 lists the award :

He always sought to anticipate, understand, see ahead and surpass. It is
under his supervision that the first ever electrical fire intervention car entered
into service (1899), capable of taking 5 people.
Another medal comes his way : the J.O. of June 30, 1900, lists his name
among the recipients of Medal of Honour for Courage and Dedication, gold
medal 2nd class :

We can assume the award was made for Cordier’s actions during the fire
fighting on May 8, of that year when the Théatre Français had caught fire.

For his services during the Paris Universal Exhibition of 1900, Charles L.
Cordier received the Order of Agricultural Merit, knight class, as published in
the J.O. Oct. 28, 1900 :

After a short administrative transfer to the 139th Infantry Regiment (between
Dec. 30, 1901 and Jan. 21,1902), becoming battalion commander in the
process, he would continue to move ahead in the regiment and be appointed
Major-Engineer. His superiors continue to notice his professionalism, his
coolness under difficult circumstances, his undeniable abilities in decisionmaking. Especially standing out was his overly developed sense of initiative
which sometimes worked against him. His insatiable desire to further the
Regiment and to impose his own ideas at times lead him to act outside the
hierarchical paths to get results in requests or proposals rejected previously by
his immediate superiors.
After 24 years of service, Cordier is decorated with the Légion d’Honneur in
1903 (knight class), as published in the J.O. on 20 October :

Another decoration is soon bestowed on him (J.O. Jan. 4, 1904), the “Officier
de l’Instruction” palms (Order of the Academic Palms, gold class) :

Next we find Major Cordier appointed to sit in a committee that is to deal with
protecting public buildings and national edifices from fire hazards, as can be
seen in the J.O. of May 5, 1905 :

The J.O. of Oct. 24, 1906 learns us that Cordier switches chairs with a
colleague relinquishing command of his battalion to serve as engineer on corps
level :

A confirmation of Cordier’s status within the corps’ organisation seems to have
been needed as published in the Christmas Day J.O. of the same year :

In 1907, following a badly executed fire drill exercise in his palace, the Prince
of Monaco invites Cordier to make a study of the Monaco fire brigades. His
detailed report is produced on March 16, 1908 and will lead to the creation of
a specialized firefighting unit and infrastructural improvements. It will also
lead to Cordier being asked to ensure proper fire protection in the Monte Carlo
Theatre.
According to his service records, Cordier also took part in a “mission” to
Tunisia between May 1 and May 18. No further information on this mission
seems to be available.
On New Year’s Day 1909, a J.O. entry earmarks Cordier for a forthcoming
promotion to Lieutenant-Colonel :

Shortly after, on 27 January, the award of the Order of Saint Charles, Officer
class, is published in the “Journal de Monaco”.
In April 1909 J.O. we note Cordier, as “commandant ingénieur” (MajorEngineer), being appointed to sit in a committee which is to look into specific
measures to be implemented in industries susceptible to fire hazards :

The J.O. of 10 October 1910 cites the award of the Medal of Honour for
Courage and Dedication, gold medal 1st class, to Lieutenant-Colonel Cordier
for very exceptional dedication and risking his life during a severe disaster :

It is quite likely the disaster referred to is the January 1910 Great Flood of
Paris.

In an April 1911 J.O. Cordier, as Lieutenant-Colonel, will once more be tasked
to take up the role of committee member and as such judge on technical
matters pertaining to the acquisition of street cleaning vehicles for the city of
Paris :

Notwithstanding the opinions of the few officers against modernizing the
Regiment, he is appointed commanding officer of the Régiment de SapeursPompiers de Paris in 1912 (July 28) – he’s still ranked Lieutenant-Colonel at
the time - and will remain its Colonel during the entire First World War and
until his retirement in 1919.
Somewhat oddly, the intended promotion of Cordier to the rank of Colonel is
published twice, once in 1912 and again a year later.
J.O. 1 Jan. 1912 (No. 53 on the list) and J.O. Jan 6, 1913 (No. 3 on the list) :



His service records, however, put the date of his colonelcy at the latter date.
On 26 June 1913 Colonel Cordier is designated to be a jury member in relation
to French participation in the Ghent 1913 International Exhibition in Belgium :

With Paris theatres closing for the duration of the war and less activities in
public life in general, Colonel Cordier finds it possible to divert some of his
personnel to front units. At the end of the war, the general commanding the
Seine Department will refer to it in one of the last testimonies to Colonel
Cordier : “The Regiment has shown itself to be completely up to its tasks in
wartime; it has supplied a considerable and well-trained contingent of
soldiers, NCO’s and officers to the front. Its discipline and attitude are worthy
of an elite corps. All of this is due to Colonel Cordier who, through his superior
competence and command abilities, has been able to face all difficulties”.
Colonel Cordier receives his final decoration in 1915, as announced in the J.O.
of 27 Oct. of that year :

Colonel Charles, Léon Cordier retired on 25 May 1919 and died on 11 June
1941, aged 82.

The chronological list of his decorations, according to his service records, read
as follows :
Medal of Honour, silver grade, 2nd class (1887)
Medal of Honour, silver grade, 1st class (1897)
Officer of the Academy, aka Academic Palms, knight class (1898)
Medal of Honour, gold grade, 2nd class (1900)
Order of Agricultural Merit, knight class (1900)
Order of the Dragon of Annam, officer class (1901)
Order of the Lion and the Sun (Persia), officer class (1902)
Order of Saint Anna (Russia), 3rd class (1902)
Order of the Legion of Honour, knight class (1903)
Officer of Public Instruction, aka Academic Palms, officer class (1904)
Order of Saint Charles (Monaco), officer class (1909)
Medal of Honour, bronze grade (July 1910) – the classes of the Medal of
Honour having been altered in 1899 and 1901, this was probably an
administrative rectification
Medal of Honour, gold grade (Sept. 1910) – prior to the 1901 change,
this would have been called the gold grade, 1st class
Order of the Legion of Honour, officer class (1915)
A number of pictures have been found which claim to depict Colonel Cordier.
However, discrepancies between the decorations shown in those pictures and
those allegedly awarded to him according to his 1919 service records, remain
very much unexplained.

The date of Col. Cordier’s demise on this
picture appears to be incorrect and
should read June instead of April.
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