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To the manor born

Shanghai-horn Olivia Hsu Decker seemed destined to succeed in real estate after migrating (o the
United States. She targeted the big spenders, szlling only properties worth mare than US$ET millian and
gaining a string of celebrity clients such as Cher and Sharan Stone. Mow she's a big spender herself,
living in luxury in the French chateau featured in bestseller The Da Vinci Code. Kelly Carter reports.

Tivia Hsu Decker's Chiness accent is still
strong: her English is nol pecfect. Fut
that's nat a prallern far o woman who
wraps hersell in Acmani designs anil
leawes a il of Madarme Rochas perfume
Teehind lser. O this clear spring day she
is, & usual, clad in her Freourite designer's creations
3z she relaxes on o white Tounge chair in the
enormous garden of the Chateau de Villete, her
amazing Pth-century French chateauw which author
[ran Browen decmed a worthy selting for part of his
best-galling novel The Da Ving Code. The rellection of
thee historical land rmask, just outside Paris, houness afl
its two lakes and in the distance Jooms a massive
fruntain and a decorative pocd so karge guests can
swlert In it. The gardens are her Grourite pant of e
chalemu, which s a litle surprising considering there
are o flowers, Bul thal was the carly style of Andre Te
Hoire, the landscape architect who designed Yersailles,

“It's a very peaceful garden,” she zays looking
around. “10's beautifiel Tl it's not high mainlenance. |
don) b Lo pick Dewers or cut hedpes, When vou
have 80 hectares you can'l be bothered.”

A when you're as busy as Hsu Decker there is
liftle tisrve for pastimes such as gardening. The
Shanghai native who once thought her Chinese
background would impede hor ability to szl hoory
homes to middle-class Amearicans in the San Prancizco
district of Belvedere has become one of the Bay Area's
sl successiul realtors. She sold Sharon Stone her
U547 millien-plus mansion and her company, Dacker
Eullock, is currently the tisting brokes for t2nnis star
Andre Agassi‘s 324 million property, She holds the
listing on a 365 million home, the most expensive
hozse in the Bay Area Other celebrity clients have

inciuded Cher, Eddie Murphy, British Oloy director
Alans Packer, the late screenwriter and author Stiring
Silliphant and Lars Ulrich, drummer with Metzllica.

1 had e idea when | started that 1 wauld be
successlul,” says Hsu Decker, who migrated 1o the
United States in 1975 at age 24 and delved inlo real
estate four years later. *1 said, "Who's going to prive
e roulli-million-dellar Bebedere home 1o 2
Chinese girl wh is fom oulside?’ 10invalved writing
lepal contracts and woulid they trust my English albsility
or would Uhey trust my conmections to Gnd them
wealthy buyers2”

These days such selfdonb is a1l i the past, She
responds o e-mails inte the wee hawrs, rarely slecping
far more: than a cowple of hours a night whether she's
al her Belvedere manar, which serees as ber main
residence, the 18-hedroam, 21-bathroam Chatean de
villette, or her other fabulsaes hoane, Chateau de
Grirnakdi, an 11-bedroom, nine-bathooen, Uilecentury
mamnsion in Ale-en-Provence, She travels back and
finrth between San Franclsco and France every other
mionth, checking her forelgn propecties, bath of which
=he rents ol for a small fertune, During 2 recent
thregweek trip 1o France she ook time aut of her
hectic schedule for this interview, her first aboul the
chateau's connection wiih The Da Vine Code

Deeapite hier daily lack of sleep, 2he looks fabulons
Always glamorous, clicking around in Ty high heels
and dezigner outfits even when cooking al home,
which she did for visiling [iends and this reportar.
She laoks incredibly young for her age, which she
refuses to reveal (“1 consider myszelf ageless,” she says)
but unintentionalty gives away (she’s 53) when telling
her life story. There are ne signs of weariness, and 2
promise fo take a nap after the interview and hefore

heading to Pans in her Rolls-Royee for a cacktail party
at & jewellery boulique goes unhallilled. There's foo
much ta da.

Her azsistant Caral Matthews, wha has trnedled
frorm Califrnda to France with her, has neatly stacled
bssiness papers and mail for her W go ieaugh. A
carelaker informs her of 2 minor problem with lee
Mercedes-Beng, In two weeks French mewic direcion
Claude Lelouch, who made the Qscar-winning 4 has
And A Woman in 1966, will begin lilming his latest
mnovie Happiness Is Heter Than L al e chateau,
Everything miust be resdy, And of course (here &= the
Doy veal-estate business 9600 kilometres away,
where she spends mast of her lime. e office, part
of hier private quarters tucked away in e chateau,
lewskes anything but osdedy wet she linds everything
willy e,

Finally she fnds tine o sit dowen and chal,
Listening 1o her recite her stocy i should come: as no
surprise Uit her life has turned cul as it has. The
eldest of live children, Hse Decker's muother was a
nurge and her father worked for the Chinese
governmaent, becoming a history professor aller the
communists book aver, When she was two the Gmily
Nl to Taiwan, where her parents stfl Tive, “My
parents rever gave me details abowl low we escaped,”
she says, “They nover wanted 1o talk about IL 1z a
very painfil expericnee lar them,”

She studied social and cullural anthrepolegy 2t
Taiwan's Matinmal Chengehi Universily. Aged 30 she
and some collepe friends visited a hlined fortune-eller
1o bearn whal was in store for them, Touching Flsw
Drecker’s face and palmes, he 10]d her she had lived in
an [talian palace in a previows lile in the 1T7ih century
and that for the remainder of her life she would Live 3
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abruad, gradually moving further away. At the time,
she had never been outside Asia - ler only exposure
1o Europe had been tirough books amd music - so
she thought meotiing of the man’s prediction. Besides,
the euling was just for fun and she lell gigeling with
her riends,

Maover she finds it “bizarre® that her life has turned
aut somewhat as e fortune-teller predicted. $le has

an eye for colour, ghe ook interior-designing courses
int her spare time and Architectarad Digest became her
bible. A pattern developed: she would buy a home,
decorate it, lesse it and watch it quickly appreciase.
Afber & couple of years of doing this for herself and
[riends, her husband and peers convinced her 1o make
her foray inlo real esiabe.

“My husband said, "We don't need you to work.

“SHE IS EXTREMELY BRIGHT AND EXTREMELY PERSONABLE. IN
REAL ESTATE THAT MAKES FOR A WINNING COMBINATION ... SHE
HAS THIS AMAZING ABILITY TO CONMECT TO PEOFPLE"

lived in Hong Kong and Japan, workdng first as a
hostess for a popular leleviskon variely show and later
as a Might attenwdant far Horthwest Airdines, She met
Gary Decker at a New Year's Eve parly al the
American Embassy in Taipei in 1973, when he was the
Tokyo ollice manager for shipping company American
President Line, When he was transferred o the US in
1475, she went wilh him z2nd the couple married later
that year. She Landed a job at the Grand Hyatt in
downitown San Francisoo's Union Square, Because of
her prophe skills she was ssan dealing with the hotel's
VI guests, She also used her savings w buy
investment property, which, because of the moession,
was inexpensive comparcd wilh the inllated Tolyo
prices bo which she was accusiomned. Artistic amd with

Just sell 2 couphbe af houses a year,™ she recallz. "1
ended up selling a couple of houses 3 week, My weekly
commission was more than my entire year's salary at
the Hysit hotel

She obiained her real-estate loence and made an
incredible declaration: she would sell only $1 million-
plus homes and only those in her neighbourdeod of
Tibawron and Belvedere because she didn’l want ko
drive far (which she'd had to for her job at the Grand
Hyatt). *People thought | was arregant, crazy er both:
What do you mean you wen'l touch anything under 2
million " she recalls them saying. *1 said, ‘Mo, this is
what ['ve decided 1o do.” 1 built a niche Usat 1've kept
all these years by sticking 1o high-end properties.”

Large real-estate companies shunmed her bul in lae
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1979 zhe linally found a small firm willing to lake her
o, Aller six months she was well on her way. By 1981,
the year she divoroed Decker and gained her US
citizenship, her career had skyrocketed. She joined
Merill Lynch, then the country's largest real-estate
company, and by 1984 she was among its 10 op
sellers. By 1986 she was its No. | seller in the US. Her
clients jokingly called the company Merrill Lynch
Decker and encouraged her to go oul on her own,
promising 1o stay wilh her. She opened her own
comnpany in 1989 amd two years later joined foroes with
Iver main competitor, Bill Bullock, forming Decker
Bullock as the commpany is now known, These days,
she’s upped the ante and only handles properties .
worth more than $2.5 million. Some of her clients buy
houwses like other people buy a new winter coat, every
few years. Some homes she's sold repeatedly.

“Bhe iz extremely bright and extremely personable,”
says elired San Francisce Exeminer property edilor
Corrie Anders, who covered Heu Decker's career o
15 years. "In real estale that makes for a winning
combination. Sometimes it’s really hard to put your
finger on something but she has this amazing
ability te connect lo people and especially st the
upper bevels of business,”

Hau Decker impressed Anders with her marketing
sawey. For instance, she is known [or hosting opera- ar
ballet-refated parties during the epera or ballel season
at either her home or a house she has for szle. Nisa
perfect way Lo sockalise with people, nol lo menlion
showeaze a huxury home. Instead of hobnobbing with



people whose homes are selting for $200,000, she's
rulihing elbows with these whees abades ane worlh
several millian., And ol course, she's always cutfitted
in expensive powns and jewellery during these soirées,
Anders noles,

Although she's in a competitive business Anders
says other real eslale agents arg not jeaboes of Hau
Decker. Instead there's whal he calls 3 “begrudging
admiration” for her, She and Bullock complement
each other well. He loves o manage and has a
hroker's livence, which Hau Decker has never wanted.
She prefers to sell because af her love of people and
hormes. The merger of the Bay Area’s two real estate
stars allowed e Decker o travel more. Trips 1o Taly
appeared on her iinerary and she fell in love with an
Nalian man, The twa planned to wed until be
expressed his desine for her 1o beoome 2 typleal lnfian
hasewite and give ug her business.

However, twa good things developed from that
relationship, She took Halian coaking lessons after her
fancd, ke many [alions, complained the Hallan food
in the U5 was notup o par. Her culinary skills
improved when she dated ansther lalian and cooked
for him and his friends. Later she studied French
cuizine at Paris” Ritz hatel. These days she gives
Ttabian and Chinese cooking lessons in Chaleau de
Villette's professienal kitchen, which is equipped will
top-of-the-line Hobart commercial appliances.

The atler good thing lo come ot of her Giled
engapernent was a villa on Lake Como, Italy, that hes
then-fiancé purchassd. $he deaned up the property

Dlivia Hsu Decker can’™ recall how much ke spemnt
rasbaring Chateaw de Vlette and furmishing il with
period pieces, bl the ligure b belleved to be more than
its WESE million purchase price. | e remembar writing
Franch cheques - millions and millians,” she save
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anel decorated it 18 weald prove to be a source of inspiration. The
pair spent a lot of time there Dt she hated e cold winters aud
found the summers oo humid and overmun with tourists, She
soupht a villa of her own and started looking at places she
considered suilable b mose than tee months of the year. She
seoured Haby without success then started looking in the south of
France. She was sceking a new chalkenge in & new country, @ new
cullure and a new language and kil the jackpat when she canse
acroes Chatesu de Grimaldi, which she bought in 1995, Aller
restoring it she felt the urga fo by another, Bocause of her
regular visils 1o Pariz, she searched near the French capital.

In 1995 she stumbled on Chateau de Villets, 1t wasn’l on the
market bt she convineed e awners to sell, scaling the deal in
July 1999, Soom therzalier she began e avduoss task of
renovaling, She installed a sewerage system and new phone lines
anid boughl a tansfomer 1o provide electricity. Chateaus typically
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have few ar 1o bathronms and hers was no different. Dnitially
thers e five or 3ix bathrooms and 25 bedmooms, $he built 11
bathrooms and reduced the number of bedromns 1o 18, She
decorated with 17th-, 18th- and 19th-century [Lrnshings and
carefully selected the fabrics for all the curtaing, lampshades and

Novel approach puts chateau

TR R

Olivia Hau Decloer says she had o idea ber Franch chateau
would feature prominently in Dan Broem's widly popular
nownl, The @ Wned Code. Mor can she recall providing any
details about her homa during Brown's ra searching of what
vl begaime poe of best-selling books of all time,

She had not even heard of the Book mbl Irends
menlionad it to her alter reading it and s=eing Hau Decker's
WPIh-cenlury Chateaw de Villelte was Lhe s&iling for more
than B pages. She merely remambers comminicating with
awuman named Blyche; the unusual name sbuck inher
wérnl. Blythe Brosm, an arl histerian and painter,
collaborates on her husband Dan's research. Hsu Deckar
tsn't sura when she spoke 1o her: perhaps 19979, or was il
20007 *Peaple think ' crazy for not rermembening,” Hsu
Dacker says. “They say, ‘How could you ol remenmaer? IEs
The s Vinel Coda. Wamsnt The Da Wined Code at (hal Gie,”

Ingbgar, it was someona requesting informalicn on her
chateau, locatad 35 mindas northwest of Pares n
Cordlecourt, which sha rands cul for a whopping 45,500 suras
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[HEF437,500] Far the minimum one vaak, She oftan fields
Infquiries from prospectie terants.

Brown neaded a parbicular iype of residence Lo serve as
the hoere ol character Sir Laigh Teahing, who is crucial i
the plot. Teabing's abode neaded ba ba impressie nough
for @ British knight, in ciose prozimity Lo Paris, with large
enough grounds for a hreathless escape scens in 8 Range
Rover aml cle=e encagh to La Bourgat airpart, where a gel-
aweary in Teabing's privale plane takes place, Villalie, with its
87 hectares lncated just outside Pari and 20 ménutas Inom
Le Bourget, and its catraprdinary salones and 18 bedrooms,
miatched the requirernents. 1L sy seem siranga that Drown
went through he pairstaling process af ieding he deal
chateau when wriling lction but that is his style.

“Authenticity is Dan's top priority with atl bis novels -
that t5. using real locations, architecture and history in
grdar to maka his baoks as intriguing ard well-ressarched
a4 passible,” says Jason Kaulman, Brown's semior editor
a1 Doulleday. “That's why he chosa a real localion.”

The Da Vinc Code tells of & murdar of the Lowsre’s curator
al he museum ard Lakss readers on a suspenseful race
throughout e world of art and religion in s=arch al the
Hoty Grail. The conlroversial theiller debatad at Mo, 1on
Thi Mew Tork Times bestsellers Lt in March 2003, has
topped evary bestsellecs list in the Linited Slades, has been
published in &0 languages and has sold 5.7 million copies,
ncearding to Miglsen BeokScan, 11 currendly sells al a raba
of about 100,000 copies & weaek. This autumn The Oa ¥inci
Code: Spacial iustrated Edition, a pheto book, will hil
Leakstares and Columbia Picteres plans b make a Ron
Haoward-dirscied lil varsion of the original novel,
meaning aven more people will kiaw aboud Hsu Decier's
Aot-so-hurmbis kama.

The slalely chateay was designed by architect Francois
Marsart in 1663 lor Jear Dyle, the Count of fulflay, Louis
EIV's ambassador bo Versce, and linsshed inabout 14694 by his
naphaw Jules Hardeuin-Marsart. Andre Le Holre, the
mastermind behind the gardens of Varsalles, alsa created
Villztte's sumpiuous gardens, which mclude bso
reclangular-shaped Lakes on each sida of the main garden,
Franch aristocrats cwned the property, which |5 somitimes
called La Pelite Versailles, until Hsie Decker convinced a
widowed barcness and the thres sons of deceased baron
Robert Gerard to sall it to bar.

"It weas s horour 10 have my homa featured in such a
swccessful book thal the whale wield has been reeding” Hsu
[Deckar says. "M is even more inlerestng Lhal the story was
about tha Lile of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, the Sacred
Fernirine and the Lost Goddess and | am a single woman
wehra owena this chates, | don't think Dan Brovwn ntended 1o
find @ chateauw for the hooW's charscles Sir Leigh Teabing to
e owned by a woman but it iwrned o to be.”

These days the book's phenomanal success is working ba
Hsu Decker's advantage. The busiresswarnan has become
alfiliated wilh an annual serninar/reireat that las run lor
theee years. This year's avenk in Seplember explores Qhe Lile
of Mary Magdalene, a ceniral ligure inthe novel, and
leatures insights by a Jungian sepert. Heu Decker = cllering
participards seven nights at her other French home, Chateay
da Grimaldi, meals, tranaport ard registration al & cost of
USE3200 a head. Truly obsessive Tans can fork cul the sams
ameunt again, spending the following live nighls at Wiletie
aiwl baking in ether sights mardiened in the book.
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Rented cut for a cool 45,500 surcs [HES437,500) 2 waak, Chateau de
Vitlathe has proved bo b Bot praparty, ard its popalarity Laoks sal Lo
ineroase thinka to the hoge sicceds of The D Vinel Code,

hedspreads, She doesn’t know how much money she put into the project
buat i1 is learly mare than the 35 million parchase price. 1 jus
rememmiber writing French chegques,” she says, "Millions and millicas. 1%
cheap to buy a chatexu bul what ks expensive 1z remaodelling and whai 1=
ANEIL T L'xpe:nsl'w: i% 10 dlecorate.”

Why does she need such a grand chateau anyway? *1 don'’t know,”
she says with a laugh. T always Joved big spaces and high ceilings,
For mee it i very comforiable 1o be ina 20-bedroom clateaw, much
roare eornlrialile than o gmaller one. T don't kaow why but the
bigger the belter,”

"] ALWAYS LOVED BIG SPACES AND HIGH
CEILINGS. FOR MEIT IS VERY COMFORTABLE TO
BE IM A 20-BEDROOM CHATEAU, MUCH MORE
COMFORTABLE THAN A SMALLER ONE, | DON'T
KMOW WHY BUT THE BIGGER THE BETTER"

And it brings In money. foan Edwards, her best friend of 10 years, says,
“It's a phenomenan te have the background she has, wo bave come here
Lo tiis country and made bersel§ such a swecess and then go oo and nat
even spezk the [French)] language and create tao lovely chateim: and
raalee mmoney on thage oo - and all on her own, 1 iz prety amasing.”

Mo e can dispule Haw Decker's sucosss — excepl perthaps one
person, and Hsu Decker reveals no emation when she alks aboul her,
Ay mather didn't think 1 shoubd have 3 career or business seccess,”
she zays, *1 Laving nol had children is 2 big strike against me, My
mather dossn 't comsider me 2 success. Fm sl a Bllose Tor nol having
wanderful children.”

Hexzmse she spends 5o much tme in Burops Hsu Decker hasn't been
heck te Taiwan for mare than 10 years and has never returned to
Shanghai, which ahe is eager 1o see because of its much-heralded
chamgrs, One gets the feeling that someday she'll find (hat [zl villa
shie searched for a decade age. Her Ialian is much better than her
Franch (=he alao speaks [apanese) and she beams when talking about the
buat-shaped enuntry.

el San Frasscisco is where her head Bes, She vows 1o remain in the
Bay Area beeauss she i estaldished in business, hag deep rlendships,
lawes the weather znd takes advantage of the cly's cullusal offerlngs -
she was on the oper guild's beard and frequents the ballet, syrnphaony
orchestra and theatre. The balance between the ald world of her histerical
Freach propertics and the new world of her San Francisco lifestyle
pleases her immensely.

“[ have Ihe best of both wordds,” Hau Decler says, *T feel very,
very fortunate.” &

Kally Carsar
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