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This book is dedicated to my dear friends Bill and Mac Pursel, whose support and friendship over the years has meant more than they’ll ever know.
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Preface


I have been a huge fan of Marilyn Monroe since I ‘discovered’ her whilst on holiday as a teenager in 1985. I was drawn to her beauty – both inside and out – and the fact that, despite her insecure early years, she went on to become the most famous movie star in the world. That was quite an achievement and her determination and strength inspired me.


Over the years I have read many books about Marilyn; many good, some not so good, and a few just plain awful. I got so tired of reading scandal, gossip and made-up tittle-tattle that I decided to write my own biography; the conclusion of which was my 2007 book, Marilyn Monroe: Private and Undisclosed.


The book took me four years to write and research, and I was – and still am – hugely proud of it. Miraculously, after writing the book, other people in Marilyn’s life could see that I was no scandal-driven author, and began to come forward to share stories that proved once again that Marilyn was not constantly depressed, nor was she a tragic dumb blonde. The information I have obtained over the past four years has now been included in this new edition, and I am positive that it shows Marilyn’s story in the truest way yet. I hope that readers will agree with me.


Michelle Morgan


Michelle@MichelleMorgan.co.uk





Chapter 1


The Lady with the Red Hair


Marilyn Monroe’s mother – Gladys Pearl Monroe – was not a happy child. She was born on 27 May 1902, to Della and Otis Monroe, and together with her brother, Marion, spent her first few years constantly on the move. When she was seven years old her father died within the confines of the California State Hospital for the mentally ill, and although it was later revealed that the cause was syphilis of the brain, his relatives believed he had died insane, hence beginning a legacy of fear that would haunt the entire family.


By 1910 Gladys was living with her mother, brother and ten lodgers at 1114 East 10th Street, Los Angeles, and by 1912 Della had married Lyle Arthur Graves, a switchman who had once worked with Otis. The marriage was short-lived, and the two eventually divorced in January 1914 when Lyle moved to Ohio, where he later remarried. Della, too, was on the lookout for new adventures and by 1916 had sent her son Marion to live with a cousin in San Diego, while she moved with Gladys to a boarding house at 26 Westminster Avenue, Venice, Los Angeles.


Shortly afterwards Della met and fell for Charles Grainger, a widower who worked in the oil industry. He had been working in Rangoon since April 1915 and had arrived back in the United States on 19 July 1916, just months before he met fortyyear-old Della. She wished to live with him at his home at 1410 Carrol Canal Court, but Gladys’ disapproval and Grainger’s reluctance to take on the judgemental offspring put a spanner in the works, and Della was left wondering how she could rid herself of her fourteen-year-old daughter. She didn’t need to wonder long, however, as along came Jasper Newton Baker, who, despite being twelve years her senior, courted Gladys and shortly afterwards made her pregnant. This, of course, gave Della an instant reason to rid herself of the teenager; she insisted that the pair marry on 17 May 1917 and even swore Gladys to be eighteen years old, when actually she was just shy of her fifteenth birthday.


Della was then free to move in with Grainger and Gladys. Her new husband lived at 1595 21st Street, while he worked as a hotel manager at 219 South Spring Street. Eight months after the wedding, Gladys bore Baker a son called Robert Jasper (aka Jackie or Kermitt), and several years later a daughter named Berniece Gladys. The marriage was not a happy one, and by 1920 both Gladys and Baker were broke and living at 343 Fifth Avenue with Baker’s eighteen-year-old brother Ardry, a concessionaire at an amusement park.


Jasper believed Gladys to be an unfit mother, especially as their son, Robert, had once almost lost an eye when Gladys left some broken glass in the trash. Then on another occasion the Bakers were arguing in the front seat of their car, whilst Robert managed to open the door in the back, falling from the seat and severely injuring his hip in the process. It would be unfair to blame Gladys directly for Robert’s problems, but Jasper never forgot the incidents: ‘Your mother was a beautiful woman,’ he told Berniece, ‘but she was also very young, too young to know how to take care of children.’


Baker was also known to beat his wife, and on one occasion whilst visiting relatives in Kentucky he took offence at her spending time in the company of one of his brothers, beating her across the back with a bridle until she bled. Terrified of her husband, Gladys finally filed for divorce in 1921, and during divorce proceedings (in which she claimed they were married one year earlier in order to cover up the fact that she was pregnant) she disclosed that Baker had called her vile names, had beaten and kicked her, and had caused ‘extreme mental pain, anxiety and humiliation, as well as to suffer grievous bodily pain and injury’. The divorce became official in May 1922 but this was not the end of the drama, as during one fateful weekend Baker decided he no longer wanted his children in the care of Gladys, and snatched them out of California to live a new life with his mother in Kentucky.


Gladys was understandably devastated by this turn of events, and spent all her savings trying to get her children back. She went to Kentucky and begged Baker’s sister for help. However, instead of gaining assistance, Gladys found herself banned from visiting her daughter and unable to take her son, who had been admitted to hospital to try and fix his ongoing hip problems.


Waiting for Robert to be released from hospital, Gladys gained temporary employment at the home of Harry and Lena Cohen, who lived at 2331 Alta Avenue in Louisville. There she acted as housekeeper and looked after the Cohens’ daughters, Dorothy and Norma Jean. The family were used to having staff around the house: according to census reports, in 1920 eighteen-year-old Effie Newton worked as a servant for them, and by 1930 they had grown to employ not only a maid but a chauffeur, too. So the arrival of Gladys in the Cohen home caused not even a stir, and her presence and departure were all pretty uneventful. Later rumours would surface that Gladys caused many ‘uncomfortable’ moments in the Cohen household, but in fact so unmemorable was Gladys that the family did not even realize she went on to become Marilyn Monroe’s mother until many years later, and long after the death of both Harry and his wife Lena.


Norma Jean Cohen’s daughter Bonnie confirmed this in 2009: ‘There were no letters or stories, and we know that my grandmother, Lena Cohen, had no idea that her ex-employee was Marilyn Monroe’s mother. I knew my grandmother for over thirty years so I know this is true. Plus this would have been good “family history” information but it was never discussed; and it would have been if we had known.’


After working with the Cohen family for a short time, Gladys became disillusioned about regaining her children. Baker had remarried and the family seemed settled, so Gladys reluctantly accepted the fact that she’d lost them. She visited the family to say goodbye and then disappeared from their lives.


On her return to Los Angeles, Gladys obtained a job at Consolidated Film Industries, where she became friends with a colleague called Grace McKee. The two spent quite some time together, going out dancing, having fun and gaining something of a reputation among the male employees at Consolidated.


Whilst living at 1211 Hyperion Avenue, Gladys shocked everyone when, on 11 October 1924, she suddenly married Martin Edward Mortensen, a twenty-seven-year-old divorcee who worked as a meter man for the Los Angeles Gas and Electric Company. He was in love with his new wife, but it was not reciprocated; she complained to friends that he was ‘dull’ and it wasn’t long before she had fallen for Charles Stanley Gifford, a twenty-five-year-old divorcee and one of the bosses at Consolidated.


‘Gifford was a real likeable guy,’ remembered one friend; while another described him as ‘well-dressed, and always drove a pretty nice car’. He had a dark side, however, as witnessed by his first wife, Lilian, and detailed in divorce papers submitted by her shortly after they separated in 1923: Gifford ‘continuously pursued a course of abuse, threats and intimidation calculated to harass, annoy, hurt and worry the plaintiff’. This was just the tip of the iceberg. Lilian said she also experienced physical injury and accusations that she was being unfaithful to him, when actually she believed that he was undertaking affairs with women where he worked, as well as taking illegal drugs. Things had come to a head during June 1923, when Gifford verbally abused her before striking her so hard on the cheek that she was ‘knocked against the bed post’, sustaining severe bruising. The divorce papers also claim that a blood clot was formed under her cheek and urgent medical attention was required to remove it.


Whether or not everything cited by Lilian was true will never be known, but certainly the marriage had been turbulent and by the time the divorce was finalized and Gladys Baker arrived in his life, Gifford was enjoying his new-found freedom and had no plans to settle down. Unfortunately for Gladys, she believed she could persuade him to change his mind, and on 26 May 1925, walked out on Martin Edward Mortensen.


During the autumn of 1925, Gladys became pregnant. It has been said that there were various men who could have been the father, including a twenty-eight-year-old colleague called Raymond Guthrie. Friends at the studio claimed that Gladys had dated blue-eyed, brown-haired Guthrie for several months that year and that he could very well be the father. Raised by his aunt and uncle since a baby, Guthrie had also recently divorced and was certainly in a position to date Gladys, though all records indicate that she never considered him to be her baby’s father.


The official ruling is that the father was unknown, though evidence suggests it was Gifford, and this was most certainly the belief of Gladys. For instance, family letters and memories show that both Gladys and Norma Jeane named him as the father on several occasions, and in August 1961, an article appeared in Cavalier magazine which said: ‘[Marilyn’s] father is very much alive and residing in Southern California. He was once connected with the movie business, although he no longer is today.’ This would certainly be a nod in Gifford’s direction, since by that time he was living south of Los Angeles, where he was running a dairy farm.


Gladys broke the news of the pregnancy to Gifford during a New Year’s party at the family home, presumably that of his father, carpenter Frederick Gifford, who lived at 12024 Venice Boulevard. Later, as the pregnancy became obvious, it created quite a stir in the Gifford family; particularly with his sister Ethel, who lectured him intensely, demanding to know what he intended to do about the situation. The argument culminated with Ethel telling her brother, ‘Look, either marry the woman or do something.’ According to relatives, Gladys was not seen at their home any more.


Shunned by the Gifford family, Gladys then tried to gain sympathy from her mother, who by this time was living on her own at 418 East Rhode Island Avenue, while Charles Grainger was now working overseas. Della acknowledged disgust that her daughter was once again pregnant with an illegitimate child, and then sailed off to South-East Asia on 20 March 1926 in order to visit her husband.


When Gladys gave birth on 1 June 1926, she had hoped Gifford would accompany her to the hospital. She was greatly disappointed, however, as he purposely stayed away, refusing to have anything to do with her or the child. Gladys perhaps would not have been shocked by this had she known that in 1922, when his wife Lilian gave birth to their son Charles Stanley Jr, Gifford took her to the Lomashire Hospital, excused himself immediately and walked out of the building.


Knowing that Gifford was to play no part in the child’s upbringing, Gladys reluctantly decided to get on with her life. She named the child after the little girl she had looked after whilst in Kentucky and, for the sake of respectability, also gave the surname of her former husband, hence naming her Norma Jeane Mortenson (she added an ‘e’ to Norma Jean and changed Mortensen to Mortenson on the birth certificate). Shortly afterwards she changed her mind and declared that both she and her daughter would be known by the surname of her first husband, Baker.


Shortly after the little girl’s birth, perhaps feeling mild curiosity or a pang of guilt for the way he had treated her in the past, Gifford asked Gladys if he could see the child. His plea fell on deaf ears, however, and she refused point-blank to let him have anything to do with her. ‘He felt the mother had been unfair,’ remembered Gifford’s minister, Dr Liden. ‘She had cut him off and didn’t allow him to see the child.’


On leaving hospital, Gladys took Norma Jeane to her apartment at 5454 Wilshire Boulevard, but it was only a matter of days before she made a trip to East Rhode Island Avenue to deposit her child at number 459, the home of the Bolender family.


Ida and Wayne Bolender lived across the road from Gladys’ mother Della, on a two-acre plot of land in Hawthorne; an agricultural area dominated by lots of space, dairies and farms. A postman for many years, Wayne and his wife had applied to become foster-parents just before the Depression and for the next thirty-five years continued happily opening their home to any child who needed their help.


Contrary to popular belief, Gladys did not immediately abandon her child with the Bolenders; instead, she moved in with the family and left Norma Jeane in their care while she commuted to and from her job in Hollywood. ‘Mrs Baker was with me,’ Ida later told Cavalier. ‘She stayed in Hollywood when working nights as a negative cutter and stayed with me while working days.’ However, the long journey and the responsibility of single-motherhood soon became too much for Gladys, and she ultimately took the decision to return to her old life.


Leaving her baby behind, Gladys moved in with her friend and colleague, Grace McKee, and the two shared a space at the Rayfield Apartments at 237 Bimini Place. Going from the quiet seclusion of the Bolender home to this colourful apartment block must have been something of a thrill for Gladys. But in spite of now living the life of a single girl once again, she didn’t give up on her daughter and always paid $25 a month to the Bolenders for her care. She also often stayed at the weekend, involving herself with family life, and later showed up on the 1930s census as a ‘boarder’ in the Bolender home. Norma Jeane ‘was never neglected and always nicely dressed,’ said Mrs Bolender. ‘Her mother paid her board all the time.’


On 15 August 1926, Della sailed from Hong Kong and arrived in San Francisco on 8 September. On her return to East Rhode Island Avenue, she was introduced to her granddaughter for the first time, though she never developed much of a bond with the child, seeing her as more of a sin than a joy. Sick with malaria and often delusional, she made her feelings quite clear just months later when she was caught trying to smother the child with a pillow. She was immediately banned from the Bolender home, but Della still tried to gain access to Norma Jeane, as Ida Bolender later recalled: ‘She did come over one day for no reason I know of. She just broke in the glass of our front door and I believe we called the police.’


For Della, this sequence of events was the beginning of the end and she soon found herself admitted to the Norwalk Mental Hospital, suffering from manic depressive psychosis. She was never to leave the hospital, and when she passed away, Della Monroe Grainger contributed to the legacy of mental illness that had begun with the death of her husband.


After the turmoil of recent days, the Bolender family tried their best to continue life in a normal way for their foster-children, Norma Jeane and a baby boy called Lester. Born on 23 August 1926 whilst his parents, Pearl and Carl Flugel, were living in a tent, Lester had come to the Bolender home after the Flugels decided they were too young to care for him. Married for just over a week before the birth of their son, the couple handed the baby to Ida Bolender and returned to their home state of Washington, where they later had four more sons, Milton, Gerald, Robert and William. The couple kept their first son a secret from their family, and it wasn’t until Pearl’s death in 1988 that they discovered a 1927 letter from Mrs Bolender, describing Lester’s life in California. The now elderly Lester travelled to meet his long-lost family but unfortunately, even at this late stage, one of the brothers refused to believe they were related and apparently never accepted Lester as his brother.


But back in 1926, when both Lester and Norma Jeane were just babies, they were nicknamed ‘the twins’ and raised as brother and sister. ‘They have great times together,’ wrote Mrs Bolender. ‘Lots of people think them twins. I dress them alike at times and they do look cunning . . .’


Eventually the Bolender family made a decision to officially adopt Lester, and asked Gladys if they could adopt Norma Jeane too. Gladys, having already lost two children, was appalled at the Bolenders’ plans and turned them down flat. However, they were not the only ones interested in the child as, according to several reports, Charles Stanley Gifford also had plans to raise her. By this time he was living on his own at 832 N. Alta Vista Boulevard, and had learned that Norma Jeane had been placed in a foster home. He contacted Gladys to tell her he intended to raise the little girl himself, but was sent away with nothing more than a scolding from his ex-lover, who had developed a deep loathing for him since her troubled pregnancy.


How Gifford thought he could possibly raise the child on his own is a mystery. He was not listed as her father on the birth certificate, and divorce records from his first wife Lilian show that he had been verbally abusive and distant from his other children, calling them derogatory names on many occasions.


But even if his temper was not an issue, there was no way Gladys was going to let the man she claimed to detest raise her child. Instead, she continued to visit her daughter at the weekends, though as Norma Jeane grew, the stopovers became more and more confusing for the child. One day when she referred to Ida Bolender as ‘Mama’, she was immediately put in her place. ‘The woman with the red hair is your mother,’ explained Ida, though this did not end the confusion. ‘But [Wayne] is my daddy,’ exclaimed Norma Jeane. ‘No,’ replied Ida. After that, the child became afraid to call anyone mummy or daddy, as not even Gladys referred to her as a daughter.


As for her father, Gladys told Norma Jeane that he had been killed in a car crash either before she was born or when she was a young baby – the story differing according to Gladys’ mood at the time. Her story was cruel but contained a kernel of truth, as in 1929 she was told that the man she had named as Norma Jeane’s father – Martin Edward Mortensen – had been killed in a car crash. Unknown to Gladys, it later transpired that it was a completely different person who had died, and her ex-husband was actually alive and well and living in California. For his part, Mortensen added to the confusion by years later claiming to friends that he was Norma Jeane’s real father, but this is extremely unlikely – and certainly not the belief of Marilyn or her mother.


At irregular intervals, the young child would travel to her mother’s home in Hollywood, and stare quietly at a photo of Charles Stanley Gifford, which hung on the wall despite Gladys’ claims of hatred towards him. Gifford bore a striking resemblance to Clark Gable and, from that moment on, Norma Jeane always thought of the actor as something of a surrogate father. Unfortunately, looking at the photo was the only thing Norma Jeane enjoyed about her visits to her mother, who was so uptight that she would often chastise her for turning the pages of a book ‘too loudly’. As a result the child spent most of her time hiding in the closet, waiting to be taken back to the Bolenders’ house.


Gifford, meanwhile, was living just miles away at 3014 Chesapeake Avenue, in a house that he jointly owned with none other than Raymond Guthrie, the laboratory technician whom Gladys had dated in 1925. How the two men ended up buying a home together is a mystery, and we can only imagine the interesting conversations that could have occurred within those four walls. The two shared the house for several years before Guthrie moved on, but Gifford was to stay there throughout Norma Jeane’s childhood and well into her first marriage. It is not known if he ever tried once more to gain access to his daughter, but if he did, Gladys kept very quiet about it and never discussed it with Norma Jeane.


There has been a great deal of talk as to the kind of upbringing provided by the Bolender family, with various stories concocted by the film studio and Marilyn herself to present her tale as something of a Cinderella story. These stories may have provided a good deal of public sympathy for the star, but according to her foster-sister, Nancy Bolender, they gave her parents nothing but heartache: ‘Mother and Daddy always felt bad about the things written about Marilyn Monroe’s young life that said she was brought up in poor homes and not loved or taken care of.’


In later years, Ida Bolender became very upset about the way Norma Jeane’s life was misrepresented, and told reporters, ‘We treated her like our own child because we loved her.’


Unfortunately, this affection didn’t protect them from the constant rumours that have circulated ever since and while Norma Jeane’s early years were not exactly the best, life with the Bolender family was not one of hardship and destitution. ‘Life was safe, secure and comfortable,’ remembered Nancy, ‘with plenty of playmates. [The Bolenders] truly loved us and protected us and nurtured us with all of their hearts.’


The family did have strict values and religious beliefs, and certainly no idle time was allowed. ‘Idle hands are from the devil,’ was something Lester Bolender frequently told his foster-siblings. However, while Ida was very schedule-oriented and was never known to laugh, she did have her reasons. A childhood bout of scarlet fever had left her with hearing loss in one ear, and later she had to use hearing aids and learn to lip-read in order to communicate with friends and family.


Life had been hard for Ida and looking after a team of children in the 1920s was no picnic, but her mother lived next door and she often helped out. The children always had clothes made for them by Ida herself, and most of the food was grown on their land: there was an abundant supply of apples, tomatoes, corn, watermelon, and string beans, and the only items they had to buy from the store were flour, butter, sugar and coffee. On such occasions the family would pile into Wayne Bolender’s Model T and travel into town, where Ida would do her shopping and the children stayed in the car with Wayne, playing guessing games, singing songs and telling stories.


On some occasions Norma Jeane even took great joy in sitting on her foster-father’s lap, while pretending to drive the car. Wayne loved little Norma Jeane as one of his own, considering her his baby, and the child spent a lot of time with him, sitting on a stool while he shaved and asking questions such as, ‘Who is God?’, ‘Where does he live?’ and ‘How many people live in the world?’


For Norma Jeane, there were many happy times with the Bolender family, and she would often find herself spending days at nearby Redondo beach, or climbing the apple tree outside her bedroom window, with Lester in tow. The two would drag blankets up to the branches in order to make a fort, while in the yard, the chickens, rabbits and goat would go about their business, oblivious to the antics above.


Norma Jeane was also the proud owner of a small dog called Tippy, which she spent many hours playing with, and there were afternoons spent playing hopscotch on the sidewalk with Nancy. While going to the cinema was frowned upon (although Marilyn later claimed that she snuck into a movie theatre once or twice), Norma Jeane was still allowed to listen to the radio – her favourite shows being The Green Hornet and The Lone Ranger. ‘I used to get terribly excited,’ she said about listening to The Lone Ranger. ‘Not at the horses and the chases and the guns, but the drama. The wondering how it would be for each person in that situation.’


On a creative level, there was always music in the house, as Ida loved listening to symphonies on the radio and the family would often sing when they got home from church. Norma Jeane even learnt to play the piano that sat proudly in the Bolender home, and she carried this passion throughout her life, always having a piano in her own home as an adult.


The religious beliefs of the Bolender family were also passed on to the child and, according to Nancy Bolender, she was taught about God and told that he was utterly trustworthy and bigger than any situation she could face in her lifetime. It is this aspect of her life with the Bolender family that has been blown out of all proportion over the years, with stories emerging of the family being so consumed with religion that they had no time for the children, and continually criticized Norma Jeane for doing what they considered to be sinful acts. However, this is certainly not how Nancy remembers her parents: ‘I never heard them criticize or talk badly about anyone. They accepted people for who they were and loved them unconditionally.’


On 14 September 1931 it was time for both Norma Jeane and Lester to start school. Foster-sister Nancy remembered watching ‘the twins’ skip to the Washington Street School, followed by Tippy, Norma Jeane’s beloved dog. The children continued their schooling there until the Los Angeles earthquake struck on 10 March 1933, when they were relocated to the 5th Street School (now the Ramona School). Years later, music teacher Evelyn Gawthrop remembered Norma Jeane as a timid child who nevertheless got on well with the other children.


However, being timid did not prevent Norma Jeane from realizing that making up stories was a good way of gaining sympathy and attention for herself. She began telling tales about the Bolenders to her school teacher and on one occasion even went so far as to fabricate a story that she had seen little Nancy being pushed against an oven by her foster-parents. In later years – in the privacy of her notebooks – she admitted this was done only as a way of gaining attention from the trusting teacher, and that the incidents she described had never happened at all.


Norma Jeane loved singing at school, and her skills were put to good use when she was chosen to perform in the Easter sunrise services at the Hollywood Bowl. The event consisted of a children’s chorus standing in the shape of a cross, all wearing black capes. As the sun rose over the Bowl, the children were instructed to take off the black robes and reveal their white clothes underneath, thus changing the cross from black to white. Marilyn later lamented that she became so engrossed in checking out all that was going on around her that she forgot to take off her robe, thus becoming a black spot on an otherwise white cross. However, the mistake must have soon been rectified, since all photos of the children’s cross taken around that time have no ‘black dots’ to be found.


Norma Jeane’s time with the Bolenders came to a sudden halt in 1933 when two never-to-be-forgotten events occurred. The first was the death of Norma Jeane’s dog, Tippy, who, it is said, was killed by a neighbour after a particularly noisy barking session. Shortly after this, Norma Jeane’s mother decided that she’d had enough of living without her daughter, and announced that she wanted to buy a house for them both to live in together. The couple were obviously shocked but could do nothing to prevent the removal of Norma Jeane from their home, even though they surely must have been worried about what her future would bring.


Norma Jeane was not keen on moving away with the ‘lady with the red hair’ and when the day of her departure finally arrived, the children became so upset that they hid in the closet, hoping they would not be found. No matter what Norma Jeane thought of the family, the idea of living with the mother she hardly knew was even more disturbing, though she was quickly found in the closet and marched to her mother’s waiting car.


The family were absolutely devastated to lose her and never forgot the little girl who had touched their lives for so long: ‘It was a sad time for Mother and Daddy,’ remembered Nancy Bolender, ‘because they truly loved her. They had raised her from infancy to eight plus years of age. That’s a long time and when so much of yourself is put into training, nurturing and loving a child it is like losing your own flesh and blood.’





Chapter 2


Dreams and Nightmares


Once Gladys had reclaimed her daughter, she moved the child into the home of English couple George and Maude Atkinson, and their twenty-year-old daughter, Nellie.


In 1915 George Atkinson had left his family’s fishmonger business in Grimsby, and sailed to the United States in the hope of getting work in Hollywood. Maude and Nellie followed him, arriving on the 27 October 1919, and together they settled in an apartment located at 4716 Santa Monica Boulevard, where George tried to etch out a role for himself in the entertainment industry. He did not have quite the success he had hoped for, however, and finally settled for bit parts in movies, and as a regular stand-in for fellow British actor, George Arliss. By 1930 the family had moved to a small house at 1552 La Baig Avenue, just yards away from all the major film studios in town, before relocating once again to Afton Place, where they became acquainted with Gladys Baker in 1933.


For Norma Jeane, living with Mr and Mrs Atkinson was a completely different experience to living with the Bolenders. The English couple were described by Marilyn as being ‘happy, jolly, and carefree’. However, the happy-go-lucky existence of the couple confused the child, particularly because she had spent the first seven years of her life being told that much of what she was now witnessing was wrong. Norma Jeane prayed for them and felt guilty whenever she enjoyed their company and the stories they told of their acting life. ‘They liked to drink a little, smoke, dance and sing and play cards – all of the things that I had been taught were sinful. And still they seemed like very nice people to me.’


Norma Jeane lived with the Atkinsons for several months and during this time she would often visit Grauman’s Chinese Theatre and fit her own hands in the handprints of the stars. She would spend hours sitting in the movies, watching the actors and actresses on the screen, and then imitating them in her little bedroom at home. She fell in love with the cinema and dreamt of being a famous actress like her new idol, Jean Harlow.


But it wasn’t all fun and games. Several days after she had moved into Afton Place, Norma Jeane was enrolled at Selma Avenue School. This was yet another upheaval in the child’s life, and when she arrived at the school without her parents to accompany her, it didn’t help conquer her fears.


In an interview Marilyn gave to Liza Wilson in 1952, she recalled that all of the other children had parents with them, and when a well-meaning teacher asked if her parents were dead, the confused child replied, ‘Yes, Mam, I think so.’ Another student who was watching exclaimed to her mother, ‘Look Mummy. That girl’s an orphan.’ Norma Jeane was devastated by this remark and, in her own words, ‘leaned against a wall and bawled’.


Eventually Gladys was true to her word and took out a mortgage on a small, three-bedroom house at 6812 Arbol Drive, located near the Hollywood Bowl. Gladys bought the house with the dream that all her children could live together under one roof, and although Grace McKee begged her not to take on the responsibility of a mortgage, all requests for calm went unheard. In September 1933 Gladys and Norma Jeane moved into their first home together, but it was also agreed that the Atkinson family would come too, paying some of the mortgage and looking after Norma Jeane while Gladys was working.


Marilyn later described the Arbol Drive home as ‘A pretty little house with quite a few rooms. But there was no furniture in it, except for two cots that we slept on, a small kitchen table, and two kitchen chairs.’ However, the lack of material items was more than made up for by the fact that, finally, Norma Jeane had her mother to herself for the first time in her entire life.


Gladys did her best to provide a stable upbringing for the child, taking her to movies and even visiting Catalina Island at one point, where Norma Jeane was able to stay up way past her bedtime and watch her mother dance to the Curt Houck Orchestra in the Catalina Casino. Gladys also taught Norma Jeane about her religion, Christian Science, and tried to involve her in the practice by performing ‘healings’ on the child from time to time. Materially, things were looking up too when Gladys found a piano, which was said to have belonged to actor Fredric March, and placed it in the unfurnished living room. It became the focal part of the entire house, and Gladys told Norma Jeane that one day she would listen to the child playing beside the window, while she sat beside the fire.


Unfortunately this was not to be, as two shocking events rocked Gladys’ world. Shortly before taking Norma Jeane out of the Bolenders’ care, Gladys’ grandfather, Tilford M. Hogan, had committed suicide. A local newspaper had described how the old man hanged himself in the barn on the afternoon of 29 May 1933, while his wife was out shopping. Shortly after that, on 16 August 1933, Gladys’ son, Robert ‘Jasper’ Baker, died of tuberculosis of the kidneys. The child was only fifteen years old, and the end of his life was the conclusion of the many years he had been plagued by bad luck and unfortunate events.


The news of both these shocking events did not reach Gladys until she had already moved in with Norma Jeane, and it hit her like a thunderbolt. Her first reaction was a tirade of abuse towards her young daughter: ‘Why couldn’t it have been you? Why couldn’t it have been you?’ she screamed over and over again at the shocked and confused child. Already emotionally fragile, the news sent Gladys into a spiral of depression and anxiety from which she could not emerge. While the move to the Arbol house was supposed to have been a new start for both her and Norma Jeane, Gladys now found herself more and more unable to cope with the responsibility of working and looking after her child.


Throughout 1934, Gladys’ emotional health worsened and she was continually evaluated at Los Angeles General Hospital. Grace McKee tried to look after both Gladys and Norma Jeane, but it was a losing battle. Eventually Gladys was persuaded to put the house up for sale, and an advert ran in the Los Angeles Times on 21 October 1934, describing it as a three-bedroom, three-bath English stucco house, on the market for $4500.


Meanwhile, Norma Jeane spent her time playing outside with empty whisky bottles: ‘I guess I must have had the finest collection of bottles any girl ever had. I’d line them up on a plank beside the road and when people drove along I’d say “Wouldn’t you like some whisky?”’ With her mother’s descent into mental illness growing more apparent each day, Norma Jeane began to feel increasingly unwanted: ‘I was a mistake. My mother didn’t want to have me. I guess she never wanted me. I probably got in her way. I wish . . . I still wish . . . she had wanted me.’


But Gladys was unable to show love to anyone, not even herself, and eventually her emotional problems reached a climax, when in January 1935 she had a complete breakdown. Norma Jeane was in the kitchen having breakfast when she suddenly heard a commotion coming from the hallway. Her mother was screaming and shouting, and the Atkinsons were trying desperately to calm her down.


When the child returned from school that day, her mother was gone, and when Norma Jeane asked where she was, she was told, ‘Your mother is very sick; you won’t be able to see her for a long, long, time.’


‘I figured my mother was really dead but they wouldn’t tell me because they didn’t want me to cry,’ she later said. ‘I didn’t know my mother was alive for many years.’ Her mother was not dead, of course, but she was judged insane on 15 January 1935 and committed to the state institution at Norwalk.


Lois Banner and Mark Anderson’s book, MM – Personal: From the Private Archive of Marilyn Monroe (2010), includes a 1962 letter to Marilyn’s sister Berniece from Harry Charles Wilson, who claimed to have been in a relationship with Gladys during this time. ‘The tragedy of her sickness was almost more than I could bear,’ he wrote. He described how he had courted Gladys during the year before her breakdown; visiting restaurants with her and Norma Jeane; taking the child to see the Christmas Parade on Hollywood Boulevard and spending time together as a family. He was deeply in love with Gladys and told her so at Christmas 1934, but was left devastated when she was admitted to hospital shortly afterwards. ‘I almost lost my mind over it,’ he said.


According to the letter, Wilson continued to visit and correspond with Gladys for some years afterwards, until they eventually lost touch completely in 1945. ‘I have prayed for her many times and cried myself to sleep in lonesomeness for her,’ he wrote. His letter has the ring of truth, as he mentions personal information that was not yet widely known to the public.


We know little about Harry Wilson, but research for this book reveals that he was born in 1891; worked as a boat builder; and had been married at least twice before he met Gladys Baker. It is impossible to say whether Gladys reciprocated the love Harry felt for her, but one thing’s for sure: he held a torch for his lost love for many years; not marrying again until shortly before his death in 1970.


Back in 1935, and with Wilson having no legal rights to either Gladys or Norma Jeane, Grace McKee decided to take over full responsibility of both mother and daughter. On 25 March 1935 Grace filed a petition to be guardian of the estate, and thereafter began the long task of logging and assessing Gladys’ possessions and debts.


It was decided that Norma Jeane would be better off staying in the Arbol house with the Atkinson family, as she had warmed to the couple and it seemed pointless to uproot her again. However, there were many times when she felt completely isolated as a result of her mother’s illness. Records show that there were various families living in Arbol Drive at the time, including the Harrell family who were just down the road at number 6816. But while there were often children playing at the Harrell home and various others in the street, Norma Jeane’s feelings of inadequacy made her feel nowhere near comfortable playing with them.


One day, when Norma Jeane decided to run round the block just for the fun of it, some neighbourhood boys stopped to ask what she was doing. Before she could answer, another child snapped, ‘Don’t bother her. She’s just like her mother – crazy.’ It was comments like that which led Marilyn to deny the existence of her mother, often declaring that she was dead.


An oft-repeated tale about Marilyn’s life is that she was molested as a child aged nine or ten. As Marilyn told it, a ‘gentleman’ by the name of Mr Kimmell lived in the house where she was staying, and one day he called her into his room, locked the door, and indecently assaulted her. The general consensus is that the child was sexually assaulted, rather than raped, and when it was over she ran to her foster-mother who slapped her face for telling lies.


Some authors have dismissed this story as complete fabrication by Marilyn, while others, such as Donald Wolfe, insist that the incident took place while Norma Jeane lived on Arbol Drive, and that her mother was the one who slapped her face. Wolfe also names the molester as Murray Kinnell, a character actor who gave Bette Davis her big break in Hollywood and who had also worked on three of Jean Harlow’s films: The Public Enemy (1931), The Secret Six (1931) and The Beast of the City (1932).


It is impossible to know for sure if Murray Kinnell had anything to do with Norma Jeane, but if the assault story is true, and if it was indeed Kinnell who was the perpetrator, when did the assault take place and why was Kinnell living at the Arbol house?


Marilyn never mentioned that she was molested whilst in the care of her mother, which could be because she was covering up for her or because the incident didn’t happen while she was living with her at all. The Arbol house only had three bedrooms, so unless the Atkinsons shared a room with their daughter, and Norma Jeane shared with her mother, there would have been no room to take in a boarder. However, there is a possibility that the attack did take place at the Arbol house but after Gladys had been admitted to Norwalk.


As previously explained, George Atkinson worked as a standin for movie star George Arliss, and he, by chance, was a friend of Murray Kinnell. They had worked together in a number of movies, including Voltaire (1933), The House of Rothschild (1934) and Cardinal Richelieu (1935); the latter was filmed in March 1935, while Norma Jeane still lived with the Atkinson family. It is possible that the Atkinsons moved Norma Jeane into Nellie’s room, hence creating more space in the home, and that George Atkinson invited Murray Kinnell to stay in the empty room, where he had the opportunity to molest young Norma Jeane. We will never know what really happened in that house, but one thing is clear: from that moment on, the child began to stutter when faced with difficult situations, such as reading aloud in class. ‘The continual state of being frightened had started me stammering,’ she later recalled, ‘and people laughed at me when I stammered.’


There has been much talk about why Norma Jeane was removed from the Atkinsons’ care. Some say she had to be taken away because Grace McKee felt the couple were mistreating her, but this is inaccurate, as letters show Norma Jeane kept in touch with Nellie Atkinson for years afterwards, and Grace gave permission for the family to visit the child after she had moved out. Other sources state that the entire Atkinson family were moving back to England, and could no longer look after the child, but this is simply not true either.


Travel records for this time show that while Maude and Nellie Atkinson had travelled back to the UK for three months during the summer of 1924, there were no departures or arrivals listed for any of the family during the mid-1930s. However, there is evidence that would suggest the Atkinsons may have thought about travelling back to England shortly after Gladys had her breakdown. On 18 February 1935, George’s brother Richard passed away at his home in Grimsby and his death could have caused the family to think about returning home. While the Atkinsons may have flirted with the idea, it is highly unlikely that the trip ever took place, as society pages show that their daughter, Nellie, was maid of honour to her friend Margaret Appleton at the end of May and attended numerous wedding showers, parties and ceremonies throughout the coming year. She also married in Los Angeles on 17 March 1939; the wedding announcement clearly stating that the family were formerly of Grimsby and now living in Hollywood. Added to that, when Maude passed away in March 1944, the obituary reported that she had lived in southern California for twenty-five years, so any trip to England must have surely been a short one.


The reality of Norma Jeane’s removal from the Atkinsons’ care was actually the fact that, with Gladys gone, Grace had been forced to sell her friend’s belongings in order to pay off her debts. Gladys’ 1933 Plymouth Sedan (which she was still paying for) was listed in the inventory, along with the Franklin Grand Piano (which Grace’s aunt Ana Lower eventually bought) and a small radio. Grace kept detailed records of her expenditure, and court records show that on 22 May 1935 a payment of $25 was made to Mrs Atkinson for the care of Norma Jeane, but no other payments appear after that. Five days later, on 27 May, the Arbol Drive house was re-listed for sale and on 12 June the home was given back to the previous owners, the Whitmans.


Years later, while driving through the area with her sister-in-law Elyda Nelson, Norma Jeane pointed out the home she once shared with her mother. ‘I lived there once,’ she said, ‘before mother was ill. It was beautiful. The most wonderful furniture you can imagine: a baby grand piano and a room of my own. It all seems like a dream.’


Once the child moved out of Arbol Drive, she was transferred into the care of Elsie and Harvey Giffen, who lived at 2062 Highland Avenue. Harvey Giffen had known Gladys while she worked at the laboratory, and as a favour to Grace the family took Norma Jeane into their home. They grew so fond of her that they even hoped at one point to adopt her. From the confines of the hospital Gladys put a stop to the plan, just as she had done with the Bolender family years before. Gladys was determined that no one would ever take her little girl away, but it seems as though nobody ever thought to explain that to Norma Jeane. ‘No one ever seemed interested in adopting me permanently,’ she later said. ‘I’ve often wondered about this.’


In early summer, Grace and Olive Monroe, Gladys’ sister-in-law, travelled to Norwalk and grilled the staff about Gladys’ condition. In a letter dated 15 August, Grace told a friend, Myrtle Van Hyning, what she had been told by a doctor: ‘He explained to me that Gladys’ type of insanity is the hardest case to do anything with. Her brain did not develop like an ordinary person’s. They examined her brain with a floroscope [sic], and it proved to be about one third the size of a normal human being’s.’


The doctor then went on to explain that if Gladys had never had any worries and had someone to take care of her, she could probably have gone on to live a normal life, However, her condition was incurable and, although she might be able to leave the institution for a while, she would have to be taken back with her condition ‘worse than ever’ if she encountered any worries.


Sadly, Gladys knew nothing of this, and fully thought that she would one day be able to go back to her most recent job at RKO, where she was still well thought of by colleagues. Grace later recalled that she was loved and respected; ‘honest, hardworking, thrifty, dependable and kindly to everyone’. Another colleague described her as a ‘demure little lady who sat at her splicing machine and communicated with no one during her work day’. This may have been true, but the bosses at the studio decided they simply had no time for Gladys Baker and her illness. They decided enough was enough and Grace was in the unfortunate position of knowing they would never allow her friend to return to work under any circumstances.


Knowing there was no turning back for Gladys or Norma Jeane, plans had to be made for a permanent place for the child to stay. The Bolender family wanted Norma Jeane back, but Grace would not allow this, although the former foster-parents did on occasions take the child to see her mother at Norwalk. Nancy Bolender Jeffrey remembers, ‘Many Sunday afternoons were spent picking her up at one of the homes she was at and taking her over to visit her mother at the Norwalk Mental Institute. We would sit on the lawn and eat and visit and watch Norma Jeane and her mother play together. The Bolenders wanted to make sure that their relationship as mother and daughter was not interrupted any more than could be helped. She was always glad to see us and to go with us to see her mother.’


On 10 August 1935, Grace McKee travelled to her aunt and uncle’s house in Las Vegas and secretly married a gentleman by the name of Ervin ‘Doc’ Goddard, a divorcee with three young children: Nona, Eleanor (Bebe) and John. Grace had met Goddard three years before, when she had encouraged his film ambitions and introduced him to B-movie director Al Rogell, who gave him a part in one of his movies. After that, Goddard appeared in several films as an extra, but had failed to make the splash he had dreamed of when he’d first met Grace. Whilst conducting their courtship at Doc’s home at 6146 Eleanor Avenue, he proposed to Grace and she accepted, though they decided to keep the wedding secret, most likely to avoid upsetting Norma Jeane. However, after a week’s honeymoon, the couple arrived back in Los Angeles, where news travelled around the movie studio like wild fire, and on 19 August 1935 the couple found themselves splashed over the pages of the Los Angeles Times.


The secret was out and Grace was eager to convince Norma Jeane that she would still be more than welcome in her new life. To prove it, she moved the child into her home on Barbara Court, but lack of money and the arrival of Goddard’s daughter, Nona, meant that within weeks Grace decided that the situation wasn’t working out. And so it was that on 13 September Norma Jeane had her first look at the building that was to be her new home for the foreseeable future.


The Los Angeles Orphans Home was a red-brick building based in the heart of Hollywood. The location couldn’t have been more painful for Norma Jeane: it was just blocks away from Afton Place where she first lived with her mother. The child had not been told where she was going, but as she was led up the front steps her eyes fell upon the sign, and she immediately realized what was happening. Screaming, ‘I’m not an orphan, I’m not an orphan,’ the confused child tried desperately to persuade Grace to take her home, but to no avail. Before she knew what was happening, she was placed in the Girl’s Cottage, in the south wing of the building, in a room that slept twelve girls.


‘It seemed very big,’ Marilyn told Redbook columnist Jim Henaghan in 1952, ‘but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I just remember it as big.’ There were two dormitories – one large, and one small; the smaller one being seen as the better room, which the girls would try desperately to work their way up to. ‘I don’t know why, because, after all, it was still the orphanage,’ she said in 1952. In the large room, Norma Jeane’s bed was located right next to the window overlooking RKO studios, which caused a lot of heartache for the little girl, ‘I used to sit at the window and cry,’ she said, ‘knowing that my mother had once worked there.’


Norma Jeane bitterly resented the fact that her mother had been taken away, and that she had to live in an orphanage when she was not an orphan. But while Norma Jeane was infuriated with the situation, she wasn’t the only non-orphan in the place. During the time she was there, reports show that most of the children were half-orphans, which Norma Jeane actually believed she was, since her mother had long-since insisted her father was dead.


That said, Norma Jeane still felt that the whole situation was unfair and would never speak with any kindness about her time at ‘the Home’, repeating stories of how unpleasant it was until the very end of her life. ‘A child disturbed and unhappy could get that impression,’ said Margaret Ingram, Superintendent of the home in the 1960s, but insisted that life in the orphanage was not the nightmare Marilyn painted it to be.


Meanwhile, Grace Goddard continued her life as normal, working in the film laboratory through the day and rehearsing for the Columbian Drama League production of Up Pops the Devil at night. The play premiered at the Wilshire Ebell Theater on 29 September 1935, little more than two weeks after she waved goodbye to Norma Jeane, and while it is unlikely the child ever got to see her ‘Aunt Grace’ in the production, she almost certainly heard about it during her visits to the orphanage.


Grace tried to call in on Norma Jeane every week, bringing presents and clothes and taking her out for visits to the hairdresser or the occasional movie. She took an active interest in the child’s welfare, and when she discovered her to be extremely upset after a visit from Mrs Bolender, Grace immediately wrote to the home’s superintendent, Sula Dewey. The undated letter asked that nobody be allowed to ‘see or talk to little Norma Jean [sic] Baker, unless you have my written permission to do so’. She went on to say that she especially did not want her to be visited by Ida Bolender, as ‘her visits seem to upset the child’. Grace included a list of people who were allowed to see Norma Jeane: Elsie and Harvey Giffin, Maude, George and Nellie Atkinson, Gladys’s sister-in-law, Olive Monroe, and Olive’s mother, Mrs Martin.


On 6 December 1935, Mrs Dewey wrote a reply to Grace, on Los Angeles Orphans Home Society letterhead:


Dear Mrs Goddard


When Mrs Bolender was here I told her she should not talk to Norma about her mother.


The physicians have said Mrs Baker would not get well – that means the child must have first consideration.


Will you please give a letter to each person you want Norma to see and go out with? This would be an extra check. If I just tell the ones who are on duty the names of the ones to see Norma there might be a slip.


Norma is not the same since Mrs B. visited with her. She doesn’t look as happy. When she is naughty she says, ‘Mrs Dewey, I wouldn’t ever want my Aunt Grace to know I was naughty.’ She loves you very much.


I’ll do as you request. We want to do all we can to make Norma happy, and to please you.


Sincerely yours


(Mrs) S. S. Dewey


Although Marilyn would always insist that life in the orphanage was hellish – often on a par with the story of little orphan ‘Annie’ – it would seem that the care of the children in the institution was actually very good. Each child received five cents every Saturday as pocket money, along with candy that was kept in large containers in the closet. They also had a barber – Sam David – who would visit the home every six weeks, and hold haircut parties where the children could choose a hairstyle and stay up way past their bedtime.


There were gardens to play in, trips to the home’s Manhattan beach house in the summer, and every October the home opened to the public for the annual fruit and jam shower. This event lasted two days and saw visitors from all over, touring the establishment and giving gifts of jams, jellies, chocolate, canned fruit and vegetables for the coming year.


There was also an abundance of activities during the festive season. Indeed, in December 1935, three months after Norma Jeane’s arrival, the Los Angeles chapter of the National Association of Cost Accountants took the children to the Army and Navy Club, at 1106 South Broadway, for a mammoth Christmas party. The children were able to meet Santa Claus, who presented them with gifts, and then enjoyed a full dinner, before returning to the orphanage at 7 p.m. Then on 18 December, the children, including Norma Jeane, were entertained by the Federal Theater Project, who put on a show which included clowns, magicians, dancers, acrobats and singers.


On Christmas Eve the children attended services at the Vine Street Methodist-Episcopal church, where some of them were chosen to sing, and then on Christmas Day they sang carols in the auditorium above the dining room, before receiving gifts of clothes – sweaters (made by the home’s knitting club), underwear, shirts and trousers or skirts.


Bill Fredenhall arrived at the orphanage in March 1934, eighteen months before Norma Jeane. He has many memories of his time there, and of the festive season in particular: ‘At Christmas we had several special trips out to large parties. One year I remember I attended a party where Joe E. Brown was the master of ceremony. You will remember him as Jack Lemmon’s “boyfriend” in Some Like It Hot. We would receive gifts at these occasions and one Christmas my brother and I were taken out and given complete outfits: suits, shirts, ties, shoes. We wore these clothes when we left the Home for good in 1940.’


There were also Christmas trees in different areas of the orphanage, each one containing toys and gifts for the children. Photographs of the home, taken around the time of Norma Jeane’s stay, show children clutching hobby horses, huge dolls, roller skates and teddies, while gifts also came from local people and even the fire brigade. Bill Fredenhall remembers: ‘The Fire Department favoured the home at Christmas; they would arrive with the sirens going and a truckload of gifts. That was exciting! That happened each year. Christmas was a big deal at the Home and is another example of how they made it a swell place to be – remember this was in the depths of the depression and in that regard we were quite fortunate.’


Shortly after settling into life at the home, Norma Jeane was asked to look after Bill, as he was younger than she was, and the staff thought it would do her good to look after someone other than herself. The girls at the orphanage all had a younger boy that they ‘mothered’, and this practice went on until the home finally closed its doors in 2005. ‘My time with Norma Jeane would have been after meals in the yard,’ remembers Bill. ‘On the swings with other kids of similar ages; I remember very clearly the swings, slide and holding hands, and she would give me a peck goodnight when it was time to go in.’


Whilst at the orphanage, Norma Jeane’s day would start with breakfast, and then she would clean her teeth and brush her tongue. The reason for this practice became apparent as she and the other children passed the home’s nurse on the way out of the building: she would examine their tongues and if there was the slightest hint of a ‘coating’, the children would be given a dose of castor oil. Needless to say they made sure they kept their mouths extremely clean.


After the inspection, Norma Jeane made her way to Vine Street School, which she later recalled as the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. According to Marilyn, the girls would all wear different coloured gingham dresses, and she would often hear other pupils pointing towards her and her friends, whispering, ‘They’re from the home.’


Shortly after beginning her schooling at Vine Street, she became friendly with three boys in her class. This was shortlived, however, when they found out their new friend was from the orphanage. The boys made fun of her status; the friendship turned sour and Norma Jeane went deeper into her shell. ‘I was always shy and scared,’ she later recalled.


The school was close to orange groves, and on a cold day Norma Jeane and the children would stand out in the yard and look at the smoky skies caused by the burning pots of oil, protecting the groves from frost. After school she would make her way back to the home and play until dinner was ready, then there was time to listen to the radio, or read a book from the extensive collection in the library; much of which had been donated by Oliver Hardy, one half of the famous Laurel and Hardy duo.


At the weekend Norma Jeane was taken to Sunday school at the Vine Street Methodist Church, where each child was given a penny to put into the collection. Some of the children got wise to this, however, and soon started hiding their pennies in their clothes – particularly the boys’ neckties, so that they would not be found when required.


But the weekends were not just about going to church. There were also trips to such places as the Ringling Brothers circus, Tom Mix circus, the Ambassador Auditorium, Griffith Park Observatory, the Le Brae Avenue Tar Pits, and various parks. Bill Fredenhall also recalls a studio birthday party for Shirley Temple, along with movies at the nearby RKO studio, held at least once a month. These outings would often result in autographs and presents for the children, along with the odd penny or two from actors on the lot. There were also several movies made at the home, some of which included the children as background players.


When Norma Jeane was old enough, she was given the opportunity of working in the laundry or the kitchen to earn money, and it is here that a large part of the controversy creeps in regarding her memories of the home and her role within it. Marilyn would later complain to interviewers that she often had to wash and dry hundreds of dishes, but Bill Fredenhall remembers it a little differently: ‘Marilyn was talking about the job of kitchen help. We were paid, and this was obviously the type of chore that needed doing daily. We had lots of help and we made lunches too . . . I recall the fun of spreading butter, and peanut butter on a huge layout of sliced bread, and then slapping on a leaf of lettuce and putting it into a bag together with apples and oranges.’


So what about Marilyn’s tales of hundreds of dishes and chores? ‘I am sure her comments about the dishes were coloured by her biographers,’ says Bill. ‘Part of the poor, unhappy child routine. I would guess there were fewer than twenty staff, including matrons, cooks, hospital and laundry staff, but we were loved, protected, trained and cared for.’


One of the people responsible for caring for the children was Mrs Sula Dewey, whom Grace had written to about Norma Jeane. Out of all Marilyn’s recollections of the orphanage, perhaps the only happy one was that of Mrs Dewey allowing her to apply a little make-up to her cheeks and being able to pat her little dog. She was kind and caring, but could also give out discipline when it was called for.


There have been many tales of the unhappy life lived by the children at the home, but very few of these are true. One of the more outlandish stories is that of birthday celebrations: it is said that on a child’s birthday, a large cake would be wheeled out so that the children could sing ‘Happy Birthday’. However, this was no ordinary sponge; it was made of wood with only a tiny space inside for one piece of real cake. The ‘orphan’ would eat the real slice, and the wooden cake would be wheeled back into the cupboard until the next birthday came along. However, this is untrue. ‘A wooden cake? I doubt it,’ says Bill Fredenhall. ‘I never saw it. It sure sounds like one of those “tales”. I don’t remember any birthday celebrations. But almost for sure Mrs Dewey would take the opportunity to give one a few pieces of candy, at least.’


While Bill can’t recall any specific birthday parties at the home, there was at least one party each year, given by Lorena Ann Taplin, whose father, Judge Taplin, had spent eight years of his childhood there. On 19 April 1936, Lorena travelled to the orphanage and celebrated with the children, sharing a frosted birthday cake and ice cream, and treating them all to a film screening. The celebrations were intended for all the children, and almost certainly included Norma Jeane.


For the most part, Norma Jeane kept herself out of trouble at the orphanage and tried to settle in as best she could; her grades were good, she was quiet and well-behaved, and participated in all activities, but there were times she found herself getting into trouble, just like any other ten-year-old child. When asked about her escapades years later, Marilyn admitted that after some encouragement by the ‘tough’ children, she agreed to escape from the orphanage by jumping over the hedge. Of course, the escape did not go to plan, and before they knew it, the disgraced youngsters were hauled back into the building.





Chapter 3


‘Norma Jeane, Human Bean’


Much has been said about how long Norma Jeane actually lived at the Los Angeles Orphans Home, with most authors agreeing that her stay was around two years, beginning in 1935 and ending in 1937. However, court records show that the last payment made by Grace Goddard to the orphanage was on 21 June 1936, and she had certainly removed Norma Jeane from the home by October 1936, since this is when she started to be paid for her care.


Norma Jeane moved into the Goddard home at 3107 Barbara Court, and after the time spent in the orphanage she revelled in her new family. Grace loved having the child around and, as they were both fans of Jean Harlow, she began to mould Norma Jeane into her idol. Along with her sister, Enid Knebelkamp, Grace encouraged her young charge to consider acting as a future profession, as later recalled by Enid’s friend, Catherine Larson: ‘Aunt Enid and Aunt Grace always knew Marilyn would make it in Hollywood; they had a sort of quiet certainty about it because they thought she was such a beautiful girl.’


Spurred on by dreams of stardom, Grace would take Norma Jeane to Columbia Studios, where she was working in the film library, and show her off to her co-workers. One of them, Leila Fields, later told biographer Maurice Zolotow that Grace adored Norma Jeane and took her everywhere with her, convincing the child that she would one day be a famous movie star. Fields gave Grace all the credit for Norma Jeane’s success and concluded that ‘Grace had an obsession about her.’


Another colleague, Olin Gleason Murphy, later recalled: ‘Miss McKee would have someone bring a little girl to the lab an hour or so before noontime closing. We workers were introduced to her, and every introduction was the same over and over . . . “Baby I want you to meet Olin. Olin this is Norma Jean, isn’t she pretty? Norma Jean shake hands with the nice man, fine, now turn around and show the big bow on the back of your dress.”’ This routine would repeat over and over again, with Grace having the child tell everyone that when she grew up she was going to be a movie star. Murphy described it as ‘brainwashing’ that continued for the entire time Norma Jeane was with Grace.


The Goddard house on Barbara Court wasn’t exactly a dream home, but at least it wasn’t the orphanage. Grace bred cocker spaniels and Norma Jeane spent much of her time playing with the animals. Life was once again beginning to settle down into some kind of normality, but money was extremely tight for the Goddard family, and on more than one occasion both Grace and Norma Jeane found themselves waiting in a long line for stale bread. As Doc’s daughter Bebe later remembered, ‘Daddy was not a very dependable type of character when it came to breadwinning.’


Added to the financial worries were various other stressful events during 1937. In January, Gladys caused concern by escaping from guards whilst being taken from Norwalk State Hospital to Portland, Oregon. The incident was kept secret from Norma Jeane, but did make the pages of the Los Angeles Times on 21 January.


Then later in the year came two pieces of sad news. Firstly, Norma Jeane was devastated when her idol, Jean Harlow, died suddenly at the tender age of twenty-six. Then in September 1937, there was tragic news for Grace from Las Vegas.


Her uncle Kirby Willett was about to retire from his Union Pacific railroad job and move with his wife Minnie to a farm near San Diego. He had worked for many years on the railroad and moving from Las Vegas to the quiet countryside of California was something to which both he and Minnie were looking forward. Unfortunately, during a trip to California on 16 September, Kirby was involved in an automobile accident and killed instantly. Grace and Doc had married at the Willett home in Las Vegas, and when news of Uncle Kirby’s death reached Grace she was both shocked and devastated.


The news only contributed to the other problems being experienced by the Goddard family at that time and it wasn’t long before Grace took the decision to move both herself and Norma Jeane out of the family home. They moved in with Grace’s sister, Enid Knebelkamp, and Norma Jeane became friends with her young daughter, Diane, who later shared her memories with her own daughter, Jo: ‘Norma Jeane was very sweet and always nice to my Mom. My Mom said that she was also very smart and the family didn’t like that she was portrayed as being a dumb blonde.’


Over the years it has been said that Grace removed the child from her Barbara Court home because Doc Goddard had made a fumbled pass at Norma Jeane when he was drunk. This seems highly unlikely, especially since she returned to the home several years later and kept in touch until Grace Goddard passed away. Almost sixty years later, his daughter Eleanor ‘Bebe’ Goddard talked to the ‘All About Marilyn’ fan club about the stories: ‘The fact is that my father never touched Marilyn. He was a real lady’s man in that he loved women and they loved him, but that was only a big show and I never encountered a more faithful man than my father was to his wives.’


However, in spite of that, there were certainly problems between Doc and Grace, and for the next few months both she and Norma Jeane shuttled back and forth between the Knebelkamp home and that of Grace’s Aunt Ana Lower. Doc meanwhile rented a room from Mrs Cora A. French at 920 Hyperion Avenue and listed himself quite ambitiously as a director on official records. Eventually, however, the couple reunited and moved into a home at 6707 Odessa Avenue. This was a positive step for them, but not so for Norma Jeane, who was moved from the Knebelkamp/Lower homes and placed in that of her aunt, Olive Monroe.


Olive Monroe was born Olive Brunings (aka Olyve Brunnings) and married Gladys Baker’s brother, Marion Otis Monroe, in San Diego on 20 September 1924. Together they had three children, Jack, Ida Mae and Olive Elizabeth. On 20 November 1929, just over nine months after the birth of their third child, Marion told his wife he was leaving on routine business, but would be back by 6.30 p.m. in time for dinner. He never returned and all attempts to find him failed. Whether Olive believed he had deserted her, or something more sinister had befallen him, is unclear, but eventually she was forced to declare herself destitute and petitioned to have Marion declared dead, in order that she could receive aid from the state.
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