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On April 13th 1949 a woman travelling under the name V M Kalutz caught the overnight flight from Los Angeles to New York City. After landing at LaGuardia Airport, and with the help of a member of the airport staff, she deposited most of her baggage, three large suitcases and four smaller ones, in the left luggage office. She departed the airport without attracting any attention.


She stayed the night in a hotel close to LaGuardia, then returned to the airport the next morning. Here she had a reservation on a Pan American Douglas DC4 headed for London. Her transit through New York had been belatedly discovered by the press, and as she arrived back at the airport she was surrounded by a small crowd of reporters and photographers. She spoke to the reporters, answering a flurry of questions about the reason for her flight, her future filming plans and the state of her relationships.


She evidently saw the questions as intrusive and at first she would not talk about the upcoming lawsuit brought against her by her ex-husband. She finally gave way under persistent questioning. She dealt with the questions politely if vaguely. She said that nothing could be said about the lawsuit until after the court hearing. When asked about the name of the male companion who had been with her at the recent preliminary court hearing, she said she never commented on gossip. Some of the reporters guessed a few names, but she declined to confirm or deny. She posed willingly for photographs, the recurrent flashing of bulbs drawing the attention of other passengers and staff passing through the airport building. Many paused to try and take a look at her.


She was known to the public as Jeanette Marchand. She was a film star, under long-term contract to Warner Bros but recently lent out to other studios for single projects. After two decades she was still one of the most famous women in American cinema, with around fifty films to her name, in many of which she had taken leading roles.


The photographs published in the newspapers the next day were carefully selected by the picture editors to emphasize her beauty and glamour, and to confirm her status as a major star. Two days later, when they learned what happened to her when she arrived in London, a few reporters remarked privately that although she had put on a brave front for the cameras, she had looked tired and seemed fraught and nervous. The lawsuit being brought against her by her ex-husband Stan McPherson, star pitcher with the Los Angeles Dodgers, was likely to cause a sensation when the case opened. They revealed that she had been noticeably upset by the judge at the preliminary hearing, who had made several financial and restraining orders against her.


While she was still being interviewed at the airport one of the reporters asked her about her travel plans. She was going to England, she said, to take a short vacation and to explore the possibility of making some films over there. American actors were in demand in the British studios, but few were working there because post-war conditions of austerity were said to be uncomfortable. Jeanette Marchand said this made no difference to her – she came from a working family in Pittsburgh and had grown up without privileges. She would not confirm that Warner Bros had released her from her contract. Asked about her relationship with Dirk Halliday, she said no other films with him were being planned at present. She denied the rumours about Halliday, and said that she had always found him a serious and professional co-star, for whom she had the highest regard. She would not reveal where she would be staying in London, but said she would return to California in about a month’s time.


A Pan Am representative appeared and politely interceded, then led Jeanette Marchand through to the VIP lounge. From there she was conducted to her seat in the first class section of the plane, where she asked for a champagne cocktail. The aircraft took off about half an hour later.


This was to be her final journey. Jeanette Marchand did in fact arrive in London, but she never returned to the USA.


Many years later, the film critic and essayist Justin Farmer gave a wide-ranging interview to the UK film magazine Sight and Sound. Amongst many other things he was asked about his beginnings, what it was that had originally sparked his interest in cinema.


He replied immediately, ‘Seeing two of Jeanette Marchand’s early films when I was seven years old.’


He explained. He was born towards the end of the second world war, a period when Marchand’s career was starting to fade. He was only five years old at the time she flew from New York to London, so of course was completely unaware of everything that happened then. He noticed her after his family bought one of the first television sets to be made available to the general public in the UK. This was in the early 1950s, a time when there was only one channel, a limited service provided by the BBC. The television signal was restricted at first to the London area, then soon to parts of the Midlands and the North, so there was not yet a mass audience. Live programmes were few and far between, and the signal was prone to break down because of technical problems.


The BBC had access to a tiny library of films, all of which they broadcast in turn several times. Two of Jeanette’s films were among them, and as a pre-teen child he had watched them repeatedly, learning her name from the credits, but not at the time registering the titles. He had fallen innocently in love with her beautiful face and was amused by the clever way she delivered her lines. This had stirred emotions in him he did not understand. The interest she created led eventually to his lifetime involvement with cinema.


He went on that as an adult, when he had access to reference works, he had worked out which of her films they must have been. They were both from the pre-Code era of Hollywood: one was The Dashing Young Man from 1932, and the other was Frozen Hearts from 1933. As a filmographer he said he was intrigued by this. Many of the films made at that time had been subsequently withdrawn by the studios because of the Hays Code and were rarely seen, let alone shown on television. How they had reached the BBC was something he had not been able to find out, but was still interested to try.


Justin Farmer added that he learned about Jeanette Marchand’s mysterious end while he was still at university, and that he had made a special visit to London Airport, not with the thought of trying to solve what had become a notorious mystery, but simply to have a look at where it was thought to have had happened.


Jeanette Marchand was born Verity Mae Kalutz, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. She was an only child. Her mother was a pool typist, her father managed a small grocery store. She studied acting and dance while still at school, and moved to New York City in 1928 when she was sixteen years old. She worked as a dancer in vaudeville and as a hostess in night clubs. She roomed with a friend called Ruby Stevens, whom she met while they were dancers in a burlesque show. Ruby, who was slightly older, also had ambitions to act in films.


In 1929 the two young women travelled overland to Los Angeles, where they managed to scrape up occasional paid work as uncredited extras and walk-ons in a handful of Hollywood musicals and gangster movies. They were part of a whole generation of young women and men who dreamt of becoming film stars.


They both changed their names. Verity became Jeanette Marchand, and Ruby called herself Barbara Stanwyck – as Stanwyck she was the first of the two friends to find a breakthrough role, in a romantic drama called Ladies of Leisure, directed in 1930 by Frank Capra.


Jeanette followed a few months later. She made a brief but memorable appearance in a Chicago-set crime thriller called The Public Enemy. In this she was in the uncredited role of Kitty, the unhappy girlfriend of a mobster played by James Cagney. She had only one scene with the star and just two short lines to speak. She sat with him at breakfast while he vented his anger at her. Suddenly, he stood up, seized the half-grapefruit she had been eating and thrust it violently into her face. It was not in the script and to all appearances the attack took the young woman by surprise. In the following few seconds of the film Jeanette Marchand can clearly be seen in distress. She was humiliated by it and afterwards left the studio in tears, but when the film was released a few months later the brief scene hit the headlines. She went straight into working on another film, this time with a role in The Headline Story. Her rise to fame began there.


Throughout the 1930s Jeanette worked regularly, becoming one of the highest paid actors in Hollywood. She made around forty features before much of the studio activity was reduced by the start of the second world war. Jeanette starred in many of her films, but towards the end of the decade the quality of the films she made, the standing of the other actors she worked with, and the roles she was given to play, steadily declined.


She was soon mostly appearing in derivative and hurriedly made B-features. Just before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor Jeanette was playing the abandoned wife in a romantic comedy for Warner Bros, and for the rest of the war years she played similar secondary characters. In 1946 she returned to making main features, but a new generation of young actors were competing for the starring roles and she was usually cast as a teacher, an older relative, a nurse. She had been married twice, and had a young daughter.


The plane Jeanette boarded took off from LaGuardia on time. There were two planned intermediate stops for refuelling, in Newfoundland and west Ireland. There was only one other passenger in the first class section of the aircraft: a man travelling alone. He sat apart from Jeanette in the seat to which he had been allocated. According to the cabin crew she spent much of the first part of the journey sleeping. She woke up from time to time to eat a meal and take several glasses of wine.


During the stopover at Gander Airport, then known as Newfoundland Airport, all the passengers transferred to the terminal building while the aircraft was being refuelled. The crew did not know what passed between Jeanette and the other passenger while on the ground, although they were together in the airline’s VIP lounge. When they reboarded the man took the seat beside hers, and remained there for the whole of the next part of the journey, the long non-stop flight across the Atlantic to Ireland. Jeanette sometimes seemed tearful, and for extended periods stayed silent, her shoulder turned against the man. At one point a female member of the crew approached Jeanette to check that all was well, which she said it was.


When the plane landed at Shannon the man left the plane and did not reboard. Jeanette was alone in the first class compartment for the final leg of the flight.


After the aircraft landed safely in London, Jeanette was allowed to disembark before the other passengers. She first spoke warmly to the cabin crew who had served her during the long flight, and autographed the menu cards for them. The captain, second pilot and flight engineer left the cockpit to speak briefly to her. She then walked down the mobile steps alone. One of the cabin crew watched her as she crossed the tarmac towards the ex-military marquee that served as an office for customs officials, airline staff and where travellers could retrieve their baggage. Two other similar tents stood beside it. The other passengers were only allowed to start disembarking from the plane once Jeanette reached the entrance to the marquee.


The flight stewardess who had observed Jeanette crossing the tarmac later told a reporter that Miss Marchand seemed well as she walked from the plane. She confirmed that they had served her with several glasses of wine during the flight, but these were evenly spaced over a long duration. She did not appear to be under the influence.


The captain of the aircraft, who returned to the cockpit after briefly meeting her, also watched from his window as she walked away from the plane. He said that she appeared normal, but added that many passengers were visibly tired after long transatlantic flights, and if Miss Marchand had seemed a little unsteady on her feet then it would have been nothing unusual.


When she entered the tent he turned away from the window. He was the last person to see Jeanette Marchand alive. What happened to her after she entered the marquee, or where she went next, no one knows.


She was a famous celebrity, suffused with the aura of stardom, and her appearance stood out almost everywhere she went, but once she was inside the marquee she was not seen by anyone who could recall her. Her passport was not checked. Customs officials had no recollection of her passing through. No one was at the airport to meet her. It turned out that she had not ordered a car and driver to be at the airport to collect her. No one approached the small information office to enquire about her.


Her baggage was unloaded from the aircraft but it remained unclaimed.


The cab drivers who regularly served the airport were later interviewed, but none of them had taken a fare from her, nor had even seen her around the taxi rank. They all said they would instantly have recognized her if she had been there.


She never arrived at Claridge’s, the hotel in the Mayfair area of London where she had reserved a suite of rooms.


It was not realized for some time that she had gone missing. It was only the next day that staff at Claridge’s made telephone enquiries with the airline and the airport management. At this point the airport passenger area was searched, but there was no sign of her. Later, when the police were called in, all the airport marquees and other temporary buildings were searched again, this time more thoroughly.


Jeanette Marchand had no family in Britain, and as far as anyone knew she had no British friends or other personal contacts. Her American parents were both deceased, as was her first husband, an actor from the silent era, who died in 1933. She was divorced from her second husband, Stan McPherson – when he was contacted by Los Angeles Police, McPherson stated that he was convinced she was still alive and was in hiding somewhere. He claimed she owed him large sums of money, which was why she had tried to disappear. He could provide no more information than that, but he pointed out that all her property, contacts and business interests were in the USA.


Her talent agency said that they had heard nothing from her and did not know where she was, but that there was the possibility of an offer of a part from Warner Bros. A representative from the Warner studio said she was still under contract to them, but she had been granted two months’ leave of absence.


The two largest film studios close to London had not had any contact with her, and were in fact surprised to hear that she was intending to work in the country. They said they would make enquiries, but they never came up with anything.


For a week Jeanette’s disappearance was widely reported in the popular newspapers. Photos of her familiar face were on the front pages of most of them. Some speculated that she had been kidnapped or even murdered, but no body was ever found and there were no demands for a ransom. There was a brief rash of alleged sightings of her: on the beach promenade in Bournemouth, at a race meeting in Leeds, in an exclusive store in London’s Bond Street. All of these turned out to be mistaken. The story soon slipped from the headlines and eventually was no longer of interest. The police file was closed.
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At the age of twenty Justin Farmer still knew nothing about Jeanette Marchand’s disappearance. He had in fact barely thought about her for several years – the memory of those old films had largely faded away into the muddles of childhood experience.


He had been born and brought up in Field Green, a Cheshire village on the outside southern edge of Manchester, but the family moved to the London area in 1960.


Justin was about to go to university at the time and he had already been selected for a BA course in Media Studies, part of which was a Film Theory module, at Reading University. Reading was in the Thames valley to the west of London and was sufficiently far from his parents’ new home on the other side of the city to feel like he was making a break, but it was also close enough to the centre of London for frequent visits to the wide range of first-run cinemas. He sometimes travelled in with a group of other students from his course, or more often he went alone. Film had become his passion.


One of the screens he visited most frequently was at the National Film Theatre, on the South Bank. As a child his film-going had been largely governed by the choices of his parents and sister, so he had grown up with comedies, musicals and a few WW2 pictures. Now living a semi-independent life Justin was restless to catch up with what he realized he had been missing. He was relishing his belated discovery of European, Asian and independent American movies. The French nouvelle vague had forged a radical new approach to film, and German and Japanese cinema was emerging from post-war trauma. In Sweden, Ingmar Bergman was at his peak.


As for films of the past: many of the revivals were shown in repertory at the NFT, some because of their art house qualities, others to illustrate the careers of certain directors, actors, cinematographers, and so on.


In 1964 one of the NFT’s retrospective seasons focused on the career of the British film director James Whale, who had had a long career in Hollywood, and who was probably best known for his film adaptation in 1931 of Frankenstein. While catching up with contemporary cinema Justin had not yet given much thought to the past. Curious to find out about Whale’s work Justin went to see a few of his films. One in particular, also made in Hollywood in 1931, gave him a start of surprise and recognition. The film was called Westminster Bridge.


It was set in London during the 1914-18 war, and dealt with the brief relationship between an American soldier on furlough from the war and a streetwalker. Made before the strict censorship of the Hays Code clamped down on perceived immorality, the film contained what with hindsight was considered to be inappropriate material. Although innocuous by the much freer standards of the 1960s the original version was almost never shown after its first release, but the NFT had managed to obtain an uncut print. As it began, Justin was astonished to discover that the female lead, the prostitute, was played by Jeanette Marchand.


He had lost touch with his childish infatuation with her, but he had never forgotten her beautiful appearance and her dry, witty way of delivering dialogue. As he watched Westminster Bridge he knew it was not a film he had seen before, so it was not one of those shown by the BBC back then. But to see Jeanette Marchand again through more grown-up eyes was a revelation to him. She was just as attractive to him as he remembered. In Westminster Bridge she looked as if she was the same age as he was now. It saddened him to think of the many years that had passed in the meantime.


She was no longer famous. That he was sure of. The NFT’s mimeographed information sheet about the film, available in the foyer, said more about Whale’s work than that of his actors. Justin picked up a copy after the end of the film and read it straight away, eager to learn more. It did mention Bette Davis, who was then at the beginning of her career. She played a small part in the film, the third she had been in. In the notes, Jeanette Marchand was referred to only in passing, even though she and her male counterpart were described in the credits as the leading actors. The sheet mentioned that she had appeared in a minor role in Whale’s extraordinary adaptation of Frankenstein.


He went to the NFT’s bookstall and browsed through their well-sourced stock of film books, in particular the biographical and encyclopaedic works they had on sale. Jeanette was listed in them all, with several of her films described in detail. Most of them were not. It was while he was looking through the books that Justin began the process of elimination from which he eventually worked out the titles of the films he had seen her in years before on television.


The next day he went to the cinema section of the university library, gradually finding out what more he could learn of Jeanette Marchand’s career. The information in the books he had browsed at the NFT was confirmed: she made no more films after 1949. Two of the reference books described her as having died in that year. Another referred obliquely to the fact that she appeared to have retired from the film industry and was living in obscurity, while yet another, published by a popular newspaper, speculated that she had run away with the actor Dirk Halliday. The entry for Halliday himself interestingly made no mention of Jeanette Marchand, other than that he had starred in two features with her. He was said to have retired from acting and now lived with his Canadian-born wife on a ranch in Southern California.


In a biographical encyclopaedia Justin found a full and appreciative entry for Jeanette Marchand. It described her as an unjustly neglected actor, as talented and versatile as her contemporaries Barbara Stanwyck, Joan Crawford, Myrna Loy and Bette Davis, but overlooked in the present day because of the premature and tragic end to her career. It noted her family background, it named both her husbands, and listed and evaluated many of her films. It also mentioned the mystery of her flight to Britain and her disappearance at London Airport, as well as the fact that no trace of her had ever been found. She had been declared legally dead in 1955.


Now intrigued, Justin went into London to research the British Museum’s newspaper archive, hoping there were extra facts to be found. He was by this time interested not so much in the story itself but in the way it had been told to the public by the press. He spent a long day in the archive, discovering how repetitive and shallow the reporting had been. He saw that much of it was obviously intended to remind the public of the glamour of Hollywood during post-war austerity.


Justin came away having learned only one element of the story that the biographies omitted. Treating it as a minor irrelevance, the News Chronicle and the Daily Mirror both remarked that a man travelling on the same plane, in the first class section, had sat beside her for at least a part of the long flight.


Justin wondered about the real significance of this. Did Jeanette Marchand know the man before this flight? Or was he an intrusive stranger? Why did he leave the aircraft before it landed in London? The newspapers called him the ‘mystery man’, but the reporters had not uncovered who he might have been.


One Saturday morning a couple of weeks later Justin left his student accommodation in Reading, travelled by train to London, then took the tube to Hounslow West at the extremity of the Piccadilly Line. Here he caught a bus to the airport. It was still identified as London Airport and was the main hub for London, but there were official plans to change the name to Heathrow in the near future.


Certain experiences with aircraft in his childhood had given Justin a particular and nervous interest in passenger flights. Now he never flew and at that time had no plans to do so. As an impoverished student the thought was for him anyway academic. But the discovery that Jeanette Marchand had disappeared at an airport induced an intangible feeling of identification with her.


He walked around the central area of the airport, with its constant noise and movement of cars, taxicabs and service vehicles, as they drove slowly along the maze of roads and one-way traffic lanes. The noise of jet engines intermittently rose up from beyond the terminal buildings, adding to the sense of urgency. A smell of kerosene drifted everywhere. He tried to filter all that away, imagining how the airport might have looked a decade and a half earlier in the era of propellers, at night, in the dark.


Until the late 1940s Heathrow was a mere aerodrome, sometimes used as a wartime overflow from the RAF base at Northolt, or taking the occasional civilian flight diverted from Croydon. For several years Croydon was the main airport for London. With the opening of transatlantic flights, the grass runways at Heathrow were replaced with concrete and made longer and more durable. The airlines switched from Croydon, which was incapable of expansion because of the surrounding density of houses and other buildings.


Development of the service areas at Heathrow had been going on for many years since Jeanette Marchand flew in from New York. Building work on new terminals, multi-storey car parks and administration offices was visibly in progress, and there was practically no remaining trace of the former RAF temporary buildings, some which had still been in use in 1949.


After walking around for a while Justin noticed a couple of derelict shacks on the edge of one of the car parks. He found a way to walk to them, having to cross the crowded road system a couple of times. They were clearly disused and were contained behind a closed wire security fence. He tried to imagine what Jeanette Marchand might have experienced after she left the aircraft, walking away from the plane across the tarmac in the cool air, heading for the unheated tent where incoming passengers were received. No welcoming staff in neat costumes with ready smiles and calming words, but maybe officials of some kind or a couple of police officers.


The huts that remained were common sights across Britain in the immediate post-war years. At Heathrow in 1949 they were repurposed as administrative buildings: passports and tickets were examined there, and luggage might be searched. Bare light bulbs, old furniture, evidence of austerity and shabbiness everywhere. That day from beyond the wire Justin took only a brief look at the old structures which served as the terminal back then.


He returned to the main part of the concourse and walked towards the nearer of the two large modern passenger buildings. The traffic congestion and constant noise around him was increasingly unpleasant. He headed for the door area with the overhead sign: Departures.


As he raised a hand to push against the swing door Justin experienced a strong and momentarily disturbing sensation: not fear, not dread, nothing as identifiable as those, but a general apprehension, a feeling of dislike, a ghost memory, a bad association from the past. It was almost as if he had been here before when something disagreeable occurred.


He paused, reacting to the vague feeling. This was the first time he had been to London Airport, the first time in fact that he had ever entered a large international airport. Other people were close behind him, hurrying to get into the building. One man, struggling with two heavy pieces of luggage, pushed past to step around him but one of his unwieldy suitcases knocked against Justin’s leg. Justin instinctively moved to one side to make way, then followed the man, suppressing the uncomfortable feeling of unfocused dread.


The interior of the building was high and spacious, with daylight falling in through many windows high up. A huge throng of people filled the floor, all appearing to be moving in different directions. Music was playing in the background, and although it was frequently interrupted by announcements there was no sense of urgency or warning.


On the contrary: the announcer’s voice sounded calm and reassuring, mentioning flights now waiting to be boarded, reminders to have tickets and passports ready, and so on. The airport was a place of transit, of temporary occupation. It was a hall of individuals who were all in different ways heading away, part of a multitude and subsumed temporarily into it but not of a collective single mind. They were travelling alone, or with one other, or with a few others, all with different motives and intentions, none of which involved joining the crowd or being in the airport longer than necessary.


A mechanical departures board clacked around, listing current destinations: Rome, Lisbon, Alicante, West Berlin, Nice. Every time the board was activated, the flight at the top of the list disappeared and a new one appeared at the bottom. Nothing was permanent, secure. To one side a row of desks served queues of travellers, who moved forward slowly to have their paperwork checked or approved, dragging or shuffling their luggage with their feet, or reaching down to scrape it a few more inches forward. These people eventually drifted away to find their aircraft, to be replaced by new arrivals – they were in a sort of human synchronization with the mechanical board.


Justin wandered about the concourse looking around at everything. The music was loud enough not to be in the background, and partly because of it the terminal was a noisy place. Voices were often raised over the music. Some people were silent while they waited, but others sounded petulant, annoyed with each other. Men travelling alone looked impatient, as if they did not feel they should be made to wait. Couples stood apart, not communicating with each other. Some of the children looked sullen or restless. But many of these people were dressed lightly, almost frivolously, ready for the Mediterranean sunshine and warmth to which they were heading.


The paradox was that the terminal was a zone of imposed reassurance and bland prospects. The light music seemed intended to induce a feeling of familiarity and relaxation in the passengers. The brightly lit display advertisements for expensive drinks, cosmetics and hotels suggested career success and worldly sophistication. The ever-changing departures board promised exotic foreign places and glamorous vacations that were now within reach.


All the staff were wearing smart uniforms of one kind or another and smiled calmly whenever they had to speak to passengers.


Other places of work – offices, railway stations, schools, factories – did not deliberately try to foster a sense of safety. In this airport tension was undeniably if intangibly in the air. Did the enforced blandness actually make things worse? Justin sensed it all around him, even though he was not one of the passengers. Was it a reaction to fear of flying, known to be suffered by many air travellers? Flying was safe, and the statistics made that overwhelmingly clear – a passenger was more likely to be injured or killed on the journey to the airport than in hundreds of thousands of miles of flight. Many people still worried about being involved in a crash. Justin’s own earlier experiences of flying had not been good. Was this apprehension shared by everyone, or was it only in him?


The airport would certainly have looked different on the day, the late evening, when Jeanette Marchand flew in from the USA: those were the austerity years after the end of the second world war. In 1949 many buildings across London were still unrepaired after the Blitz, and large fenced-off areas existed where the rubble had been cleared away but nothing had been put up to replace it. Much of the infrastructure of roads, water mains and gas and electricity supplies had been patched up. Only since the mid-1950s had there been the public funds available to begin the concerted effort to rebuild the cities and replace the damaged infrastructure. An airport, already with functioning huts, would be low on the list of priorities for modernization.


There were hardly any intercontinental flights: there was a regular route to and from North America, long-haul services to South Africa and Australasia, plus destinations in post-war Europe. At the time of Jeanette Marchand’s flight, a round-the-clock military airlift of essential supplies of food and fuel into West Berlin was still going on.


The era of inexpensive air travel did not begin in the UK until the end of the 1950s, when the resorts of southern Spain, France and Greece were made affordable by chartered flights. That kind of traffic was increasing every year, as shown by the crowds milling about in the terminal building, and the leisure clothes they were wearing.


Ringway, the main airport for the city of Manchester, and one Justin knew well from his childhood, used to have similar RAF temporary buildings, a hangover from wartime. As a teenager he had sometimes cycled down to Ringway and wandered around. It was open to the public, an operational RAF station but with an increasing number of civil flights going in and out.


Ringway intrigued him for reasons he did not try to understand. It was a mile or so from the house where he had grown up. That was immediately beneath the flight path, so incoming planes were constantly going over. No one complained about the noise or the risk, probably because the adults at least were hardened by the drab years of air raids and fighter patrols. Planes fascinated Justin, though, and he always looked up to watch the aircraft come in. When he went to Ringway people probably thought he was a plane spotter; several boys of his age were often there with their notebooks and binoculars. Justin did try spotting for half a day, but he found it boring and he never went back to it. The allure of airports he experienced was something more subtle, nothing he could put into words or even thoughts.


The officials and the customs officers should have been aware of Jeanette Marchand the moment she landed. She was famous and knew how to make herself look her best. Her physical appearance was impressive and startling. That was presumably still true on that day, even after her long flight. She would certainly have been seen, noticed, recognized. The people who were there would have recollected her afterwards, even a few days later when her disappearance was known about and being investigated. But after she left the aircraft and arrived at the entrance to the passenger marquee, Jeanette was not seen by anyone. In all the newspaper accounts Justin had read there were no reports of interviews with airport officials, or none where anyone remembered her. Had those people been questioned properly about her?


It was a decade and a half ago. Everything had changed, and not just the physical aspect of the airport. People leave their jobs, new people take over. They work shifts. They take leave. They don’t remember everything.


Justin saw a place where refreshments were being sold, so he paid for a cup of tea and took it to one of the bright-red formica-topped tables. He focused on Jeanette’s mystery.


He thought through what he knew. There must be a rational explanation for what had happened to her. Abduction, kidnapping, murder – all these had been suspected, investigated and in different ways eliminated as explanations. Or there was a mistake of some kind: she had not flown all the way to London as everyone thought, but had disembarked at one of the refuelling stops.


The ‘mystery man’ was said to have left the aircraft at Shannon – did Jeanette go with him? And who was he? He seemed to have known her, or at least had become known to her during the long flight. Maybe she even changed her mind at the last moment, had not taken the London plane at all, remained in the USA to try to work out the personal dilemmas clearly haunting her? But how then to explain the statements of the plane’s crew? They knew who she was.


The last possibility was that on landing in London she had slipped away somewhere, and somehow, of her own volition. She was tired of the limelight, exhausted by interviews and photocalls wherever she went, was ground down by the publicity machine of Hollywood, where the private lives of celebrities were tested and interrogated daily, by gossip columnists, by film reviewers, by newshounds, by the admiring public whose gaze had created her in first place. Enough was enough. She fled into obscurity.


None of these possible explanations was plausible. How had she not gone through the airport routine checks: passport, customs, and so on? And assuming that somehow she did, and without anyone noticing her and remembering her, where did she go and how did she travel away from the airport?


Even at this age, still an undergraduate feeling his way, Justin was aware of a trait in himself: he felt an urge to get details right, to try to understand shapes and forms. He was already compiling his indexed notes on the films he saw, the notebooks which after many years of consistently maintaining the entries were to provide him in adulthood with his encyclopaedic knowledge of cinema. He later became legendary amongst other film critics. He saw it as a sense of tidiness, not obsessive completeness, but sometimes he did wonder where the difference might lie.


The missing clue in Jeanette Marchand’s unexplained disappearance snagged at his sense of an unfinished story: it was apparent to him that the identity of the man on the plane was the key to what might have happened. It also seemed impossible so many years later to establish the truth. The only references to the other passenger were in the newspaper stories, and those treated the incident as a sensation. But it was a minor sensation which quickly died down.


One day not long after his fruitless visit to London Airport Justin had an idea. On his next trip to London to see a film he took a slightly earlier train than usual and went first to the British Museum’s newspaper library. He had realized there was a strong American interest in the lives and doings of film stars, one he had ignored before.


He requested access to whatever American newspapers there might be in the archive, published in the days following Jeanette’s flight. The only titles held by the museum were the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal and the Washington Post. In the latter two there was no mention of Jeanette or her flight, but the New York Times had put the story on the front page the day after it happened – it said little more than the reports in the London papers. A week later, though, when the flight staff returned to the US, the paper ran a background story about the experiences and feelings of the crew who had been on the aircraft with her.


The two stewardesses who worked in first class were named: Bea Harrington, born in Chicago, and Annette Wilson, who came from Ohio.


Justin wrote a letter to the Pan American head office in New York City, asking if either of these two women still worked for the airline, and if so would they tell him anything they remembered about the incident and the identity of the man who had spoken to Jeanette.


Three weeks passed. Then, on Pan Am notepaper, a typewritten letter:


Dear Mr Farmer:


Thank you very much for your letter. It is always a pleasure to hear from our friends in England. Pan American Airways is the #1 carrier across the Atlantic.


You asked us for the name of one of the passengers on our Flight No. PAA 6, New York City (LaGuardia) to London, England, April 14 1949.


This information is found on the manifest, or passenger list. We would love to help you with this, but normally we release passenger lists only when obliged to by a District Attorney’s office. We feel that we have a duty to respect passengers’ rights to privacy. We hope you understand that passenger confidence is crucial to our successful operation as a major carrier. We are proud of the special service we offer our passengers.


For the same reasons we cannot release personal information about our crew members. Here too we are, as employers, under obligation not to supply names to third parties.


However, we understand that you have a special interest in this particular flight, where certain names are already in the public domain through the press coverage following what happened on arrival in London.


I can therefore confirm that Flight Stewardess Annette Wilson was appointed to first class duties on that flight, but Miss Wilson has since left the employment of Pan American Airways. Flight Stewardess Bea Harrington was the senior crew member in first class on that flight. That is myself and I remember the flight well.


Because of the interest that arose, Miss Wilson and I discussed in detail what we knew shortly after our return to New York.


There were only two passengers in first class on that flight. One was the person you name in your letter, who as you know was ticketed as Mrs Verity Mae Kalutz.


The other passenger I cannot name for the reasons I have just given. I can however inform you that the man in question was carrying a British passport. We remembered him not only because he seemed to know Mrs Kalutz, but because he spoke excellent English with a slight but distinct foreign accent. Both Miss Wilson and I thought at first it was British, but as the flight went on we became sure it was European: Dutch or German, perhaps? Knowing Mrs Kalutz was in the film world we also wondered if he was someone else we should have been able to recognize. We did not. I confirm that he left the flight at Shannon Airport although he was ticketed through to London.


I regret I may furnish no further details about the flight than this, but should you require any more information of a general nature I will be pleased to respond. We will also be delighted to welcome you at some future date on one of our deluxe services between London and New York City.


Yours sincerely,


Beatrice Harrington


Vice-president, Customer Relations, Pan American Airways
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Justin Farmer was six years old when he was first sent to primary school. The building was a traditional Victorian-era schoolhouse on the edge of Field Green, with its own areas surrounding it for play and exercise. He attended the school for two years. This early experience unexpectedly created his interest in aviation and the psychological impact of flight, a direct influence, if not one that developed straight away.


Justin’s family background was conventional. He had one sister, four years older than him. Her name was Amanda. Her friends called her Mandy, but Justin and his parents invariably called her Amanda. His father’s name was Mortimer, and his mother was Nicole. Their names for each other were Mort and Nicky.


Mort commuted daily to a studio in the centre of Manchester, where he worked on the design and layout of several magazines. Before Justin was born Mort had been working as an engineering draughtsman, a job which had given him a reserved occupation during the second world war, but he disliked almost everything about it and as soon as the war was over he retrained as a commercial artist and moved on. Now the magazine chain gave him a great degree of creative freedom. During most of the war years Nicky had stayed at home to bring up the children, but after that, around the same time that Justin started school, she began work as a receptionist at the doctors’ surgery in the village. Both his parents seemed happy with their lives.


Justin grew up with a rational love of film and cinema, but also with an irrational fascination for aircraft, airports and their effect on ordinary people.


The primary school he went to was on a suburban road, with a few houses close by and farm pastures at the back. The road, originally a country lane which had been widened when houses and the school were built along it, had developed into a principal access route to Ringway Airport. The main entrance was about half a mile to the west of the school. The constant overflying into the airfield of American-built transports and newly introduced RAF jet fighters was in contrast to the old-fashioned decor and facilities of the school.


To Nicky and Mort the physical shortcomings of the building were less important than the fact that a certain teacher, Mrs Humber, had a reputation for getting children into the direct grant grammar school in the next village. This turned out to be true, but day-to-day life in the primary school was another matter. The washrooms and toilets were primitive, there was only a small library of mostly pre-war children’s books and there were few other educational aids. The classrooms were high ceilinged under the arch of the roof, which made the teacher’s voice difficult to hear if you were not near the front. Traffic noise from outside was more or less continuous, and the closeness to the airport led to frequent intrusive aircraft engine roars. The children were seated at long tables, the surface too high for most of them, and the stools on which they had to sit were wooden and unyielding and had shiny seats. Kids often slid off them, sometimes deliberately.


Almost from the first day Justin became fascinated with the proximity of the aircraft. Coming in to land they flew much lower and more slowly than when they passed above his house. The main runway had been built right out to the edge of the school property, so that the end, where incoming aircraft aimed to touch down, was less than fifty yards away. Any aircraft coming in for a landing passed low over the roof of the school, so close that if you were in the playground and looked up, as Justin invariably did, you were for a second or two directly beneath the belly and the wings – there was a brief glimpse of the mechanical workings of the wheel assemblies, the silver body, the huge engines and propellers, even a fleeting sight of the nuts and rivets that held everything together. The noise of the engines was awe-inspiring – it deeply thrilled Justin. Other children were often scared and would lower their heads or slap their hands over their ears, but Justin soaked up the sensation.


He spent most of the break periods pressing himself against the school fence, staring out at the runway, learning a lifelong lesson as he did so, that preoccupation could be an effective defence against the brutalities of the outside world. A slum-clearance estate had been thrown up close to the school in the immediate post-war period, and many of the boys who came to the school from there were physical and aggressive. Justin already wore vision-correcting spectacles and behaved quietly, both of which made him a natural target for bullies, but his apparently vague manner meant they soon tired of trying to bait him.
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