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Introduction


For years I had been thinking about writing some sort of memoir but, for so many reasons, all my attempts had died on the vine. A short but life-changing bout with cancer in 2009 coupled with endless vacillation, hesitation and, to be honest, my lifelong struggle to be organised had left me with little more than a stack of dog-eared old exercise books, which was frustrating to say the least. I wanted to go back and remember, to make some sense of it all, not only for myself but also for my children who I felt deserved some clarity. After all, it was they who had borne the brunt, as well as reaped the benefits, of my unusual childhood.


Then in 2016 I was invited back to The Walt Disney Studios by a charismatic character called Howard Green – the Vice President of Studio Communications. We had a convivial lunch with some friends: the great songwriter and fellow Disney Legend Richard Sherman was there with his wife Elizabeth; Arlene Ludwig who had been head of publicity back in the day; and also some new friends, Michael Giaimo and Chris Buck, the brilliant co-creators of the global phenomenon that is Frozen.


After lunch they took me to the Animation Building, a place I’d visited many times as a child, where Walt’s private office used to be. It is well known that on the day Walt left his office for the hospital, and for some considerable time after he died, nothing was changed or moved, apart from a bit of regular tidying by his secretaries. Everything was left almost exactly how it was when he walked out of the door for the last time, never to return. Eventually of course, it all had to be packed away, but not before every single inch of the office, and every object and article in it, was painstakingly inventoried and photographed, and then meticulously packed away in boxes and stored under the care of the Walt Disney Archives. One day, a smart young woman (now Director of the Archives) named Rebecca Cline had the inspired idea of restoring it to its original condition and turning it into a permanent exhibit. Which is exactly what they did – much like the Art Department would have done for the movie Saving Mr. Banks, only this time they had Walt’s real materials – reconstructing everything down to the smallest, most precise detail. So, as you can imagine, I approached his office with some trepidation. I hadn’t been back since I was eighteen and didn’t know how I was going to feel.


But when I walked through that door all my initial concerns fell away, as did the years, and I was literally sent back in time … First you entered the outer office, where his smiling secretary always sat at a small brown desk on the left. On the wall directly in front of you, on rows of glass shelves, gleaming under the lights, were just some of the Oscars® he’d won over the years. In total, there were thirty-two of them. Each one representing years of work, each one imbued with his genius, and each one collected by Walt himself via the Academy Awards.


Straight ahead was the door to Walt’s office. I opened it, stepped inside. It felt like a waking dream. Everything was unchanged, exactly as I’d remembered it. As if Walt had just stepped out of the room and would be back at any minute. This was a simple and comfortable space: a sofa, some armchairs, not at all the office of a movie mogul designed to impress. Walt’s office was a place to work and think, to meet and talk. The more I walked around, the more came back to me. On his desk, little objects, papers and letters in the tray; photographs of his two girls, Diane and Sharon, his wife Lillian. A pen left on a pad with scribbled notes. Had he written to me sitting there at that desk?


And there was the baby grand, where the wonderful Sherman Brothers – Robert and Richard – used to play for Walt. I remember them both sitting there like it was yesterday, performing the song they’d written for me to sing in The Parent Trap. It was the first song they’d ever composed for a movie.


There was the little kitchenette with a bar and stools that had fascinated me as a child, fully equipped, every cupboard stocked with food and small bottles of Coca-Cola – all circa 1960.


And as I looked around, I became aware of the California sunlight streaming through the window, filling the room with shimmering, dancing beams of light. It was like returning to the Magician’s study, a kind of sacred space.


Afterwards, Howard Green and Rebecca Cline kindly took me to The Walt Disney Archives and gave me access to this remarkable historical department, which is typically reserved for internal Company research only. Of course, all my files were there too, relating to the six films I had made for Disney, and I was given unrestricted access to these. As I went through box after box, I marvelled at how every single scrap of information had been preserved, recorded and carefully filed away. Press releases, interviews, in-house memoranda; all the letters that I had written to Walt (many of which had had to be typed out since my scribbling at that time was excruciating and often incomprehensible), and, of course, all Walt’s letters to me. I was struck by how sweet they were, how personal, generous and loving. There were also letters between Walt and my parents, correspondence I was aware of but had never read, revealing tensions and disagreements about my career, much of which was a revelation to me. I was swept up by memories, so many came flooding back: the golden years of my childhood, the films I made, and of Walt Disney, the man.


Earlier that day, at lunch, Michael Giaimo had turned to me with his sweet smile, and said, ‘So come on, Hayley, tell us … What was he like?’ The table hushed, they waited for my reply. And then it hit me – of the hundreds of people now working at Disney, most had never known him, hadn’t even met him. But I had. Walt Disney had been a kind of surrogate father to me through my teenage years, and the Studios had been my extended American family. For better or for worse, I’d literally grown up in Disneyland.


And that was it. The penny dropped. Not a bolt of lightning exactly, but the missing piece of jigsaw puzzle that I needed to write this book. For while this is the story of my childhood, and of course my career, it is also about a time which has now passed into history – when Hollywood was still ‘Tinseltown’ and the great Walt Disney was at his zenith, ruling over what was, at least in his own head, still a family business.




Flashback


The long shimmering line of black limousines inched their way forward. Cadillacs and Lincolns, all with their uniformed chauffeurs, seemed to glide towards the bright lights and the huge expectant crowd. It was a stifling hot California afternoon. Palm trees stood motionless under a cloudless sky as the leading car, a dark blue, shark-finned Cadillac, pulled up and the buzzing crowds began shoving and pushing forward, eager to get a better view. The passenger door swung open, two small feet, clad in white satin with diamond buckles, were placed delicately, side by side, upon the thick red carpet. The fans strained closer, the cameras flashed, and the owner of these two little feet finally revealed herself. Wearing a dazzling white dress with beautifully embroidered flowers tumbling down a long skirt, Elizabeth Taylor emerged like a goddess, sparkling with diamonds, smiling and radiant, at her most glorious.


The fans gasped and cheered as she moved like a queen into the barrage of exploding lights. The date was 17 April 1961 (the day before my birthday) at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium – the 33rd Academy Awards. A glittering, glamorous, star-studded evening that would be etched in my mind’s eye for the rest of my life – but for all the wrong reasons …


Hollywood royalty was turning out in force. These were the glory days when all the big stars still lived in Tinseltown, in the great mansions of Rodeo Drive, on Benedict Canyon and Laurel Canyon. When the Brown Derby restaurant on Wilshire Boulevard and the Polo Lounge at the Beverly Hills Hotel were still bustling with the Bad and the Beautiful, glamorous stars, famous faces, writers and directors, movers and shakers, before they later dispersed all over the world, and before the new kid on the block, television, claimed the town, watered it down and changed it all for ever. But that was yet to come. This warm evening in 1961 belonged to old Hollywood when it was still the world capital of the Motion Picture Industry. The stars were out and everyone who was anyone was there: Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Alfred Hitchcock, Yul Brynner, Jimmy Stewart, John Wayne, the legendary Greer Garson, evoking the charm and dignity of a bygone era; the beautiful Eva Marie Saint and Deborah Kerr, the sultry Gina Lollobrigida, the exquisite Janet Leigh with her husband Tony Curtis.


The anticipation in the great auditorium was intoxicating. As the stars settled down in their seats, a sharply dressed man in a dapper tuxedo walked out on stage: the evening’s presenter, Bob Hope, by now already an Academy institution. With his dry wit and deadpan delivery he instantly held them all in the palm of his hand. And yet, behind the smiles and careless laughter of this illustrious congregation – silent prayers. All the hopes, ambitions and dreams of so many people. To win an Oscar has always meant so much: recognition and acceptance – and, in an insecure business, also the guarantee of more work. Bestowed by one’s peers, it is the highest accolade. To win an Oscar is to have a little piece of immortality.


The 33rd Academy Awards saw the crowning of Billy Wilder’s The Apartment, which won five Oscars, including Best Film, Best Screenplay and Best Director. A sweetly shy Billy Wilder collected his award from Audrey Hepburn, enchantingly fawn-like in Givenchy with long white gloves.


The Apartment’s Shirley MacLaine was nominated for Best Actress, but she lost to Elizabeth Taylor who played a call girl in the film Butterfield 8. She walked slowly up to the stage to collect her Oscar, carefully escorted by her new husband Eddie Fisher; she was suffering severe pain from a recent back injury.


Jack Lemmon had also been nominated for The Apartment. This was his second consecutive nomination for Best Actor. The year before he’d been nominated for another Billy Wilder film, Some Like It Hot – surely tonight it would be his. In the end, it turned out he lost. Again. Even to this day, it seems comedy performances are not appreciated in the same way as dramatic roles. That night was no different; Burt Lancaster won for his dramatic role as the fiery preacher in Elmer Gantry. He walked up to the stage, looking like an image carved into Mount Rushmore, while Jack remained in his seat applauding generously.


The evening was not long by today’s standards, speeches were brief and to the point – some even left you wanting more (Billy Wilder: ‘Thank you so much, you lovely discerning people. Thank you.’). Peter Ustinov bounded up to the stage to collect Best Supporting Actor for Spartacus, sporting a distinctly Bolshevik-looking beard, which many people remarked on as being incredibly brave – or slightly reckless – considering Senator McCarthy’s witch-hunt was still a bitter taste.


And then came the Honorary Oscars. Gary Cooper, one of the most charming, romantic and charismatic actors of all time, was given a lifetime achievement award; the wonderful Stan Laurel was awarded for ‘Creative pioneering in the field of cinema comedy’ … and then – a newcomer. A miniature statuette was awarded for Best Juvenile performance, an Oscar not given since 1954. The very first winner of this award had been Shirley Temple in 1935, when she was a tiny tot, aged six. Bob Hope stepped aside and with a great fanfare Miss Temple herself appeared on stage to present the award. At thirty-three years old, with her sweet face and charming smile, she still looked exactly like the young star who had sung and danced her way into the hearts of America.


‘Charles Boyer invests in Real Estate,’ she announced. ‘Fred MacMurray has cattle. And John Mills has daughters.’ An appreciative chuckle echoed in the auditorium. ‘The Academy tonight presents an Oscar to a young actress who has brought grace and talent to the screen: the star of Walt Disney’s Pollyanna – Miss Hayley Mills.’


The audience burst into warm applause. Shirley Temple beamed merrily at the camera while so many famous pairs of hands clapped together in celebration …


I was only fourteen at the time. One day shy of my fifteenth birthday. I want to tell you how it was the most amazing night of my life, or at least one of the most memorable, but I’m afraid I can’t – because I wasn’t there. Not only was I absent, I wasn’t even conscious of it taking place. I was thousands of miles away in England, fast asleep, in a freezing cold boarding school dormitory, totally unaware of the honour being bestowed.


The fact that I slept through the 33rd Academy Awards would prove strangely prophetic. Looking back with the hindsight that time has given me, I can see how, for so much of my childhood career, I was like a passenger, passively ‘sleepwalking’ through so many incredible experiences, never completely aware or in control of my life. To say I went ‘through the looking glass’ and ‘down the rabbit hole’ would be putting it mildly. At the age of twelve my life was tipped on its head and I was plunged, literally, into Wonderland, often feeling very much like Lewis Carroll’s bewildered Alice.


Perhaps that’s just how it is to grow up. One minute you’re free and innocent, full of the joys of life, and then suddenly you’re struggling to make sense of anything. I had some amazing luck and good fortune, but it all came at a price. The sole purpose of every young girl should be to become a happy, strong and well-adjusted woman, but growing up is tough at the best of times, let alone when a multimillion-dollar career depends on you remaining a child. Writing about it sixty years on, I wonder whether this book is perhaps my first real chance to understand and take ownership of the strange and remarkable things that happened to me – and to that young girl who went through the looking glass.




CHAPTER ONE


First Act


Hayley is a boy’s name. My maternal grandfather was Francis Hayley Bell but everyone always called him Hayley. The Bells came from Scotland, and at some point in the family history, the name Hayley was added.


Before I was born my mother was certain that she was going to have a boy. He would have red hair and green eyes, the image of her adored father who had died in London during the Blitz. Like him, he would be brave and adventurous, a writer and a dreamer, and she would call him Hayley.


Then I arrived, which must have been a bit of a disappointment – but they called me Hayley anyway.


One of my earliest memories is of standing on the balcony of our house in Chelsea with my sister Juliet, or Bunch, as we called her. It’s a cold November morning and we are watching my mother being lifted out of an ambulance onto a stretcher. My father is holding a small bundle, wrapped in a white shawl trailing down to the ground, somebody else is wheeling an oxygen tank … The bundle is my brother, Jonathan. The flame-haired boy she has longed for, who would indeed grow up to be, in many ways, just like my grandfather Francis Hayley.


It was years before I understood how desperately she had wanted to have a boy, not only to give my father a son, but, in some unconscious way, to bring her father back; for he had always said that if there was a ‘way back’ he would find it. Francis had spent most of his life in China. He was a soldier, a writer, ‘officially’ working for the British government, unofficially operating as a British spy. He spoke many Chinese dialects and had gone deeply into Eastern culture, becoming something of a Buddhist – hence his belief in reincarnation. During the pregnancy my mother was consumed with anxiety and nearly lost the baby due to terrible asthma attacks. After Jonathan was born the asthma went away and never came back.


So there were three of us kids: Bunchy, who was seven years old, three-year-old me, and now Jonathan had arrived, making me the middle one.


Our home at 98 Cheney Walk was a tall London house with lots of stairs. The nursery was at the top and our windows overlooked the Thames where the great barges moved slowly up and down the river. Every day we went for a walk along Chelsea Embankment with Nanny in her grey uniform, and Jonathan in his capacious pram, his wispy red hair sticking out from under his bonnet; Bunchy and I in our matching blue coats with dark velvet collars, and Hamlet the golden cocker spaniel at our heels. Bunchy always wanted to be a ballerina. She already looked like one, with her corn silk hair pushed back off her face with an Alice band, and her quick light movements. She’d dance ahead of me and I was always trying to catch up. She never stopped talking and was terribly pretty. She reminded me of a yellow daffodil. From the beginning I adored her.


London always seemed to be dark and wintry. It was as if the years of war had drained the colour from everything; food was still rationed, blackout curtains still hung thick and heavy, lights were turned out as soon as you left a room. So much was black: black cars, black taxis, black bowler hats and umbrellas, shiny black shoes. Everyone wore raincoats and hats and gloves. The bright red double-decker buses and the scarlet letter boxes were the only splash of vibrant colour in a monochrome world. Across the river you could see Battersea Power Station belching thick smoke. When you bent down to smell a flower in the garden you came up with a black nose.


I was a very ordinary, happy-go-lucky child with no great ambitions. Tagging along with Mummy and Daddy and my older sister, squabbling with my younger brother. Daddy seemed always to be working. His name was John Mills, a well-known actor, already a movie star by the time I was born, and my mother, Mary Hayley Bell, was a successful playwright, so I don’t suppose you could call it an ordinary childhood – but it was a childhood. This is before everything was turned upside down, of course. Until I was twelve, I had no expectations of being an actress or a performer of any kind. I don’t think I even thought about it, not once. I was just a carefree little girl who was supposed to have been a boy.


Our lives were very ordered and spent mostly with Nanny in the nursery. She was employed to look after us, to cook breakfast, lunch and tea in the nursery, and then, after she’d bathed us all, she would take us downstairs in our dressing gowns to spend some time with Mummy and Daddy – before saying goodnight. We’d often see some of their friends down there, having drinks and smoking cigarettes, and I remember being enveloped in their perfume as they bent down to say goodnight.


When Bunchy was nine she was sent away to a boarding school in Camberley, a ballet academy called Elmhurst, where I would eventually go. I missed her terribly when she went away, but she left Stanley with me. Stanley was her white mouse, named after our parents’ esteemed solicitor Stanley Passmore, who would one day cast a great shadow over all our finances. I had a mouse too, called Elsie. Elsie and Stanley were married, so they had to stay together; they did everything together, even escaped out of our pockets together in the ladies clothing department in Fortnum & Mason, causing pandemonium. Women shrieked, wrapped their skirts round their legs and jumped onto chairs. The manager had to be called in. Stanley and Elsie were finally found swinging happily on some clothes hangers.


You could say my parents were restless souls. Daddy was always seeking a new experience, he flung his arms wide to embrace life with total confidence and optimism. To quote J.M. Barrie, ‘He was youth, he was joy, he was the little bird that had just broken out of the egg’ – he was Peter Pan, really. Peter Pan without his dark side, I never saw any evidence of that. He adored what he did until the day he died at ninety-seven and never lost his love and enthusiasm for the business or the people in it. He was a true Piscean and had no enemies. People couldn’t resist him. From his early life, as the son of a schoolteacher in a small village in Suffolk, to the top of his profession as an actor, his great gaiety and charm and youthful spirit carried him through. But his greatest love of all was my mother Mary Hayley Bell. Born in Shanghai, she had spent the first twelve years of her life in China; which is where my parents first met when my father was travelling the Far East with a shoestring theatre company, euphoniously named ‘The Quaints’. The eldest of five children, Mummy was smart and beautiful, with thick shining copper-coloured hair, enormous green eyes and an Irish wit. She had a barbed tongue and a wicked sense of humour, which could be hysterically funny or downright cruel depending on her moods, which were unpredictable. Growing up wild and carefree, riding her pony bareback along the bund in Shanghai and Macau, she wasn’t prepared for life in a cold English boarding school, which was an inevitability for many of these ‘outcastes of the East’, as Kipling called them. When Mummy was twelve, she and her younger sister Winnifred were sent to school in England and wouldn’t see their family for a year. Whatever complexities she may have had as a child, I think this forced exile affected her deeply. She was a romantic spirit with a deep Celtic melancholy, which she struggled with her whole life and tried to express in her writing. Mummy was interested in all sorts of ideas and concepts, from the Enlightenment to Esoterica. She became friends with a famous astrologer from the Daily Express, who came to the house one day and, having drawn up our birth charts, gravely predicted that Hayley would ‘never have children’ and Juliet would ‘never be legally married’ – both turned out to be wrong. She must have been having an off day.


My parents moved house constantly. Daddy was always looking for the next phase of his life. By the time I left home at twenty I had lived in eight different houses. Mummy had a brilliant way of making a house beautiful and elegant, a welcoming home full of flowers and warmth. My parents’ intense devotion to each other was the source of our security. We were all loved, there was no doubt about that, but their relationship came first. It was their world, we just fitted into it; that was simply how things were supposed to be.


Sometimes we would be taken to the studios or to the theatre where Daddy was working. On one occasion he was rehearsing a play in the West End – Angel, written by my mother – when, just before breakfast, Nanny gave in her notice, saying she wanted to be an air stewardess and had to catch the 9.30 train. So Mummy bundled Bunch and me into the back of the car and we all drove off to Wyndham’s theatre. While Bunch played happily in the stalls, climbing on the red seats and chatting rather too loudly to herself, I was put in the charge of an understudy actor. This arrangement was all working fine until my mother suddenly noticed, to her horror, that the understudy was now on stage and her two-year-old daughter was nowhere to be seen. They hunted high and low, for well over an hour, until I was finally discovered just up the street in a neighbouring theatre, The Albery, sitting contentedly on the stage doorkeeper’s lap, having sardines levelled into my mouth on the back of a knife. Neither the doorkeeper nor I seemed the least bit concerned.


I loved going to the film studios. When Daddy was filming near us, he would sometimes take me with him; he’d tie me to his waist with a leading rein, and we’d ride on his Lambretta. Once I was there I would be free to wander off and explore the studios, to chat to the chippies and the sparks, to play on the sets that weren’t being used. From the very first I loved that world; the smell of wood shavings and paint, of Dettol in the corridors; the dark, silent sets. Everything was real and yet it wasn’t: doors that seemed perfectly normal, but led nowhere; the props on a mantelpiece, the books on a shelf; all part of another, imaginary world. Then when the bright lights were turned on and the crew and actors arrived, everything came alive, everything became real. I would watch my father preparing to shoot a scene; check his mark on the floor, find his light, then clear his throat, lick his lips and sweep his eyelashes up with his finger and thumb; a make-up girl darts in to smooth down an invisible hair. He would clear his throat again.


‘Quiet please!’


The bell rings, the red light is switched on.


‘Action!’ He steps forward towards the camera, hits the mark without looking for it … Or not. He says something wry, a murmur of laughter from behind the camera, and the process starts again.


I used to live in my own world of make-believe. My games would go on all day, pretending I was somebody else even when I was called in to tea, to have a bath and get ready for bed. I think it was probably a great advantage being the middle child – they tend not to get quite so much attention. Too much attention can be as bad as too little. My elder sister was bright and articulate, breaking new ground and challenging my parents constantly, while my younger brother was my mother’s pride and joy, which left me more space to get on with my own things without too much interference. Their nickname for me was ‘Bags’ – I’ve never been entirely sure why. I was the clumsy one. Basically, I was regarded as a bit of a joke. I made people laugh and that was OK. I wasn’t particularly pretty, I had big teeth and a nose someone once described as a lump of putty. I’d never have an aquiline nose like my mother’s, I knew that for a fact. Daddy used to shoot hundreds of feet of home movies and we’d all sit on the floor shrieking with laughter and sending each other up. Bunch was always very generous in her observations.


When I was ten years old, I followed Bunch to boarding school. She was in the Senior House so I didn’t see that much of her, but, as she was a school prefect, I bathed in her reflected glory. She was hugely popular and lots of Juniors had ‘pashies’ on her. However, when I arrived on the scene the housemistress, Miss Dodson, was not impressed and went out of her way to keep me in my place. One night, soon after I had arrived, I was in the kitchen, having taken out the dirty plates, and was just on my way back into the House dining room, when I heard my name. Miss Dodson was addressing the room.


‘… just because she’s John Mills’s daughter doesn’t make her any better than anybody else. And if I catch anyone “sucking up” to her, there will be trouble.’


I didn’t understand what she meant. I took a deep breath, entered, and was rooted to the spot as fifty pairs of eyes turned to look at me.


I was given a wide berth for quite some time after that. Nobody would talk to me.


Miss Dodson was short and fat, her clothes were all too tight, her nose was like a beak, and with her glasses reflecting the light she looked like a little fat owl. After all these years, I harbour no resentment towards Miss Dodson whatsoever, but I have to say – she used to dribble into the porridge when she was serving breakfast.


School life wasn’t all bad, of course. In prep one night, I saw a new girl sitting at her desk at the back of the room. She was very pretty with short dark brown hair. I went up to her and asked her what her name was.


‘Jane,’ she said.


‘My name’s Hayley. Will you be my best friend?’


‘Yes,’ she said, and then roared with laughter. I knew I’d made a good choice. She still laughs that wonderful laugh and we’ve been friends ever since.


There was a small wooden chapel at Elmhurst and somehow the whole school managed to cram themselves into it every day – and twice on Sundays. It was an Anglo-Catholic institution with a rather Byronic-looking school priest called Father John. He gave wonderful sermons. Tall and thin, he had a startlingly thick thatch of black hair with a few strands of silver, a pale, almost haggard face, and large dark soulful eyes. Some of the girls were in love with him – I wasn’t one of them. But he was the only male we ever saw, apart from the gardener, who must have been at least a hundred.


I remember the services in that little chapel, they had a kind of magic. The coloured cloth on the altar, Father John’s vestments, the smell of incense, the choir all dressed in grey with blue veils over their hair like novice nuns. The soloist was Miss Fischer, the Head of Ballet; a striking woman with iron grey hair in a roll at the back of her head and the most sublime voice – although you never actually saw her. Just her voice would appear, emanating from the back of the choir stalls. It was ethereal, like an angel. I started to read the Bible, Mummy’s Bible that she’d had as a child. It was falling apart, the pages were thin and starting to turn brown, and the print was so tiny I could hardly read it, but it all added to the sacredness and the mystery.


At the end of every term there was a show. I imagined myself dancing in point shoes wearing a beautiful dress made of gossamer but something told me that was never going to happen. I was always given the scruffy parts, usually playing boy’s roles. One time I played a fairy on the top of a Christmas tree wearing a very bedraggled dress made of tulle, and waving a wonky wand. I sang a funny song, and, to my amazement and delight, everybody laughed. It was the most wonderful experience, making people laugh. It was a revelation. This left a deep impression and, looking back, it was all leading me towards acting, although I would not have believed it if you had told me.


By the time I was ten years old, we’d moved to the country, to a fourteenth-century farmhouse with four hundred acres on the Kent and Sussex border. We had a herd of beautiful Guernsey cows, pigs, chickens, ducks on a pond and a Dutch barn, and no central heating. It was really for us children to grow up in and we all adored it. That is, all except Mummy. Beautiful though the farm was, she had left her heart in a Georgian house on the top of Richmond Hill called The Wick, just outside London. Pete Townshend of The Who lives there now. Mummy was inwardly troubled and prone to dark moods, but I don’t think my father quite understood why. She was a writer with a poet’s soul and I’m not sure she ever really wanted to live on a farm in Sussex, however romantic it might have been. She felt cut off from life, from her friends, from the stimulation of the city. People would come down and visit, of course, for the weekend or for Sunday lunch. Friends and fellow actors like Bernard Miles, Richard and Sheila Attenborough, and Lionel Jeffries and his family who used to come often. They’d all put on Wellington boots and trudge around smoking cigarettes, talking and laughing and drinking rather a lot – always lots of drinking, always lots of laughter – and picking armfuls of bluebells that would all be dead by the time they got home. I think Lionel Jeffries was one of the funniest men I’ve ever met; it was difficult to eat your lunch sometimes because you were laughing so much. He was six foot three and his shiny bald head was permanently scarred by the constant bashing of his skull on our low-beamed doorways. One week, the actor, writer and director Bryan Forbes brought this beautiful girl he was going to marry. I was mesmerised by her. She had the most beautiful voice. Her name was Nanette Newman. When my parents got together with Dickie and Bryan and Lionel it became absolutely riotous. Clever, witty people with a passion for life.


For a while, we were settled. My father doing his acting, while my mother would go off and write. She had an old Romany caravan parked in a nearby field, you could see it from the house. She’d had it since before I was born and it was always to the caravan that she went when she was writing. It was green and red, and the long grasses tangled themselves around the yellow wheels; you could hear the sound of her typewriter tap, tap, tapping away during the long idle summer afternoons.


The farm was a world unto itself. I’d spend hours on my skewbald pony Annabelle, roaming all day, across the fields, into the woods, singing at the top of my voice into her feathery ears; or sitting on Daphne, my favourite cow, during milking time, reading Dandy and Beano comics. There was always a radio playing music in the cowshed to relax them. Brian, the farm manager’s son, said it helped with the milk yield. Bunch was in love with Brian. In the summer, with his wavy sun-bleached hair, we thought he looked like Michelangelo’s ‘David’ in a pair of old Levi’s and rubber boots.


Jonathan was by now about seven, thin as a rail, with dark red hair falling over his mother’s blue-green eyes. He’d hang out all day with the men hedging and ditching, while they ploughed long furrows into dark brown corduroy fields. We’d make hide-outs in the Dutch barn, climb trees, unblock streams with sticks, wander over the hills and far away. At mealtimes we’d hear the tune ‘Come to the Cook House Door, Boys’ played on the trumpet (Daddy was learning it for the film It’s Great to Be Young), and there would be a mad race back to the house to get one of Soxie’s enormous meals. Soxie was our housekeeper for years and she became like family. Her real name was Nell, Nellie Hicks, and she was married to Harold the Herdsman. They lived in the cottage at the start of the drive that wound down between the high hedges and fields to the farm. I think they’d been there all their married life. We called her Soxie because, well, she literally used to wash our socks by hand – much better than any machine, she said, as it made them last longer and need less darning. Soxie was quite a small person, sturdy and round like a little cottage loaf, with all the warmth and reassuring goodness of home-baked bread. Her hair was straight, a soft sort of grey, cut in a pudding basin, parted on one side and held in place by a large black kirby grip. Her eyes were round and blue as cornflowers, and her cheeks were round too, the colour of little russet apples you’d find in the long grass. She was always smiling and her voice was soft with a sweet Sussex burr. ‘Hullo my darlin’,’ she’d say. ‘How’re you today?’ Like she really wanted to know. We all adored her – how could you not. Soxie had lived in Sussex all her life and until we took her to Hollywood, she’d never left it.


So my life was boarding school then back to the farm. If I close my eyes it’s all still there as I left it: the cold night air, the silence, the stillness, a sudden startled bird or creature crying out in the darkness, the faint smell of earth and trees and cows and Calor gas stoves; eiderdowns, candlewick bedspreads, Viyella pyjamas and Euthymol toothpaste; the blue-and-white-striped china, jugs full of fresh milk from the dairy; Sanderson’s rose-patterned sofas and armchairs, curtains with hunting scenes, and gleaming horse brasses on the beam over the fireplace; Soxie’s Yorkshire pudding and her sublime Victoria sponge …


And then, one Sunday afternoon, everything changed.


J. Lee Thompson, a well-known film director and an old friend of my father’s, came down to the farm to talk about a new movie he was planning to make called Tiger Bay. It was going to be a thriller: a police chief pursues a fugitive sailor who has killed his cheating girlfriend in a crime of passion. The desperate man abducts the only witness to the murder – a nine-year-old boy from the docks – and while on the run, this odd couple develop a touching friendship. The boy ends up trying to protect the man so he can escape the police. The role of the man was going to be played by a famous young German actor, Horst Buchholz, in his first English-speaking role, and Lee wanted Daddy to play the Police Superintendent leading the case.


Lee and my father talked it over as they wandered down to the new swimming pool. We had excavated it ourselves with the tractor that summer. It was always freezing and filled with tadpoles and bugs. As they sauntered down they passed me, playing with some other kids; I was messing about doing silly impersonations of TV commercials. Television was still relatively novel in those days, and, in between rescue operations retrieving struggling beetles from the water, I’d perform TV jingles, doing the voices:


‘Murray Mints, Murray Mints,


Too good to hurry mints,


Why make haste when you can taste,


The hint of mint in Murray Mints!’


Lee and Daddy were puffing away on their cigarettes, discussing location filming in Cardiff, the influence of documentary-style realism in New Wave cinema …


‘You’ll wonder where the yellow went


When you go steady with Pepsodent!


Pepsodent! Pepsodent!’


My father could see that Lee had a fresh, exciting vision for the movie: set in the vibrant, buzzing, multicultural community of Tiger Bay, photographed with all the dramatic black and white shadows of a noir thriller; it would be a thrilling police chase with a touching ‘odd couple’ story at its centre.


‘Palmolive, Palmolive, smoother with olive oil,


Gentlest soap of all!’


(This one involved seductive action as if washing oneself in the bath)


But Daddy could also see a weak link. A potential for this movie not to work at all.


‘A lot hangs on the child,’ my father said, thinking out loud, with growing uncertainty. ‘He’s very central to the success of the story. Their relationship really is the heart of the film … You need to find him first.’


‘Oh, I already have,’ said Lee.


‘Really?’ said Daddy, at once surprised and relieved. ‘That’s fantastic! Where did you find him?’


‘Over there!’ And Lee pointed at me.


My father was speechless. And then I believe he simply laughed.


I had only just turned twelve, had never been in front of a camera, never done anything except these awful ‘scruffy boys’ parts at school. And to add to that – I was a girl. It was quite a leap for him to make.


A short while later, we all sat down and had lunch together.


‘How would you like to be in a film, Hayley?’ Lee asked me casually.


My mouth was so full of Soxie’s Yorkshire pudding that I couldn’t speak.


‘We’d have to do a screen test first, of course, see what you look like on camera,’ he said, chuckling. ‘And meet Horst Buchholz. But I’ve got a hunch you could do it … What do you think?’


By this time the Yorkshire pudding had gone down.


‘Oh, yes!’ I said, nodding my head furiously, my voice sounding a bit strangled. ‘Yes, yes I’d love to do that. Thank you.’


We all met Lee again, a few days later, for lunch at the Ritz Hotel. I could tell this meeting was important. Maybe he would change his mind? I could also sense Mummy was slightly nervous. Before becoming a writer, she’d been a struggling actress herself. She hadn’t had quite the same lucky breaks that Daddy had had – like being discovered by Noël Coward, while performing Mr Cinders in Singapore, of all places – so she knew only too well how tough the business really was. Perhaps this meeting was pushing old buttons. Halfway across the road in Piccadilly, in front of the hotel, my mother suddenly hissed at me.


‘Bend your knees!’


‘What?’ I stared back.


‘You look too tall. Bend your knees!’ she whispered and marched on.


I hunched down, bent my knees until my skirt was down to my ankles, and crossed the rest of the road, probably looking like a humpbacked dwarf who’d wet her knickers.


The Ritz was the most incredible hotel I’d ever been in: like a palace, sitting on the corner of Green Park and Piccadilly. I felt I was stepping into another world of elegance and opulence. The carpets were deep and soft, the painted ceilings soared over my head with enormous gleaming chandeliers and huge carved golden mirrors. It made you feel you should whisper. The dining room must be one of the most beautiful in the world: breathtaking views across the park to Buckingham Palace, French windows draped with heavy silk curtains, immaculate tables covered with snowy white linen and sparkling crystal, and in the middle of this glorious space, a mountain of fresh flowers. I was awestruck.


We enjoyed lunch and before long Mummy and Lee were deep in conversation about the film. I should have been listening carefully, but I was busy sticking bread sticks into the snow-white butter that matched my snow-white table napkin, so I wasn’t paying too much attention. Jonathan, however, most certainly was. He was hanging on every word, looking increasingly unhappy, and glancing at this enormous watch he was wearing on his wrist. It wasn’t because he was jealous of his sister being the centre of attention; it was because he was seeing the family holiday we had planned in Italy slipping away from him.


‘Don’t forget she peels!’ he exclaimed suddenly and rather loudly.


‘What?’ The conversation ground to a halt.


‘Hayley – she peels in the sun. Her nose, her back, her whole face. She looks awful.’


He was looking a bit desperate. My parents stifled a laugh.


‘Don’t worry,’ Daddy said with a reassuring smile. ‘We don’t start shooting until September, there’s plenty of time for our holiday.’


So, I did a screen test. It took place at Beaconsfield Film Studios in Buckinghamshire, owned by the British Lion Film Corporation. We started filming at 9.30 in the morning, I wore my favourite tartan shirt with a hole in the top pocket. We were all quite keen on tartan, my family. The Hayley Bells had a clan tartan – the Macmillan – so we all wore lots of it, sometimes different tartans all at the same time: tartan trousers, tartan hats, tartan shirts and waistcoats, it must have been quite an eyesore for anyone who knew anything about tartans. I was sent to the make-up department and then Lee introduced me to Horst Buchholz. He was tall and good looking, and I remember noticing how his mouth curled up at the corners as if he was about to smile. And he smiled a lot. And laughed a lot. He had a way of making me laugh too, just by looking at me. I loved his voice, his German accent fascinated me. Horst was a heart-throb in Germany. After Tiger Bay he went to Hollywood and starred in The Magnificent Seven. When I met Horst that day he was just twenty-four and I adored him on sight.


The screen test seemed to go smoothly. It had been easy for Lee to reimagine the boy’s role as a girl and apparently the script hadn’t needed much changing. We filmed the Superintendent’s scene, in which I was questioned and cross-examined by my father; and then the dramatic confrontation in the church loft, where the little boy – now a girl, called Gillie – steals the killer’s weapon and holds him at gunpoint. At the end of the morning’s shoot everyone went to the Bull Hotel in Gerrards Cross for lunch and Lee happily announced that they were stuck with me. I’d got the part. Lee ordered a bottle of champagne, I had my favourite fried scampi and a Coca-Cola, and Horst’s eyes twinkled away at me across the table.


Once again, the Fates had conspired: someone who was looking for a boy, had got me instead.


And Jonathan got his holiday in Italy.


Before the whirlwind surprise of Tiger Bay, my parents had already planned to stay with Rex Harrison and his family in Portofino. We arrived there in the pouring rain. This was an omen. We had started to drag our suitcases up a muddy track that led to their villa, which was perched on a hill overlooking the little port, when Rex suddenly appeared with his new wife Kay Kendall, two tall thin figures, laughing and waving to us from under an enormous umbrella. Both were wearing crumpled linen shirts and trousers, with old faded espadrilles on their slim brown feet. They struck me as incredibly glamorous, even in the pouring rain. Rex’s previous wife had been another legendary beauty, the famous German film star Lilli Palmer – she was also my godmother, although I rarely saw her.


Kay Kendall was like no one I’d ever met. She reminded me of a beautiful Afghan hound, never making a single move or gesture that wasn’t elegant. She was naturally graceful and also terribly funny. A comedienne, she had the wildest, and quite the rudest, sense of humour. It was astonishing to hear it come out of that exquisite face.


We all ate ripe figs and Charentais melon and Prosciutto sitting on the terrace in the blazing sun, gazing down over the shimmering blue Mediterranean. I also had my first taste of Italian gelato, never to be forgotten. The grownups sat around in the sun, laughing, talking, drinking copious amounts of the local Blanc de Blanc; they’d fool about on Rex’s yacht and leap shrieking into the sparkling water. Unfortunately, there was a plague of jelly fish, the size of dinner plates, which were virtually invisible and left great painful welts all over your body. After lunch, when the grownups would go upstairs for a much-needed siesta, Jonathan and I would play with Rex’s son, Carey. He was a little older than me, sweet and quiet and very clever. He’d spend hours in his cool shuttered room, playing army battles, which he had devised using the hundreds of bottle tops he’d collected. His father was scathing about it (‘Go and play with your bottle tops!’ he’d snap dismissively). Sexy Rexy, as Daddy named him, could be quite cruel. All the charm and smiles would disappear in a flash with a cutting remark. I don’t think he was very interested in children.


One night Rex and my mother had a terrible row. I’m not sure what it was about – it may even have been about Carey – but it ended with us all rather ignominiously dragging our suitcases back down the hill to stay in a little pensione in the port. It was slightly awkward to say the least. Mummy and Rex did make up before we left; we had dinner sitting outside on the cobbles and Carey sat on the ground at Rex’s feet with his chin on his father’s knee.


Once the summer was over, we returned to Britain with the film now looming. Daddy and I both had lots of lines to learn. Sometimes Daddy would suggest we run through a scene while we were driving somewhere, or once, when we were walking through Mayfair in the centre of London. We were going through the police interrogation scene, when he suddenly stopped in the middle of the pavement, grabbed me roughly and shook me by the shoulders – Shake!


‘Is this the man you saw coming out of that woman’s flat, Gillie?’ he shouted in my face – Shake!


‘Is it?!’ – Shake! ‘Think Gillie, think!’ – More shakes!


Scandalising a woman walking past us, we both grinned rather weakly at her and then beat a hasty retreat up the street before she called a policeman.


Finally, on 15 September 1958, J. Lee Thompson started filming Tiger Bay. I was twelve years old.


Cardiff’s docks had been called Tiger Bay for so long, no one could remember how it got the name. Some believed that sailors had brought the name from California, where in San Francisco a similar quarter was known by the same title. In the days of the fast sailing ships, as British trade expanded across the world, this Welsh fishing creek in the Bristol Channel grew into the world’s largest coal port. The dock area was famously infested with thugs and harpies and prostitutes of the most vicious type who operated as thieves’ decoys. ‘These women, as dangerous as tigers’ – hence the name.* Not long after we finished filming Tiger Bay, the old tenement buildings were razed to the ground, the playground cemented over, and new, clean but soulless high-rise flats took their place. The thugs and harpies and prostitutes went too. But also, sadly, the name: Tiger Bay is now Bute’s Bay named after the Marquis of Bute who owned the land.


When I arrived there in 1958 Tiger Bay was a vibrant, noisy, multicultural and, according to local residents, largely peaceful community filled with families and children from a myriad of different backgrounds all living together. The docks brought great ships and tankers from across the world, and with them seamen from foreign lands many of whom stayed and married and raised their families in Tiger Bay. Lee’s vision for the film was to portray this diverse slice of society as honestly and vividly as he could, shooting on location, employing local extras for the scenes. I don’t think it had really been done before in British cinema, certainly never in Wales. None of us knew it then, of course, but the film would soon become an important historical document of a bygone time.


The first day of filming was for the opening scene in the movie. We were on the old ramp leading down to the water, a long black stone wall with a solid iron railing. The big clock on the Pier head showed 8 a.m. It was overcast and a cold wind from the Bristol Channel ruffled the water across the bay. Under my blue duffel coat I wore Gillie’s clothes, my one and only costume for the film. It had been put together by my mother in London: the dark blue jeans, the old blue sweater with the arms cut off above the elbow (that was her idea, she cut them herself with a pair of scissors) and finally a pair of black plimsolls. That was it.


Somebody gave me a mug of hot sweet tea and I looked around at the rest of the cast. All kids. Most of the children in the scene were local except for Michael Anderson Jnr, who was already an experienced actor at thirteen. There was a local boy called Neil Sinclair, who would go on to become a celebrated historian and write books about the history of Tiger Bay, but I had never met any of them. It was a bit like a first day at school, the kids regarding each other silently as Lee Thompson explained what we were going to do.


In this scene, the children are playing a noisy game of Cowboys and Indians. Gillie wants to join in but they don’t want her: she’s a girl, she hasn’t got a gun, just a tiny lead bomb on a string that bangs, one pitiful cap at a time. Some of the boys make fun of her and her silly bomb on a string, which they steal. She flies at one of them in a fury, pummelling his chest with her fists. I found that difficult. I didn’t even know his name, he was extremely thin and bony, and he seemed so nice. I apologised to him afterwards.


After that first day, I took to filming like a duck to water. It was a small independent British film, so nobody made any sort of fuss about me on the set. I didn’t seem to feel the cold; people were always rushing at me with my duffel coat, which I never wanted to put on. Nothing fazed me: singing in front of the church congregation, or to Horst in the scene in the belfry, I just did it. Helped I’m sure by those times at home I’d sung at the piano with my father for his long-suffering guests. Learning lines was easy and quick. I could never understand what took my father so long to learn his – he’d disappear into his room with his tape recorder for hours. What was he doing in there? I’d learnt mine, that was that. It was a few years before I discovered that there was actually quite a lot more to it than that. Years later when I was struggling to keep my head above the murky waters of adolescence, I yearned for the simplicity and ease of those first days.


It was wonderful to be working with my father. He always showed the most remarkable patience. We would just play the scene. He was the Police Superintendent and I was Gillie Evans, it was as simple as that. And when we finished the shot we both went back to being ourselves again. How lucky I was to work with an actor like him for my first film. When I looked into his eyes I saw the Superintendent and I knew that he saw Gillie. This really was his whole approach to acting; he’d say, ‘If you believe, they’ll believe.’ That’s the wonderful thing about working with good actors; it’s really so simple, and anything is possible.


Some of the scenes were quite dramatic and complex for a child. Horst’s character, a Polish seaman called Bronislav Korchinsky, returns to Cardiff looking for his girlfriend Anya who has changed her address without telling him. He goes searching for a house where he thinks she might be living. It’s the same building that Gillie lives in. Gillie points the way and there’s a brief rapport between them. Soon afterwards, Korchinsky locates Anya only to discover she’s taken a lover. Hearing the two Polish lovers rowing upstairs, Gillie sneaks up and spies on them through the letter box. She watches in horror as the woman goads and threatens Korchinsky with a pistol; the couple fight, the sailor wrestles the weapon out of her hands – and in a blinding rage, he shoots her dead.


Of course, I was also incredibly lucky to have as my director Lee Thompson, the man who made such classics as Ice Cold in Alex, Cape Fear and The Guns of Navarone. Lee was a strong, sensitive character, who had a rare and compassionate understanding of people, which was the key to his magic as a director. He had been an actor himself in his youth, he’d written plays for the West End and screenplays for Associated British Pictures, he’d worked as an editing assistant at Elstree Studios, and also as a dialogue coach for Alfred Hitchcock. He’d even been a bantamweight boxer. During the Second World War he served in the RAF as a tail gunner in the B-29 Superfortress bombers – an unimaginably dangerous perspective from which to view combat and one which may well have helped him to appreciate the nature of suspense.


Lee knew exactly what he wanted, he shot the picture as he would edit it. I loved him and had total trust and confidence in him. He was small and slight; his hair was long and straight and hung down to his collar, slicked back behind his ears. For a man who must have witnessed all sorts of horrors in war, there was something very sweet and gentle about him. He was always smiling, he had a funny way of almost laughing every time he spoke. There was a nervous energy about him, he was never still, constantly playing with these little strips of paper torn out of old scripts and newspapers, which he called his ‘twiddles’. These ended up all over the studio floor and you could use them to track his movements throughout the day.


Lee never told me how to say something, he only ever told me what was happening in the scene. He’d ask me questions – how was Gillie feeling? What did she want? Was she telling the truth? Or was she telling a lie? I understood; and if I was always humming while he was talking, he understood that too. He knew I was listening, he knew that I cared, that I wanted to do it well. And I wanted to please him too – and see his smiling face come around the camera at the end of a take.


I loved playing Gillie Evans – I think she was a bit like me. That was another tremendous bit of luck, to find a knockout part like that for my first film. First experiences have a huge impact upon our lives, upon our future, for good or bad, but Gillie was perfect. I thought if I had been born into her life, that’s how I would have been. She stood on her own two feet, said what she thought, was often quite rude and was a habitual liar. She had a good sense of humour and didn’t suffer fools, she was afraid of nothing, and she was tough. In the film, both the girl’s parents are dead. She lives with her long-suffering aunty played by the darling Megs Jenkins. When Korchinsky meets Gillie he doesn’t really treat her as a girl, but as a tough little child. She’s a survivor and he rather admires that. So he steals her away into the Welsh mountains while he decides what to do. He’s got to find a ship and get away. A special bond develops between them, they’re rather alike, and both basically alone. By the end of the film it’s almost a love story.


Looking back, it’s a strange and a wonderful thing to have a strong, potent relationship, albeit in front of the camera, with a handsome grown man of twenty-four when you’re only twelve years old. Normally it would never have happened, I would have just been the middle child at the table, listening to the grownups’ conversation, speaking only when spoken to. But now we were playing these characters, I was involved in his life. Gillie loved Korchinsky and wanted to save him. She knew that what he had done was wrong, but she also knew he hadn’t meant to do it, and that basically he was a good person. Obviously, I loved him too. I secretly hoped that one day they would make a sequel, where Gillie is all grown up and goes to meet Korchinsky when he comes out of prison; he falls in love with her and they go off and get married!


Horst was very sweet and gentle, he never seemed to get bored or irritated with me, as far as I was aware. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he had, because I was terribly talkative. He made me laugh a lot, often during a scene, which Lee didn’t find quite as funny as we did. He was also quite intense. His dark eyes had a penetrating quality. He had a very pretty girlfriend called Myriam Bru who was a French actress and dressed so beautifully, I thought she was très chic.


After the location work we moved to London. For the final day’s shooting we returned to Beaconsfield Studios to shoot the climactic scene in a water tank doubling as the Bristol Channel. In the story, Korchinsky has fled on a merchant vessel but the police track him down, chasing the ship in a pilot boat, with Gillie in tow. In a tense confrontation the police board the ship and order the captain to hand him over, but Korchinsky is saved because the ship has drifted outside the ‘three-mile limit’, and beyond the jurisdiction of British law. Korchinsky seems to have got away with it but when Gillie falls overboard and starts to drown, he dives into the ocean to save her. They are rescued by the Superintendent in the pilot boat and Korchinsky is placed under arrest.


The scene in the water was scheduled for after lunch. People were celebrating the end of shooting a bit prematurely with a glass or two of red wine. Normally my dad was very disciplined and never drank in the middle of the day, but that day he must have made an exception. When we were at home us kids were often allowed a little wine diluted with water, so I was no stranger to drink, but on this occasion there was considerably more wine than water in my glass – or two – and by the time lunch was over I was tottering back across the lot. I looked down with interest to find that I had two right feet and two left, and I realised that I was drunk. The blow was hardly softened when I arrived at the Sound Stage. Tacked onto the great soundproof doors was a notice: ‘Congratulations Horst and Myriam on your engagement’ and little drawings of wedding bells.


He wasn’t going to wait for me to grow up, he was going to marry Myriam. I was heartbroken.


When we finally shot the last scene in the water tank, I was flailing around so much, so drunk, and so heartbroken, I almost did drown.


For the whole time we had been filming, Lee didn’t want me to watch myself on the rushes (the screenings of the previous day’s shoot) which everyone else did, every day after lunch. He probably didn’t want to risk me becoming self-conscious, so the first time I ever saw myself on screen was at Tiger Bay’s premiere in London. My parents still owned a little flat in town and I used to sleep in Daddy’s dressing room. It was terribly exciting. I had a new dress made of dark blue organza with a big stiff petticoat underneath and little black lace slippers. It was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever worn and I was thrilled to bits. Everyone was dressed up. Daddy looked so handsome in his dinner jacket and Mummy was wearing her beautiful beaded grey dress; I remember being so proud to be out with them, and their friends like Laurence Olivier, all of us sitting expectantly in our cinema seats, waiting for the lights to go down … But when the film began and I finally saw myself, so huge up there, projected on that enormous screen, I got such a shock that I couldn’t stop laughing. It was awful, I was in danger of becoming quite hysterical. My father kept kicking me sharply to shut me up; especially in those serious scenes. I thought they were the funniest of all. I suppose it was nerves, and partly embarrassment, not wanting to take myself too seriously. Laughter covers up all sorts of things. But I didn’t laugh at the film’s ending. It was very moving and felt like we were saying goodbye all over again.


In the 1950s the newspapers were all powerful. The notices for film and stage were of vital importance. After a first night in the West End, actors and producers would wait up until the crack of dawn to read the papers and learn their fate. In New York you would go to Sardi’s on 44th Street, you’d eat and drink and generally keep yourself occupied until the New York Times appeared. If the notices were good the champagne came out, if they weren’t everyone just slid quietly home.


The morning after the premiere for Tiger Bay I woke up early. A finger of sunlight found its way into the little dressing room and I could hear the porter moving the dustbins around in the courtyard below. I looked at my new blue dress hanging on the cupboard door and remembered the night before. It had been so exciting and now it was all over; the film was finished and released in the cinemas, and tomorrow I was going to go back to boarding school. Life would return to normal again. I got out of bed and eased open the squeaky door and tiptoed silently across the carpet to the kitchen and saw that the papers had been delivered; the porter had put them on the table in the hall. And then I remembered – the notices. For the first time it crossed my mind – what would they say? Would they like the film? Would they like Daddy? Horst? What would they say about ME?


I knew how important they were. Thinking about it, my parents had seemed a bit nervous – I think I’d been kidding myself that I wasn’t too. So I went into the living room and opened one. I searched for the right page – the reviews were usually at the back, I knew that. Then a headline caught my eye and I caught my breath. The more I read the more shocked I became. Not because they weren’t good, they were good, most of them, very good, but because of what they said about me:


‘Tiger Bay is dominated from first to last by Hayley Mills … who acts her father off the screen.’


I was appalled. It wasn’t true. I didn’t know what to do, I was terrified. I didn’t want Daddy to read things like that, it was ridiculous, absurd, he’d be so hurt and upset.


He mustn’t see them, I must get rid of them. I cast around frantically trying to decide what to do. The telephone rang in the hall, I heard their bedroom door open … In a flash I’d stuffed all the papers underneath the sofa as far as they would go. Then I heard my father’s voice.


‘Have the papers arrived yet?’ he called. ‘Has anyone seen the papers?’


I hid behind the living-room door, staring down at my bare feet and chewing my nails. I was still in my pyjamas. Slowly I opened the door and peered out – no one there – I fled back to my room and got dressed. Maybe they’d give up and forget about the papers and go off and do something else.


Katy, my parents’ secretary, arrived to do letters with Daddy.


‘That’s odd!’ she said. ‘Everyone else’s papers have been delivered.’


I was on tenterhooks all morning; then the cleaning lady arrived and she found them under the sofa while she was doing the hoovering. They all soon guessed it was me.


‘Why did you do that, Bags? Why did you hide the papers?’


I chewed my nails and looked into my father’s blue eyes.


‘I didn’t want you to see them and be upset.’


He laughed and hugged me. ‘Of course I’m not upset,’ he said. ‘I’m proud, that’s all.’


‘But it’s not true,’ I said, ‘it’s just stupid.’


‘Look, one day, if you ever have children of your own, they will do something wonderful and you will just be so proud of them. It’s even better than when you do things yourself!’


But it didn’t feel right. I was glad the reviews were good for the film, and that they’d liked me, but it was very strange and unsettling being the focus of that sort of attention, an attention that had always been my father’s prerogative. No one had ever taken me seriously before. I didn’t mind that, I was loved, I made them laugh, they’d even laugh at my school report, they didn’t take that seriously either! But now, all of a sudden, things felt different, there’d been a shift.


Tiger Bay was a success, and so was I.


There was also yet another big shake-up at home, this time with Bunch. She had recently been accepted at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art – and was all set to start – when she auditioned for a wonderful part in Peter Schaffer’s first play Five Finger Exercise, opening in the West End at the Comedy Theatre. She got the part, the play turned out to be a big hit and she received excellent reviews. It was wonderful and we were all thrilled, especially me. Privately, I had been very anxious about the fuss over Tiger Bay and the effect it might have on Bunch. After all, she was the one who had always wanted to be an actress, she had known right from the start what she wanted to do – at least, once she decided she didn’t want to be a prima ballerina, when she was ten. She was the star of the kids, the oldest, the trailblazer, and the thought that all the fuss about me might make her unhappy in any way was unbearable. One day, unbeknown to me, she took herself off to see Tiger Bay alone. She sat through the film and cried all the way through the credits, and then watched the whole film again – twice. She told me later that it could have been very difficult for her if she hadn’t absolutely loved the film, and me in it. But she said she was really proud of me. And of course, this made me love her even more, and she has been a constant source of love and support ever since.


I had felt surprisingly at home in front of the camera and secretly hoped I might act again. Tiger Bay had performed strongly at the box office and my performance had been well received, even winning me a prestigious Silver Bear at the Berlin Film Festival, which arrived by courier; but no further jobs were offered, not even a polite enquiry. Tiger Bay just receded into the distance and I soon stopped thinking about it. I told myself I never expected anything more to come of it, I don’t think anybody did, not really, and so … nothing did. My parents were probably quite relieved. It had been a wonderful experience and great fun, but now it was over. My foray into acting was a flash in the pan. If I wanted to become an actress when I was older and had left school, well, we could think again, but, in the meantime, there was my interrupted education to concentrate on … And so I went back to Elmhurst.


Back to school; school routine, the smell of chalk and Wright’s Coal Tar Soap, boiled cabbage and mince, and unwashed hair; lessons, ballet, midnight feasts – which meant sharing each other’s toothpaste and dreaming of running away when the moon was full, climbing down the iron fire escape and getting home by morning in time for breakfast – then the sound of Miss Dodson violently ringing the morning wake-up bell, and the mad dash to the loo. No one was allowed to leave their freezing dormitory after lights out; if you were taken short in the dead of night you had to use the communal chamber pot. It was an enormous thing, you had to grope about under a bed to find it, then sit there in the middle of the room, on the icy linoleum, trying desperately not to fall in. In the morning a prefect would collect the ‘slops’ in a metal bucket. Hardly a job that endeared one to the position.


The main event of the Christmas term, and the one thing that I really was looking forward to, was the school play, which was always a version of the Nativity. They did it every year in the little wooden chapel. Somehow the whole school managed to cram themselves in, with a few brave parents squashed up at the back. The Nativity was a beautiful play, it had a magic. The most serene-looking girl was typically cast to play Mary. I would have loved to play Mary myself but I understood I just didn’t have what it takes for the part. I couldn’t see myself playing Joseph or a Wise Man either, and I certainly didn’t want to play a shepherd, they had nothing to do. No, the part I desperately wanted was called ‘Youth’. Bunch had played this role in my first term at the school and I had been mesmerised. Youth is very romantic, she appears at the very end of the play, dressed in white, she emerges out of the darkness from the back of the chapel, and runs up the aisle until she reaches Mary and Joseph and Baby Jesus, then falls on her knees in front of them and delivers this wonderful speech about love and hope for the future. I always thought it was so moving and inspiring. And it was, in my opinion, the best role. Privately I thought I had more than a fair chance of getting it – after all, I was a professional actress, I had had some pretty good notices, and had just won a BAFTA, so …


That Sunday after Evensong, Father John stood up in chapel and announced who was going to be cast in the Christmas play. He went through all the parts.


‘The role of Mary – Sally Anne Hendrickson; the role of Joseph – Paddy Robinson …’


The Wise Men, the Shepherds; no mention of me yet. Then finally …


‘And the part of Youth will be played by …’ I waited for my name to be read out. ‘Jane Alexander.’


Jane?! My best friend. I was stunned.


I was also very glad I hadn’t told anyone how much I wanted the part. I was genuinely happy for Jane, I was sure she would do it beautifully, but, really, I had fully expected to get it, especially as my sister had played it four years earlier. Now, secretly, I was so embarrassed. I could hear Miss Dodson’s voice in my head: ‘Just because you’ve made a film doesn’t mean you’re better than anybody else.’


I wasn’t given anything to do in the Christmas play. Not even a shepherd. Nothing.


So many actors lament for roles they didn’t get – the ones that got away – great parts that they would have been perfect for, which would have transformed their career. I have a few of my own. The School Nativity was my first bruising experience. I don’t think I’ve wanted a part so much ever since.


Eventually term ended and I returned home. For some weeks now Daddy had been in Australia filming Summer of the Seventeenth Doll for United Artists with Ernest Borgnine and Anne Baxter. It was still going on when school finished, so we all flew out to see him and spent Christmas Day together on Bondi Beach.


Bunch had to go back early to rejoin Five Finger Exercise at the Comedy Theatre in London after her Christmas break. She seemed so much more grown up than me, a beautiful young woman, while I was still a buck-toothed child. I adored her and always wanted to be with her, doing what she was doing, but it must have been a bit of a bore for her. I missed her terribly; she left a bottle of perfume called Devon Violets on the dressing table, I kept it and smelt it every now and again and pretended that she was still there.


For a while, it was just Johnny and me in Australia, messing about and arguing, and pushing each other into the swimming pool. We had a maid called Angelina who was partly of Indigenous heritage; she was always warning me about not wearing my bikini top. ‘You’ll get breast cancer!’ she’d cry. Many years later I did and I wondered if that holiday had anything to do with it.


Daddy’s film finally finished and my parents threw a big party. Lots of the actors and crew came but also the England cricket team. Everyone got riotously drunk and Anne Baxter fell into the pool and lost one of her earrings, so the entire cricket team stripped off their shoes and dinner jackets and jumped into the water to help her look for it. They’d just lost the Ashes.


Daddy returned with us to England in January 1959, which seemed all the more cold and inhospitable after the baking southern hemisphere. I was just preparing myself for my imminent return to a freezing Elmhurst when my father received a call from his agent, Laurence Evans. Laurie Evans was the most influential theatrical agent in London and already a legend in his own right. A tall, imposing figure, always beautifully dressed in dark expensive suits and silk ties that complemented his pale blue eyes, with a long pale face, clean shaven except for a moustache that he always kept at the same length, just short enough to give a sharp prick when he kissed you. He had a great sense of humour and a wonderful voice, deep and sonorous, which must have lent his negotiations tremendous gravitas and power. During his long and distinguished career his clients included legends like Laurence Olivier, Ralph Richardson, Ingrid Bergman, Alec Guinness, Peggy Ashcroft, Rex Harrison, and my father, of course, who was his first client when he started as an agent at MCA. As a rule, most actors love receiving calls from their agent because it probably means there’s a job. If Laurie Evans telephoned you, it was likely to be a well-paid job, so my father leapt up to take the call. However, on this fateful occasion, the work enquiry wasn’t for my father. It was for me.
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