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I haven’t had a quiet life. I’ve lived dangerously. Sometimes disaster has come at me like a train. There have been times when I’ve almost drunk myself to death. I’ve been in situations where I was perilously close to killing myself. I’ve almost died several times. Yet some instinct, some inner force, has always saved me, dragging me back just as the train whooshed past.

Miss Elizabeth Taylor, April 1997



Prologue

Even with all of the star treatment accorded her over the years, the truth is undeniable: It has never been easy being Elizabeth Taylor. 

Gentle and caring at her core while often appearing to be petulant and self-consumed, Elizabeth is a complex woman who has usually been misunderstood, not only by others but, it would seem, by her as well. It’s true that throughout her life she has claimed moments of clarity, times when she felt she was finally able to see her past in proper perspective. However, one must wonder, given the unique circumstances of her upbringing, if she could ever truly have the ability, the prescience, to see it all clearly. 

In trying to understand Elizabeth’s life, one must first turn to her childhood. Born into an affluent family in London, young Elizabeth possessed an engaging quality and stunning beauty that seemed to defy reason. From the beginning, her mother, Sara—a former theater actress—believed her daughter to have potential that was heaven-sent. In her mind, Elizabeth had the makings of a great star. However, Sara also knew it would never happen if Elizabeth didn’t also believe it, and work at it. So from the time Elizabeth was about two, Sara endeavored to create in her the ultimate image of dignity, grace, and beauty. With the passing of the years, nearly every aspect of the young girl’s behavior would be carefully considered and altered. Her speech. Her posture. Her gait. It was as if Sara was a director coaching the promising new star of a landmark movie—only she was a mom, and this was Elizabeth’s life, not a film. Because Sara’s optimism about Elizabeth’s chances in show business came from the heart, it was inspiring, if also sometimes a bit alarming. Sara even orchestrated how her daughter would interact with others: If a broad laugh was too much, it would be replaced with a shy giggle. As a result, Elizabeth’s early life soon became a marathon training session for succeeding in a business at which her mother had only found marginal accomplishment. For a young Elizabeth Taylor, perfection soon became the only acceptable option. Anything less would be considered failure. 

The dissection of Elizabeth’s self at her mother’s hand also brought with it a legacy of irrationality. The belief that perfection’s only alternative was failure left her feeling that life was, quite literally, unbearable. She felt out of control, so much that it seemed the only way she could seize some power over her world was to become deathly ill, to be hospitalized so that she didn’t have to make movies, didn’t have to take direction. Only she could know for certain if such reasoning explains her countless life-challenging sicknesses, but from the outside looking in it certainly seems plausible. At times, as will be explained in these pages, she would even see suicide as the only way to end her misery. Fortunately, the kindness and patience of those closest to her would save Elizabeth from several apparent attempts at taking her own life. 

It wouldn’t be until she was in her fifties that Elizabeth learned some invaluable lessons. Indeed, her work toward the treatment and cure of a deadly disease would ultimately lead her to some grand realizations. How ironic that after so many exhausting years of searching for a genuine connection with the world as an actress, she would find it in work that had nothing to do with show business. As many around her suffered premature and cruel deaths, it finally became clear to her that life was a gift. She came to realize that despite what her mother and the movie studio system had taught her, between black and white there is actually a whole spectrum of other shades—and perfection has a short shelf life. 

In her later years, she would also come to understand that there are certain inevitabilities to living. Life can be painful. Life can be unfair. Life can be unpredictable. And it was only after accepting those facts that Elizabeth Taylor came to the greatest realization of all: Life was worth living.



Part One

CHILDHOOD



Sara and Francis

Sara Viola Warmbrodt was born on August 21, 1896, in the mill town of Arkansas City, Kansas. For all of her time on this earth, she would be quite a character, a memorable presence not only in her daughter, Elizabeth’s, life but in those of nearly every person she would touch over the years. Through it all, good times and bad, she and Elizabeth would remain inseparable. Even during times of estrangement—for they did have their disagreements—they knew to whom to turn for unwavering support: each other. “My mother was my best friend,” Elizabeth would later say, “my guide, my mentor, and my constant companion.” Indeed, mother and daughter were life and breath to each other, and thus it would remain until Sara’s death in 1994, just one month short of her ninety-ninth birthday.

Historically, Sara has been portrayed as a negative influence on Elizabeth’s life, mostly because of her steely determination to mold her daughter into a star; indeed, so-called “stage mothers” are seldom viewed in a positive light. Like many parents who encourage their children into show business, Sara had once been an entertainer. In 1922, she had changed her name to Sara Sothern after relocating to Los Angeles from Arkansas City to pursue her dream career. Her mother—Elizabeth’s grandmother—was a talented singer and musician who played both piano and violin. She was very encouraging of Sara’s goals and didn’t mind her dropping out of high school to pursue them and also study acting in Kansas City. After appearing in a number of small productions in the Midwest, Sara found herself in Los Angeles. There, she was cast in a supporting role in a theatrical revival of Channing Pollock’s The Sign on the Door. (The silent movie released a year prior had starred Norma Talmadge.) After Pollock saw her in that show, he cast her in a key role—a crippled girl, miraculously healed—in his play The Fool, based on the life of Saint Francis of Assisi. The plot, a faith-healing concept, was very much in alignment with Sara’s own spiritual belief as a Christian Scientist—that unwavering faith in a higher power could result in physical healing far beyond the reach and understanding of the medical profession. 

The Fool first opened in Los Angeles to weak reviews but eventually made its way east to New York, where it opened on Broadway at the Times Square Theater in October 1922. There it played to full houses for nearly a year, even though the show continued to receive generally poor notices—except for Sara, who was singled out for her performance by some reviewers. She was faintly praised by the New York Times critic, who said, “In the final scene of the third act, a little cripple, well played by Sara Sothern, falls on her knees in prayer and rises to find that she can walk.” When the show went to London in September 1924, Sara went with it, and caused quite a bit of pandemonium there. After the opening night, at least according to an interview Channing Pollock once gave, she even had to be extricated from a mob scene, with fans “clamoring for bits of her frock and locks of her hair as souvenirs. Later,” Pollock recalled, “the Prince Royal went to her dressing room to present her with a diamond brooch the size of a belt buckle.”

Margaret DeForest was the daughter of a friend of Sara’s from Palm Springs, California, where Sara spent her elder years. She recalls of the Taylor matriarch, “Though she was a slight woman, Sara had a magnetic personality. People gravitated toward her, as they would one day her daughter. She was funny, smart and nobody’s pushover. I knew her when she was much older, but I saw many pictures of her as a young woman. She had wonderful scrapbooks of her show business days, and loved to show them to me and my mother. She told us that Elizabeth had gathered the clippings for her, compiled them herself, and then gave her the scrapbooks one year as a birthday gift. With her dark hair and blue eyes, Sara was a real beauty. She was funny, too. She had a biting sense of humor which, sometimes, people didn’t know how to take. In her later years, she used to be frustrated by Elizabeth’s life. ‘It seems that someone forgot to teach that young lady manners,’ she used to say. Then she would add with a wink, ‘And I guess that would have been me.’ I loved her. I just thought she was great, I really did.” 

After The Sign on the Door closed, four more less successful theatrical productions in New York followed for Sara Sothern. By the time she was thirty, she began reconsidering her options. It was at just that time that Francis Taylor—a man whom she had dated only casually back in Arkansas City—came back into her life. 

The handsome and charming Francis Lenn Taylor was born on December 28, 1897, also in Arkansas City, of Scotch-Irish descent. He had dropped out of high school and worked as an apprentice in an art gallery owned by his beloved, if also demanding, uncle, Howard Young, in St. Louis. When Francis turned twenty-one, his uncle gave him the opportunity to move to New York and work at a gallery Howard opened there, the Howard Young Gallery, which specialized in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European paintings. 

Sarah and Francis became reacquainted one evening quite by happenstance at the El Morocco nightclub in New York. Afterward, they began to enjoy each other’s company on a regular basis. She found him to be quiet and unassuming, so different in character and temperament from the many show business types she’d known in recent years. True, he didn’t have the kind of spark that she usually required to stay interested in a man, but still, she couldn’t help but be fascinated by him. He’d been to Europe with his uncle, had a wealth of interesting anecdotes to share about his travels, understood art and could talk about it for hours, so there was seldom a dull moment between them. 

Francis Taylor was soft-spoken and easygoing. Tall and lean, with an aristocratic and refined bone structure, he had piercing blue eyes and light brown wavy hair, which was combed straight back. His was a scholarly air with his horn-rimmed glasses and natty three-piece suits, in which he always looked great. He was always dressed for presentation, never casually. He accepted life as it was and had little interest in changing things. He was whimsical and artistic in nature, not practical. Don’t get the wrong impression of him, though: He wasn’t exactly carefree. Quite the contrary—he was a contemplative person who often seemed uneasy and distracted. Elizabeth once said that as a young girl she would sit and stare at her father as he sat in his easy chair, his eyes closed and brow furrowed as if attempting to solve a complex, troubling problem. A gentle man, he shied away from confrontation and would do anything in his power to avoid an argument. Later in life, at the end of any conflict his fiery and decisive wife, Sara, would always be the victor. In fact, it’s safe to say, at least based on the recollections of those who knew the Taylors well, that Francis never won an argument with her in their entire marriage. “She’s the boss,” he would say. “What she says goes, and that’s fine with me.” Indeed, he had great respect for Sara, thought her to be savvy and smart as well as talented, and never felt that he didn’t have a place in her life. He knew his place.

Sara’s zest for life had led Francis to lose all sense in her presence when he first met her. Inexplicably drawn to her, he confided to friends that he couldn’t stop thinking about the ball of fire called “Sassy” by those who only spoke of her and not with her. He loved her unquenchable spirit, her joyous soul. In fact, Francis saw in Sara many qualities he had wanted for himself, such as charisma, a quick wit, and an ability to point a finger in someone’s face and say—as she would quite often—“I know what the problem with you is, and here’s how to fix it.” It was when that finger was finally wagged in his face, as he would recall it, that he felt somehow reborn. Indeed, the first sign that he and Sara were perfect for each other was when she agreed with him about his faults. She could see right away that he lacked focus and confidence, that he thought of himself as somewhat of a social misfit. He was foggy and scattered and didn’t “finish his sentences with strength,” as she noted. “We can all change, darling,” she would tell him, “and for you, that will prove to be a godsend.” Her brash manner may have proved a sticking point for previous suitors, but Francis found it refreshing, even enlivening. He was filled with an intense inquisitiveness about her, and to be so fascinated by anyone was, for him, a unique experience. 

Many people who knew Francis before he met Sara were dumbfounded by the changes they soon began to see in him. Her coaching led him to address many of his behavioral deficiencies, at least as she saw them. Under her influence, he began to walk with purpose and at a quicker pace. He shook the hand of every person he met with strength. He made firm eye contact. He spoke highly of himself to others; Sara loathed the British tradition of self-deprecating humor and wouldn’t stand for it in her suitor. He took all of her advice seriously—and it worked for him. His transformation profound after just a few months, he knew he had one woman—Sara Warmbrodt—to thank for all of it. Indeed, he felt like a new man.

Francis and Sara were married in 1926. Then, after one more show in New York, The Little Spitfire, Sara Taylor made the fateful decision to leave show business.

Marrying and eventually raising children rather than having the career in show business she had originally planned was a decision Sara Taylor made for herself, not something she ever felt had been foisted upon her. “I gave up my career when I married Daddy,” she once said (referring to Francis), “and all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t have made me take it up again.” As a Christian Scientist, she believed at a core, spiritual level that she could have her life exactly as she wanted if only she approached it with a positive and affirmative attitude. “Divine love always has met, and always will meet, every human need,” she would say. Therefore, she rarely complained about her life or about her decisions. Rather, she felt empowered to handle anything that came her way, and she hoped to pass the same kind of belief system on to the children she might one day bear.

At this same time, a new branch of the Howard Young Gallery was about to open in London at 35 Old Bond Street in the heart of the British art center, and it was Howard’s idea that Francis manage the new establishment. He absolutely insisted upon it, in fact, for Howard was an assertive man who almost always had his way. Francis and his new wife moved to London and settled into a suite at the luxurious Carlton Hotel, paid for, of course, by Howard Young. 

Now that Sara had given up her career as an actress to be a wife, the rest of the world seemed to slip out of her view. Francis was her passion. For his part, he was just as devoted to her. While previously not a particularly effusive man, he now made an art out of romancing his wife. For instance, knowing Sara’s favorite chocolatier was Fortnum and Mason, Francis would regularly stop at the high-class grocer’s in search of the ultimate confection. He might surprise her with a bag of caramelized ginger, a tin of sweetmeats, or the traditional box of chocolates. He went to great lengths to show his devotion to her. 

For the next two years, Francis and Sara would travel all over Europe in first-class style—London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest—thanks to Howard Young’s generous underwriting of such excursions, many of which were business-related. In the process, they would traffic with the powerful and affluent of the art world and acquire from them old masters for the Young Gallery. It was a heady time, but it wasn’t to last, because when Sara became pregnant at the end of 1928, the couple decided to take root in London. Howard leased a lovely nineteenth-century cottage for them at 11 Hampstead Way. With its beautifully manicured gardens and pathways and its gorgeous views of the verdant Hampstead Heath, it was an enchanted place. 

In June 1929, Sara gave birth to their first child, a son named Howard (after his great-uncle). With the addition of the baby, the Taylors’ home was suddenly too cramped with just two bedrooms. The couple did have a nurse, a cook, and a driver, after all. It would make sense, Sara decided, if at very least the nurse and cook could live at the house. Howard quickly accommodated her and solved the domestic problem by purchasing nearby—with cash—a larger eighteenth-century home (with Tudor and Victorian influences in its architecture) known as Heathwood, at 8 Wildwood Road, again overlooking the Heath. Delightfully landscaped with aged trees and colorful wildflowers, the redbrick home came complete with a large kitchen, stately dining and living rooms, pool and tennis court, and live-in accommodations for all of the help. 

Howard was a stunning baby who, his mother once proclaimed, “looked like a Botticelli angel.” He really did, with large, expressive blue eyes, wavy blond hair, and perfectly placed features. He was his daddy’s boy, though. Sara believed a father and son should share a special bond. Therefore, while she was an affectionate and effective mother, she would often abdicate parental duties to Francis. It was as if she saw the raising of her firstborn as an opportunity to further shape her husband into an even fuller, more responsible man. However, such devotion to Francis’s betterment would not last forever. Things would change dramatically, beginning on February 27, 1932—the day Sara gave birth to a daughter, a baby she and Francis would name Elizabeth.



A Change in Sara

The new Taylor baby girl was named Elizabeth after both of her grandmothers and Rosemond after her paternal grandmother Mary’s maiden name. To be clear from the outset: She’s not fond of being called “Liz.” She’s disliked it ever since her older brother, Howard, used to tease her when she was a little girl by calling her “Lizzie the Lizard.” Also, the appellation had been appropriated by the press as part of the sensational “Liz and Dick” fanfare of the 1960s. She felt it was used as a way of thinking about her in reductive terms. She tolerated it then—and still does today—but, as she once told the present author, “People who know me and hope to get to know me better certainly do not call me Liz. They call me Elizabeth.” 

It’s been said that as a newborn Elizabeth Rosemond was covered from head to toe with a soft down of dark hair, like a newborn kitten. Actually, that description exaggerates the reality of the situation. In truth, Elizabeth was born with residual hypertrichosis, an excessive body hair condition. For a memoir she penned for McCall’s in 1954, Sara wrote, “As the precious bundle was placed in my arms, my heart stood still. There, inside the cashmere shawl, was the funniest looking baby I had ever seen! Her hair was long and black. Her ears were covered with thick black fuzz and inlaid into the sides of her head; her nose looked like a tip-tilted button, and her tiny face was so tightly closed it looked as if it would never unfold.” 

It’s safe to say by her mother’s description that poor Elizabeth was not exactly the prototypically beautiful newborn. This baby wouldn’t even open her eyes; Sara would tickle her cheeks in hopes that she might do so. When the infant obliged, all that could be seen were their whites because the eyeballs would inevitably roll back in her head. Sara felt, understandably, that she had reason to be concerned. However, after about a month, things improved. Thankfully, the excessive body hair began to fall away, revealing underneath the most gorgeous infant. When she finally took in the world, it became clear that she also had unusually bright, lavender-blue eyes, and, it would seem, even a double line of eyelashes. Elizabeth Taylor historian and photographer Tom Gates recalls a conversation he had with Elizabeth, and then later with Sara: “I once asked Elizabeth how she felt about being tagged ‘The Most Beautiful Woman in The World.’ She answered, ‘Oh, that’s just silly. I see better-looking women every day just walking down the street.’ I later mentioned her remark to Sara one day while we were at the Regency Hotel, shortly after the Burtons married. ‘It’s true,’ her mom said, ‘she has no idea how beautiful she is. But, I do remember shortly after she was born she gave us a good scare. The doctor told us that she had a mutation. Well, that sounded just awful—a mutation. But, when he explained that her eyes had double rows of eyelashes, I thought, well, now, that doesn’t sound so terrible at all.’”

Indeed, with the birth of her daughter came a sea change in how Sara lived her own life. It was as if she saw Elizabeth’s birth as a challenge to mold a life from the moment it began. It was odd, some thought, that she didn’t feel that way about her son, Howard. She just didn’t. Elizabeth was, for her, special. Sara enrolled her in singing and dancing lessons by the age of two. It was also at that age that the Taylors visited America with the children, and brought them to New Orleans. “It was fun for all of us to see the excitement on Elizabeth’s face,” Sara once recalled, “as she sat in a high chair at Antoine’s, dining on Oysters Rockefeller and pompano baked in a paper bag—at 10 o’clock at night.” She was two years old, and “dining on Oysters Rockefeller.” The Good Life, indeed.

By the age of just three, Sara had taught Elizabeth how to curtsy, shake hands, speak to adults . . . and, as she put it, “be a lady.” Some observers couldn’t help but feel that Sara was rushing the child past adolescence and into an early adulthood. Elizabeth did seem much older than her years, attentive and sophisticated beyond her age, unnaturally so for some. However, she was her mother’s daughter, and Sara was proud of her precociousness and refinement. 

With the birth of Elizabeth, Sara even seemed to lose all desire to make Francis the ideal gentleman. Although most husbands would probably have been relieved to not have to hear opinions about their grooming habits, clothing choices, and even posture and gait, Francis was not one of them. He had actually come to rely on Sara’s pointed criticisms. However, after Elizabeth entered their home, the Sara he had known began to drift away from him. While Francis was a proud father and himself captivated by his enchanting new daughter, he couldn’t help but miss the Sara with whom he had fallen in love. She certainly had changed. Totally absorbed by her daughter, she was Elizabeth’s now . . . not his. A story he would recount in great detail for many years can be viewed as relaying a defining moment in his relationship not only with his child but his wife as well. It happened when Elizabeth was just a toddler. 

As he would tell it later in life, Francis stopped into Fortnum and Mason on his way home from the gallery one afternoon and bought a bright gold box of candies for the first woman in his life, Sara. She had so often lit up at the sight of such treats that he looked forward to seeing that flash of girlish glee come over her, even if just for a moment. 

When he entered their home that evening, he closed the door quietly behind him, as Sara had previously instructed in case Elizabeth was napping. Upon entering the parlor he found his flawless daughter resting in a heavy, ornate crib that Sara insisted she hadn’t yet outgrown, even though she was about three years old. He walked toward her and knelt down close, studying the face that would one day capture the world. He opened the box, and then broke off a small bit of fudge for the toddler, much to her delight. 

At hearing her daughter’s giggles, Sara descended the stairs and discovered her child and her husband on the floor of the parlor. In a flash, she saw it all: the opened shiny box, the empty wrapper, the tiny, discolored fingers. She became extremely upset, and in one swift motion swept the child up and away from the offending box. “She doesn’t eat candy,” she said angrily.

Sara’s tone and quick action took Francis off guard. For a moment, as he recalled it, he was speechless. When he told her that he’d gotten the sweets for her, she said that the last thing she needed was another box of candy. She also told him that if he ever again dared to give their daughter sugary treats he would live to regret it. Then she rushed off toward the kitchen with Elizabeth, who was now whimpering because of the heated exchange. 

Francis would later say that he gathered what remained of the gift he’d brought home for his wife and walked to a nearby wastebasket, where he dropped it. Clearly, the woman who had softened him, summoned him out of the shell he once called home, existed no longer. Luckily for him he hadn’t emerged from that shell completely . . . and at that moment he began the process of pulling himself back into it. 



A Family Held Hostage?

Elizabeth Taylor lived in and around London, England, for the first six years of her life, years she recalls as being “the happiest days of my childhood.” No wonder. She and Howard enjoyed a privileged life with servants and nannies at their beck and call, but not really because of anything Francis Taylor had done to ensure their security. In fact, the Taylors’ situation was an unusual one, because the family had been, in a sense, adopted by two wealthy men. The first of these benefactors, as we have seen, was Francis’s uncle by marriage, Howard Young. The other was a trusted family friend named Victor Cazalet.

Howard Young was a remarkable man who ran away from his Ohio home at the age of ten with no money and by the age of eighteen was worth almost half a million dollars. He had made his fortune through photography, developing a chemical process that transformed old family photographs—certainly not of the best quality in his day, the late 1800s—into stunning works of art in convex oval frames. His invention became a sensation that soon swept the country. He then invested his money in oil, and as a result of his success in that endeavor, he was soon dealing in old masters in a new gallery in New York. The owner of homes in New York, Connecticut, Florida, and Wisconsin, he was responsible for relocating Francis and Sara to England in order that Francis might work at the art gallery he owned there. 

The daughter of a close friend of Howard’s wife, Mabel Rosemond, explains that “Uncle Howard came into the Taylor family when he married Mabel, the sister of Francis Taylor’s mother. There was always a lot of angst about Mabel. She was tough and demanding, not a big fan of Francis’s, whom she thought of as a very weak man. Sara and Francis were the poor relatives, so to speak, always traveling about with Howard, but, oddly, with Mabel never around. From my understanding, Howard and Mabel were estranged, but never divorced. They also never had children. Uncle Howard treated Francis as his own son but, though he was generous, it would be stretching things to say he was loving toward him.” 

It was when the Taylors relocated to England that they met the affluent Victor Cazalet, also in the art business and a Conservative member of Parliament who was known to speak out against anti-Semitism in England. A confirmed bachelor, at just five feet three inches tall, he had the nickname “Teenie.” After he took the Taylors under his wing, the family would live in a succession of very large and beautifully appointed homes—and even summer homes in the English countryside—thanks to his largesse. For example, at one point, he lent the Taylors his sixteenth-century guest home on the property of his Kent estate, which was called Great Swifts. The Taylors happily moved in, had the electricity and water turned on (and the bills sent to Victor), and renamed the property Little Swallows. Francis did a great deal of remodeling of the home and, at Sara’s direction, planted elm, linden, and fruit trees. The family then used this home for weekend getaways. It would be at this Kent estate that Elizabeth first learned to ride horses, on a New Forest pony named Betty that was given to her by Victor Cazalet. 

Thelma Cazalet-Keir, Victor Cazalet’s sister, recalled his affection for the young Elizabeth. “As a child, Elizabeth had a set of wooden block letters with which she first learned the alphabet,” she remembered. “Victor and she would spend hours together spelling out various words. Then he would read to her. She liked best The Secret Garden by Hodgson Burnett and insisted he read it aloud over and over again.”

These two men, Howard Young and Victor Cazalet, virtually seeded the Taylor family’s prosperity, allowing them to remain unaffected by the worldwide depression. Francis fully understood what motivated Howard to subsidize his family: He was a pushy relative who wanted to coax his nephew into a successful life. He was domineering and tough—much like Sara—and never let Francis forget that he was in charge. Francis understood that much, and learned to live with it. However, he never quite understood what was going on with Victor Cazalet and what kind of relationship this man had with Sara. Theirs was a close friendship with a lot of questions attached to it. Were they having an affair? Many people in their circle suspected as much. Others were certain that Victor, unmarried with no children, was homosexual. From all accounts, Francis never knew for certain what was going on. Then, when Victor suddenly presented him one day with a brand-new red Buick automobile, he truly didn’t know what to think. So he just accepted the gift. Something was very odd about the generous offering . . . But, then again, there were quite a few strange things going on at this time. 

“Over the years, I heard a lot of stories about Sara suggesting that if Howard ever dropped the ball, Victor would pick it up and continue to support the family,” said a family friend. “Yet, despite such maneuverings, my mother showed me many photos of everyone at dinner tables seeming to get along just fine. They were able to coexist, and I think it was Sara who was really controlling everyone in her midst—not Howard, not Victor, and certainly not Francis. No matter what these men thought, it was Sara who was running the show. 

“For instance, there were discrepancies as to who was paying for Elizabeth’s and Howard’s private schooling in England. Elizabeth went to Byron House, Howard to Arnold House. It was thought that Victor Cazalet paid for their educations. However, Mabel would insist that it had been Howard who had done so, and whenever the subject came up it was sure to become a hot dispute. Sara just kept mum about it, though, saying it was a private matter. Actually, I later learned that she got money from both men for those educations and then let them each think he was responsible for the schooling. Who knows what she did with the additional money? That was the kind of woman she was, very savvy but also manipulative.”

“My family was held hostage by those men,” Francis Taylor told his friend Marshall Baldrige many years later. “There’s not much I could do about it. They were bigger . . . and stronger, too.” 

Actually, as it happened, the entire Cazalet family, not just Victor, became attached to Sara. Victor’s sister Thelma took Sara to the coronation of George VI. His mother, Maud, arranged for little Elizabeth to deliver a birthday gift to the Dowager Queen Mary at Buckingham Palace on the occasion of her sixty-ninth birthday. They also shared a belief in the Christian Science faith; Victor and Sara spent many hours studying the writings of the teachings’ founder, Mary Baker Eddy. Since Francis wasn’t interested in the philosophy at all, he was alienated from what would become an important influence in the lives of his children.

For instance, much has been made over the years, by Sara and then by MGM, of an ear infection Elizabeth had when she was about three, which Sara believed was cured by Christian Science precepts. In one interview, she described what happened when the young girl ran a fever of 103 degrees for three weeks. Her abscessed ears had to be lanced twice a day. Sara says that she stayed up nights with Elizabeth, pacing the floors and meditating for a healing. Finally, Sara says, Elizabeth was concerned that her mother wasn’t getting any sleep and, in her delirium, suggested that Sara summon Victor Cazalet. Then, Sara recalled, “When he arrived, Victor sat on the bed and held her in his arms and talked to her about God. Her great dark eyes searched his face, drinking in every word, believing and understanding [her emphasis]. A wonderful sense of peace filled the room. I laid my head down on the side of the bed and went to sleep for the first time in three weeks. When I awakened, she was fast asleep. The fever had broken.”

Who knows if this story is true? Likely, certain elements of it happened—Elizabeth probably did have an ear infection—but did the three-year-old actually suggest that Sara summon Victor so that her mother might get some sleep? The story says a lot, though, about the importance of Christian Science and Victor Cazalet in Sara’s and Elizabeth’s lives. In fact, from that point onward, Sara was even more devoted to the faith, and medicine would only be allowed in the household when Francis absolutely insisted upon it, and usually for his own care, not the children’s. The tale also said a lot about Sara’s vision of her daughter as being wise and thoughtful, even as a tot. And of course, it speaks to Sara’s theatrical ways. She was an actress at heart, and always knew how to tell a good story. In years to come, her daughter would be influenced by Sara’s dramatic nature: Certainly, no one could ever spin a better yarn than Elizabeth Taylor.



“Bravo!”

The Taylors enjoyed a very comfortable lot in life. But what good was comfort, Sara Taylor maintained, without a sense of accomplishment? Francis enjoyed his work at Howard’s art gallery, even if he wasn’t making enough money to support his family in the lifestyle to which they’d become accustomed. However, Sara did not have much in her own life to motivate and excite her. She certainly wasn’t like many other women of her time, content with the usual path of the homemaker, soup and sandwiches at the ready for the little ones when they returned home from school for lunch. 

Sara had style and grace to spare. A thin but shapely brunette, she shimmered when she entered a room. She had impeccable taste, scrutinizing every decorating detail of the homes in which she and her family would live—fabric, paint, wallpaper—making sure everything was of the highest quality. She was also the consummate party-giver. She loved and knew good food, though she herself was not much of a cook. (The family always had a chef or some other functionary to prepare meals.) Sara enjoyed hosting carefully choreographed evenings of dining and entertainment in the family home. She was meticulous in the planning of such events; tapers on the table were always burned for five minutes ahead of time so that the wicks would be black rather than waxy white. Every piece of flatware would be polished until it gleamed. Conversations at dinner were always spirited, about politics, the arts, music, and current events. At such gatherings, the Taylors would mix with celebrated figures such as Winston Churchill and Sir Anthony Eden. Sara and Francis thought of themselves as Anglophiles, both developing—or maybe affecting—subtle British accents. They also attended Royal Ascot, the major racing event at which smart fashion was the required dress: top hat and tails for the men, formal wear and hats for women. At one such function, Elizabeth and Sara wore matching blue silk and lace creations by Mainbocher, a famous American designer. Indeed, Sara was used to the best life had to offer, and she believed that she probably would have been a great theater star if she had continued to work at it. But despite her worldliness, she did crave a greater sense of purpose. Her interest in Elizabeth’s future soon became the primary focus of her life. 

By the time she was four, Elizabeth truly was lovely, her alabaster complexion offset by dark curls and luminescent blue eyes that, in a flattering light, seemed violet. Also, there was a certain vibrancy about her, an energy, a driving force. She wasn’t like other children. She had something other tots didn’t possess, a precociousness that wasn’t cloying or irritating. She was smart, conversational . . . seeming like an old soul in the body of a small child. Her glowing youth and cameolike beauty were often the subject of attention. Just to help Mother Nature along, Sara would accentuate a mole on Elizabeth’s cheek with an eyebrow pencil. “People would stop me in the streets,” Sara had said, perhaps exaggerating just a bit, “and they would tell me, ‘My God! That child should be in pictures. Why, she’s the spitting image of Vivien Leigh!’” 

Elizabeth was used to a privileged lifestyle; it was all she and her brother, Howard, knew. With their nursemaid and cook in tow, Sara and Francis would take the children on jaunts across the English countryside, spending weekends only in the expensive bed-and-breakfast establishments in Devon or Suffolk that would allow the presence of their golden retriever, Monty. Of course, the children were spoiled. They were used to attention, and expected it wherever they went. Indeed, both were beautiful and, as such, constantly lavished with compliments. However, they were also well-behaved and polite to all who encountered them. Sara would have it no other way. 

In 1936, Sara overheard some cocktail chatter that Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret Rose—later Queen Elizabeth II and Princess Margaret—attended classes at the noted Vacani Dance School on Brompton Road, near the famous Harrods department store. The next day, she went about the business of enrolling four-year-old Elizabeth in the same school. Many years later, MGM would put forth the story that Elizabeth had attended classes with both royals. Even Elizabeth has confirmed as much countless times over the years. It could very well be that, because she has repeated it so often, she even thinks it’s true. In fact, what actually happened was that when Elizabeth began ballet lessons at Vacani, Sara took a look around, only to find that none of the dozen or so students looked very royal. When she questioned Madam Pauline Vacani, who had cofounded the school, she learned that, yes, Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret Rose did take classes—but the young ladies did not come to the school. Rather, the instructors went to them. That was a big disappointment. Still, Elizabeth supposedly continued at Vacani. Years later, someone—Elizabeth? Sara?—told the MGM press department that Elizabeth had, indeed, taken her lessons with the young royals . . . and thus a legend was born. 

At Vacani, Elizabeth was said to have taken to ballet quickly—giving flight to even more whimsy. As the story goes, she was selected from her class to be one of the many youngsters to participate in an annual charity recital. It was a memorable night because the Duchess of York (the future Queen Mother) brought her daughters, Elizabeth’s “fellow students” Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, to the show. Thank goodness she had, because Sara, Elizabeth and MGM would play up their royal presence to the hilt for decades to come. It probably really was a big night for Elizabeth and Sara. However, it was not the “Royal Command Performance” the public was later led to believe it was when Elizabeth became famous. Even Bosley Crowther, in his history of MGM, The International Motion Picture Almanac, wrote that “when three years old, Elizabeth danced before Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret Rose” as if she were the only one on that stage. Actually, there were dozens of youngsters flitting about the stage in little tutus, and Elizabeth and Margaret Rose just happened to be in the audience. The show was not presented in their honor. Later, MGM decided that Elizabeth had performed for the King—at a Royal Command Performance at the Hippodrome. Of course, no matter how many press releases they decided to distribute with that stunning revelation, the truth was that it never happened. 

In her 1963 memoir, Elizabeth recalls that night and the applause washing over her after her dance, the acceptance of the crowd making her feel as though she were born to be on a stage. “It was a marvelous feeling,” she wrote, “the isolation, the hugeness, the feeling of space and no end to space, the lights, the music—and then the applause bringing you back into focus, the noise rattling against your face.” (Shades of Sara! That’s quite a memory considering she was only four.) 

In 1954, Sara also wrote about that night in a memoir for McCall’s: “I knew then that there would come a time when she would want to follow in my footsteps. I could still hear the applause of that wonderful night years before when The Fool had opened in London at the Apollo Theatre and I, playing the part of the little crippled girl, had stood alone in the middle of the stage and had taken a dozen curtain calls, while a reputedly staid British audience called, ‘Bravo! Bravo! Bravo!’”

Interestingly, and making matters even more suspect, there are no records of Elizabeth ever having attended Vacani. A diligent private investigator could find no one still alive who worked there at the time, or whose relatives had anything to do with the school, who has any memory at all of Elizabeth, or of Sara. People connected to Vacani certainly don’t deny that Elizabeth attended classes there, but her name could not be found on any program for any performance given at any time. Was the entire Vacani experience just the result of someone’s imagination? Beatrice Edmonds’s mother, Edna, attended Vacani in 1936 and, says Beatrice, had once held firm to her memory that Elizabeth was not a classmate. “However, by 1960, she had not only convinced herself that Elizabeth had been a classmate, she’d pretty much made up her mind that she, too, had been in the Royal Command Performance, standing right up there next to her,” says Beatrice with a laugh. “It was just harmless fun . . . a way of having some peripheral connection to a major movie star. Look, if MGM and Elizabeth Taylor could make up stories, I always said, then why not my mom?” 



“Missing a Father’s Love”

Where his children were concerned, Francis Taylor was rarely demonstrative; he seldom gave Elizabeth and Howard the kind of guidance and attention they would later say they had craved from him. Though they—and especially Elizabeth—had more than enough affection from Sara, with the passing of the years, they couldn’t help but feel sad and disappointed that Francis had maintained a certain emotional distance. It wasn’t that he didn’t love his children. From what he would tell friends and relatives about them—and especially from the way he would boast about Elizabeth when she was on her way to stardom—he did care about them, and deeply. 

There were actually very good reasons for Francis’s apparent lack of affection toward his children, particularly Elizabeth, because he did spend more time with Howard. First of all, he was a man who simply didn’t know how to show his feelings. He felt that overt demonstrations of love were embarrassing. However, a bigger problem had to do with Sara, who had become so absolutely territorial where Elizabeth was concerned that there was almost no way for Francis to have free access to her. Sara had taken Elizabeth for her own, coddling her and treating her like a prized possession. The dynamic between Francis and Sara was such that he really had no power over the situation. The years of being married to Sara—and of being overpowered by Howard Young and Victor Cazalet—had weakened his resolve. He didn’t feel free to express himself because he knew he would be leveled by a criticism or a contradiction. Sara was a formidable woman, and Francis seldom viewed anything as being worth going up against her, even when it came to his own children. With the passing of time, he seemed to shut down emotionally. He’d also mastered the art of appearing to be paying attention when actually he wasn’t listening to a word Sara—or even Howard or Victor—was saying to him. “Years of practice,” he would say, only half joking. 

It’s been reported that Francis Taylor was an alcoholic, and even Elizabeth has suggested as much in interviews. Considering what was going on in his life, it’s probably not surprising that he might seek relief in alcohol. At the time, though, his drinking wasn’t given a label. If anything, he was a functioning alcoholic. (Because Mabel Young was also an alcoholic, the family knew a bit about the disease.) “Though Francis was able to conduct business and day-to-day activities without interruption, he started drinking at noon and usually didn’t stop until he went to bed,” recalled Stefan Verkaufen, a young Viennese apprentice art dealer, just twenty at the time, who knew Francis well. “Sara was concerned about it and sometimes quite angry about it, as well. I remember being invited to their home for a dinner party, and Francis was not present when I arrived. She was pacing the floor angrily. He showed up two hours later, telling her that he was in a meeting. I knew Francis and I knew he had been drinking. How? Because that was the only time he truly seemed happy, when he’d had a few drinks. And he was smiling from ear to ear. Sara, however, was not. He later told me that he and Sara had often fought about the drinking. Still, Francis wasn’t going to stop. He made that much clear. He couldn’t manage much in his life, but the one thing he could control was how much he drank when Sara wasn’t around to monitor it. Sara would just have to accept his habit, not easy for a woman who was used to always having her way.” 

Many Elizabeth Taylor biographers over the years have reported that Francis Taylor had homosexual leanings, and that the resultant inner turmoil was yet another explanation for his melancholy in life. Certainly, Sara and Howard would have made his life very difficult if they were ever to have learned such a secret—if, in fact, it was true. However, that said, some things in his life just don’t seem to add up, such as his close friendship with young men such as Stefan Verkaufen from Vienna and Marshall Baldrige in the United Kingdom. 

Marshall was a young blond and blue-eyed employee of Howard’s at the art gallery in London. Their relationship was unusual in that Marshall was just a teenager in 1938 when he met Francis, who was forty-one, at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. (The Victoria and Albert, which is housed in Aston Webb’s grand building, is a museum of the decorative arts, founded in 1852 to support and encourage excellence in art and design.) Marshall, who is now in his mid-eighties, says that he and Francis were, for years, “inseparable,” though he insists the relationship was strictly one of mentor and protégé. Baldrige hoped to one day open his own art gallery. Shortly after Francis met him, he offered the teenager an apprentice position at Howard’s gallery, and he also told him that he had part ownership in the establishment (the veracity of which remains unclear).

Francis often complained to Marshall that he felt useless in the household, that he didn’t believe Sara needed him. He feared that if he were to die, Sara would just go on without missing a step. Yes, she would have a period of mourning, he felt, but it would probably last a short time before she would continue with her life, with the help of Howard Young and Victor Cazalet. 

“The Christian Scientist philosophy that Sara had adopted basically taught her not to dwell on her mistakes but to move past them quickly, and I think it caused even more of a barrier between her and Francis,” says Baldrige. “Francis sometimes wanted to talk about their problems, but she felt that even talking about them gave them too much focus. She was not the type of woman to spend a lot of time reflecting on things. She would say that she was too busy for self-examination, always moving forward onto the next thing. So, in terms of communication, Francis didn’t have much in his marriage. Eventually, he wasn’t even interested in trying.” 

Baldrige vividly recalls a Saturday morning that began with an animated telephone call from Francis. He explained the he had asked Sara for a day alone with Elizabeth. Sara’s hold over the family’s seemingly most prized possession had been eating away at him for some time, not just challenging his already questionable place as head of the household, but creating a wedge between him and the child he longed to know. While Sara may have felt that Elizabeth’s blossoming poise and charisma was mainly due to her tutelage, Francis believed that his daughter’s gifts were, at least in part, a product of his bloodline too. In her, he saw the zest for life his mother had, the drive toward perfection that his father possessed. Though he rarely spoke of his theories regarding his daughter’s powerful persona, at his most candid he would tell all who would listen, “She’s my child first, really. She’s a Taylor, inside and out.” He wanted to spend more time with her. Much to his surprise, Sara granted him her charge for the day. “But her hair needs brushing hourly,” she warned him, “and if she’s touching her face too much, simply say her name very loudly. She’ll know exactly what it means.” 

Marshall heard the excitement in Francis’s voice when he rang. Francis said that he was apprehensive about being alone with six-year-old Elizabeth for an entire day, so he had decided that they would spend it shopping. He couldn’t go wrong there, he reasoned. Then he planned to take her to the Theatre Museum, which houses the world’s leading collection of material relating to the British stage. He asked Marshall to meet them afterward for lunch at the famous Harrods department store, and to bring along his younger sister who was about Elizabeth’s age. 

“When we got there, they were already seated and waiting for us,” Baldrige recalled. “Elizabeth was such a pretty girl with long ribbons in her hair that matched her white dress. Francis was in his usual three-piece suit with a bow tie. He was very distinguished-looking, as always, but he also looked uncommonly tired. After we joined them, I watched them interact for an hour at the table. They seemed to adore each other. There was no strain between them. Still, I recall Francis nervously crushing out one cigarette after another, as if he was on edge. Elizabeth and my sister got on famously, talking about dance classes. Elizabeth was completely animated and, I thought, very mature and adult-seeming for such a young girl, quite the little conversationalist. She was very proper in her eating, the perfect young lady. I thought she would be much more reserved, from what Francis had told me about her. He had said she was very shy. I didn’t think that of her at all.

“After the meal, we took the girls shopping. Elizabeth found a hat that she said she just had to have, a big white, floppy thing totally inappropriate for a little girl and much too big for her head. It was on sale for a couple of pounds. Francis said, ‘I’ll buy it for you as a treat,’ and she said, ‘No, Daddy, I have my own money.’ She opened her purse and gathered a few pence that she had saved. He told her to keep her money, and bought her the hat. After he paid for it, he knelt down and placed it on her head. He gave a quick peck on the cheek. She then ran off with my sister to a full-length mirror. The two of them took turns trying on the hat and giggling at their reflections as they made funny poses.” 

As the girls played, Marshall asked Francis how he felt the day had thus far gone for him. 

“This is both a happy and sad day for me,” Francis answered, according to Marshall’s memory. “Happy because I have a chance to spend some time with my daughter. Sad because I know this is a rare opportunity for me.”

“Why do you say that?” Marshall asked.

“Because my dear wife won’t let me near her,” Francis answered, his expression now grim. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped the back of his neck as he often did when he was upset, an old habit. “She wants her all to herself. She dotes on her day and night. It infuriates me.” He concluded that he might actually be able to have a wonderful, nurturing relationship with his only daughter, “if only I could steal her away from Sara for five minutes.”

Marshall reminded Francis that Elizabeth was his daughter as well as Sara’s. He warned him that he should endeavor to change the situation because, truly, Elizabeth would one day be the one to bear the consequences of it. 

“It’s no use,” Francis said, the pessimism apparent in his voice. “Please don’t think I haven’t tried.”

Suddenly, Elizabeth and Annabelle came running up to them. “We want ice cream now,” Elizabeth announced, grabbing her father’s hand. 

“Then ice cream we shall have,” Francis told her. 

And off the two happily went, with Marshall and his sister following close behind.



“I Think I Might Want to Be an Actress”

In the spring of 1939, the American embassy in London sent a disturbing notice to all citizens of the United States residing in Britain, warning them that a war was about to break out, that they were in imminent danger, and that they should return to America as soon as possible. It was not an easy decision for the Taylors to make. They had a good life in Britain. Should they stay there and hope for the best, or should they return to their native home? Marshall Baldrige recalls, “Francis did not want to go. He liked his life in England. But Sara had decided that the family should move to California. At the same time, Howard decided that the gallery should move to America. Once they decided as much, it was all over for Francis. ‘I guess I have to go, but I want you to come with me,’ he told me sadly. ‘I need your support. Sara and Howard will completely destroy me in America.’ I didn’t want to leave London, my family, my sister, who I adored. ‘My God, Francis, I just can’t go,’ I told him, ‘but maybe one day I will meet you there.’ He had tears in his eyes. I felt awful. I knew that I was throwing him to the wolves. My heart went out to him.

“A couple of weeks later, a customer of ours came into the gallery and said that Sara had told her that Francis had received a personal telephone call from Joseph Kennedy, who was the American ambassador to the Court of St. James’s and, of course, patriarch of the famous American Kennedy dynasty. She said that Kennedy had encouraged Francis to relocate his family as soon as possible. She said that this call had made the family realize that they had no choice but to move to the States, and she was so grateful that Kennedy would have taken the time to care about their fate. I was stunned by that bit of news. I couldn’t believe that Francis hadn’t mentioned it to me. ‘What’s this about?’ I asked when I next saw him, ‘Joe Kennedy calling you and telling you to move to the States?’ He looked at me as if I was out of my mind. ‘What are you talking about?’ he asked me. ‘I have never talked to Kennedy in my entire life.’ When I told him what I had heard, he was exasperated. ‘How Sara ever came up with that one, I’ll never know,’ he said. ‘But that’s a whopper, all right, isn’t it?’”

On April 3, 1939—weeks after Hitler took over Czechoslovakia—Sara, Elizabeth, and little Howard (along with a nanny named Gladys) sailed to America aboard the SS Manhattan, but without Francis. He stayed behind to wrap up loose ends with the art business. 

It was during that eight-day journey to the United States that a new Hollywood film called The Little Princess starring Shirley Temple was shown as part of the activities schedule for passengers. Sara took her children to see the movie in the cruise ship’s theater. Elizabeth, seven years old now, hadn’t seen many films in London and was excited to go to this one. It’s a little startling, in retrospect, to note that The Little Princess was Shirley Temple’s fortieth movie—and she was just eleven!

If any child ever had star quality on the screen, it was Shirley Temple. She is easily the most famous child star of all time. Elizabeth, as she has recalled it, sat in the dark theater in rapt silence, watching the young curly-haired star with awed fascination. She could sing, dance, act . . . she had an infectious personality. She truly was a wonder. The Little Princess was Shirley’s first Technicolor film, which made it all the more exciting to watch. When the lights came up, a thoroughly impressed Elizabeth Taylor turned to her mother and said the words Sara had longed to hear: “Mummy,” she whispered urgently, “I think I might want to be an actress. A movie star!”



A New Life in America

In April 1939, after arriving in New York, Sara Taylor, her children, and their nanny boarded a train to Pasadena, California, where her father lived. (Her mother had died about two years earlier.) Sara had loved Southern California when she worked in the theater there years earlier and, with her heart now set on some kind of career in show business for Elizabeth—though she didn’t yet know what that would be exactly—she felt that settling near the entertainment capital of Hollywood made the most sense. The Taylor family showed up at the doorstep of Sara’s father on May 1, 1939. For the next six months, Elizabeth and Howard were enrolled in the private Willard School outside of Pasadena. 

In December of that same year, after closing his London gallery, Francis followed his family to America. Darryl Mitchell’s father, Edward, was a dealer on Bond Street who knew Francis, though he had apparently never met Sara. “My dad always said that Francis had seriously considered not joining the family in the States. He had mulled over the possibility of staying in England with Marshall Baldrige’s family,” said Mitchell. “Francis told my dad that the marriage to Sara was troubled, and that once Sara was gone he was able to breathe freely. 

“There was also a strange dynamic between Francis and Victor Cazalet, a lot of confusion as to what Victor’s role was, not only in Sara’s life, but also in Francis’s. He certainly appeared to be happier with Sara gone. However, Francis could not imagine leaving his children. He loved them too much. I often wondered, though, what impact the vague and unusual interpersonal relationships her parents had with Victor Cazalet had on Elizabeth and Howard. 

“Anyway, Francis went to America, but only for the children. Also, at this time, Howard gave him the gallery business to operate as his own. So finally Francis owned the gallery business, and that gave him some incentive to start a new life in America.”

Marshall Baldrige continues the story: “Once his mind was made up, Francis was determined to make a go of it in America with an exclusive offering of paintings by the artist Augustus John. I know Elizabeth would say in later interviews that he had to start all over again with just a couple of paintings, but in fact we packed about seventy of the John oils in crates and sent them ahead to the States, using the transport firm of Pitt & Scott. The intention was that he would open a gallery at the Chateau Elysee in Hollywood, which he did [in 1940]. He also had one very expensive painting, a Frans Hals, which he took with him to America and which the family, and later Elizabeth, would own as part of their collection.”

If anyone thought Sara Taylor would have been happy living on her father’s chicken ranch in Pasadena for very long, that person would have been daft, or so says Stefan Verkaufen. “In fact, as soon as Francis arrived, the family settled in Pacific Palisades, California, in an expansive home leased for them by . . . who else? Howard Young, of course,” he recalls. “A year later [in 1941], Howard bought the family a home in Beverly Hills, a Mediterranean-style estate at 703 North Elm Drive. It was then that I received an excited telephone call from Francis telling me that he had relocated his art gallery to the nearby Beverly Hills Hotel on Sunset Boulevard. It was a prime location, one of the most famous hotels and a virtual crossroads of the world with potential clients from all over the globe. He was very excited. ‘It’s mine now,’ he told me of the gallery, ‘and, finally, I have something that belongs to me, and that no one can ever take from me. Not Howard. Not Victor. And not Sara.’ He also said that he and Sara were getting along better, and that he was happy to see her again. I wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not.” 

Sara had always had vision, brilliance, and enthusiasm like few others. That didn’t change once her family was ensconced in Beverly Hills. She immediately enrolled Elizabeth in singing and dancing lessons after her school day at the Hawthorn Elementary School. Elizabeth’s riding lessons also continued, and thus she would have something in common with the affluent children Sara had envisioned as her friends. Howard, for his part, was clearly not interested in show business and seemed better at sports. That was fine with Sara. As long as Elizabeth had the motivation, she was eager to promote it. At this time, she also enrolled both of her children in Christian Science studies.

Sara also arranged an important “audition” of sorts for Elizabeth with Hedda Hopper. At the time, Hedda, along with Louella Parsons, was one of the leading gossip columnists in show business, renowned almost as much for her outrageous headwear as for her scoops. A mere mention in her column for a young hopeful entertainer all but guaranteed that studio heads and recording company executives would take notice. When Francis came home one day in the fall of 1940 with the news that Hedda had come into his gallery—at the behest of Victor Cazalet, a friend of Hopper’s ex-husband—to purchase an Augustus John, Sara was thrilled. She probably couldn’t contain herself when Francis then presented her with the columnist’s telephone number. (Smart man! Imagine the scene if he had neglected to get her number!) And so, faster than Sara could say, “Make my daughter a star!” she had arranged a meeting between her eight-year-old daughter and the fifty-year-old showbiz journalist and socialite—at Hedda’s home, no less! Unfortunately, it did not go well. 

Hedda was unsettled, as she would recount many times in subsequent years, by the manner in which Sara, whom she described as “bursting with ambition,” insisted that Elizabeth stand in the middle of her drawing room and sing. The young girl, her face clouded with worry and tears about to fall from her eyes, sang a sweet song—“Blue Danube”—in a weak and thin tone. As she sang, she nervously fingered her hair and stared into space, careful not to make eye contact with Hedda or even her mother. After her “performance,” Hedda felt she had no choice but to applaud and act as if the heavens had opened up and dropped the sweetest little angel this side of Deanna Durbin. In truth, she found it all a bit disconcerting. “It was one of the most painful ordeals I have ever witnessed,” she later recalled in her autobiography. She said that Elizabeth was “clearly terrified, but I felt that the mother was never going to rest until this child was famous, and I wasn’t having any of it. She wanted to have a glamorous life through her child. I had seen too much misery in child stars. Let a child be a child, that was my motto. And I told Sara Taylor just that: ‘Let a child be a child.’” 

Be that as it may, Hedda Hopper was gracious enough to give Sara and Elizabeth a mention in her column. She took credit for discovering, as she put it, “a new find—eight-year-old Elizabeth Taylor, whose mother was Sara Sothern, the lame girl in the play, The Fool, and whose father, Francis Taylor, has just opened an exhibition of paintings by Augustus John in the Beverly Hills Hotel.”



“But I Want to Be with MGM!”

As weeks turned into months, Sara Taylor continued her show business networking in Hollywood, hoping to meet someone in some social situation who might actually be able to assist her in her quest to make her daughter a star . . . at something. Elizabeth and Howard continued to attend school, while Elizabeth maintained a schedule of singing and dancing lessons. Both children also continued their Christian Science studies: No audition would ever take place for Elizabeth until she and her mother had prayed for a positive outcome to it. 

Sara also continued as the consummate dinner-party and cocktail-hour hostess. Because people gravitated toward her anyway, it wasn’t difficult for her to find her place in Beverly Hills high society, and even assist Francis in securing affluent new clients for his art gallery. To inspire conversations about Elizabeth’s beauty, Sara had photos of her daughter taped to the refrigerator in the kitchen, next to pictures of Vivien Leigh. The idea was that, hopefully, guests would remark on the similarities in their features. “Oh, Elizabeth put those photos up there,” she would lie. “But do you really think so?” she would ask. “You know, you might be right about that. I never really noticed.”

Coincidentally, it happened to be at Francis’s place of business that Sara met Andrea Cowden, wife of J. Cheever Cowden, at that time chairman of Universal Pictures. Cowden had come into the Howard Young Gallery to examine the Augustus John paintings she’d heard that Francis had on exhibit there. Sara and Andrea hit it off immediately—especially after Andrea wrote out a check for $20,000 for a few John paintings and sketches. A week later, Andrea attended a formal exhibition of the artist’s paintings at the gallery. She mentioned in passing that she had once actually posed for Augustus John (in London, from which she hailed), and both Taylors were impressed by the revelation. It was at that time that Sara invited the Cowdens to the Taylor home for tea. Of course, she had an ulterior motive: She wanted the Cowdens’ assistance with Elizabeth. 

The afternoon tea party—in February 1941, just before Elizabeth’s ninth birthday—was a great success. Sara had the cook prepare filet of beef Wellington with potatoes and caviar, which, even though it was presented after tea, seemed a lot more like dinner than lunch. It was impressive, just the same. For dessert, there was raspberry parfait with coffee. 

Afterward, Francis offered a discount on another Augustus John painting for which Andrea Cowden had expressed great admiration. Sara then told J. Cheever how much she believed in her daughter and how much time and energy she had devoted to seeing her become a success in show business. He was impressed; Sara was difficult to resist. Then, she brought out her precocious daughter, Elizabeth. Many years later, Andrea Cowden would recall, “She was the most beautiful child I had ever seen. She did not walk, she danced. She was so merry, so full of love for every little thing, whether it was a person, an animal, or a flower. She had a lovely singing voice, too. At that time, you didn’t know what she’d be, but you knew she’d be something.” Be reminded: People’s memories do seem to take on a nostalgic glow when it comes to the young Elizabeth Taylor. It’s a bit difficult to believe that Andrea Cowden would have been able to glean so much about the youngster after just one tea party. Suffice it to say, though, that she and her husband were impressed enough; J. Cheever offered to sign Elizabeth to a contract at Universal. One can only imagine Sara’s elation after the Cowdens left the Taylor home that day! 

The deal was signed on April 21, 1941: a hundred dollars a week for five months, the money to go to Sara—not Francis, incidentally—on Elizabeth’s behalf. Ten percent of that amount went directly to Sara, as Elizabeth’s “manager,” or, as the contract read, “to assist in the performance of such services as shall be required by the studio.” The contract could be renewed with the agreement of both parties. Sara would be absolutely diligent in depositing Elizabeth’s balance in an account for her, and it’s fair to say that her husband had virtually nothing to do with any of this business. 

There was one big surprise in this scenario, upon which no one had counted. Suddenly, little Elizabeth had an opinion, and who would have imagined that to be the case since she had been so agreeable up until this time? However, it was just a matter of time before her mother’s example was bound to influence her and encourage her to at least hint at a decisive nature. When told about the deal with Universal, she dug in her heels and said, “But I want to be with MGM!” 

Elizabeth’s interest in MGM had come after a chance encounter a couple of months earlier. She had a playmate whose father, John W. Considine Jr., just happened to be a producer at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios. When Sara found out, she sprang into action and invited him and his wife, Carmen, to the requisite meal at the Taylor home. After dinner and drinks and no small amount of persuasion from Sara, John finally agreed to take the entire family on a tour of the MGM lot. It was an exciting morning when the Taylors, Elizabeth with her dark hair bound in pink and white ribbons, showed up at MGM. She was enthralled by the actors and actresses she met, most of them in colorful, whimsical costumes. The bright lights and imposing cameras, the elaborate sets . . . it all seemed like some kind of miniature fantasy world, and before she knew it she wanted to be a part of it. “Everyone looked so happy and seemed to be enjoying themselves,” she would later remember. “The child actors ran about playing tag. It was like a little playground, but somehow so much more exciting because, well, it was the movies. It was noisy and bustling and chaotic and . . . thrilling. Oh, yes, I was hooked. And my mother? Her eyes were darting about even more than mine.” As for her father, Elizabeth recalls his walking about with his hands thrust in his coat pockets and an expression on his face that suggested a certain amount of bemusement, not so much at what he was seeing but at his wife’s and daughter’s reaction to it. Elizabeth said he didn’t share their enthusiasm for the magical world of picture-making, “but we didn’t expect that he would. But Howard had fun,” she added.

Amazingly—and if anyone ever doubted the Taylors’ good fortune, all they needed to hear was this story from Sara, and she told it every chance she got—who should walk onto one of the sets being visited by the family but the head of the studio himself, the fearsome and legendary L. B. Mayer. Momentarily humbled by his presence, Sara soon recovered her senses and took command of the situation. She was about to suggest that Elizabeth sing for him, when he beat her to it. “I want to hear this little girl sing,” he decided. So sing she did—“Blue Danube” in a high-pitched voice—and . . . well, she was not very good. No matter how you packaged it—a pretty dress, deep blue eyes, luxurious black hair, and loads of enthusiasm—the fact of the matter was that the young Elizabeth Taylor was not a singer. Still, she gave it her all, and Mayer must have been at least a little impressed because he turned to Considine and said, “Sign her up!” Everyone was elated. However, in the weeks to come, the Taylors were taught their first tough lesson about show business: Nothing is a done deal until it’s a done deal. 

After that day, John W. Considine suddenly became difficult to reach. The MGM contract was not forthcoming. Could it be that Mayer had told Considine to sign Elizabeth just to avoid an embarrassing moment? His words—“Sign her up”—rang in Sara’s ears for weeks. She couldn’t fathom what might have occurred to change his mind. When Mayer then refused to take her telephone calls, she went from sad and confused to indignant and angry, and then she abruptly pushed L. B. Mayer and his MGM Studios out of her mind altogether. She wasn’t one to dwell on an empty promise and had already, in her view, spent far too much time lamenting one. “Oh, the heck with him,” she told Elizabeth. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing. One day he will come to us. And then, we shall see what we shall see.” True to her determined nature, Sara was then off on her next mission—the next important contact for whom she would plan the next big meal. To all outward appearances, Elizabeth, too, never gave MGM another thought—until she was presented with the opportunity to sign with Universal, and so it was a bolt from the blue when she announced her desire to be with MGM. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, though, since Elizabeth had actually seen MGM and didn’t really know much, if anything, about Universal. However, it didn’t much matter what Elizabeth wanted in this regard. She was nine. She’d get over it. 

By the end of the summer of 1941, Elizabeth Taylor was on a soundstage at Universal Studios making her first “short” film, a forgettable, sixty-minute trifle first called Man or Mouse but soon renamed There’s One Born Every Minute. It would be released in the summer of the following year. In it, Elizabeth would portray a misbehaving little brat. Years later, on The David Frost Show, she would describe the role as “a beastly child who runs around slinging rubber bands at fat ladies’ bottoms.” Though not much of a screen debut, it was probably as good as any place to begin a storied film career. But then, in what must have seemed like a cruel plot twist to her real life, Elizabeth was dropped by Universal two weeks after she finished the film. The upper-level executives simply didn’t find her that special, and they thought her brief performance was adequate but certainly didn’t qualify as one that suggested a new star in the making. “The kid has nothing,” noted Universal’s casting director, Dan Kelly, in an oft-quoted memo. “Her eyes are too old. She doesn’t have the face of a kid.” 

Everyone in the Taylor household was disappointed by the surprising turn of events; even Francis and Howard acted as if they were dismayed by the news. Elizabeth could see through her father’s disappointment, though. When asked by one of her Hawthorn schoolteachers at this time what she had planned for her future, the ten-year-old prodigy remarked, “My father is very much against my being an actress.” However, as everyone well understood, it didn’t much matter what Francis thought, for it was Sara who was in charge of things. She and Elizabeth had now been given a taste of the movie business, and it was all they needed to whet their appetites for more. For all of their efforts thus far, Elizabeth had $1,800 in the bank, Sara $200. It was a start. They didn’t need the money anyway. At night, Sara would pull out her dog-eared script from The Fool and have Elizabeth act out the part of the crippled girl, which she had played on Broadway. Mother would rehearse daughter repeatedly in the role. It had to be perfect; nothing else would do. Every night, Sara worked with Elizabeth assiduously, forcing her to stay awake when she was exhausted so she could rehearse the script . . . over and over. Finally, Elizabeth began to cry on cue for the scene in which such emotion was required. Sara was well pleased. One wonders, though, if those tears might not have been generated more by the young girl’s sheer exasperation with her mother than by her ability to make believable her acting.

A year went by, during which time, in 1943, the Taylors received the horrifying news that Victor Cazalet, a major in the British army by this time, had been killed in a plane crash in the harbor of Gilbraltar. Of course, all of the Taylors were devastated. Sara and Francis did not attend the funeral due to safety concerns during wartime, but it would be many months before either of them would be able to reconcile their close friend’s sudden and tragic passing. To this day, Elizabeth remains very friendly with extended members of the Cazalet family. “My biggest regret,” she would say many years after his death, “is that Victor never had a chance to see my success. Oh, how he would have smiled at it.” Actually, Victor Cazalet did know that Elizabeth had been signed to Universal. He was thrilled with the news when Sara called to deliver it before the contract was even signed. “Imagine excitement of Taylors,” he wrote in his diary on April 16, 1941. “Elizabeth has contract for seven years from big Cinema group.” (Note that Victor had apparently been told by Sara that the contract was for seven years, when actually it was for six months. But, alas, that was Sara’s way.) 

It would be in the same year as Cazalet’s death, 1943, that Elizabeth would get her next big break. Her mother would later recall, “She sang and danced and begged Daddy and me to please, please, please sign a contract with MGM.” That’s not exactly how it happened, though Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer staff producer Sam Marx recalled the story in a 1975 interview he did with Peter Lawford for a documentary about Elizabeth: 

“I was an air raid warden in, of all places, Beverly Hills. At this point in the story, people generally break up laughing, and I don’t blame them. We were pretty far from the action, you know? One of the other air raid wardens in the unit was Francis Taylor. In addition to being an air raid warden, I was also a producer at MGM. He knew it and he began talking to me about his beautiful daughter. I was starting a film called Lassie Come Home. In it was a charming little girl named Marie Flynn [who had appeared with Ingrid Bergman in Intermezzo: A Love Story], and for that reason I had no need for any other girl. So, I wasn’t being very nice to Francis in putting him off. Then, when the first rushes came in, I found that the girl was a head taller than Roddy McDowall. In those days you couldn’t have the girl be taller than the boy, you just couldn’t do it. So, unfortunately for her, we had to take her out of the part. MGM had just made a film [in which] there were seven charming little girls. The casting office agreed to get them to my office at five o’clock. And then I remembered Francis Taylor. I called him at his gallery and told him what was going on. He reported that his daughter was in Pasadena with her mother [visiting Sara’s father], and possibly would get to the studio, but he wasn’t sure. At five o’clock, the casting director ushered in the six girls, all English with their mothers and schoolteachers to watch them, and the whole crowd gathered in my office. I started looking them over to see who we would get to fill this part when my secretary called from outside and said there was another girl who had just arrived. Elizabeth, with her mother. She walked in and was wearing—I still recall—a blue velvet cape. Her blue eyes, the dark hair, the cape, it was like an eclipse of the sun, blotting out everybody who was in the office. This gorgeous, beautiful young girl. We never even tested her. We never even thought to make a test.” Elizabeth had won the role.

It would be on the set of this film that Elizabeth would meet one of her lifelong friends, Roddy McDowall, who was the thirteen-year-old star of the movie. “On her first day of filming, I recall, they took one look at her and said, get that girl off the set. She has too much eye makeup on, too much mascara,” Roddy once recalled. “So they rushed her off the set and started rubbing at her eyes with a moist cloth to take the mascara off. Guess what? They learned then that she had no mascara on. She has a double set of eyelashes. Now, who has double eyelashes except a girl who was absolutely born to be on the big screen? And the wonderful thing about Elizabeth was that she was so totally unaware of her beauty. At a place, MGM, that was full of gorgeous women, she did stand out as a young girl. She was the most beautiful child I had ever seen.”

Renowned for its movie-star glamour queens, such as Joan Crawford and Greta Garbo, prior to Elizabeth’s arrival, and Judy Garland, Katharine Hepburn, and Lana Turner during the time of Elizabeth’s signing, MGM was the most powerful and influential of all the film studios at the time. Under the rule of the legendary Louis B. Mayer, the Culver City, California, studio pretty much invented the so-called “star system” whereby its contract players were turned into movie stars by having their entire lives taken over by MGM. They were told how to act, not only onstage but off it as well, and harshly penalized if they misbehaved. An indiscretion could result in the artist being fined, put on suspension, or, worse, having his or her contract canceled altogether. For years, Mayer ruled with an iron fist, manipulating the professional and private lives of everyone who signed on with MGM, pulling strings as if the actors and actresses were mere puppets under his control. He was as feared as he was loved. The actresses were called Metro Girls, and as such they weren’t allowed to smoke, drink, swear, or have sex before marriage. There was no bending of those rules, and as far as Sara was concerned, nothing wrong with them, either. For now, though, her daughter was just a ten-year-old making a Lassie movie. “I had a great imagination,” Elizabeth recalls, “and just slid into being an actress. It was a piece of cake.” She only had four scenes in the movie—less than ten minutes of screen time. When it was released, she was pretty much ignored by the critics. Still, on the strength of that one film appearance, MGM signed her to a seven-year contract, starting at $300 a week. 

As if to reaffirm the correctness of their decision regarding Elizabeth’s talent, MGM then loaned her to 20th Century-Fox for one film, Jane Eyre. She received no credit and was only seen in the film for less than three minutes as a friend of Jane’s—but they were three minutes that revealed the undeniable power of her screen presence. There was something about Elizabeth’s brief performance in Jane Eyre that exhibited the inexpressible onscreen magic that would be Elizabeth Taylor’s for the rest of her career. In the movie, young Elizabeth even had a death scene that was so poignant and real, it is worth repeated viewings. A staggering amount of wisdom was apparent in her acting, far exceeding her years. Suddenly, for no good reason other than just maybe fate and providence and luck, she now seemed to be an actress. She had no formal training other than her mother’s tutoring, yet, she . . . was . . . an actress. She would also appear ever so briefly as a shy country girl in another soap-opera movie, White Cliffs of Dover, again with Roddy McDowall, who in the film grows up to be Peter Lawford. She said “hello” in one scene and “good-bye” in another, and that was pretty much it. Still, she and Sara were not disheartened in the least. It was one of the year’s most popular films.

As Elizabeth started making headway in the film business, her father became more disenchanted by the prospects. Marshall Baldrige remembers, “If I recall, he started drinking even more when he got to America and Elizabeth began to take off as an actress. At that time, if it were left to him, he would just as soon she do something more practical with her life than be an actress. A ‘real’ career of some kind would have met with his approval after she had entered adulthood, but he would also have been just as satisfied if she decided to marry, have children, and be a homemaker. He wasn’t at all devoted to her blossoming career in movies, and had a sense—and a foreshadowing one, as it would happen—that she was growing up too fast. He didn’t want her to completely miss out on her childhood, and he suspected that she’d already lost a good portion of it to Sara’s ambition. He told me one story I’ll never forget, which happened during a night when, I guess, he’d been drinking.”

“Is it really worth it,” Francis asked Sara one night at the dinner table, according to what he later recalled to Baldrige, “all the years you and Elizabeth have invested in this endeavor?”

Sara, as usual, tried to ignore her husband’s cynicism. 

Francis continued by observing that if one were to add up all of Elizabeth’s time on the screen in the three movies she’d thus far made, it would probably amount to less than fifteen scant minutes. He was being completely dismissive of the progress Sara had thus far made with Elizabeth and her film career. Sara probably couldn’t believe her husband’s lack of insight. “Daddy, I thank you for your support,” she said, glaring at him. “I thank you for your kindness. And I thank you for minding your own business.” She then rose and left the table. 

“You’re giving our child away, you know?” he called after her.

Sara returned to the dining room. “Elizabeth.” That’s the only word she spoke, yet her daughter knew exactly what it meant. The little girl stood and obediently followed her mother out of the room, leaving Francis and Howard to their dinner. Father and son would spend many nights in the future just that way—sharing their meals together while the ladies of the house planned for the future.

Under the circumstances, it was not surprising that Francis Taylor would not have a positive reaction to Jane Eyre. Exiting a private screening room following a preview of the film, he is said to have walked right past the outstretched hands of studio executives, leaving his wife and daughter to accept all of the glory.



National Velvet

National Velvet was one of thirty pictures released by MGM in 1944. It was one of only four films given the Technicolor treatment, evidence of its prestige and the importance of the production to the studio. Its road to the Culver City back lot was circuitous, to say the least. In 1935, Pandro S. Berman, as RKO’s production chief, had tried to buy the book for Katharine Hepburn, twenty-eight years old at the time. He apparently didn’t move quickly enough and the film rights were acquired by Paramount. But they couldn’t cast it, and sold it to Metro in 1937. Nothing happened with it until Berman, no longer at RKO, arrived at MGM in 1941. He became obsessed with bringing the beloved best-selling novel to the screen. Pre-production would take almost two years, and with a beautifully written script and a cast that included Andy Hardy himself, Mickey Rooney, one of the studio’s most important stars, the only thing remaining was the casting of the film’s central character, Velvet Brown. If Berman was unsure as to who would portray the twelve-year-old girl who disguises herself as a fifteen-year-old boy in order to ride in the Grand National Steeplechase, there were at least two people on the lot—Sara and Elizabeth—who were absolutely sure of who would play that part: Elizabeth Taylor

Elizabeth had always loved horses, and had ridden before she came to the United States from England. She was about three when she first mounted the horse named Betty, given to her by Victor Cazalet. She was, she recalls, wearing a “little organdy dress.” The horse threw her off, and she landed in a thorny bush. True to her nature, she got right back on and little time elapsed before she became quite skilled as a rider. She felt that being on a horse, riding bareback, provided her greatest and only sense of freedom from the studios, from her school studies, from her work in films, and even from her mother who often had business on her mind. No one could tell her what to do when she was on a horse galloping away from her responsibilities.

Looking back on National Velvet today, Elizabeth believes she got the role in that movie by “sheer willpower.” She could be right about that. She’d read Enid Bagnold’s book and decided in her young and fertile mind that she wanted to star in the movie version as the fabled Velvet Brown. She and her mother then went to MGM and talked to anyone they could find who was even remotely involved in the project, spreading the word that Elizabeth would be perfect in the role. Finally, they found their way into Pandro S. Berman’s office, the producer of the film, and gave him the pitch. Elizabeth said that she totally identified with the main character—an ambitious young girl who dreams of entering her horse in the Grand National and disguises herself as a boy in order to ride. She was an actress . . . she had the appropriate English accent . . . she could ride horses . . . what else did he need? The problem, as told over the years, was that Elizabeth was too slight in build to pull off the notion that she could masquerade as a boy. She was just a little girl, after all, and she looked like one. Berman just felt that it wouldn’t work out for her. But “I am going to play that part,” the youngster said with steely determination. 

It’s been famously reported over the years that Elizabeth actually “willed” herself to grow three inches for the part. Elizabeth still believes this is true. Of course, it’s not the case, but it did make for some fun reading back when MGM was promoting the film. In fact, she pretty much ate her way to an additional weight that actually made her look bigger, but not necessarily taller. She recalled, “There was this place called Tips, where they had a thing called a Farm Breakfast—two hamburger patties, two fried eggs, a great big mound of hash-brown potatoes and after that a whole bunch of silver-dollar pancakes. I used to have two Farm Breakfasts every morning at one sitting. For lunch, I’d have steaks and salads, then swim and do exercises to stretch myself.” All of the foregoing is probably true. But a ten-year-old child growing an inch a month for three months by stretching herself and eating an abundance of carbohydrates would have been somewhat of a medical miracle. Still, Elizabeth continued: “In three months, I’d grown three inches. That single-mindedness, or stubbornness if you will, is as much a part of me as the color of my eyes.”

By the time the film was in production, nothing was more important to Elizabeth and her mother than National Velvet. In it she would appear opposite Mickey Rooney, who played the role of the young wanderer who appears at the Brown home one day and winds up training the Pie for the Grand National Steeplechase. They knew that it was the movie that could make Elizabeth a star, and they were right about it. She really was a natural. She has recalled, “The first time I ever had to cry [on film] was in National Velvet. The horse was supposed to have colic, and of course he was Velvet’s life. When the character Mickey played said he didn’t think the horse would live, Velvet cries. I knew the scene and it hadn’t worried me in the slightest. Anyway, when we rehearsed the scene, Mickey put his arm around me and said, ‘Honey, you know in this scene you have to cry.’ And I said, ‘Yes, Mickey, I know.’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you should think that your father is dying and your mother has to wash clothes for a living and your little brother is out selling newspapers on the street and he doesn’t have shoes and he’s cold and shivering, and your little dog was run over.’ It was meant to make me cry. Instead, I started to laugh. I didn’t have the heart to say anything to him. The more I tried, the more I could not stop the giggles. When I did the scene, instead of imagining my father drunk and dying and my mother doing the laundry in a snowy stream, all I thought about was the horse being very sick . . . and the tears just came. But how generous of Mickey to try to help me.” (Of course, Elizabeth is entitled to her own memory about her first screen cry, but the truth is, she was called upon to cry in both Jane Eyre and Lassie Come Home.)

Another humorous story Elizabeth enjoys telling has to do with her hairstyle in the film. The director, Clarence Brown, felt that when the time came in the script for Velvet to cut her hair in order to look like a jockey, the only way to achieve realism would be for Elizabeth to actually shear off her own hair. Not in a million years was Elizabeth Taylor going to cut those flowing locks, and she told Brown as much. (And she had good reason: The year before in Jane Eyre, playing a foundling in an orphans’ home, she had to endure a devastating haircut by Henry Daniell, who portrayed the home’s merciless headmaster.) Back and forth they went, director and star, with, of course, Taylor’s mother siding with her. Finally, Elizabeth and Sara went to Sydney Guilaroff—who would become famous as the MGM hairstylist—and asked for his advice. Guilaroff saved the day by constructing two wigs for her—one that matched her own hair and that Mickey Rooney would be shown whacking at with scissors in the film, and another, a boy-bob, that she would wear over her own unshorn tresses as the jockey who rides the Pie to victory. She went back to Brown wearing the bobbed wig, and of course he said, “You see, I told you that you had to cut your hair in order for this to work.” It was a sweet moment for Elizabeth when, the crucial scene shot and in the can, she was able to pull that wig off. 

Rescreening the newly released DVD of National Velvet today, it is as irresistible as when it was made more than sixty years ago. There is nothing dated about the film, nor one false note in Elizabeth’s performance. Its popularity has endured, and in 2003 it was selected by the Library of Congress for its permanent film collection. Watching it, one is struck not only by the timelessness of the story, but also by its parallels to the life experiences of Elizabeth and her mother: Dreams can become reality despite the intervention of fate—or perhaps because of it. As a young girl, Velvet’s mother—played by the wonderful Anne Revere—dreamed of swimming the English Channel. Nothing or no one could dissuade her. She swam the cold and choppy Channel in a competition—and won! Mrs. Brown never spent the prize money of 100 sovereigns, keeping the gold coins in a leather pouch in a trunk in the attic. Now it is Velvet’s time to dream—of entering the Pie in the Grand National. She has no doubt that she will win. The entrance fee would be paid by Mrs. Brown’s secret treasure, which she turns over to a breathless Velvet in a powerfully emotional scene. “Everyone should have a chance at a breathtaking piece of folly at least once in his life,” she says. 

Dark-haired, willowy, and ineffably graceful on and off her four-legged costar, young Elizabeth beautifully acquitted herself in this, her first major film. As twelve-year-old Velvet, she seems like an old soul, but when she runs about the seaside Sussex pastureland (actually Pebble Beach in Northern California) chasing after the Pie dressed in her middie-blouse and pleated skirt or riding the handsome gelding sans saddle, jumping the stone fences at full gallop, she is the very embodiment of the child that Enid Bagnold must have envisioned as Velvet Brown. Though she was still a few years away from the kind of fully ripened femme fatale that ancient nations went to war over, the movie’s called-for hair bob and racing silks were unable to fully transform her into a jockey-boy. With her oh so delicate features, including her heliotrope eyes and the apple pinkness of her cheeks, plus the simple sweetness of her disposition, she just could not erase the line separating little boys from little girls. 

Unfortunately, it was because of her work on National Velvet that Elizabeth would be doomed to spend the rest of her life dealing with torturous pain in her spine. She took a fall from her horse during the filming of the movie. It was, actually, a scripted fall. Most theatergoers assumed that the studio had used a stunt double for Elizabeth when Velvet Brown took that spill. However, it truly was Elizabeth. She hit the turf on her back and actually bounced off it. Unfortunately, the damage done to her back during the tumble would be the catalyst for a myriad of very serious spinal problems that would plague her for the rest of her days.

National Velvet was released in New York City on December 14, 1944, in order to qualify for the Academy Awards of that year. It was issued nationally on January 26 the following year and was an immediate hit, grossing over $4.25 million, equal to about a third of all the money brought in by the remaining twenty-nine MGM releases in 1944. The film’s reviews and Elizabeth’s personal notices were glowing. “[She imbued] the character with such a burning, tempered with a sweet, fragile charm, that not even a splendidly restrained Mickey Rooney could steal scenes from her,” enthused the New York World-Telegram & Sun. At Academy Award time, the film copped two of the three statuettes for which it was nominated, including a Best Supporting Actress Oscar for Anne Revere, as the wise prophetess/Brown family matriarch. Director Clarence Brown received the fourth of five nominations he would eventually get as Best Director, but he would go winless every time. MGM rewarded Elizabeth with a lucrative long-term contract, establishing her as one of its top child actresses, along with the younger Margaret O’Brien. Elizabeth now wryly says that if she had known that she would have to sign a contract with MGM, she might not have grown the necessary three inches for the film. “I had no idea what I was getting myself into,” she says. “Slavery!” 

Legend has it that L. B. Mayer was so excited about his success with her that he even gave her the horse she rode in the film as a gift for her thirteenth birthday. In truth, she had demanded it, and made it clear that she would not rest until it was hers. A theme of her life had begun: What Elizabeth wants, Elizabeth gets. Pandro Berman told Brenda Maddox, who wrote one of the best Taylor biographies ever published (Who’s Afraid of Elizabeth Taylor?), “All the while we were making the picture, this kid is pestering me to give her the horse. ‘Can I have the horse? Can I have the horse?’ I couldn’t give it to her. It wasn’t my horse. It was L. B. Mayer’s horse. So I asked Mayer and he said, okay, let her have the horse. Now fade out and fade into 1959 when we’re doing Butterfield 8 and she is now Elizabeth, the cold-eyed dame. She says to me, ‘Aren’t you the guy who gave me the horse after National Velvet?’ And I say, ‘Yes, I’m afraid that I am.’ And she says to me, ‘You son of a bitch. I’m still paying for feed for that goddamned horse.’” (Berman was not a big fan of Taylor’s, and the reasons for his ill feelings about her will become clear later. Plus, it should also be noted that she may have been joking; not everyone gets her biting humor.)

Throughout the history of the film business, people have tried to describe and categorize and duplicate that indescribable quality, that certain something that is the stuff of screen legends, and Elizabeth Taylor certainly has it in National Velvet. Sara saw it on the screen when she went to see the movie, and as she would recall, she couldn’t help but cry at her daughter’s performance. Racked with sobs in the darkened theater, it was clear that she felt an emotion not simply born of the impact of her daughter’s acting ability. Her almost mournful reaction to that now historic movie might be likened to a bride’s mother—happy that her daughter had found love, someone with whom she would spend the rest of her life, but with full knowledge that the bond they once shared was being replaced by a new, more powerful connection. Elizabeth Taylor was hers no longer. She belonged to Hollywood. She belonged to the world.
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