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‘Alexander Walker’s Audrey stands above the rest for graceful writing, critical clarity and original research that throws new light on Hepburn’s life’


Philip French, Observer


‘Scrupulous research and craftsmanship … Walker goes a long way towards explaining the esteem in which she was universally held’


Michael Arditti, Sunday Express


‘This is a bloody good book … it gives us the story of Audrey Hepburn’s life with not a hint of superfluity and all the pace of a good thriller’


Literary Review


‘What immediately distinguishes Alexander Walker’s life of Audrey Hepburn from the endless crop of hastily cobbled showbiz biographies is the fact that he has always been a superior craftsman with words … this is a fine biography. It will enhance the reputations of both subject and author’


Bryan Forbes, Daily Telegraph


‘An affectionate but penetrating biography’


Peter Grosvenor, Daily Express


‘Mr Walker writes beautifully and, more importantly, has always managed to keep an artistic distance between himself and his subject. He never sees films merely on their own terms. He always manages to put them into context with the world in which they are exhibited. The same goes for those who star in them. He tells us everything he has been able to find out about Audrey Hepburn, but he does so with kindness and understanding’


Peter McKay, Daily Mail




For Sheridan and Ruth – in friendship and gratitude




[image: cover]




‘The princess did become a queen – not only on the screen’


Gregory Peck
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Prologue: the Road to Childhood


Later, she was to recall the child touching her: it was as if she had stretched out her hand and a chicken had placed its leg and claw within her palm. It was thin and hard and she felt no skin caressing her own, none at all. ‘But the worst thing’, Audrey Hepburn remembered, ‘was that this child’s arm seemed to weigh nothing. I was afraid of breaking it. That’s when it really hit me. Nothing in my own life, in my own childhood, had prepared me for this. If a child falls down, you pick it up. It’s that simple. But there, in that terrible place, you half feared to hold a child in your arms to comfort it. You felt you had an armful of … nothing.’


The little convoy of Unicef vehicles – two Range Rovers and a medical truck – had halted for a rest stop near a grove of flat-topped thorn trees. In this part of Ethiopia winds had whisked the dust into writhing patterns as if a huge snake had wriggled over the landscape. It was dangerously easy to mistake such tracks for the road, and follow them into the unmarked wilderness. Even the local officials had had to verify the route by reference to their map. The land that Audrey could see, miles of it, looked as if it had caught jaundice: yellow with drought. Like the people themselves, it was isolated from everything except what was killing it. Audrey had been travelling nonstop for several hours, and she marvelled at how a few hours’ flying time could change her view of the condition and destiny of people.


The year was 1988; the month, March. The day before, she had packed the two suitcases which was all the luggage she had been permitted to bring, kissed her Jack Russell terriers goodbye, and whispered ‘Goodbye, little room: see you soon again’ as she closed the doors of her manor house in the Swiss village of Tolochenaz-sur-Morges and walked into the snowy driveway. An hour or so later she was at Geneva Airport waiting to board the Swissair flight to Addis Ababa. And now this …


Five million people, half of them children, were on the point of dying from famine and drought. The refugee camp towards which the convoy was heading contained 151,000 alone. She could not imagine what it would look like. With relief, she climbed out of the second Range Rover. The early years of training for the ballet stage had kept her limbs strong and cramp-free: it was the dehydration that was getting to her. She walked over to the shade of the thorn trees. It was then that she saw the children: a couple of dozen of them, squatting among the ganglion of exposed tree roots which curled around their hunched little bodies. ‘The oddest thing was their silence,’ she recalled. ‘There wasn’t a flicker of reaction to our arrival out of nowhere.’


She approached them carefully, fully expecting them to take flight like bats whose rest had been interrupted. ‘But they simply hadn’t the energy.’ They might have been in their early teens – if they had been lucky enough to live so long – but malnutrition had given them the appearance of children half that age. Brown-black skin hung on their bones like tissue paper. Their legs were the thickness of two of Audrey’s fingers. Their feet were like long narrow seed-pods. Scraps of blankets covered their ribs. Only their eyes moved, following her with the dulled stare of exhaustion.


Audrey said later that she realized suddenly how tall she must seem to them. And so, instinctively, she dropped on to her haunches, at eye-level with the children.


What did they see as they silently returned her gaze?


A woman just short of her sixties but still trim and springy as a wishbone. A face attuned to registering feeling easily and wonderfully. Tiny wrinkles now crisscrossed it, but they were like tributaries that could feed refreshment into a suddenly dazzling smile. The hair that had once set a worldwide fashion for the ‘gamine’ cut was still a natural chestnut, but streaked with grey and pulled sharply back into a tight worker’s cap secured by a ponytail band. The backs of her hands were liver-spotted but they still suggested a busy temperament, as if they needed to be doing something every hour of the day. Those eyes that used to make love to the movie camera, so easily and naturally, now viewed the world through outsize spectacles that only seemed to magnify the concern of the wearer for what she saw. It was a face cleansed of vanity as completely as it was now cleansed of make-up. All Audrey allowed herself in the heat of Ethiopia was an hourly dab of moisturizing cream.


She moved a finger in front of the eyes of the child she was looking at, to make sure he was not blind. The little boy’s pupils followed the movement but his face showed neither animation nor curiosity.


‘It was such a shock to me.’ She later likened it to stage fright. Only this time the anxiety was generated not by fear of forgetting her lines but by the helplessness that came from having no lines to speak that could break the terrible silence. ‘I thought of all the years I’d spent at home in Switzerland and Italy, looking after my own children. And now I’d left home and here were all these children … and I could do so little.’


At a loss for words to give expression to her feelings, Audrey stretched out her hand towards the child. The gesture unleashed her emotions. ‘I wept.’ It was then that the child had placed his hand on hers.


She was still visibly affected as the party climbed back into their vehicles and resumed their journey. One of the Unicef field officers recalls thinking that if she felt so profoundly about one child, she would have a heavy burden of emotion to bear on the rest of this trip, and in the years ahead. There were thousands of children she would have to meet in the crisis spots of the world – territories so fraught with risk and strife, with disease, drought and civil war, that even local leaders hesitated to enter them. As the latest goodwill ambassador appointed by Unicef, Audrey had only her celebrity to protect her: the celebrity she had harnessed to charity in order to use her talent and fame on behalf of children everywhere. This first field trip had shown her the appalling dimensions of the task. ‘To tell you the truth,’ she confessed on her return, ‘I wonder if I’ll be strong enough to meet it.’


As they drove on, she had one consoling thought that almost made her feel ashamed. Unlike the doctors she was on her way to meet, she was not in Ethiopia to make people well. That she could not do. The only gift within her power was the one she had so often mistrusted, and even retreated from, in the years gone by: the aura of stardom. Her task was to draw attention to the United Nations’ children’s fund, to raise money for its work; in short, to use her own famous face to render the official face of international charity visible and compassionate. The special magic she had brought to the screen more than a generation earlier had at last found a purpose that was far more treasurable than self-advancement. The girl who had redefined a feminine ideal had become the woman who would undertake a far greater role than any she had ever been offered: giving the hope of life to many more millions than could ever have watched her films, recognized her face, or even known her name.


‘There’s one thing about children that makes them fortunate,’ she was to tell herself in an effort to find some sort of sanity, some consoling feature in the nightmare whose extent she could never have imagined if she had not seen it with her own eyes. ‘Children have only friends,’ she would say. ‘Children have no enemies.’




1
Family Secrets


‘Children have no enemies …’ Although her heart told her so, Audrey Hepburn’s memories of her own childhood denied the truth of this. When the subject used to crop up in interviews many years later, she usually said as little as possible about it or found a means of diverting her interrogator’s curiosity into other channels. Even with close friends she was reticent. There were things in her childhood that people might find it difficult to understand.


On her mother’s side of the family, Audrey was Dutch and related to a long line of aristocratic landowners, high-ranking military officers, public servants and royal courtiers. The van Heemstras could trace their ancestry back to the early sixteenth century. Audrey’s mother, Ella van Heemstra, was born in 1900 on the family estate at Velp not far from Arnhem, one of six children – five daughters and a son – each of whom automatically acquired the courtesy title of baroness or baron. Baroness Ella came from mixed Dutch-French-Hungarian stock and she had Jewish connections. She spent part of her childhood at what was then the family’s other country estate in the province of Utrecht, the castle of Doorn. It became the property and sanctuary of the Kaiser when he abdicated and went into exile after Germany’s defeat in the First World War. Ella’s father, Baron Aarnoud van Heemstra, an eminent lawyer, a solicitor-general and deputy judge in the Arnhem judiciary as well as the town’s first mayor, was also an active servant of the Netherlands’ overseas empire. Queen Wilhelmina had appointed him governor of the South American colony of Surinam (Dutch Guiana). Baroness Ella was a high-spirited girl who married early, just short of her twentieth birthday. Her husband was a Dutch aristocrat, a royal equerry, the Hon. Jan van Ufford.


Ella’s short-lived marriage had been stormy though not discouraging. She felt that things would turn out better ‘next time’. This optimism was due in part to a romantic temperament that drew her to men of dashing appearance and impetuous disposition. Reality was further held at bay by the trust she placed in the Christian Science faith in which she had been raised, with the stress it laid on never looking back and regretting past misfortunes and on cultivating the conviction that whatever one wants can be obtained, provided it is pursued with sufficient determination.


Appropriately enough, quite a number of theatre and film people have shown an inclination to apply the tenets of this faith, in greater or lesser degree, to their own lives and careers: Vivien Leigh, Elizabeth Taylor, Doris Day, Marilyn Monroe, to name only a few. It can be dangerous, of course, in a profession already deeply in thrall to unreality; on the other hand it is a great source of comfort and resilience when things go wrong, which they often do in the lives of stars. Baron van Heemstra may well have had misgivings about Ella’s temperament, for one family anecdote has him warning her against associating too freely with people of the theatrical world.


The man who was to become Ella’s second husband, and Audrey’s father, did not come from the theatre, but other warning signs should have been apparent. Joseph Victor Anton (commonly called Antony) Hepburn-Ruston is generally, and loosely, described as a British financial adviser. ‘British’ he was in part; ‘finance’ was something he practised intermittently; but ‘adviser’ is stretching it – perhaps ‘adventurer’ would be nearer the mark. His background and the tragedy that befell him were things that Audrey kept so determinedly out of view throughout her life that one almost suspects she had suppressed them from her own memory by a masterful effort of will. To be fair to her, she may never have known the full facts about her father. Even today it is not possible to establish them all, due to Hepburn-Ruston’s understandable inclination to conceal the truth about himself as effectively as he was later to hide himself away from his wife and daughter.


One of the rare photographs of Audrey’s father which has been released from the family album shows a tall man with a square jaw and a well-defined moustache. His hair is close to the skull and well-groomed. His well-cut jacket is pulled back by the hand resting in his trouser pocket: he looks very confident of the ground he stands on. At first glance he does not appear to be someone with whom it would be sensible to pick a quarrel. The photograph was taken in 1933 or thereabouts, to judge by the age of Audrey who stands holding her father’s hand on the terrace of the family home in rue des Hetres, in Beersel, a suburb of Brussels. Hepburn-Ruston would then have been about forty-four, some ten or eleven years older than Ella van Heemstra. The date usually given in biographies of Audrey for her father’s birth is 1889, and the place London. Audrey’s own entry in Who’s Who referred to him only as ‘J. A. Hepburn’ – and made no mention at all of her mother. Who’s Who in America likewise dropped the ‘Ruston’; in fact, he himself appeared to have had difficulty deciding what his name should be.


Ironically, the one name that he was not entitled to use is that which his daughter was to make world-famous. All her life, Audrey lived in the mistaken belief that her own lineage included a Hepburn ancestor. Not so. Audrey’s father was descended from a shipwright and mechanical engineer called John Joseph Ruston, who was of Irish or Scottish origins, and who came to Vienna from Britain in 1832 at the invitation of one John Andrews in order to build steamships for the new Danube Shipping Co., of which Andrews was a founder. His success in bringing the steam-engine to the European waterways is commemorated in the name Joseph Rustonstrasse, a thoroughfare in Vienna, and a similar street name in Gnunden, Upper Austria. John Andrews’s wife Isabella had been born a Hepburn, and she claimed descent from John Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, the second husband of Mary Stuart. On John Andrews’s death, in 1847, Joseph Ruston promptly married his widow, who thus became Isabella Ruston. She died in 1857 in Vienna, without issue.


Ruston, who appears to have been very much the marrying kind, quickly became the husband of a rich Austrian, Barbara Victoria Belha, and they had four children in quick succession: two sons and two daughters. For reasons still unclear, Ruston divorced his wife after the birth of their last child and the family grew up having hardly known their mother at all. The children were wealthy and of a snobbish disposition, and preferred to stake a claim to a royal connection, however distant and tenuous, by making out that Isabella Hepburn had been their mother instead of Barbara Victoria Belha.


These facts have been established by a present-day cousin of Audrey Hepburn’s, Walter Ruston, a successful and distinguished engineer living in retirement in Brussels, who has kept the family archives with great assiduity. ‘As a result of all this,’ he observes, ‘Audrey’s father probably really and truly believed that his grandmother was one Isabella Hepburn. Of course she wasn’t. A short time before Audrey married her first husband, Mel Ferrer, she came to Vienna to visit her grandmother and on that occasion my father showed Audrey a painting of Isabella. But not wishing to hurt the feelings of this beautiful and tender-looking creature who had become a world-famous film star, he didn’t have the heart to tell her that she had no real claim to the name Hepburn. I am convinced that, to her dying day, she believed she was a Hepburn.’


Audrey’s father was indeed born in 1889, but in Bohemia, not in England: in a small town called Ouzig. Through his father’s nationality, the child’s claim to be British was admitted and registered with the embassy in Austria. The family were well-off, at least during Joseph’s early childhood, for ownership of a sugar factory had come with his mother Anna’s dowry. Pictures of little Joe Ruston show an elegantly tailored and groomed child in sailor suits, riding clothes, lederhosen and, in adolescence, the apparel of a young gentleman about town. His disposition to good living and the company of women can be easily imagined from his self-confident, almost cocky pose for the fashionable family photographers of the day. He was likely a very spoilt child. ‘But he had a harder time when his mother divorced and remarried, and his stepfather turned out a bad lot and lost much of the family’s money,’ Walter Ruston recalls. Joseph was probably driven to live on his wits and his charm, of which he had a self-indulgent quantity. He had a gift for languages, which eased his way into various useful social circles and women’s affections. His British nationality was clearly of great help in making advantageous connections and a head for figures – or at least an attraction to money – probably took him into international financial dealings of a more or less orthodox kind. His Scots-Irish and Austrian ancestry disposed him to take risks and use charm: a potent combination, though a perilous and unstable one, too, as it turned out. He married early, one Cornelia Wilhelmina Bisschop, and broke up with his wife not long after, perhaps predictably.


The business that took him to the South Pacific and the territory of the Dutch East Indies, as it then was, has not been clearly established, except that – like many of Joseph’s later schemes – it involved finance. But photographs taken in Java in the early 1920s leave no doubt about the smart life he was leading. Several show him on the polo field, a beautifully accoutred young rider with dash and devilment written all over him; others show him clad in white tropical suits relaxing with other European acquaintances in elegant drawing rooms or gentlemen’s clubs where only the tropical nature of the flowers and plants in the room distinguishes the setting from its equivalent ambience of comfort and luxury in London, Paris or Vienna. Joseph Ruston, or Hepburn-Ruston as he may have begun calling himself, was clearly enjoying life.


The earliest official British record of him is in the Foreign Office list for 1923–4 where he features as J. V. A. Ruston, honorary consul in Sumarang, Java. Baroness Ella apparently made his acquaintance on a visit there – perhaps her honeymoon – in the early 1920s. Records indicate that his consulship was short-lived: his employment is listed as ‘discontinued’, a Foreign Office euphemism that, according to the law professor Brian Simpson, usually signifies that the office-holder left involuntarily, and under a cloud of a serious, though undisclosed, nature. When the baroness met him, he was either separated from his first wife or contemplating the divorce that took place shortly afterwards in San Francisco. He was soon back in Jakarta. Life in the Pacific Rim countries appealed to his pleasure-loving nature. In later years, Hepburn-Ruston acquired the nickname ‘Java Joe’ and was suspected of having mixed blood, because of his sallow complexion and somewhat alien attitude, though of course he always denied it.


It is a piquant coincidence – but only that – that Audrey Hepburn’s own charming looks, her slim form, delicate yet strong body, high cheekbones, large serene eyes, wide smiling lips and, as Cecil Beaton was to put it in a pen sketch for Vogue, ‘brows that already slanted towards the Orient’, also carry suggestions of blood ties with the Far East. She shared many of the beautiful characteristics – not simply in looks, but in temperament too – of the Javanese. She remains to this day the star whose name arouses the most frequent and instantaneous recognition among the peoples of the Far East, particularly in Japan: it is as if they sense a special relationship that transcends her Western stardom.


The baroness met Hepburn-Ruston when she first visited her father in Surinam. She was immediately smitten by him. On her return to Arnhem, she soon found that her own marriage to the Hon. Jan van Ufford was foundering on the obstinate temperament of both parties. Despite having produced two sons, Ian (or Jan) and Alexander, the baroness sought a divorce. She then embarked for Indonesia, where she knew Hepburn-Ruston was now living, and married him in Jakarta on 7 September 1926. It was a love match devoid of fortune or property on the husband’s side, quite out of keeping with the van Heemstra family history, and shows what a powerful attraction for women Joseph must have possessed. It went with his dark looks and devil-may-care nature.


Ella and her new husband returned to Europe and, rather oddly, settled in Brussels rather than in the baroness’s own country. One senses a certain detachment from her family. What did Hepburn-Ruston do there? The answer generally given in biographies of his daughter is that he managed the Brussels branch of the Bank of England but there is no evidence to support this. Indeed the Bank of England has no ‘branches’ anywhere: it is not a commercial bank in the generally accepted sense. Moreover, its spokeswoman today firmly, if wearily, denies that the bank ever employed anyone with the surname ‘Hepburn’ or ‘Ruston’ or a combination of the two. An individual named J. V. A. Ruston appears in a Netherlands business directory, listed as a financial adviser, but no other details are given.


It is possible, though extremely unlikely, that the Bank of England is being a little disingenuous. One writer has asserted that Hepburn-Ruston was employed on undercover financial work of a ‘delicate’ nature by Sir Montagu Norman, Governor of the bank and a determined opponent of Communism. Norman, it is said, may have used him to spread economic disinformation about the Soviet Union while assisting the expansionist ambitions of Germany after 1932 and the rise to power of Hitler’s National Socialist Party. If this is true, the evidence has not yet been made public. More likely, Hepburn-Ruston dabbled in investments and government bonds as an independent broker. What is undeniable is his increasingly strong support for right-wing politics. His alliance with Fascism would eventually ruin his life.


On 4 May 1929, in a large and pleasantly secluded house at 48 rue Keyenveld, in the outer suburbs of Brussels, the baroness gave birth to a girl at precisely 3 a.m. The birthplace of the child’s father is mistakenly recorded as being London, and the Rustons are listed as being domiciled at Folkestone, England, which suggests that Audrey’s father was at pains to ensure that his British nationality was above suspicion. A father who had been born in Austria might have caused complicated questions to be raised about the baby’s nationality. This impression is strengthened by the signature of a witness on the birth certificate, who is stated to be a female secretary at the British consulate. ‘Ruston’ is the only family name to appear: ‘Hepburn’ is not mentioned. The certificate also states that the father was absent at the birth. The child was baptized Edda (after her mother’s Dutch ancestors) Kathleen (after her father’s putative Irish ones) Hepburn-Ruston. Audrey – as Edda would become known – was a plump infant with a big head on a dumpy body. Nothing yet suggested the paper-thin waif she would become. A photograph taken of her around the age of four shows her hair cut in a ‘Dutch-girl’ style but with a single thick lock dangling from the fringe over her left brow: a whisper of the gamine. She was an active, inquisitive child.


Audrey’s earliest memory of infancy has a strangely prophetic quality. She recalled being cradled in her father’s arms in a large room mesmerized by what looked, in recollection, like glittering fragments of ice suspended directly above her head. She later realized they must have been the crystal lustres on a chandelier. Her parents’ faces interposed themselves, looking down on her, warm and smiling, but all the baby had eyes for were those fascinating ‘icicles’. Winter was always to be Audrey’s preferred season; white, her favourite colour; and the Swiss Alps, with their snowy peaks and frozen rivulets, were the view that captivated her over the years when she had no home of her own, and eventually called her back to spend her dying days within sight of their pureness and serenity.


Her parents loved music and the sound of their gramophone often filled the nursery. ‘What’s music used for?’ Audrey later asked her mother, and received the answer, ‘To dance to.’ When she was old enough she was taken to England, and was one day toddling near her mother in a public park at Folkestone. The baroness was alarmed to discover that her daughter had disappeared. Seeing a small circle of nursemaids and prams near the bandstand and going over to investigate it, Audrey’s mother found her doing a lively if erratic dance to the popular tunes being played by the military band.


Other sounds filled the house, however, not so reassuring to a small girl: the sounds of parental quarrels. Ella and her husband were cut from much the same temperamental fabric: strong-minded and self-confident. The husband’s Celtic wilfulness would never give way to his wife’s Dutch stubbornness. Audrey recalled that she used to hide under the dining-room table when she heard the rising storm of her parents’ voices. In later life, Audrey was never heard to raise her voice to anyone.


The frequent quarrels, however, had their compensations. After a time they fostered the development of a defensively placid disposition in the child. Her mother’s way of dealing with unpleasant things was to ignore them: then they could be considered never to have happened. Audrey didn’t take that pain-killing route to unreality. Instead she suppressed her own fears by never permitting herself to become involved in any parental dispute on one side or the other. She found her balance by instinct and, in time, a powerful self-reliance developed. Almost everyone who worked with Audrey in her early years of stardom refers to her total absence of ‘temperament’, her outward calm and a pre-disposition to make the best of everything and, if she possibly could, to see the best side of everybody. What began as self-protection grew into an abiding considerateness for other people: a most uncommon attribute in a film star.


Her childhood anxieties, however, took a physical toll on her. She developed mild symptoms of bulimia. She overate: ‘It was either chocolate, bread – or my nails.’ Still feeling confused and insecure about the attitude of her parents to each other and, consequently, to her, she rejected the dolls her parents bought her, preferring to play with small pet animals which didn’t require her to mimic the way a parent behaved with a human baby. She was particularly fond of a Scots terrier and a Sealyham: ‘my black and white mascots’, she called them. They were the forerunners of Famous, the tiny, beribboned Yorkshire terrier that used to accompany Audrey wherever film-making took her.


But if her father and mother were temperamentally incompatible, they reared their daughter well. The baroness was the stricter parent. As if aware that one broken marriage already behind her and another under periodic strain did not reflect well on her capacity to organize her life, Ella van Heemstra laid emphasis on the Calvinist ethic of hard work, self-discipline and considerateness to others. And Christian Science was not forgotten. As soon as Audrey was old enough to understand and practise its principles she was encouraged to believe in the power of positive thinking. Later on she would see her mother’s flaws only too clearly and claim that, although she always took care of her daughter’s welfare, Ella had difficulty showing her child affection. But these early lessons in discipline, once learnt, proved enduring. They balanced desire and duty. They were an encouragement to strive, yet a brake on selfish ambition. They explain a great deal about the serenity with which Audrey Hepburn was able to withstand the pressures and temptations that came with fame.


Audrey liked reading and began early on the books which Jan and Alexander had finished with: Kipling’s Just So Stories and The Jungle Book were her favourites. Charles Kingsley’s The Heroes, about the gods of the Greek myths, was a close third. Her father was her favourite parent: a not uncommon preference of little girls at this stage in their lives. Hepburn-Ruston’s impulsiveness, his willingness to ‘break the rules’ and indulge her, and the confidence which Audrey felt in the company of this handsome, imposing figure who knew his way around and delighted in introducing his daughter to new pleasures, was a crucial influence of early childhood.


As the 1930s progressed, the Hepburn-Rustons, husband and wife, became increasingly involved in the right-wing politics of the time. It might have been expected that the baroness, having distant Jewish connections in Eastern Europe, possibly Hungary, would have repudiated any endorsement of the National Socialist movement which had come to power in Germany. But this is to disregard the appeal Hitler had for the financial and aristocratic classes to which her Dutch family belonged. Anti-Semitism, though present and explicit in Mein Kampf, was not at first a prominent part of the Nazi agenda; and even those who were aware of it, and apprehensive about it, still believed that the experience of governing Germany would moderate Hitler’s views. The old nobility of Europe felt it could ‘do business’ with the Führer. The 1929 Wall Street crash had shaken some of its great fortunes: the baroness’s own family had been hit. Perhaps her husband’s financial advice had been to blame.


In any case it was natural for someone of Ella’s temperament to support an evangelical call – not yet enshrined as the Nazi creed – to concentrate mind and body on the task of recharging the nation’s energies. She was an impressionable woman with a romantic streak, drawn to strong men such as the Führer. As in her marriage, a time would come for repentance, but that time was not yet.


About her husband’s support of Fascism much less excuse can be made. Perhaps his adventurous temperament pushed him naturally to extremes. Perhaps his financial reverses had caused some innate anti-Semitism to germinate. The baroness would soon speak publicly, with approval, of ‘the revolt against alien [Jewish] domination of banking and trade’; this sounds like an echo of her husband’s prejudices, for none of her intimates can recall hearing her express such a view in casual conversation.


Whatever the extent of their commitment, there are well-attested reports of Ella and her husband attending various Nazi rallies in Germany along with other British and continental personalities of much the same patrician status. According to the biographer David Pryce-Jones, the Hepburn-Rustons figure in photographs of the mid 1930s taken on the steps of the ‘Brown House’ (the National Socialist headquarters) in Munich in the company of a jolly group of English supporters of Sir Oswald Mosley, who had recently become the leader of the British Union of Fascists. Among them was the Führer’s camp follower and reputed lover, Unity Mitford.


Precisely what role Hepburn-Ruston saw for himself in fostering the Nazi cause is hard to determine. So far as is known, he never put his name to any Fascist manifesto, but in view of his subsequent fate this doesn’t clear the air so much as add to the suspicions. It was as if he were biding his time, waiting to assume some undercover function. The baroness was not as prudent. She appears as an active supporter in the membership lists of the British Union of Fascists. Though foreigners were not permitted to join Mosley’s party she was admitted as the wife of a British subject.


Ella contributed several articles to Blackshirt, the British Union of Fascists’ publication, as ‘Ella de Heemstra’ – the French usage probably signifies that she was then living in Belgium. At least one of them was accompanied by a photograph of this determined yet feminine-looking woman, her hair in softly marcelled waves and a silk scarf knotted loosely around her neck in the fashion of an English county lady. Ella van Heemstra had always admired the English: she is said to have confessed on one occasion that her three ambitions were ‘to be slim, to be an actress and to be English’.


This article, entitled ‘The Call of Fascism’ and published in Blackshirt on 26 April 1935, is a curious mishmash that does not condemn her so much as reflect her nature. It could have been written by many a so-called Fascist of the time, for it is essential to remember that the majority of Mosley’s British supporters were motivated by nothing more sinister than the extremes of patriotism and national self-discipline. They were mainly drawn from the middle and upper-middle classes: professional people, hardworking, respectable and loyal subjects of King and country. The anti-Semitism, street violence and thuggish intimidation for which the BUF became infamous was also a reality, but in fairness to the baroness, her thoughts were on a higher if rather more fuzzy plane.


The article is a blend of generalized Fascist ideology: dedication to ‘King and Empire, the Corporate State, and the revolt against alien domination of banking and trade’. Then it plunges into what one charitably imagines were more congenial waters: her own conviction that salvation lay in bringing the mind to bear on freeing the spirit from ‘the fetish of materialism’.


‘Too long have we thought that matter paid for matter, and that earthly things could improve the earth. It is not so … We who have heard the call of Fascism, and have followed the light on the upward road to victory, have been taught to understand what dimly we knew, and now fully realize that only the spirit can cleanse the body, and only the soul of Britain can be the salvation of Britain …’


This adequately conveys the tone – and possibly the extent – of the baroness’s commitment to Fascism. The terrible wartime experiences that lay ahead would certainly have purged her of it, had not the coming separation from her husband seemed to do so. But the article exemplifies the baroness’s much more tenacious faith in willpower pure and simple. This she passed on to a daughter who otherwise escaped catching the slightest infection from her mother’s ill-judged brush with Fascism – though concealing it, and what would be the much more tragic outcome of her father’s commitment, was a necessity that Audrey never forgot.


This may help to account for the extraordinary self-control that everyone who ever worked with her recalls. Family secrets are heavy burdens for public people to carry. Audrey carried hers with grace and sweetness of spirit. Some of her closest friends sensed a guardedness about her without quite knowing the reason for it. Stanley Donen, who directed three of her films and came to love and admire her without reservation, wrote that, nevertheless, ‘she, in some mysterious way, kept me from being totally intimate … I longed to get closer, to get behind what was the invisible, but decidedly present, barrier between her and the rest of us more mortal human beings. Something … was there, holding me back from getting as close as I wanted.’


At this time, of course, aged six or so, Audrey would have been unaware of her parents’ ‘political incorrectness’. Knowledge would come later. After the war it would be largely forgotten by those who knew the baroness and her family: there were much greater crimes to be reckoned with than the indiscretions of a woman with more idealism than good sense. But once Audrey began to become famous, the fact of her parents’ allegiance to Fascism, however short-lived, was always present in her mind. Even though she herself was totally innocent, and her mother had long come to regret her misplaced sympathies, it remained a potential threat to both of them and, in particular, to Audrey’s career. Any past liaison with the Nazis was a dangerous thing for a post-war celebrity; even a connection with Germany was concealed by the publicists of the time. For example, when Rex Harrison’s second wife, Lilli Palmer, accompanied him to Hollywood in 1945 and embarked on her own film career at Warner Bros., the studio publicity machine took great pains to cover up her childhood in Germany by implying that she had been born in Austria, which was considered more acceptable. The care with which Audrey undertook each and every interview in later years is perfectly understandable in terms of her natural conscientiousness. But there was a cautiousness, too – as will be apparent – lest the embarrassing facts of her parents’ political leanings be brought to the surface by some interviewer who dug deeper than the studio handout.


What the publicists did stress in Audrey’s official biography was an episode so common in the life-stories of many film stars that it carried no stigma where Audrey was concerned, only well-merited sympathy: her parents’ divorce. It was 1935, some time in the latter half of the year, when Hepburn-Ruston walked out on his wife and child. Audrey never gave a reason for the rupture of a marriage which was already under strain. It is known that the baroness’s attachment to her husband’s brand of Fascism was cooling. Perhaps the van Heemstras, with all the family’s important connections in Dutch politics, the world of finance and the royal court itself, had prevailed upon Ella to see sense, or at least to be discreet.


But the immediate reason for the break-up of her parents’ marriage was simpler and more commonplace, though no less brutal as far as Audrey was concerned. One day, coming home unexpectedly, Audrey’s mother found her husband in bed with the nurse employed by the family to look after Audrey and her sons by her first marriage. Ella was terribly shocked. The romantic side of her nature, which had caused her to divorce her first husband at some cost to her family’s reputation and financial standing, in order to marry this dashing man, recoiled violently from the suddenness of the disillusion. Strands of her hair turned grey overnight. After a row between husband and wife, loud and fierce in its intensity, Hepburn-Ruston left the house and never returned. He was gone when Audrey woke up.


‘I was destroyed at the time,’ she recalled some fifty years after the event, ‘and cried for days and days. My parents’ divorce was the first big blow I had as a child … I worshipped my father and missed him terribly from the day he disappeared. Having my father cut himself off from me when I was only six was desperately awful. If I could just have seen him regularly, I would have felt he loved me. But as it was, I always envied other people’s fathers, came home with tears because they had a daddy. My mother had great love for me, but she was not always able to show it. I had no one to cuddle me.’


Like the circumstances of Hepburn-Ruston’s ‘disappearance’, his whereabouts over the next few years is something that Audrey and her mother never alluded to: which supports the possibility that he went to Germany and continued his commitment to the Nazi Party. He was sighted there in 1938, by which time the baroness was divorced.


This visit to Nazi Germany may have been connected with Hepburn-Ruston’s next appearance in public, which was in London in 1938 and under yet another variation of his name. A photograph taken at the time reveals a well-dressed individual stepping smartly along a city street with his gloves in hand, slightly balder and a shade haggard, but with the same darkly handsome looks that had captured the baroness’s fancy. A caption on the photo identifies him as one ‘Anthony Ruston’, and describes him as ‘Director of the European Press Agency’. He gives the photographer a sharp, somewhat suspicious glance – as well he might, for the European Press Agency was a ‘front’ for the diffusion of Nazi propaganda in Britain and the collecting of intelligence that might be useful to the Reich. It was being run from the German Embassy by Fritz Hesse, a party official who later organized the broadcasts from wartime Germany of the British traitors John Amery and William Joyce, a.k.a. ‘Lord Haw Haw’, both of whom were executed after the defeat of the Reich. Audrey’s father was now playing a more active role on behalf of the Nazis.


Before he became director of the European Press Agency, Hepburn-Ruston had been a close associate of a Nazi sympathizer, Dr Arthur Tester, an Englishman born in Stuttgart, the son of a British consul and a German mother, a most sinister character who might have been created by Eric Ambler or Graham Greene in their novels of pre-war unease and conspiracy in Western and Middle Europe. The resemblances between Tester and Hepburn-Ruston are remarkable. Both men, born within a few years of each other, ran extremely dubious business enterprises and were ruthless opportunists; and both had two marriages in their pasts: Tester’s younger daughter, like Audrey, had aspirations to be a ballet dancer. Tester had been interned by the Germans during World War One and thus was given a foretaste of the fate that would soon overwhelm Hepburn-Ruston. Unlike Hepburn-Ruston, Tester had made his fortune – in Middle Eastern arms dealing – and this enabled him to buy a mansion on the cliffs at Broadstairs, not far from the very same ‘thirty-nine steps’ that John Buchan used for his famous spy thriller of that title: the purpose of the steps, one recalls, was to facilitate a quick escape on to the beach and thence to a waiting submarine if war seemed imminent. When Tester met Hepburn-Ruston – in what circumstances, it has not yet proved possible to discover – the former was a member of the German secret service, the Abwehr, soon to be under the command of Admiral Canaris. In a word, he was a spy. Hepburn-Ruston’s ‘business’ connections with Tester were therefore more than likely also connected with espionage: the dividing line between that and the covert propaganda he was soon to engage in was a thin one. In 1944, Arthur Tester was to be shot by Romanian partisans who caught him on the last lap of his adventurous life during the final months of the war as he desperately attempted to flee to Hungary. Hepburn-Ruston avoided a similar fate by an accident of history and was to live for many years more. But both men at this time, the immediate pre-war years, had a shared purpose and a doctrinal allegiance to the Nazis.


Tester used a variety of business interests in London as cover for propaganda work on behalf of Fascism, in particular the Belgian Fascist party, the Rexists, and their leader Leon Degrelle. He was lavishly funded by the Axis, lived in luxury hotels and moved freely around the Netherlands and Belgium and across the Channel, where at one time he owned a huge yacht, registered at Lloyd’s under the name Lucinda and kept on standby at Portsmouth, aboard which he and his associates would entertain prominent English people whose quisling propensities had been noted. Hepburn-Ruston was included in some of these gatherings. In 1937, just after he had left his wife and child and made his visit to Berlin, he had been appointed to the board of one of Tester’s English companies, British Glycerine Manufacturers Ltd, which had offices at 14 St James’s Place, London. Despite its almost ostentatiously innocent name, the firm’s manufacture of glycerine was negligible compared with some of its shadier dealings, which had to do with the transfer of moneys into and out of Fascist accounts around Europe. Jacques de Launay’s well-researched account, Histoires Secrètes de Belgique de 1935–1945, contains details of its transactions and indicates the rich stew of right-wing aristocrats, disaffected military officers of high rank and extremely dubious financiers and their mistresses of which Audrey’s father was now a willing and active part.


British Glycerine Manufacturers Ltd had a short life, being wound up in 1938; whereupon Tester, again with Axis money, set up the European Press Agency, appointing Hepburn-Ruston its director. His brief was to provide a flow of ‘information’, strongly anti-Communist and anti-Semitic, that European newspapers, particularly those in Belgium, could pick up and reprint in their own columns. For this purpose Dr Goebbels placed the sum of £100,000 in the agency’s account for Hepburn-Ruston and his associates to draw on. The ‘arrangement’ was exposed in a debate in the Belgian Parliament on 23 March 1938, and Hepburn-Ruston suddenly found himself being interviewed on his doorstep by the British press, probably tipped off by the intelligence services. He admitted that his agency’s aim had been to buy a Belgian newspaper and perhaps a cinema chain, though he refrained from adding the possibly enlightening comment that such media outlets would be used for diffusing pro-Nazi propaganda. On 7 April 1938, the British Home Office promised an investigation. Unsurprisingly, it failed to turn up any links with the German Embassy in London. Hepburn-Ruston retreated again to the shadows; but the whole operation sounds like a warning shot fired by the British authorities, and he must have known what a dangerous game he was playing.


He had in fact been marked out by M15, the British security service, as a person associating with those who would soon become Britain’s enemies. Once this is understood, it becomes clear why the fortunes of this strange man – a kind parent, a committed Fascist, the father of a girl who would become one of the best-known figures in the world – were, unknown to him, about to change so suddenly.


Almost immediately after her discovery of her husband’s infidelity the baroness made plans to take herself and her children back to the Netherlands. She went straight to her family’s small estate at Arnhem. As far as is known, Hepburn-Ruston never visited her there in any attempt to make things up.


Audrey’s half-brothers, Jan and Alexander, continued to live with the baroness, though they spent frequent periods with their father in The Hague, and eventually became far more ‘Dutch’ in outlook than Audrey. The kinship was friendly, but not close.


Audrey’s life changed again after her parents’ divorce. It has always been assumed that her mother, coming from a wealthy family, had no financial worries. This was not the case. A friend and contemporary of the baroness, Mrs Pauline Everts, who remembers Ella’s move from Brussels to Arnhem, smiles at the mention of the baroness’s ‘fortune’. ‘What fortune?’ she exclaims today. ‘There was none to speak of. Although Ella came of good stock, and her father had been a colonial governor, don’t forget he had six children to provide for. And he couldn’t be extravagant even with two pensions, as an ex-judge and an ex-governor, which was largely an honorific appointment. Money had to be looked after. Audrey’s family didn’t live in a château, or anything approaching it. After a little while, Ella moved into a comfortable but small apartment in one of the main streets in Arnhem. She had enough money – but she wasn’t rolling in it. She took part-time jobs. I remember her furnishing some show apartments for a German firm of property developers. She was lucky that Audrey was such a delightful, obedient child, always ready to assist her mother.’


‘Audrey went to the Tamboers Basse school in Arnhem,’ Mrs Everts recalls. ‘Her father was British, so she spoke English fluently as well as French, from having been brought up in Brussels, and she also spoke Dutch very nicely. I believe she attended school in Amsterdam for a short time; perhaps Ella’s work took her there. Ella was always a capable woman, a calculating one. She kept an eye open for any chance. She helped people: she was a good “manager”. Audrey was an attentive student and well taught, even though she never went on to higher education. One thing my daughter recalls is that she had a very musical ear.’


But Audrey and her mother did not stay in Arnhem all the time. Some time in 1937, they moved across the Channel, to Kent, and Audrey began attending a small private school in Elham, a pretty inland village not far from Folkestone. The reason for the move might appear at first sight to be the baroness’s wish to give her daughter as English an education as possible. Perhaps so: but there were more selfish reasons, too, which suggest Ella van Heemstra retained the romantic impulse that had led her into two foolhardy and unhappy marriages – and now propelled her into an affair with a well-connected English country gentleman. A married man, a wealthy landowner, and a prominent member of the county hunt, this individual and the baroness became lovers sometime after the break-up of her marriage to Hepburn-Ruston. To be close to him, the baroness crossed the Channel and took Audrey with her. But it was obviously risky for the lovers to live in proximity to each other. The man had his country residence in a village a few miles from Elham, so the baroness made Elham her temporary headquarters while enjoying her affair. Her lover was familiar with local schools and knew where to find good-quality lodgings – for it was necessary, too, for Ella van Heemstra to make personal economies. Taking her lover’s advice, she moved with Audrey into rooms in a comfortable cottage called Orchard Villa, which was owned by a Mr Butcher, the neighbourhood coal merchant, and his wife. While the baroness discreetly continued to see her lover in London, or outside the immediate vicinity, and occasionally returned home to her father’s estate at Rosendaal, in the Netherlands, her daughter was left in the care of the Butchers and began attending the local school.


Audrey took lessons from the Misses Rigden, two spinster sisters who ran a school in the tiny village square for about fourteen local children, aged from five to thirteen. Among them was a girl of around Audrey’s age, Joan Hawkins. ‘I remember her well,’ Joan (now Mrs Ford) says today. ‘She called herself Audrey Ruston then, but one day she confided in me, “My name’s not just Ruston. It’s also Hepburn, too … like Katharine Hepburn, the film star.” ’


No mention was ever made of Audrey’s father – ‘He was a bit of a mystery,’ says Joan Hawkins. It seems clear that Ella took great care to impress on Audrey that the last thing her daughter must do was gossip about the divorce, her husband’s sudden departure or indeed the right-wing politics of the Hepburn-Rustons. So at a highly impressionable age Audrey was taught the value of discretion, the need to be cautious, even with friends, in holding back protectively some small but vital part of oneself.


Curious evidence of this survives in a bit of verse written in Joan Hawkins’s autograph book by Audrey in her irregular childish hand, very unlike the rather too perfect adult script that she later constructed for her rare correspondence. It is dated 8 September 1938, and reads: ‘If you have a Friend / Then keep her / Let not that friend your secrets know / For if that friend becomes your foe / Then all the world your secrets know.’ The guarded intimacy such sentiments express is disconcerting to find in a child of nine; it hints at a burden of conscience beyond her years, as well as the responsibility laid on her for preserving ‘secrets’ the nature of which – from what one knows of the Hepburn-Ruston family background – one may easily guess at. But it also speaks, touchingly, of the need to keep one’s friends and thus emphasizes, at an early and decisive stage of growing up and recovering from the ‘loss’ of her father, the central place that the friendship of a few but valued people was to hold in the life of Audrey Hepburn. For whatever motive, friendship was a thing to be treasured. The same autograph book contains a contribution on the page facing Audrey’s from Mrs Butcher, the English lady standing in loco parentis when the baroness was absent; and it, too, in view of what one knows of the break-up that cost Audrey the presence and companionship of her father, perhaps conveys an unconscious hint of the loneliness and sorrow that Audrey otherwise hid from her village playmates. Mrs Butcher wrote (apparently at the same time as Audrey): ‘A little word in kindness spoken / A motion or a tear / Often heals a heart that’s broken / And makes a friend sincere.’


Audrey lived the life of a typical English village child. ‘She had a slight foreign accent,’ says Joan Hawkins, ‘but you hardly noticed it.’ She joined the First Elham Brownie Pack, whose leader (known as ‘Brown Owl’) was Mrs Williams, the vicar’s wife, and a surviving photograph of the Humpty Dumpty playlet staged by the pack at the village fête shows Audrey as one of the ‘King’s men’ in a soldier outfit with a paper bearskin not quite hiding her distinctive ‘Dutch-girl’ haircut. ‘She was much like the rest of us at school,’ says Joan Hawkins. ‘If anything singled her out it was the ballet lessons she used to go to have in Folkestone. Her mother invited everyone to her ninth birthday party, in May 1938, which was held in the corrugated iron village hall. What I chiefly remember is a tape that the mother stretched along the wall, to which were pinned little gifts; and the baroness led us up, one by one and blindfolded, to grope for our present … but I always felt she steered each child toward the gift she wanted him or her to have. She was quite manipulative that way. Later, we all went back to Orchard Villa and I think it was the baroness who took our group photo with Audrey. A very sharp, clear snapshot for those days, possibly with a German Leica. So far as I could judge, the family hadn’t much money, or took care the way they spent it. The baroness bought Audrey my old red bike, second-hand, out of the cycle shop.’


But Audrey’s stay among the English children of Elham ended abruptly and somewhat poignantly. Joan Hawkins cannot recall the exact date, but it was certainly in 1939, possibly just before Audrey’s tenth birthday. The baroness was in the Netherlands at the time. Joan saw Audrey, with a small travel bag and wearing a white beret, getting into the local taxi. ‘It went down the street, past the coal merchant’s lorry, and turned out of sight going in the direction of Folkestone and I supposed the train for London. And that was the last I ever saw of Audrey Hepburn. Whatever the reason for her sudden departure, it must have been urgent. She had no time to say goodbye to us children who had been her friends and playmates. She had come to us unexpectedly – she left us just as mysteriously.’




2
The Girl with Death in her Shoes


Throughout her stay in Elham, a little under two years, Audrey apparently never once saw the man she loved most: her father. The marital break-up must indeed have been rancorous, for from 1938 on Hepburn-Ruston was living less than an hour’s travelling time away, in London, where he had gone to work for the press agency that was a German ‘front’ organization. He was still an ardent, if unlisted supporter of the British Union of Fascists, though the gathering rumours of war and Germany’s annexation of Austria had disposed of any lingering sympathies with the extreme right wing that his ex-wife had once cultivated.


Ella van Heemstra, who had relatives in the Dutch government, decided that the unsettled international situation was too threatening for her and Audrey to stay on in England. If war came, she preferred to have her family with her in Holland, which she thought a safer place since, after all, the Germans were the cultural cousins of the Dutch rather than the English. But she was in Arnhem when this need seemed urgent; so, allowing her anxiety to overcome the bitterness she still felt towards her ex-husband, Ella made contact with him in London and asked him to see their daughter safely on to an aircraft home. Thus it was that Audrey found herself wrenched away so abruptly from Elham that she did not have time to say goodbye to her friends or even explain where she was bound. Perhaps the baroness thought it more prudent not to intimate that England appeared to her to be a less safe bet than the Netherlands in the event of war.


Father and daughter met at Waterloo Station. It was the first time Audrey had laid eyes on her father since he had walked out of their house near Brussels. ‘It was like that scene in The Railway Children,’ she confided to friends many years later. In E. Nesbit’s classic children’s book, a father who has ‘disappeared’ for reasons that are kept hidden from his children because he has been sent to prison, is heart-rendingly reunited with his daughter as he descends from the train and she runs towards him through clouds of steam. In an ironic parallel, Hepburn-Ruston (although he could never have guessed it then) was about to make a journey that would take him away from his child in the opposite direction – into imprisonment for the duration of the war.


He dutifully saw Audrey onto a Dutch plane. Audrey remembered the journey back to the Netherlands as if it were part of a dream where everything was brighter and larger than life. ‘It was a bright orange plane … it flew very low … That was the last time I saw my father.’


In retrospect, of course, bringing Audrey home to the Netherlands was the worst thing the baroness could have done. Much personal suffering would have been avoided if she had taken the rest of the family across the Channel to England. But that was not how things appeared at the time. The Netherlands remained officially neutral when the United Kingdom and Germany went to war, and hoped to stay that way. The sympathies of the majority of Dutch people were with those resisting Hitler, and in the opening months of the offensive it was hard to believe that war would lap over into their country with its long-established ties of trade and blood with the older, pre-Hitlerite Germany. The baroness was one of those who thought so. Audrey would be safer with her, she reasoned.


Audrey showed an early liking for dancing and in 1939, just before her tenth birthday, her mother enrolled her in the ballet class at the Arnhem Conservatory of Music and Dance. She was growing fast. Her puppy fat had dropped away and the regular athletic exercises toughened her muscles, accelerated the slimming process and brought into sight that famous flat-chested figure, the oval face with its high cheekbones and the unusually long yet graceful neck which lessons in posture taught her to hold as gravely and naturally as a flower stem. Although much of the early training for ballet involves looking at oneself in mirrors, it is not necessarily a narcissistic pursuit. Ballet students are taught to search for imperfections, not gratify their vanity. Audrey, as she later confessed, did not much like what she saw of herself in the reflections of the wall mirrors. She always fancied she was awkwardly put together. Individually, the parts of her body may indeed have been imperfect – but so were Greta Garbo’s. Yet, as with Garbo, the total effect, in movement or at rest, suggested someone in complete and natural command of herself.


Daily life in Arnhem was calm, though increasingly tense the following year, during the period known officially as ‘the phoney war’. In May 1940 the Sadler’s Wells ballet company arrived as part of a morale-boosting tour of the Netherlands. They were led by Ninette de Valois; Margot Fonteyn and Robert Helpmann were the principal dancers. In an atmosphere of mounting apprehension they performed the ballet Façade. Audrey was chosen by the Arnhem Conservatory to present bouquets to de Valois and Fonteyn, who was her particular favourite. She had seen Fonteyn dance on one of her pre-war visits to London, and had gone backstage afterwards and talked to the charming and welcoming young woman in her dressing room. Later, those who knew both Audrey and Dame Margot Fonteyn, as she became, saw a strong resemblance: not only because of Audrey’s early ballet training but also in the serenity of manner that each possessed, the calm and disciplined approach to work, and, above all, in the way they spoke. Both had soft and lyrical intonations that seemed to carry their words to the listener on a thermal current of sincerity and charm. Fonteyn was certainly one of Audrey’s earliest role models, in personal style as well as in ballet.


A reception and supper followed the performance of Façade. Now the mood of the evening, which had been nervous but kept under control by good manners and the pleasure of watching such artistry, became downright ominous. The sounds of distant gunfire could be heard from over the Dutch border with Germany. The baroness’s speech of thanks was endured with tense politeness by the members of the company. The minute she finished, they rounded up their personal belongings, leaving behind their stage costumes and the scenery, and hurried into the waiting bus which left immediately for a Channel port. The next day Arnhem was occupied by German troops. The Dutch queen left for London, followed, a few days later, by her government ministers. The war had arrived on Audrey’s doorstep.


‘The second worst memory I have after my father’s disappearance,’ she said, ‘was my mother coming into my bedroom one morning, pulling back the curtains and saying “Wake up, the war’s on.” ’


As the Occupation began to clamp down on town and country, everyday life became oppressively unpredictable for Audrey and her family. More than ever she wished that her father were with them.


It is unlikely, given the circumstances of his arrest, that Audrey would have been aware of the fate that had befallen Hepburn-Ruston back in England. Fear of a ‘Fifth Column’ of Nazi sympathizers, and perhaps saboteurs, among the population led the British Parliament to pass a series of emergency defence regulations even before the outbreak of war. These gave the government powers of summary arrest and detention without trial for an indefinite period. The culmination of these measures, Regulation 18b, as it was known, was passed on 23 May 1940 as a secret law expressly directed against the British Union of Fascists. Mosley’s party was proscribed a month later. Several thousand people, including British Union members, were eventually taken into custody under this totalitarian power. Sir Oswald Mosley was imprisoned in Brixton Prison and Diana, Lady Mosley in Holloway. For the most part, the detainees comprised middle-class men and women from all trades and professions: teachers, clerics, civil servants, serving officers (some of whom were arrested in their quarters or even on the barracks square), local government officials (a large group), small tradesmen and high-class store owners, journalists, a sprinkling of Members of Parliament and parliamentary candidates of the extreme right. The sick or hospitalized were not excused, along with one or two terminally ill patients who were forcibly removed from the wards and carted off to prison. Italians and Germans, often long established in Britain and constituting no reasonable risk to the nation’s security, were rounded up. Children were included, as well as a few pathetic cases of mentally unstable individuals who had found the Blackshirt cause a focus for their various manias. Most of those interned were simply misguided zealots and super-patriots, right-wingers or so-called gentlefolk impelled by the entrenched class system to support the cause that seemed likeliest to shore up their social privileges and sense of ‘English’ identity. It is a chapter of British wartime history that has been largely ignored or forgotten, out of a sense of shame, perhaps, but also from a lack of easily available evidence. The bulk of the files relating to 18b detainees, including Audrey’s father, either is still withheld from the public archives by the Home Office, or has been destroyed. Professor Brian Simpson’s painstaking and horrifying study of the greatest invasion of civil liberties to have occurred in Britain this century was published in 1992 under a title that condemns as well as categorizes it: In the Highest Degree Odious.


This, then, was the political pogrom – no other word is more apt for the swiftness, inhumanity and frequently blundering inefficiency with which the police and M15, the secret services, acted – in which Hepburn-Ruston now found himself caught up. He was arrested, some time after July 1940, and charged at first with membership of the British Union of Fascists. However, his name still did not appear on the official membership list. The charge was changed to one of ‘hostile association’. This was much more serious. It implied that the person named – on the charge sheet he was referred to as ‘John [sic; not Joseph] Victor Anthony Hepburn-Ruston’, an error typical of those made by Regulation 18b’s harassed officials – was effectively, if not legally, suspected of being an enemy of the state or of being a security risk by virtue of associating with others who were known enemies. Apart from Hepburn-Ruston’s unswerving allegiance to Fascism, the basis for this charge must have been his post as director of a Nazi-controlled news agency based in London which was used as a ‘front’ for the Reich. Had Hepburn-Ruston chosen to go to Germany at the outbreak of war, the fate that was now about to befall him could have been even more grievous; for from what one knows of his nature, there is little doubt he would have found his way into the same network of foreign nationals whom the Nazis used to make propaganda against the Allies. As he was a British subject, the consequences could have been a charge of treason and the penalty the same as that paid at the end of the war by other turncoat Britons like John Amery and William Joyce: namely, execution. Hepburn-Ruston was luckier, though he probably didn’t view it that way at the time of his arrest. The papers relating to his case have not been made public, if they exist at all at this date. Consequently all information about the incarceration he was to endure for the next five years is anecdotal, or based on his fellow detainees’ mention of him in letters, diaries or present-day interviews.


Hepburn-Ruston was first held in Brixton Prison, then, according to one eyewitness, transferred at the time of the early air raids on London to the concentration camp that had been built on Ascot racecourse, complete with barbed wire, watchtowers and machine guns. When this holding pen became overcrowded he was moved north to Liverpool, to endure the Dickensian conditions of Walton gaol.


It is a strange irony that while Audrey, who had been summoned back to what her mother regarded as ‘safety’, began to suffer the privations of enemy Occupation, her father, who had stayed safely, as he thought, in England was now subjected to years of detention, degradation and the loss of civil rights. Hepburn-Ruston’s hope of early release gradually drained away – Herbert Morrison, the Home Secretary, turned down his appeal in the summer of 1941 on the grounds that habeas corpus, which protects citizens against imprisonment without charge or trial, had been superseded by Regulation 18b. Audrey and her family back in the Netherlands were also suffering physical hardship and daily danger, and learning how ruthlessly and quickly life could change.


What remained of the van Heemstra family’s old estate was seized by the German forces of occupation. The few valuables Audrey’s mother and her uncle had been able to rescue they buried in the countryside under cover of darkness. They were just in time. Soon all gold and precious metals in private hands were confiscated. German troops, who at first had been on their best behaviour towards the Dutch population, changed their tactics as the underground Resistance was formed and began to hit back with acts of sabotage. If the baroness had counted on her German connections to ease her family’s hardship she was disappointed; more likely and prudently, she decided not to put them to the test. Throughout these years Ella van Heemstra appears to have conducted herself with every patriotic propriety although no evidence exists to confirm the story that she was ever an active member of the Resistance. As for Audrey, having already been deprived of her father, she now lost another relative, when one of her half-brothers was taken off to a labour camp in Germany, and would not be seen or heard of again until the end of the war. Audrey herself took precautions which would have been unthinkable in her old life. In public, she never permitted herself to utter a word of English. She warned her schoolmates never to call her Audrey, only Edda, although before the war she had preferred to use the English version of her Dutch name. German instead of English became the foreign language taught in schools. And although Audrey could speak Dutch, her knowledge of it was basic, having been acquired in early childhood before the move to Brussels. She now felt way behind girls of her age. ‘I didn’t even speak the way other youngsters did. I was all stilted and shy.’ It was more pleasurable to use her feet than her tongue to express herself at her dance lessons.


Next to her father and mother, Audrey’s best-loved relative was her paternal grandmother, Frau Anna von Foregger (as she had become through her second marriage), who was now living in Vienna. Throughout the war, even though her own circumstances were harsh, this doughty old lady corresponded with the child and sent her presents, usually clothes; and Audrey replied, sometimes with a poignant footnote expressing how much she missed her father. ‘Dearest Grandmother,’ she wrote on 24 April 1940, telling the far-off old lady how spotless the house was now that she and her mother had finished the spring-cleaning, and adding that she had got a pitch-black dog she was calling Pluto. In a PS, whose very brevity has the concentrated ache of the lonely child, she asks: ‘Have you heard anything from Papa?’


The letters make it clear that Audrey filled the space left in her life by her father’s ‘disappearance’ with her growing dedication to ballet. She wrote to her grandmother on 12 March 1943 (noting on the envelope, for the convenience of the wartime censors, that it was written ‘in Engels’) thanking her for the presents of a ‘sweet little blouse. Having quite a lot of brown clothes, I can wear it often’ and a hat and muff, and added that she was leading a very busy life: no fewer than three dance evenings with overflow audiences in the town theatre. She had had her first crisis when, just a few days before the last rehearsal, one of the four dancers, who included Audrey and the ballet teacher, had telephoned to say that she could not possibly dance on the evening. Audrey proudly reported that she and another girl had had to work ‘like niggers’ to learn three dances in as many days. Her letters simmer with just this kind of surplus energy and certainly don’t give the impression that wartime life (at this stage anyhow) was physically draining. Even in her teens, Audrey already had a strongly developed impulse to rise above disasters.


She kept up her ballet lessons at the Arnhem Conservatory, but soon the unheated rooms and wartime restrictions on lighting and assembly spelled the end of them. The baroness, realizing that her child’s passionate dedication needed an outlet, set up an exercise barre in a friend’s house and engaged a part-time teacher to come and give ballet lessons to her daughter and a few other girls. Mrs Everts remembers Audrey’s mother earning extra money by giving bridge tuition and assumes this paid for Audrey’s dance instruction. Eventually the teacher had to stop coming. Then Audrey stepped into her shoes and started giving lessons to the younger children. ‘There was no room for a barre in the little flat they occupied, but I remember Audrey encouraging the children to put their toes on the windowsill and use it as a barre,’ says Mrs Everts. Audrey was always an ingenious child.


‘I wanted to dance solo roles,’ she recalled later, adding in words that suggested how even her childhood loneliness was a spur to ambition, ‘I desperately wanted to do these roles because they would allow me to express myself. I couldn’t express myself while conforming to a line of twelve girls. I didn’t want to conform. I was going to hit my mark.’


Ballet wasn’t only what Audrey preferred to do; it was virtually the only form of entertainment available to her. ‘I’d never gone very much to the cinema. Now I never went. The only films shown were German ones.’ Driven in on herself, she danced. Behind the blackout curtains of neighbours’ houses, wearing felt slippers when her ballet shoes wore out and she couldn’t get another pair, Audrey performed classic excerpts to piano accompaniment or sometimes, if German patrols were likely to pass by and might notice that more people were assembled in one place than martial law permitted, in a tense but appreciative silence. The money raised by passing the hat round at the end of these solo performances went into the Resistance purse, after Audrey had deducted a little for her family’s needs.
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