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CHAPTER 1 THE GYPSY AND THE TWO-HEADED BEAST


My whole life was foretold to me. I peered out the crack of our door and found an old Romany Gypsy standing hunched on our porch in the hot afternoon sun. She smiled down at me and took my five-year-old hands in hers, then turned my palms upward and read my fortune. “You will leave Ireland one day and become a very famous woman known all around the world. You are going to make a fortune and be very, very rich.” Then she held my hands in the light and cackled, “But it will all slip through your fingers one day.” I pulled my hands away and answered with certainty, “I’ll never leave Ireland.” Then I closed the door.

I thought the old girl was silly. I didn’t need a Gypsy to tell me what my place in the world would be. I already knew. I believed from the time I was able to think that I was going to set the world on fire.

You are about to read the tale of the toughest Irish lass who ever took on Hollywood and became a major leading lady of the silver screen. In a career that has lasted for over sixty years, I have acted, punched, swashbuckled, and shot my way through an absurdly masculine profession during the most extraordinary of times. As a woman, I’m proud to say that I stood toe-to-toe with the best of them and made my mark on my own terms. I’m Maureen O’Hara, and this is my life story.

So did the old Gypsy get it right? And who is the real Maureen O’Hara anyway? I bet that’s what you really want to know. Before I answer and we begin our journey together, I want to tell you why I’ve decided to write this book. For one thing, I do feel a sense of responsibility for sharing my thoughts and experiences about the most remarkable era in filmmaking history—Hollywood’s golden age. There aren’t many of us left who can honestly look back and give you a taste of its delicious insanity and glamour.

More important, though, I’m finally ready to confront my long life with open eyes. I’m ready to revisit those treacherous hills I once climbed, and eager to kill any fear deargs (pronounced “far darrigs”) that may still be lurking in the shadows. I also want to set the record straight about my life in my own words before some self-serving writer pens a heap of rubbish about me after I’m gone from this earth.

My favorite untrue story ever written about me is that I once lived in a magnificent Arabian palace with tall towers and a long swimming pool filled with waters of sapphire blue. Each night, I descended its marble steps and swam from one end to the other, cooling my naked body, while castrated slaves in white turbans and loincloths pointed flaming torches to light my way.

What fabulous rubbish.

You already know that I am an actress and movie star. Some see me as a former screen siren, while others remember me as the dame who gave as good as she got with Duke. To some I’m the first woman swashbuckler, while others think of me as a pirate queen. I’ve done as many tearjerkers as I have movies with crazy stunts. I was once called “Frozen Champagne” and “Window Dressing,” which still annoys me. I much preferred “Big Red” or “the Queen of Technicolor.” Many women have written to me over the years and said that I’ve been an inspiration to them, a woman who could hold her own against the world. That’s lovely. The great director John Ford paid me my favorite compliment by saying I was the best “effin’ ” actress in Hollywood.

Much of this story, though, is part of a public persona that was carefully sewn together, like a magnificent quilt, by the powerful Hollywood studio system. An entire publicity team had to see to it that at least one item about me was published every day. Many were total lies or studio publicity department inventions. Hollywood gossip queens like Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper then built on these myths in their daily columns, which were read as Gospel by millions.

Of course, my loved ones know me in a far more intimate way. To them I’m just Mammy, Gran’, or Auntie Maureen—a lousy cook but one helluva cleaning lady.

I am and have been all of these things throughout my personal and professional lives, but no one of them defines me. Above all else, deep in my soul, I’m a tough Irishwoman.

Being an Irishwoman means many things to me. An Irishwoman is strong and feisty. She has guts and stands up for what she believes in. She believes she is the best at whatever she does and proceeds through life with that knowledge. She can face any hazard that life throws her way and stay with it until she wins. She is loyal to her kinsmen and accepting of others. She’s not above a sock in the jaw if you have it coming. She is only on her knees before God. Yes, I am most definitely an Irishwoman.

My heritage has been my grounding, and it has brought me peace. Being tough and strong have always been my most dominant characteristics, like a fire that burns deep within me. I have always believed that I can do anything I set my mind to, as long as I’m willing to make the necessary sacrifices. I have called upon this fire to achieve my goals and survive whenever I felt my world come crashing down around me. In this way, I am like many of the women I’ve played on-screen.

And yet you will soon read about two events in my life that caused me to stumble and do exactly the opposite of what you and I would expect Maureen O’Hara to do. They involve my first two marriages and may jolt you. One was a comedy of youth, but the other was a tragedy of inexperience.

Still, if the events of our youth shape us into who we become, then one incident in particular had the greatest impact on me. It happened when I was a young schoolgirl at the Irish Sisters of Charity school in Milltown.

There were two old biddies there who just couldn’t stand me. I never knew why they disliked me so, but they jeered at and ridiculed me every day. Miss O’Meara taught English in room 8 and Miss Cook taught math in room 7. But I never saw them as two old teachers. To me they were one, a large and ugly beast joined at the side like Siamese twins, with two heads that shared one small brain and an even smaller heart. (Allow me just a smidgeon of latitude here. I’ve waited seventy years for this!)

One day I was sent to school wearing a brand-new sweater. My mother always dressed me and my sisters in matching outfits when we were growing up, but each of us had our own special color and mine was red. I was walking down the hall with my older sister and she looked marvelous in her new blue sweater. At fourteen, Peggy already had a figure, but, at twelve, I was still an awkward girl—big, tall, and freckled.

As Peggy and I made our way to class, we came upon the two old biddies in the hallway. “Peggy,” purred Miss O’Meara, “that sweater looks beautiful on you.” Miss Cook followed her lead. “Yes it does. Just beautiful.” But as I scurried behind Peggy, the two old biddies quickly transformed into the two-headed beast and lashed out at me. “And, Maureen,” Miss O’Meara’s head went on snidely. “Whatever are you hiding under your sweater? A football?” I tried to ignore her and kept walking with my head down in anger while Miss Cook’s head burst into laughter. Their shrill cackles followed me down that hallway.

I was angry, and worst of all, I was hiding. My first class of the day was English, with Miss O’Meara. Should I go or should I run? I wondered. I felt the fire inside me. It told me that I couldn’t run. So I turned the doorknob and entered.

Miss O’Meara was standing in front of her desk, before the class, holding the morning edition of the local newspaper, the Irish Independent. Over the previous weekend, I had entered a very prominent acting festival and had won the top prize. It was such a big competition that the Irish Independent placed the story, with my picture, on the front page of the paper. Miss O’Meara’s eyes were fixed on the article, and the corners of her mouth were turned up in a smirk. As the door closed behind me, she turned her attention to me with intensity.

“And here she is at last,” Miss O’Meara began, sarcasm dripping from her mouth. “The newest star of Dublin theater, Miss Maureen FitzSimons.” I moved quickly across the room to my seat, not saying a word. “Maureen, I was just sharing with the class your triumphant victory at this weekend’s festival.” Her eyes narrowed on me as she continued. “However did you do it? How could you win such an important acting competition?”

The class began to giggle and I felt the heat of the spotlight burning my body. I remained silent, my head down, as Miss O’Meara continued. “Perhaps you could give the class just a taste of your extraordinary talent. Come up and show us what you did to win the competition.” She followed her challenge with laughter and the entire class joined her.

As the sound of it covered me, I felt that fire burning in my belly. It grew in intensity and extended throughout my body. It lifted me, and I knew at that moment that I would never surrender to anyone’s jeers. I wouldn’t go up there to save my life. I wouldn’t give that old biddy the satisfaction. I folded my arms across my chest and locked eyes with her, freezing them. Then I stuck my lower lip out at her defiantly and held it there.

I had never been openly defiant, not ever, and it caught her by surprise. The smile washed from her face. “No? You won’t share with the class? I see. Then come with me.” She moved toward the door and opened it. We moved down the hall, and Miss O’Meara opened the door that led into room 7, holding it for me to enter.

Miss Cook looked up with surprise as Miss O’Meara and I joined her at the head of the class. They melded together again, transforming into the two-headed beast. O’Meara’s head spoke first. “Miss Cook, I thought you would like to share the good news with your class. Our Maureen has made the newspapers for her acting.” Cook’s head joined in. “Yes, I heard that she had,” she said coldly. “How wonderful for you.” O’Meara’s head continued. “I’ve been trying to coax Maureen to share what she did to win.”

Cook’s head picked up fast on where this was going. “Yeeeees. Wouldn’t that be fun? Please, Maureen, do perform for the class. We would all love to see what you did to win.” I remained silent, unwilling to give an inch. As far as I was concerned, this was a battle between good and evil. “Just give us a little sample,” Cook’s head went on, “of that enormous talent you must have.” O’Meara’s head began to laugh and Cook’s soon followed. Then the entire class joined in.

I stood there in front of the class with my arms folded, lower lip sticking out, looking at them all with defiant eyes. I was deeply, deeply hurt by their behavior but determined not to show it. Instead, I made a promise to myself. I swore that those two old biddies, that two-headed beast, would never beat me. I would win. I would stand up straight and take it all on the chin. I wouldn’t let them or anyone else ever knock me down again.

Just you wait, I promised them in my head. I’m going to become the most famous actress in the world and one day you both are going to boast to everyone you know that I was in your class. Then I’m going to tell the entire world how deeply you hurt me.

That day, I swore I’d keep my promise. If need be, I’d lick the world. And what a big world it proved to be.






CHAPTER 2 BABY ELEPHANT


I was born on August 17, 1920, shortly before midnight. I’m not sure if it was an easy or a difficult birth—I wasn’t paying attention—but I entered the world hairless as an egg. Mammy (pronounced “Maw-mee” in Ireland) told me she almost sewed fake curls on my bonnet, but my hair started growing just in time to spare me the embarrassment.

I lived without a name during my first three days in this world. Mammy wanted to name me Katherine, but Daddy wanted to call me Kate. Father Joseph Nolan was waiting patiently at the church to christen me and set me properly on the path to becoming a good little Irish Catholic girl; meanwhile the discussion at home was growing very heated. Daddy said, “No. Plain Kate, and that’s it.” But Mammy held her ground. “No. Katherine, and that’s it.” My godmother chimed in with, “Well, really she should be named for the godmother—after me—Alice Maude.”

With strong, unyielding opinions battling, Mammy and Daddy had little choice but to send for the other priest at our church, Father Keane, to help sort out the whole matter. He took one look at me lying on the bed and said, “Well, she’s born on the seventeenth of August, which is close to the Blessed Virgin’s Feastday, so she should be called Mary.” Mammy, however, wouldn’t stand for it: “Absolutely not. No child of mine is going to be called Mary.” Father Keane thought another moment. “All right then. How about Mairéad, Gaelic for Maureen?” Mammy shook her head. “I’d never get my tongue around it.” Father Keane made one last suggestion: “Well, how ’bout just plain Maureen then?”

No one objected. “All right. Fine. Take her,” Mammy said, finally conceding. So I was scooped up and carried out the door to the church where I was christened Maureen FitzSimons. I have no middle name.

I was born into the most remarkable and eccentric family I could possibly have hoped for. I was perfectly suited for them and they for me. My childhood rarely knew pain, sadness, or hardship. In fact, it was joyous—full of love and laughter—and the happiest time of my life.

Mammy was an exceptional woman. Considered one of the most beautiful women in Ireland, even in all of Europe, she once attended the races at the Champs-Elysées in Paris and found her picture in the papers the following day because she was so stunning and well dressed. She had Titian-red hair (I got mine from her!) and the most magnificent black eyes—so black, in fact, you couldn’t see the difference between her iris and pupil. She would never go out in public unless she was perfectly made up. Hair, makeup, clothes—everything. She wouldn’t even answer the door.

She was the most confident woman I’ve ever known, and she was full of pride: proud of herself, proud of her husband, proud of her children. “Always stand up straight. Always be counted,” she’d say to me again and again.

Brought into the world as Marguerita Lilburn, Mammy was born and raised in County Dublin, just as her parents were and their parents before them. Very far back in her family tree, someone had come from Scotland. We’re not sure who, but we know because there’s a town there called Lilburn.

It was Mammy who brought the arts into the house. In fact, she was a fine actress in her own right, performing for years in the theater. She also had the most golden operatic contralto voice you ever wanted to hear, and she often sang with the Dublin Operatic Society at the Gaiety Theatre. As well as she sang, though, her first love was always fashion. I loved going shopping in Dublin with Mammy. She opened my mind to what fashion is all about.

As much as Mammy dazzled me, Daddy comforted me by being the most decent man I have ever known, plus being as honest as the day is long. Charles Stewart Parnell FitzSimons was born on the outskirts of County Meath, to farming folk. It was a country farm and many hands were needed to keep it running smoothly. Daddy, when he was a young lad, was one of thirteen sons who helped his father work the land.

Daddy’s real passion, though, was soccer, and indeed, the Irish take their soccer very seriously. He played Gaelic football for the County Meath team until they caught him at a soccer match once and kicked him off the team. Gaelic football lovers and soccer lovers are bitter rivals in Ireland. He later bought into the Shamrock Rovers, one of the most renowned professional soccer teams in Ireland, and swore he would never attend another Gaelic football match again. And he never did.

Of course, County Meath and County Dublin were mortal Gaelic football enemies, so it was a bit of a miracle that my parents ever married. Mammy was a city girl and Daddy was from the country. She was a Protestant and he was a Catholic. (Mammy eventually converted.) But Daddy was a very handsome man, with piercing blue eyes and thick hair so black it looked as blue as a raven’s wing. Curly, curly, curly—he could barely get a brush through it. He was a real charmer and eventually wore her down.

They married after the proper courtship and moved into a lovely six-bedroom house in an area of Dublin known as Ranelagh. This was the house in which all of us were born. They wanted a large family and began having children right away. I am the second oldest of the six FitzSimons children, and we were a close-knit Irish clan. Each of my brothers and sisters was remarkable, and they were my best friends when I was growing up. We gave each other nicknames more meaningful to us than any Christian name our parents could ever finally agree on.

Peggy was the oldest, and we called her “the Dresden China Doll” because she was so beautiful in face and form. A magnificent lyric soprano, she was offered an opportunity to go to Milan, Italy, for training but decided to turn it down. She chose instead to follow her calling by becoming a nun, Sister Margaret Mary, with the Irish Sisters of Charity. Her vocal coach, Mother Clement, was so upset when she heard the news that she cried out, “How dare you take my voice to the convent?”

Florrie was “Sneaking Moses.” My younger sister was the world’s greatest snoop, always lurking in the shadows or hiding behind a corner. She was a wonderful ballet dancer and earned an advanced diploma in teaching classical ballet. She was also a fine actress, performing under her stage name, Clare Hamilton. She acted with James Mason in the 1944 service picture Hotel Reserve but gave up her career for love.

Young Charlie was known as “Rusty Gullet,” the little boy who always tried to talk like a grown man. My brother lived an incredibly successful life. He earned a barrister-at-law degree (with the distinction of being the youngest person ever to be called to the bar at that time, an honor previously accorded William Penn). He was also a fine actor and under contract to the famed Abbey Theatre. Charlie was later brought to Hollywood by John Ford and Merian C. Cooper as their protégé and became a successful producer of hit television shows. He finished his career as the founder and executive director of the Producers Guild of America. I was always especially close to Charlie. He had a brilliant mind and I could never manipulate him, which made me love him all the more.

Margot was called “the Banshee” because she cried so much. No one could wail louder than my youngest sister. Margot was also an actress and made two very good films in the mid 1940s, I Know Where I’m Going!, with Dame Wendy Hiller, and The Captive Heart, with Michael Redgrave. But her real love has always been horses and she became a highly accomplished dressage champion, winning international titles.

Jimmy was the baby of the family and we called him “Pooooor Jimmy” because he was his mother’s little darling. Like every good FitzSimons, he was an actor. John Ford suggested the stage name James Lilburn and cast him as Father Paul in The Quiet Man. He also worked with me in Flame of Araby. He was on his way to becoming a star in his own right until John Ford got mad at him and ended his career, but more on that later. As a young man, Jimmy was a well-known motorcycle racer in Ireland and won the famous Leinster 500.

I had more than a few nicknames. Daddy called me his “Maisín.” It was a pet name that is pronounced “maw-sheen.” His brother called me “the Glaxo Kid” because of my apparent fondness for a certain breakfast food. My brothers and sisters sometimes called me “Fatzer” but much preferred the name I remember most—“Baby Elephant.” A dainty little lass I wasn’t. I looked twice my age until I turned ten or eleven, a harsh truth I was forced to accept at my first Holy Communion. I didn’t feel any different from the other seven-year-olds as I towered over them in my white dress and veil. But as I made my way down the aisle, toward the altar, I saw an old woman look me up and down and whisper to her friend, “The last time that girl saw seven was on a door knocker!”

My favorite childhood memories are of all of us together. “Here come the beautiful FitzSimons,” the neighbors would say as our family strolled across Beechwood Avenue on our way to Mass each Sunday. We walked in rows of two, with heads high, Charles and Rita FitzSimons behind their six children, always in gorgeous clothes that Mammy had designed. Daddy always with his silver-handled walking stick and his spats, Mammy never without a magnificent hat and eye veil, we were an elegant family and we knew it and loved it and were proud of it.

We were raised in a strict house. Daddy and Mammy were very old-fashioned by today’s standards. We were shown great affection, but could also be disciplined with a strap when it was deserved. No nonsense was tolerated. Church every Sunday, since God was at the heart of our family life. Impeccable manners and proper etiquette were expected at all times. Rudeness or showing off was never appropriate. We were taught a strong work ethic. When Mammy or Daddy told me to do something, I was told with a smile and I accepted it with a smile. “Give your best day’s work for a day’s pay,” they would say.

We kids always ate in the kitchen, and were allowed to eat in the dining room with Daddy and Mammy only on certain holidays. They ate alone every evening; this was their special time together. They both had demanding careers. Mammy began as an apprentice to a local high-fashion couturier and eventually went out on her own. She opened a showroom and had four floors of workrooms where tailors, seamstresses, and millinery workers made the one-of-a-kind clothes she designed—nothing off the rack. Daddy was also in the clothing business as the manager of the Irish operations for a large British manufacturer, mostly working in fine hats.

Before dinner was served each night, we all had to line up in front of Daddy and tell him what we had done wrong during the day. We all squirmed in our shoes, trying to find the right words to use so that whatever we had done wouldn’t sound so awful. It taught us diplomacy.

But I loved our nights together most of all. Every night, just before we went to bed, the whole family would snuggle in front of the fireplace and listen to Mammy and Daddy sing. Mammy sang classical music, German lieder and opera arias. She sang them in German, Italian, French, and English. My favorite was “Den Hammer er Schwinget” (“The Hammer He Swings”), about a blacksmith making shoes for horses. Daddy sang old, old Irish folk songs, like “There Was an Old Man.” I loved it so much that I also dreamed of being an opera singer. Each night ended with us all saying our prayers before we drifted off to sleep.

I know this sounds so corny, but we’ve been this way our whole lives. We were an Irish version of the Von Trapps, right out of The Sound of Music. Our lives were centered on each other and how we lived in a world full of music, drama, dance, and fashion. We were introduced to the arts at the earliest age by our parents and encouraged to participate and explore our God-given talents. Each of us did.

I started acting with my own shadow on our back lawn when I was about five. Then the old Gypsy came to our door and everything started to happen. My performances moved from the lawn to a backyard shed that Daddy built as a clubhouse. Inside this magical and secret world, my brothers and sisters and I had our first taste of the theater. We created characters and acted out all kinds of situations and stories. Our imaginations blossomed and went wild there. I started directing my brothers and sisters in every kind of play we could think of. I thought I was the greatest director ever, but they only let me do it because I was the bossy one.

My very first dramatic performance on a stage occurred in 1926 when I was six years old. My school gave a concert for our families and friends and I was chosen to read a religious poem between scenes while the curtain was down and the scenery was being changed. I loved being in front of an audience. It felt comfortable and very natural. I was bitten by the acting bug that night and knew after the performance was over that I wanted to be an actress. Not just any actress, though—I wanted to become the greatest actress of all time! This would be my mission. I would become a grande dame of the theater! I had no thought of movies at that time.

Of course, Mammy had come to see the concert and brought her musical accompanist with her. After my reading, Mrs. Hayden told Mammy, “That girl should be in drama class.” So Mammy sent me to the Ena Mary Burke School of Elocution and Drama, the finest drama school in Dublin. I studied and performed plays and recited great poetry there. But the most important thing Mrs. Burke taught me was that my first duty as a performer was to be understood by the audience. I watch and listen to movies today and am shocked by the way actors deliver their lines. I find myself asking, “What did they say? I don’t understand one bloody word they’re saying!” Everybody mumbles now and I don’t quite know why.

I started taking singing and dancing classes. (I was never a good classical ballet dancer. Just imagine Baby Elephant teetering on point!) My early training in drama, music, and dance started at the age of six and continued for eleven years, until I made my first movie. Each class twice a week, a total of six days in all, with only Sundays off. A pretty tough schedule for a young girl. I went to school every day until three o’clock, then walked or rode my bicycle to whichever lessons I had that day. When I turned ten, I joined the Rathmines Theatre Company and worked in amateur theater in the evenings, after my lessons.

After I began my rigorous training as an actress, I didn’t have the usual kind of childhood. The commitment I made to my goal didn’t leave much time for fun and games. I completed my schoolwork on time and got good grades, but not the best grades in the family. When time allowed, I played sports at school or with the neighborhood kids because I was a tomboy. My size gave me an advantage in camogie, an Irish field-hockey game. I also excelled in fencing, and so was later able to hold my own with Cornel Wilde and Errol Flynn in my swashbuckler pictures. But in great contrast with being a tomboy, I also collected dolls—and still do—beautiful, handmade antique dolls. I love the craftsmanship involved. One time when I was eight, the tomboy came to the rescue of the doll collector when my favorite doll, a perfect replica of a real baby, met with a sinister fate. My brother Charlie and his friend Sam Lombard kidnapped my plastic doll and then burned her at the stake in a game of cowboys and Indians. It felt like my only connection with other little girls had just been severed and now I was different from them in every way. I was so traumatized by it that I swore revenge, that I’d make Sam Lombard pay for what he had done.

Later that summer, our family went on our usual vacation to Bray, and Sam came with us. We were all at the beach and I was making a sand castle. I watched Sam playing in the sand, without a care in the world, and decided that the time finally had come for him to be punished. I sneaked up behind him while his back was turned, locked my arms around him tightly, and then carried him out to the sea. I walked him right into the water and held him down under it, letting him up for air only when I saw the panic in his eyes. “That’s for my doll,” I said with a smile. Then I casually went back to the shore and continued with my sand castle.

This cemented my reputation as the toughest girl in the neighborhood. When most other girls began blossoming into young women, and boys were becoming young men, the opposite sex didn’t seem very interested in me. This was fine because I really wasn’t interested in it either. Mammy wouldn’t permit her daughters to date until we were at least eighteen. I don’t remember having a crush on a boy when I was a girl. I don’t even remember my first kiss. Nearly every kiss I experienced before I got married was on camera, with my handsome leading men. I didn’t have any experience for those scenes (which makes me pretty damn lucky; a girl could do a lot worse than to have Walter Pidgeon and Tyrone Power to practice on). I might have been called Frozen Champagne for appearing overly ladylike in my earliest love scenes, but what everyone didn’t know was that I was scared as hell doing them. I didn’t know how at all!

By the time I turned ten, the Gypsy had set my acting career well on its way. Word of my natural talent and determination was making its way through the theatrical gossip grapevine. I was becoming known in theater circles as a bright new prodigy, to be watched and followed. I began entering important and prestigious amateur acting competitions and winning them. I won the Rathmines Feis (the competition that brought the scorn of the two-headed beast down upon me), the Myra Feis, and the Father Matthew Feis. As a result, I was contacted by Radio Telefis Eireann (RTE) and hired to perform classical plays over the radio. RTE was the only radio station in Ireland in those days and so my performances reached nearly every household. I was paid the handsome sum of one pound for each performance. I was so proud that after each show I gave most of what I made to Mammy. Of course, they didn’t need it, but she took it with great drama, in a way that made me feel as though I were feeding the whole family.

My radio performances and winning all of the Feis competitions made me a most sought-after young actress by the time I was thirteen. The Gypsy was now turning the wheels of my destiny with dynamic force, and no one, including myself, would be able to stop her.






CHAPTER 3 THE STAR WITH BLACK-CHERRY EYES


    Every star has that certain “something” that stands out and compels us to notice them. I loved watching James Cagney because he was so tough and gruff, and I couldn’t wait to hear Irene Dunne sing in her movies. As for me, I have always believed my most compelling quality to be my inner strength, something I am easily able to share with an audience. I’m very comfortable in my own skin. I never thought my looks would have anything to do with becoming a star. Yet it seems that in some ways they did.

When I was young, I didn’t think I was at all pretty. I was told only that I had a sulky, pouty face. Ironically, after I got to Hollywood, I resented that I didn’t get a crack at more dramatic roles because I photographed so beautifully. More than anything, though, it was the way I used my eyes that caused audiences to look deep inside my characters to see what else was there.

When I finally turned fourteen, I had reached the required age to pursue a wild obsession that I’d had from the time I’d begun my acting training. In Ireland, every young actor on her way up wanted to be with the Abbey Theatre. It was one of the most renowned dramatic theaters in all of Europe, and the natural next step if you were serious about a career in the theater. W. B. Yeats and George Bernard Shaw were two of the greats who helped found it, and many great Irish actors like Sara Allgood and Barry Fitzgerald had honed their craft there.

I wasn’t completely surprised when my acceptance letter came. I wasn’t an unknown talent to the Abbey. They knew who I was because I had already won every major acting award that could be won in Ireland. I joined the Abbey in 1934, and it was there that I began to learn what acting life in the theater was really all about. I started at the bottom of the ladder, painting scenery, building sets, sweeping floors. I was impatient in the beginning; I wanted to perform.

About this time, I also started working at nonacting summer job assignments that I got from school. My first assignment was at Crumlin Laundry, where I typed tags for the bag wash. My second job was with the Eveready Battery Company. I later worked for the Northern Assurance Company, where I typed letters, took shorthand, and reconciled accountancy records. I enjoyed the work there, but was surprised when I was called to the manager’s office one day and asked, “Is it true, Maureen, that you are a Catholic?” “Yes I am,” I answered. “But you don’t look like one,” he replied with surprise. I never did figure out what a Catholic was supposed to look like but was happy to be the first Catholic Northern Assurance had ever hired.

I continued working hard at the Abbey for almost a year before I finally got to carry swords and spears across the stage in classical plays. It took several more months before I moved up to one-line bits. I waited three long years before I was finally given a major role. When I turned seventeen, I was cast as the lead in a new play. I couldn’t wait to start rehearsing, but I would never get to play that role.

A few days after I was cast, I went to dinner with my parents at the Gresham Hotel, on O’Connell Street. The hotel manager greeted us in the lobby and then said, “I want to introduce you to Harry Richman. He’s performing here in town this week.” He looked over his shoulder to the bar and called out, “Harry, come and meet my friends the FitzSimonses.”

Harry Richman staggered toward us and slurred, “Very nicccce to meet you.” He was absolutely crocked. Richman was the first American I had ever met and I was appalled. I thought, Good God, do all Americans drink like this? It was a brief encounter full of the usual “How do you dos?” I didn’t think anything of it at the time and had no idea how profound a change that chance encounter was about to make in my life.

Within a week, Mammy received a call from the Abbey saying that Elstree Studios, a motion-picture company in London, had contacted them and wanted to know if I could come to London to make a screen test. Harry Richman was apparently a very popular singer in the United States. He had stopped off in Dublin for the week to perform at the Gaiety Theatre before going to London to make a movie at Elstree.

That was the very first time something happened that would continue to happen over and over throughout my career. Richman, though drunk, had seen something special in my eyes. Whatever it was, it must have made a positive impression on him because he suggested they screen-test me right away. I had never even thought of being in the movies. I seldom went to the movies and never thought they compared in any way to the theater. I came from a theater family, and as a result was the biggest theater snob imaginable. So I turned down the screen-test offer and kept my eye on the brass ring in front of the footlights.

I had some sense knocked into me the very next day, however. Mammy and I went for coffee on Grafton Street with an old friend, May Carey. May was a great Irish theater actress and Mammy and I both respected her. She almost fell off her chair when I told her we had declined the invitation. “You’re a damn fool,” she said, shaking her head. “You might never be asked to take another screen test in your whole life, but the Abbey will always be waiting for you.” A few days later, Mammy and I were on the mail boat heading to London.

The first thing I did when I arrived in London was to go and see Harry Richman and thank him for recommending the screen test. He was at Elstree filming a comedy called Kicking the Moon Around. Mammy and I stopped by the set and Richman introduced me to the film’s director, Walter Forde. Since I was there, Forde asked me if I would deliver a line in the movie. Later, after I became a star, I was surprised when the film was released billing Maureen O’Hara as a star in the movie. It’s not true. I was not a cast member and do not consider Kicking the Moon Around part of my official filmography. I only agreed to deliver the line as a favor to Harry Richman for his having helped me with my screen test.

I wasn’t nervous about my first screen test. I really didn’t care one way or the other about it, which, perhaps, was for the best. They rushed me to wardrobe and makeup as soon as I arrived. What happened next still makes me laugh. They dressed me in a gold lamé gown with accordion pleats that hung from my arms like wings, and transformed me with heavy makeup into a Mata Hari look-alike. The result was that I looked like a ten-dollar hooker. It was ridiculous.

The set was completely empty except for a round table with a telephone on it. I was told to walk across the set, pick up the phone, and say, “Hello.” I did it. Next, I was told to walk across the set, answer the phone, listen, slam it down, and storm off the set. I did that too. Then they sat me in a chair in front of the camera and said, “Say something.” I told them about my training and about a play by Schiller that I was studying.

I was mad as hell and disappointed by the whole unprofessional event. They had wasted my time and we had made the trip for nothing, or so I thought. I told Mammy, “If that’s the movie business, then I want nothing to do with it.” I was going back to the theater, where real acting happened. But the Gypsy was working her magic without any regard for what I wanted.

Right after my screen test, but not because of it, I was invited to Connie’s Agency, the biggest talent agency in London. Connie Chapman and Vere Barker owned the agency and represented Cary Grant and other top British actors. I needed strong representation, so I signed the standard 10 percent deal with them. The ink was barely dry on my contract when Vere said, “Before you go back to Dublin, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

I had never heard of Mayflower Pictures before I arrived there; the man I was about to meet, however, was known throughout the world. I was caught completely by surprise when I entered the office. Charles Laughton rose from his chair and fixed his eyes on me. “Mr. Laughton, I’d like you to meet Maureen FitzSimons,” Vere announced like a cat with a bird in its mouth.

Charles Laughton was, in my eyes, the greatest working actor alive in those days, and I was a huge fan. I had worshiped him ever since The Private Life of Henry VIII and Mutiny on the Bounty. Laughton was radiant. He reached out his hand and said in that magnificent voice of his, “Hello, Maureen. Very nice to meet you.” I answered with a firm handshake, taught to me by my father, and a “It’s very nice to meet you too, Mr. Laughton.”

Laughton introduced his partner, Erich Pommer, who rose from behind his large mahogany desk. Born in Hildesheim, Germany, Pommer was not only Laughton’s business partner but also one of the most highly regarded film producers in the world. He had produced most of Emil Jannings’s films and the world-renowned classic, Congress Dances. He was also the man who’d discovered Marlene Dietrich. The energy in the room was electric. It poured from us as Laughton led the conversation. “Where are you from, Maureen?” I smiled and answered, “I’m from Dublin.”

He motioned for us all to sit and continued to question me. “I understand you’re from the theater. Do you like the theater?” Laughton studied me as I answered him. “Oh yes,” I replied, “I love the theater. I’ve been in the theater since I was six years old.”

He smiled, and his eyes twinkled, and he asked, “Do you like movies?” The truth was, I didn’t care that much for movies and had to think quickly of how to reply. “Oh, I don’t go to many movies. I only go to Charles Laughton movies and Laurel and Hardy movies,” I said, which was the honest truth.

He answered “Clever” with his eyes and then reached for a script that was on the desk. “Maureen, would you mind reading a little for us?” As he handed it to me, I was sure this would be a big mistake. Knowing the story and its characters is very important to giving a strong performance, and the weight of his tone told me that this was a very important moment. I made my decision.

“Mr. Laughton, I don’t know anything about your script or what the story is about, so I am afraid that I couldn’t read for you now.” He raised his brow. “But if you would let me take it home, I’d be very happy to come back tomorrow and read for you.”

He shot Pommer a did-I-hear-her-right look. “No, no,” he said with a wave of his hand. “That’s quite all right.” He took the script back from me and said, “It has been very nice meeting you.” The meeting was over. I half-expected him to pat me on the head. I don’t think anyone had ever refused to do a reading for him, let alone an obnoxious teenager from Dublin.

I stood up with my head high and shoulders squared, then I turned toward the door. As I reached it, Laughton asked politely, “Is there any film on her?” Vere answered quickly, “Yes, at Elstree. I’ll arrange for you to see it.” Laughton nodded, saying, “That would be fine.” I didn’t feel guilty about not reading. I would never perform a cold reading at an important moment like that—not even for Charles Laughton.

The next morning, we headed back home to Dublin. While we were on our way home, however, Laughton had driven himself down to Elstree Studios and watched my Mata Hari screen test. He thought it was horrible and couldn’t believe he had wasted his time driving there, but on his way back, it happened again. Laughton apparently couldn’t get my eyes out of his mind. He later said they were all he could think about.

When he reached home, he called Pommer and said, “Erich, you better get out there fast and look at this film. We better sign her quickly. Go see it tonight.” So Pommer did, and he hated my screen test too. Pommer was furious that Laughton had made him drive all the way out to Elstree Studios in the late evening to see it. But then it happened again. On his drive back, Pommer had the same reaction to my eyes. He called Laughton as soon as he reached London and said, “You’re right. We better sign her fast.” By the time Mammy and I reached home that evening, there was a telegram waiting there for me. Laughton and Pommer were offering me a seven-year contract with Mayflower Pictures.

My parents read the telegram over and over that night. I was still a child in their eyes, and this was a very serious offer. Despite their concerns, they decided to accept, because they knew it would further my aspirations of being an actress. They sent their answer to Laughton and Pommer the next morning. A few days later, the formal contract arrived by courier. It needed to be witnessed, so my father sent for our local priest, Father James Doyle, who rode to our house on his bicycle. Then they all signed it together, and suddenly I was, at the age of seventeen, officially under my first movie contract, to Charles Laughton and Erich Pommer.

Being under contract to Laughton and Pommer meant many things. It meant that I would learn how to act in movies under the eye of the biggest movie star in the world. I would be Laughton’s only protégée, and he would introduce me to the entire world at a very young age. It meant that I had to leave the theater and the joy of performing before a live audience, including bowing out of my starring role at the Abbey Theatre. It also meant that I had to leave my family and my homeland to live in London. It was just as the old Gypsy had foretold all those years before. Mammy arranged for me to live with her sister in London.

I moved there a few weeks later and immediately went to work, learning the movie business while at the same time continuing to take singing, dancing, and acting lessons. Laughton arranged for me to make my first picture, a low-budget musical called My Irish Molly. It’s the only picture that I made under my real name, Maureen FitzSimons. I was to play a young woman named Eiléen O’Shea who helps rescue a little orphan girl named Molly. I knew the film was going to be a flop the minute I read the script.

But Laughton wanted me to become more comfortable with both being on a movie set and being in front of the camera. He wanted me to learn how a studio actually makes a motion picture. The most important thing I learned on My Irish Molly was that in the theater, I had been acting for the people in the back row; in the movies, I was acting for people in the front row, where the mere flick of an eyelid can say a lot.

The film wrapped without any attention and that was just fine by me. I was so disillusioned by the whole experience that I wasn’t sure I even wanted to be in the picture business anymore. I quickly got over those feelings when Laughton called me to his office to discuss another project. He had cast me as his leading lady in his next movie, Jamaica Inn. Alfred Hitchcock was set to direct.

It was a big-budget picture. The plot involved a local minister, played by Laughton, who is also the shadow head of a gang of shipwreckers and smugglers. The gang’s headquarters is at Jamaica Inn and the innkeeper, played by Leslie Banks, is one of the smugglers. My character was the innkeeper’s niece, Mary Yellan, the heroine who is torn between her love of family and her love for a lawman in disguise.

I read the script and loved it, but hated what I then learned often happens in the preproduction phase of filmmaking. The studio selects the scripts they are willing to invest in. Since Paramount Pictures in Hollywood was distributing the film in America, Laughton’s villain role was changed from a Protestant minister to a Cornish squire named Sir Humphrey Pengallan. The script had been adapted from the best-selling novel by Daphne du Maurier and the press blamed Laughton for ruining her story. This accusation was wrong and terribly unfair. It was the American Hays Office (then the mavens of taste and always ready to censor anything they didn’t like) that insisted the change be made, not Laughton.

Laughton’s character wasn’t the only big change that happened on the picture. Just before we began shooting, Laughton sent for me. He greeted me in typical Laughton fashion, with a compliment: “Maureen, you’re going to be just marvelous in this picture.” I thanked him and watched the smile fade from his face as he continued. “But your name is too long for the marquee and we have to change it.”

My jaw dropped open and I could barely sputter a response. “But… but I don’t want to change my name.” My protest fell on deaf ears. “Well, I’m sorry, but you have to. You can either be Maureen O’Mara or Maureen O’Hara. Which do you prefer?” I tried to hold my ground. “Neither. I’m Maureen FitzSimons.” Laughton dismissed my protest and made the decision for me. “Then you’re Maureen O’Hara,” and so I was and so I am. With this last hurdle crossed, Laughton felt I was ready to meet the film’s director.

I first met Alfred Hitchcock during a preproduction meeting with Laughton and Pommer at Mayflower Pictures. Since it was Laughton who had cast me in the role, I wasn’t sure how Hitchcock felt about me. He was already a top director by this time, while I was an unproven film actress.

Hitchcock put any worries I had for myself to rest right away. We liked each other from the start. I never experienced the strange feeling of detachment with Hitchcock that many other actors claimed to have felt while working with him. I know some of his leading ladies have said that he treated them with devotion one minute and then turned cruel the next, but it never happened with me.

The honest truth is that Hitchcock never wanted to make Jamaica Inn to begin with. He wanted to go to Hollywood and begin his film career in America. He hated period pieces and thought the costumes actors wore pulled audiences out of the story. He only agreed to direct the picture because he hoped it would assure him of the chance to direct the film adaptation of Rebecca, which had also been written by du Maurier. His gamble paid off, of course, and Rebecca was later a huge success for him.

That’s not to say there weren’t things about Jamaica Inn that Hitchcock became excited about. He loved the Jekyll-Hyde duality of Laughton’s character and he had a lot of fun with the shipwrecking sequences. In fact, he was absolutely giddy about luring unsuspecting ships into the rocks by having the smugglers use fake lights. While shooting those sequences, I could see the devilish boy hiding within his gigantic frame.

His physical appearance was very much a part of his eccentricity. He was always very neat and tidy in his appearance, but he moved very awkwardly because of his weight. He rarely socialized on the set and usually spoke in a low Cockney whisper to keep the set quiet. I thought it was very odd watching him sitting patiently in his director’s chair, remaining absolutely silent for hours. No one dared break the mood he had set—no one, that is, except Laughton.

Jamaica Inn was the first artistic collaboration between Laughton and Hitchcock. Both men were powerful forces on the set, with huge egos, and this made for some very exciting and tense moments. Laughton was not only the star of the film, but also its coproducer, which gave him a lot of latitude. They had very different filmmaking styles. Hitchcock wanted a subtle and delicate approach to the story, while Laughton wanted it grandiose and larger than life. Laughton frustrated Hitchcock, and it is very evident when you watch the film that it is far more Laughton’s than Hitchcock’s.

As interesting as it was working with Hitchcock, I was looking forward most to working with Charles Laughton. I adored Laughton. By this point, I looked up to him like a second father, and he treated me as if I was the daughter he had always wanted. He once asked my parents if he could adopt me. Laughton and his wife, Elsa Lanchester, were never blessed with children. Years after he died, Elsa wrote her autobiography and claimed they never had children because Laughton was homosexual. That’s rubbish. Whether or not Laughton was gay would never have stopped him from having children. He wanted them too badly. Laughton told me the reason they never had children was because Elsa couldn’t conceive, the result of a botched abortion she’d had during her earlier days in burlesque. Laughton told me many times that not being a father was his greatest disappointment in life.

No one brought characters to life like Laughton. As an actor, Laughton painted a physical portrait. He was very focused on the physical and oratory aspects of Pengallan. Before each scene, I watched him use a humming ritual to lower the pitch of his voice, beginning with tenor, followed by baritone, and finally bass. He was very concerned about pitch and tone, as compared to dialect, and believed that they revealed certain aspects of the character’s back story that were not revealed in the script.

Movement had to be consistent with sound, just as a dancer must be in step with the music. Laughton used his body in his performance much as a dancer would. He dressed in full costume during rehearsals and used music to find a rhythmic motion for his walk and other physical business, all the way down to simple hand gestures. I’ve never seen any other actor do it. It was beautiful to watch. Of course, he could also make a character completely unforgettable by the mere gleam in his eyes.

This combination gave him a superior screen presence, and the magical thing is that it brought out the best in me. Knowing that Laughton could easily steal my most important scenes brought my creative process to a higher level. It forced me to find hidden qualities of strength within the character of Mary Yellan to project through the camera and keep hold of the audience. It’s a technique I’ve used ever since.

Shooting began on the first day of September 1938, and ended by the middle of October. My day started at four A.M. and didn’t end until ten P.M.—six days a week. I was exhausted every day. I’d love to say I made a fortune for working that hard, but no such luck. We didn’t get million-dollar paychecks for movies back then, and I never have anyway. I was under contract to Mayflower Pictures for pounds that equaled about eighty dollars a week. That’s seventy-five cents an hour for a starring role and I don’t even get residuals for the picture!

During the filming, I didn’t have time for a social life, but it wouldn’t have made any difference if I had. My aunt Florence made it her business to watch every move I made, like some frustrated ex–prison guard. The mere thought of dating exhausted me. I had no interest in it at all.

Interest or not, however, I seemed to be expected to date. There was one date, however, I never should have gone on. It all began when I returned a professional hello to George Brown, a production man on Jamaica Inn. I just felt it was appropriate that I be polite whenever he greeted me. I said hello and never thought anything of it. Then one day I was talking to Max Setton on the set and he mentioned George Brown. Max was Laughton and Pommer’s lawyer and he and I had become good friends after I signed with Mayflower. Max was also friends with Brown, and he asked me if I would go on a date with Brown as a favor to him. I couldn’t say no to Max and so I stupidly agreed. It was one of the biggest mistakes of my life.

Brown called me right away to see if I would go horseback riding with him. I felt strange about it because I knew him only as a production man on the picture. We had never had a single conversation. I barely remembered who he was when Max mentioned him, but I said yes because I thought a date would be harmless. I was wrong. It was a disaster. We could only exchange polite pleasantries and talk about work. There were no sparks whatsoever. Plus, it’s hard to talk when you’re horseback riding. You have to shout at each other. We trotted around for almost an hour and I was running out of things to shout. Then I got an unlucky lucky break. My horse stepped into a pothole and lunged forward. I wasn’t expecting it and flew over its head and landed hard on the ground.

I quickly sprang to my feet, but was very embarrassed. That didn’t last long. I knew this was my chance to get off the hook, and so I asked gingerly, “George, would you mind if we took the horses back now? I have a long day on the set tomorrow and think I should go home and rest.” What could he say to that? He sure as hell didn’t want to be the reason Hitchcock’s to-the-second schedule got held up. “Oh… of course. You’re all right, aren’t you?” I faked my answer as only an actress could with an unsure “I think so.”

A few days later, he called and asked me out again, this time for dinner and dancing. I was really feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing by now. I didn’t want to go, but I felt obligated because of Max, and I didn’t know how to get out of it. So I agreed to have dinner with him, but planned on making it the shortest evening in dating history.

We went to a very nice hotel where they had dinner and dancing and I quickly ordered my meal before the waiter had finished unfolding my napkin. When the food finally came, I ate faster than I ever had before. He remained clueless. He was getting into the swing of the music while the waiter cleared our plates from the table. “Would you like to dance, Maureen?” I forced a smile and answered, “Sure.”

He led me to the dance floor, which was packed with dancing couples. We started to dance, but the song ended quickly and my opportunity arrived. I looked up at him and delivered the line I had rehearsed in my head, “George, this has been lovely, but I really have to get home early. I have my last scene with Mr. Laughton tomorrow and need to get ready for it tonight. Would you mind terribly if we made it an early evening?” That was the last time I planned to go out with him. Little did I know that George Brown wasn’t through with me yet.



The final week of shooting was grueling and everyone on the set was completely spent at the end. On our last day, I was almost asleep in my chair when Laughton came and sat down next to me. He had his business face on now, and whenever Laughton did that, he always spoke to you very directly. “Maureen, we’re going to America to make The Hunchback of Notre Dame and you are going to play Esmeralda.” That woke me up. “That’s wonderful. I can’t wait to call home and tell everyone,” I shouted with excitement. “When are we going?” Laughton was pleased that I was so eager. “Around June. After the premiere.”

The premiere for Jamaica Inn was the first I had ever been to. You would think that my family and I would have been excited about going to the premiere of my first starring movie, but in true FitzSimons form, none of us was. We were never impressed by the trappings of stardom and fame. Besides, my family was very prominent throughout Dublin, and we were theater and opera people.

Of course, my career did have its perks, and one of them was the beautiful evening gown I wore that night. It was a magnificent aquamarine dress with a matching pleated chiffon cape that Mammy had designed. My parents went with me and we arrived at the Regal Cinema in a limousine provided by the studio. As we pulled up in front of the theater, we saw that hundreds of excited fans had gathered, eager to catch a glimpse of Laughton and Hitchcock. I’d never seen so many people except at a soccer match. They didn’t make any fuss over me. Why should they? I wasn’t a star yet. They were kind and politely said hello to me as I walked by, but it was nothing compared to the frenzy that erupted when Laughton arrived.

It was a very big event. The public was there. The press was there. I smiled to this flash and that flash until my eyes began to burn. Then we entered the theater to watch the film.

The magnitude of the moment finally struck me as the lights faded to black and the beautiful curtain slowly opened. I saw my name appear for the very first time on the large silver screen—after Alfred Hitchcock and Charles Laughton—and a feeling of intense pride washed over me.

I became impatient, though, and began fidgeting in my seat as I waited for Mary Yellan to arrive on-screen. She finally came by stagecoach, demurely dressed, and it overwhelmed me. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The black-and-white celluloid images made me see myself in ways I never had before. That wasn’t Baby Elephant up there. It wasn’t Fatzer or that awkward tomboy I had been in my early youth. Nature had taken its course without any help or effort from me, and I was the last one to see it. I thought the girl up there was beautiful, and for the very first time in my life, I actually felt pretty. I could finally see what Laughton and Pommer had seen. The black-and-white film somehow made my eyes a rich, deep black. It enhanced significantly the effect I was intending when using my eyes to communicate with the audience.

I watched my performance very closely. I had never seen myself perform before because, of course, it’s not possible in the theater. Watching myself confirmed what I had always believed to be true: I was on that screen opposite Charles Laughton and I was holding my own. I peeked around the theater and watched the faces in the audience. I thought of the old Gypsy and knew right then and there, with certainty, that Jamaica Inn was going to make me a star.

When the movie ended, the audience showed their approval with thunderous applause. My life would never be the same again and the change was instantaneous. Outside the theater, the crowds greeted me very differently as I made my way toward the car. I heard them shouting my name, but could barely see them through the brilliant flashes from the cameras. They fell upon me and I felt the walls of private life crumble around me as I embraced and became the public person known as Maureen O’Hara. I had arrived at the theater that night a young and aspiring actress, but I left a star.

It’s rare when a film receives only positive reviews from critics, and Jamaica Inn was no exception. They were mostly positive and very kind to me. My favorite one said, “She creates an impression of reserves of strength that give her a delicate vigor. Here, undoubtedly, is a star of the future.” Laughton might have changed my name to Maureen O’Hara, but newspapers throughout England that next morning were talking about “the girl with black-cherry eyes.”






CHAPTER 4 THE HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME


The Queen Mary was the most civilized and luxurious way one could travel to America in the late 1930s. At the time, she was the largest ocean liner in the world, and had countless successful crossings to her credit. Yet my voyage aboard her was headed for a collision of its own—not with an iceberg, but with Mammy and Charles Laughton. Neither of them knew when we boarded her that I was hiding a terrible secret.

We set sail on Mammy’s birthday in June 1939, and expected to be in America for only about three months to make The Hunchback of Notre Dame for RKO Pictures. Laughton and I were already scheduled to go straight to Paris after Hunchback wrapped to make our next film together, The Admirable Creighton.

I was only eighteen years old and so Mammy was required by the immigration laws to go with me. Elsa Lanchester decided not to go with us and would be joining Laughton later in Los Angeles. The press was already having a field day with Laughton. The day we left, one headline in a large British newspaper read “Beauty and the Beast Leave for Hollywood.”

None of this was of any significance to me, however, when I arrived at the Queen Mary. I was oblivious to everything, in a total state of shock. I didn’t notice the immensity of her thousand-foot frame, though I had never been on a boat that large in my life. I couldn’t hear the sound of the three steam whistles blowing or smell the scent of burning coal flowing from her smokestacks. I wasn’t on the promenade deck with Mammy and Charles Laughton. I wasn’t on that boat at all. I was out in the ocean, completely within myself, drowning from the weight of what I had done just before we set sail.

The anchor that was chained to my feet and dragging me under was George Brown. George had continued pursuing me after Jamaica Inn was finished. I had hoped he would’ve gotten the hint from our two quickly ended dates, but he hadn’t. Quite the opposite, in fact. He was calling me more than ever, and the more I tried putting him off, the harder he pursued me. I should have been honest with him and told him straight out that I wasn’t interested in seeing him, but I didn’t. I was too inexperienced with dating. That was my first mistake, but it was nothing compared to my second.

Earlier that morning, Mammy and I had been frantically packing our bags and readying to join Laughton on the Queen Mary. We were running terribly behind schedule and thought we might miss the boat. Brown was relentless, and kept phoning me every five minutes. To make things worse, my apartment building had only one shared telephone, in the hallway on the floor above me. Every time he called, I had to run upstairs to speak with him.

Mammy kept telling me to get off the damn phone. But each time I hung up, he’d call back within minutes. Then he dropped the bombshell. “Maureen, you can’t go,” he pleaded. “I’m in love with you.” I couldn’t believe my ears. I had never shown the slightest bit of interest in him. We had never had a kiss. “Well, I’m terribly sorry, George,” I answered. “But I’m leaving for America in two hours.”

George didn’t miss a beat. “Then marry me,” he shot back. “Before you go.” I almost dropped the phone. “George, I can’t marry you. We hardly know each other.” He paused. “Then at least see me one more time before you go.”

“George, I can’t,” I replied. “I’m running late as it is. Good-bye.” Still, George kept calling and calling, while Mammy kept worrying and worrying about missing the boat. I worked myself into hysterics and couldn’t see straight. I didn’t know what to do. He kept asking to see me before I went and I suddenly heard myself saying, “Okay, George, okay. Where do I meet you?!” I went back down to my apartment and scribbled down the address. Then I turned to Mammy and said, “Finish packing, Mammy. I’ll be right back.”

My taxi raced to the address George had given me. I asked the driver to wait for me as we pulled up in front of a small house. George opened the door. He put his arm around me and led me inside.

What was waiting for me was something you’d expect to see in a movie. Standing in the corner of a small room was a very official-looking man. I didn’t know why he was there. He seemed surprised by my appearance, and then asked, “Is this the bride?” I was paralyzed with shock when George answered, “Yes. This is Maureen.” My heart began to pound. “How old is she?” the man asked. George answered again, “She’s over twenty-one.” That was a lie, and I knew I should speak up, but my mouth wouldn’t work. I was an inexperienced eighteen-year-old on very unfamiliar ground. I just stood there frozen, unable to speak, stunned and scared into absolute silence. I knew I should get out of there right away, that minute, just run for the door—but my feet were frozen to the floor.

The man said, “Then let’s get started. I know we’re pressed for time.” I felt a part of me—the part with an intellect—separate from the rest of me and leave my body. I was having an out-of-body experience, and my brain had just abandoned me when I needed it most. I was numb, beyond feeling, and watched my intellect move to a chair and sit in the corner. It just watched me as I joined George before the man.

It all seemed to happen faster than an eye blink. I saw that the man was speaking, but I didn’t hear a word he said. I watched George slide a ring on my finger, but I couldn’t really feel it. The only thing I heard was, “Do you take her to be your wife?” George said he did. “And do you take him to be your husband?” My intellect shouted at me from the corner. “Don’t do it, Maureen! Don’t be a fool!” But I was a girl without any brains in her head. I rationalized the whole thing: “Just get this thing over with and make that boat. Arguing with George will only waste time. Do it, then get as far away from him as you can—all the way to America.” I finally spoke, but could hardly believe the words were coming from my own mouth. “I do,” I replied. George kissed me; it lasted a nanosecond. I saw my intellect rise from the chair and move toward me. It took my hand and began tugging me toward the door. I looked to George and said, “I’ve got to go, George. I’ll miss the boat.”

I climbed back into the taxi and we sped off again. I sat in the seat and hyperventilated. The horror of what I had done was choking me. I was scared to death. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs, “Maureen FitzSimons, what have you done?!” But my intellect spared me the effort by reminding me, “You stupid ass. You just married George Brown!”

I ripped the wedding ring off my finger and threw it into my purse. I said nothing to Mammy when I got back to the apartment. Two hours later, we were aboard the Queen Mary and sailing for America.

Of course I was scared. I might have found a degree of celebrity but I was still just a teenage girl. I didn’t know how to tell Mammy that I had married George Brown. I spent the first day on the Queen Mary hiding at the pool, scared half out of my wits. I was very quiet the whole day, and Mammy knew me well enough to know that something was wrong. When I returned to the cabin, all hell broke loose. While I was at the pool, Mammy had found the wedding ring at the bottom of my purse. She held it out in front of me and asked, “What is this, Maureen?”

I broke down and confessed, very much like a criminal. Mammy was shocked and furious, but she didn’t scream or yell at me. She just kept asking the big question: “Why?” All I could say was, “I don’t know.” I didn’t know how to tell her how scared I had been in that house. Then she turned to the details. When did you get the marriage license? I didn’t know. I never got a license. Who were the witnesses? There were no witnesses. Nobody else was there. Did a priest marry you? I didn’t know who that man was, I had never seen him before. I just wished I had a magic wand to make it all go away.

It was Mammy who broke the news to Laughton, and he took it worse than I’d expected. He was shocked and very angry. What I didn’t know was that this couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Mayflower Pictures was in serious financial trouble, and Jamaica Inn was not going to save it. Since my star was now on the rise, my contract with Mayflower was a valuable asset of the company’s. Laughton and Pommer wouldn’t want any bad press about me. Damage control would be required, and I was instructed not to speak of the marriage to anyone.
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