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To Kent Bruce Cunow


1945–1989


Very simply, my best friend


 


Her legs are too short for the torso, the head too bulky for the figure. But the face, with those lilac eyes, is a prisoner’s dream, a secretary’s self-fantasy: unreal, non-attainable, at the same time shy, overly vulnerable, very human with the flicker of suspicion constantly flaring behind the lilac eyes.


—Truman Capote


 


“Will you walk into my parlour?” said the Spider to the Fly,


“’Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy;


The way into my parlour is up a winding stair,


And I’ve many curious things to show when you are there.”


—Oh no, no,” said the little Fly, “to ask me is in vain,


For who goes up your winding stair can ne’er come down again.”


—Mary Howitt


“The Spider and the Fly”
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Chapter 1
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Elizabeth Taylor’s eyes surveyed the surroundings of white tile and porcelain inside the main residential unit at the Betty Ford Center for drug and alcohol rehabilitation. Set on fourteen acres in a desert bowl ringed by jagged mountains, the institution at Rancho Mirage, California, had been founded in 1981 as part of the Eisenhower Medical Center by Leonard Firestone, former United States ambassador to Belgium and a recovering alcoholic, and by former President Gerald Ford’s wife, Betty, after her recovery from drug and alcohol abuse. Elizabeth Taylor, a victim of decades of multiple addictions to alcohol and narcotic drugs, had entered the facility of her own volition on December 5, 1983.


The decision to commit herself to treatment had come about while the then fifty-one-year-old Taylor languished in a bed at St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica, California, ostensibly because of a bowel obstruction. While she lay there, her children, her brother and sister-in-law, and her closest friend, actor Roddy McDowall, visited her to initiate what has become known as a “family intervention.”


“I was assured of their love while at the same time I was told how my behavior had altered them, and of their real fears that I was killing myself,” the actress later wrote in Elizabeth Takes Off, an autobiographical meditation on weight loss and self-awareness. “I listened in total silence,” she continued. “I remember being shocked. I couldn’t believe what I had become. At the end, they said reservations had been made for me at the Betty Ford Center and they wanted me to go.”


She went and soon found herself involved in a program as strict and rigorous as it was ascetic. They assigned her to a small bedroom with two single beds, two desks, two high-intensity desk lamps, two chairs, two dressers, and one female roommate. She wasn’t pleased.


“When she entered the institution, Elizabeth thought she would receive special treatment,” said Barnaby Conrad, a professor of English literature at the University of California at Santa Barbara and a patient at the Betty Ford Center. “When they told her she had to share a room with another woman, she said, ‘I’ve never in my life shared a room with another woman, and I’m not about to start.’ The powers that be at the center quickly cut her down to size. They made her spend the next night or two in the ‘swamp’—a room shared not by two but by four women. Finally, they agreed to let her room with just one woman.”


The boot-camp mentality of the Betty Ford Center did not exempt Taylor. Patients were barred from leaving the hospital grounds except under the direct supervision of a clinic-appointed chaperone. Use of telephones was prohibited during the first week of a patient’s stay; thereafter patients were permitted a maximum of ten minutes on the telephone each evening. Visitors were banned during the first five days and were then permitted for only four hours each Sunday. Attendance was required at all meals, at evening lectures (the center sponsored an extensive drug-and-alcohol-education program), as well as at group therapy sessions in which participants were expected to confess to their faults—and to any wrongs they had done to others while “under the influence.” For good reason, Elizabeth described her initial reaction to the regime as one of “dread and loathing.”


“They’d never had a celebrity before,” she subsequently informed an interviewer at Vanity Fair. “The counselors told me later, they didn’t know what to do with me, whether they should treat me like an ordinary patient or whether they should give me sort of special isolated treatment. They decided to lump me in with everyone else, which of course was the only way to do it.” (At the time of Elizabeth Taylor’s 1983 stay at Betty Ford, the center housed forty-five patients divided among three glass-and-mortar residential units. Patients in one unit were not allowed to fraternize with patients from another.)


Part of being lumped in with the others entailed participation in a daily regimen that began at 6:00 A.M. with a meditation walk and ended fifteen hours later with an evening meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. More demanding still had to be the requirement that all patients maintain and clean their own living quarters, including bathroom facilities, public rooms, and outdoor areas. Denied the servants that had always been such an integral part of her life as a major star, Elizabeth for once became her own maid, making her own bed, vacuuming her own room, washing her own laundry, carrying out her own garbage, sweeping and scrubbing, cleaning up sinks and hospital lounges.


At first, Elizabeth and her bunkmates accepted their fate with abject resignation. But within a few weeks of their projected five-week stay they began to register complaints about nearly everything, including the fact that their residential unit, North House, received but a single copy of the daily newspaper and by the time it reached them the paper would usually be crumpled beyond readability. Nor did they enjoy having to fill out forms; yet within their first week at “Camp Betty,” they filled out nothing but forms. There were additional hardships. They had been body-searched during their first day and finally had their mouthwash confiscated because it contained an alcohol base. Their aspirin had been taken away because Betty Ford personnel considered it a “mind-altering” medication.


Used to having things her own way, Elizabeth bridled at the endless list of DON’TS: no television except on weekends; no smoking indoors; no sunglasses or tinted lenses because patients were required to look straight into each other’s eyes when talking; no meals for a patient unless he or she took his or her turn waiting tables. Elizabeth, long an enemy of regimentation, did not care for the three-times-per-day meetings or the twice-a-day Truth Game sessions, in which participants recounted intimate and often embarrassing details concerning their private lives. She cared more for the farewell parties, at which those gathered had to make short speeches about what they thought of the departing guest. It was almost always complimentary, for each patient in turn would be exposed to the same procedure.


Another ritual Elizabeth eventually came to tolerate was the frequently held “chanting session,” for which a group of patients would gather, suddenly huddle, link arms, and chant, their voices vibrating with emotion: “No more drugs and no more booze, no more booze and no more drugs. . . .” In a daily journal the center required each patient to keep, Elizabeth described these exercises as a kind of group prayer meeting that helped her to sustain her resolve, at least for the moment.


Elizabeth’s journal detailed her first week of detoxification as one of “terrific withdrawals.” It continued: “Nobody here wants anything from anybody else except to share and help. It’s probably the first time since I was nine that nobody has wanted to exploit me. Now, the bad news. I feel like hell. I’m going through a withdrawal. My heart feels big and pounding. I can feel the blood rush through my body. I can almost see it, rushing like red water over the boulders in my pain-filled neck and shoulders, then through my ears and into my pounding head. My eyelids flutter. Oh God, I am so, so tired.”


Not until her second week could she admit to herself—and to the other patients—what she had become: “My name is Elizabeth Taylor. I am an alcoholic and a drug abuser.”


She later termed her confession, issued during a group therapy session, “the most difficult lines I’ve ever had to speak,” then offered the group a more detailed explanation: “For thirty-five years, I couldn’t go to sleep without at least two sleeping pills. I’m a genuine insomniac. And I’d always taken a lot of medication for pain. I’d had nineteen major operations, and drugs had become a crutch. I wouldn’t take them only when I was in pain. I was taking a lot of Percodan. I’d take Percodan and a couple of drinks before I would go out. I just felt I had to get stoned to get over my shyness. I needed oblivion, escape.”


Elizabeth Taylor’s mea culpa omitted far more than it contained. Her drug and alcohol problems were deeply rooted in a kaleidoscopic past filled with broken dreams and disillusionments, men and marriages, and a film career that had long before lost its luster. In the words of New York film critic Daphne Davis, Elizabeth had become “a relic of her own past, a throwback, a veritable dinosaur.” “No producer in Hollywood with a serious picture in mind will go near her,” reported William H. Stadiem, the screenwriter of one of Taylor’s latest major flops, the ill-fated Young Toscanini, produced in 1988 but never released in the United States.


The full truth regarding Elizabeth Taylor’s drug and alcohol addictions would emerge only in 1990 during a more than two-year investigation by John K. Van de Kamp, attorney general of the state of California, who examined the prescription and pharmaceutical practices of three of Taylor’s personal physicians. The attorney general’s inquiry stated that over a period of less than ten years, the actress had been given thousands of prescriptions for opiates, hypnotics, pain killers, tranquilizers, antidepressants, and stimulants in powder, pill, and injection form—“enough medication,” insisted one investigator in the attorney general’s office, “to fuel an army.”


The volume and variety of drugs and medications exceed commonly accepted standards of safety. According to the attorney general’s charges, the list of drugs and pharmaceuticals given to Elizabeth Taylor included the following: Ativan, Dalmane, Darvocet-N, Demerol, Dilaudid, Doriden, Empirin with codeine, Halcion, Hycodan, Lomotil, methadone, morphine sulfate, paregoric, Percocet, Percodan, Placidyl, Prelu-2, Ritalin, Seconal, Sublimaze, Tuinal, Tylenol with codeine, Valium, Xanax.


The details of Elizabeth Taylor’s medical history were often dismaying. There were those who surmised that she must be distributing the myriad medications either among friends or to gay men in Los Angeles who were suffering the pain of AIDS. Continuing its probe, the attorney general’s office learned that in 1982, within one seventeen-day stretch centered around a gala birthday bash for Elizabeth Taylor’s friend Michael Jackson, Taylor had been prescribed at least six hundred pills. In a period of less than a year, in 1981, she had been given more than three hundred individual prescriptions—nearly one a day—and often for as many as thirty pills per prescription.


Enjoying solid reputations among their peers, the three medical practitioners who eventually became involved in the saga of Elizabeth Taylor’s self-abuse and punishment, were Dr. William Skinner, director of the clinical dependency unit at Santa Monica Hospital; Dr. Michael Gottlieb, a leading immunologist generally credited for diagnosing America’s first case of AIDS; and Dr. Michael Roth, Elizabeth’s personal physician for more than ten years and a prominent California-based internist with a list of high-profile patients.


According to the attorney general, Dr. William Skinner had written out prescription after prescription for the actress and then insisted she sign herself into the Betty Ford Center to break the habit he had helped to encourage. As a means of increasing the overall effect of the various medications he administered to his patient, Skinner recommended she use compound syringes, a method considered dangerous among certain physicians. Members of the actress’s personal staff were often assigned to give their employer the injections.


The medical records reveal, according to the attorney general, that even after the decision had been made at St. John’s Hospital to send Elizabeth to the Betty Ford Center, she received an unusually high daily dosage of drugs, which included large doses of Demerol, Tuinal, Valium, and Tylenol #4.


The physician who prescribed the drugs in all these instances was Dr. Michael Roth, according to the attorney general.


Although Elizabeth Taylor became the first celebrity to enter the portals of the Betty Ford Center, two others followed directly in her wake: country-and-western singer Johnny Cash and actor Peter Lawford. Lawford, a close friend of Elizabeth’s since their childhood days together at M-G-M, checked into the facility on December 12, a week after Taylor.


Patricia Seaton, niece of the late Hollywood producer George Seaton (Miracle on 34th Street) and Lawford’s last wife, had watched the television news with Peter the day after Elizabeth’s admission to the Betty Ford Center. The announcement of Elizabeth Taylor’s internment at the center gave Patricia Seaton a flash of inspiration. “I decided then and there,” she said, “that if this place could help Elizabeth, it could also help Peter, whose addictions, if anything, were even more acute than hers.


“We flew from Los Angeles to Palm Springs, California, the nearest airport to the center. Peter drank twenty of those miniature bottles of vodka they serve aboard airplanes. By the time we landed, he was sloshed, and when the white station wagon with the words BETTY FORD CENTER embossed on its side pulled up on the tarmac, Peter thought the car belonged to the former First Lady. ‘Are we going to visit her?’ he asked. ‘I’ve always liked Betty.’


“I imagine each patient who enters a detox center must undergo a similar shock of discovery—like, ‘This is it. I’ve sunk as far as I can in life. This is the bottom of the well.’ And the initial reaction is invariably one of anger and resentment. ‘Look at what they’ve done to me. They’ve stuck me out here like a jackrabbit in the middle of nowhere to dry out in the desert with the cactuses and coyotes.’


“I’m certain Elizabeth Taylor felt the same as Peter. They were both terrible patients. As soon as I returned home to Los Angeles, I learned Peter had made an attempt to escape into the desert to find a liquor store.


“While still at Betty Ford, he managed to contact a drug dealer who regularly supplied him with whatever he needed. The dealer leased a helicopter and landed near the center. Peter would sneak off, meet his contact behind the center in the desert, do a few lines of cocaine, then sneak back into the facility. He would charge the drugs on his American Express card.”


On one of Lawford’s first days at Betty Ford, he spied Elizabeth Taylor in an exercise group scattered about the outdoor swimming pool. Racing to her side, Lawford was intercepted by a pair of well-muscled hospital attendants who dutifully informed him of the center’s restrictions against fraternization.


“But I’ve known this girl my entire life,” Lawford protested.


Unimpressed, the hospital workers hauled him away.


Lawford and Taylor shared an aversion to almost every chore they were asked to perform at the Betty Ford Center. “The only activity Peter performed with any relish at all was vacuum cleaning,” noted Patricia Seaton. “He’d never operated a vacuum cleaner before, and the appliance intrigued him. He would vacuum for hours, even after he left the hospital and returned home. But while at Betty Ford, he refused to do anything else. When he learned Elizabeth wouldn’t do the swimming-pool exercises required of all patients, he, too, began to balk. “If she doesn’t do them, I don’t do them,” Lawford told his instructor. “She’s only a Hollywood actress, but I’m the former brother-in-law of President John F. Kennedy.” (Lawford’s marriage to Patrica Kennedy ended in divorce in 1966.)


“Whenever I visited Peter at Betty Ford,” reported Patricia Seaton, “he would hand me a shopping list—or read it to me over the telephone before I arrived. He’d say, ‘Liz wants you to stop at the Rexall Drug Store in Palm Springs. She wants pancake makeup and deep olive eyeliner by Max Factor and two cartons of Salem.’


“‘Deep olive eyeliner—that can’t be right,’ I said. ‘That’s not her color. It’s too dark for her.’


“So when I reached Rexall I found a telephone booth and called Elizabeth at Betty Ford, and she confirmed the color. In fact, she loves to look the vamp. She has abysmal taste.


“Victor Luna, the Mexican lawyer whom Elizabeth was dating at this stage, used to visit her at the center the same days I visited Peter. So, Victor and I soon became friends. He struck me as a perfect gentleman. He never uttered a negative word about Elizabeth, though he, too, must have wondered about all that dark eye makeup. I think he had the feeling, though he never admitted it, that for all the drug counselors, medics, and psychiatrists, nobody really got cured at the center. You can’t reverse a lifetime of self-abuse with a few weeks of group therapy and a lot of hand-holding.”


Several weeks after the admission of Elizabeth Taylor and Peter Lawford to the Betty Ford Center, Patricia Seaton participated in a bizarre scheme to sneak an acquaintance of hers, British journalist Tony Brenna, into the center. Brenna wanted to write a story on the two stars for the National Enquirer.


“The Enquirer paid Peter Lawford $4,000 or so to sneak me in there,” recalled Brenna. “Peter told everybody, including Elizabeth, that he and I were cousins. He needed the money, but he also wanted to dispel tabloid rumors that a romance between them had sprung up at Betty Ford.”


“Peter didn’t really care about the rumors, but he knew that the stories about the two of them annoyed Liz because of her involvement at the time with Victor Luna.


“The main purpose of this assignment had to do with convincing Elizabeth Taylor to talk. So Peter brought me around to see her. In addition, we had posted our photographers in the desert, about half a mile away, armed with high-powered telephoto lenses trained on me while I spoke to Taylor. We needed proof of a meeting in the event she tried to deny it. In truth, I found her very obliging. We had met once before when she and Richard Burton married for a second time, and during that encounter there had been an angry exchange between us. Fortunately, she had no recollection of ever meeting me.


“What Elizabeth had to do at the center was surrender all pretensions of being a big star, all pretensions of being a celebrity, as much as she bloody hated doing it. At Betty Ford, Taylor had her daily assignments to do, just like any other person there, and they included toiling over kitchen sinks piled high with dirty dishes. She stuck to the program for a while but finally lost interest and gave up. Had she persevered, she might well have beaten drugs and alcohol her first time around.”


Amy Porter, a bookkeeper from Spokane, Washington, visited her sister at Betty Ford during the period of Elizabeth’s stay and derived an impression of the actress as a “still glamorous but slowly fading superstar.”


“My sister had an acute drug problem and had been designated a room only a few doors down the corridor from Elizabeth Taylor,” remarked Porter. “The problem with Elizabeth was her apparent moodiness. One never knew what to expect from her. Some mornings, according to my sister, she would greet everyone with a broad, toothy smile and a lot of friendly chatter; you would see her again in the afternoon, and she would pretend she didn’t know you. You never knew which Elizabeth Taylor to expect, the gushy, friendly one or the ice princess.”


“In addition, Elizabeth didn’t look so well at the time. She still had the luminous violet eyes, but otherwise she appeared a bit pudgy and worn. The sight of her as an aging, overweight star reminded me of that famous joke Joan Rivers liked to tell: ‘Elizabeth Taylor used to be the one woman in America every other woman wanted to look like, and now we all do.’”


Elizabeth Taylor’s days at Betty Ford ended as abruptly and unceremoniously as they began. Her doctors wanted her to stay for an additional week, particularly Dr. William Skinner, who felt Elizabeth needed more time to detoxify.


According to journalist George Carpozi Jr., “Liz started screaming at Dr. Skinner. She told the doctor she held him to blame for the fact that she’d become dependent on so many pills. She added she had no intention of staying any longer at the center than the five weeks she had already been there.”


The late Roger Wall, Elizabeth’s longtime personal assistant, recalled that a few months after Elizabeth left the center, she threw a lavish party at her home in Bel Air, California, to which she invited all her friends and acquaintances from Betty Ford. She served everything but alcohol.


“She took her recovery very seriously at first,” said Wall. “She went on a crash diet and lost twenty-four pounds. She had some plastic surgery. She held Alcoholics Anonymous meetings at her home and regularly attended meetings at other members’ homes. Then, suddenly, something went wrong.”


By late 1984, less than a year after her stay at Betty Ford, Elizabeth Taylor resumed not only her drinking habit but also her daily regimen of pill and drug abuse. As documented by the California attorney general’s office, Elizabeth’s medical records revealed that as early as October 1984 she had begun consulting with Dr. Skinner again, and he had prescribed large quantities of drugs such as Tylenol #4, Percodan, Hycodan, Demerol, Dilaudid, Prelu-2, morphine sulfate, Halcion, and codeine—often up to sixteen capsules or tablets of each per day.


“I don’t know why she suffered a relapse,” said Patricia Seaton. “I suspect it had more to do with her essentially unhappy and lonely life, coupled with the genuine pain she felt from her various surgeries, than with any real lack of willpower on her part.


“Generally speaking, it was a difficult time for Elizabeth, and those who knew her felt powerless in the face of so much emotional and physical pain. Elizabeth’s physicians probably reacted the same way. Given Elizabeth Taylor’s superannuated position in the world, when she told you she felt pain, you did what you could to help.”




Chapter 2
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Elizabeth Taylor always possessed a gift for survival and a flair for the dramatic. In her own Elizabeth Taylor: An Informal Memoir the actress presents a brief 1963 version of her formative years—she announces with some degree of mirth that her “earliest memory is of pain.” The memory in question can be traced to Heathwood, the Hampstead home in London, where, at 2:00 A.M. on February 27, 1932, with Dr. Charles Huggenheim in attendance, Elizabeth Rosemond Taylor was born. In her English home, she writes, she had been crawling about in diapers when she inched near an electrical coil and placed her hand on it. The future actress badly seared a finger in the process. The harsh memory is soon followed by another—Elizabeth’s first encounter with death, of which in the same book she notes: “I remember too—I must have been tiny—the sick feeling of seeing the dead body of a little bird that had just been born. It was near some steps—just pink skin and no feathers.”


These dark observations are followed closely by Elizabeth’s earnest announcement that she “had the most idyllic childhood in England.”


In truth, events seemed to go wrong from the start for the family. Sara Taylor, Elizabeth’s mother, would pen a 1954 article for Ladies’ Home Journal describing her initial reaction to her newborn eight-and-a-half-pound infant daughter:


“As the precious bundle was placed in my arms, my heart stood still. There inside the cashmere shawl was the funniest-looking little baby I had ever seen! Her hair was long and black. Her ears were covered with thick black fuzz, and inlaid into the sides of her head; her nose looked like a tilt-tipped button, and her tiny face so tightly closed it looked as if it would never unfold.”


The odd physical appearance of the infant confounded doctors and alarmed her mother. In addition to other shortcomings, Elizabeth did little but gurgle and sputter during her first year of life. “It looked for a while as if she needed dentures,” writes Sara, convinced her daughter’s baby teeth would never appear.


“Sara had performed on the stage as a young woman and had always been overly dramatic, forever inventing lives for the members of her family, especially for Elizabeth, through whom Sara lived vicariously once her daughter became a Hollywood star.”


Sara Viola Warmbrodt was born on August 21, 1896. A slim, petite brunette with a pretty face and an engaging manner, whom friends described as “highly ambitious, smart, aggressive as hell, even tough,” she left her mill-town birthplace, Arkansas City, Kansas, when her father, a German-trained engineer, received a job offer to manage a laundry in Cherokee, Oklahoma. There, in the small midwestern city, she met a native of Springfield, Illinois, Francis Taylor, whose father (a Presbyterian of Scottish and English ancestry) operated the local general store. At first, Sara’s father opposed the friendship because Francis, while intelligent and ambitious, was more than a year younger than Sara and a year behind her in school. (He was born on December 18, 1897.)


Nona Smith, a female classmate of Francis’s in Cherokee, remembered him as “very handsome . . . and all the girls thought him marvelous, but he seemed not to notice. We were all really just youngsters, but he was the first boy I was ever aware of. I could have eaten him like ice cream on a stick.”


Smith noted that when Francis turned nineteen, “his wealthy uncle arrived from the East Coast to take him back to New York, where he was buying and selling art.” The uncle, S. Howard Young, had married Francis’s aunt Mabel Rosemond (the inspiration for Elizabeth’s middle name) in St. Louis, where he had transformed a small family photography business into a lucrative art dealership with galleries in New York and London. Without children of his own, Young regarded Francis Taylor almost as a son. He wanted young Francis to join him in the art-gallery enterprise as eventual general manager of the London branch. Francis spent four years learning the trade before returning briefly to Cherokee and Arkansas City.


Meanwhile, Sara had departed the Midwest and embarked on her own career. With the encouragement of her mother, Elizabeth, who played both violin and piano and who had inspired her creative endeavors (and who would be paid homage to in her granddaughter’s christened name), Sara decided to pursue an acting career. Adopting the stage name Sara Sothern, she made her acting debut with Edward Everett Horton’s stock company in Los Angeles, playing the role of Mary Margaret, a poor crippled girl who is miraculously healed in the final act of The Fool, a four-act drama by Channing Pollock. The play moved to New York in October 1922 and opened on Broadway to capacity audiences. Two years later, it moved to London, and Sara moved with it. Although Sara Sothern boasted of her role for years to come, she had such a minor part that her name in the cast of characters rarely appeared in print. Even though the play succeeded both financially and critically, Sara failed to gain the kind of notice that might have helped her launch an enduring acting career.


She also failed on another account. At some point during the early Los Angeles run of the play, she had been offered a screen test with M-G-M. The test gained her no more recognition than her performance in The Fool, and by early 1925 she was back in New York wondering what to do with herself. She had been offered a minor role in The Little Spitfire, a Broadway play which closed shortly after it opened. Thus, at nearly thirty, she had all but given up hope for a successful stage career. She appeared distraught and depressed the night she and a girlfriend went to Manhattan’s El Morocco nightclub. It was there she encountered her old acquaintance Francis Taylor and his uncle Howard. Within a year, she and Francis were husband and wife.
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“Francis Taylor appealed to Sara for two reasons,” observed Thelma Cazalet-Keir. “In the first place, he was extremely presentable—tall, lean, bespectacled. He had dark hair, bright blue eyes, wore the finest English three-piece tailored suits. He looked the part of the English gentleman, and he played it—he appeared debonair, sophisticated, and confident, an Oxford don type.


“In addition, his uncle Howard, although at times insufferably obnoxious, happened to be extremely affluent. He continually talked about expanding the number of art galleries he already controlled and forever discussed investing in certain world-class artists. He owned homes all over the United States [including New York; Westport, Connecticut; Star Island, Florida; and the resort town of Minocqua, Wisconsin] and was obviously well connected. One of his great pals [from his early years] was Dwight David Eisenhower. Sara had a keen eye for such detail.”


Howard Young condoned the union only after Sara reassured him she no longer sought an acting career for herself. His wedding present for the newlyweds was a European honeymoon and a new position for Francis as his European purchasing representative. For the next three years, the Taylors traveled the Old World art circuit. The couple visited galleries and museums and dropped in on private collectors in London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest.


Kurt Stempler, a German author of note and a collector of German expressionist art, met the couple in Berlin. “They struck me at once as ill-suited for one another,” began Stempler. “Although their backgrounds were similar, their temperaments were not. Sara came across as loud, brash and pushy, whereas Francis seemed quiet and introverted. At the same time, they made a handsome couple and exuded a kind of naïve American charm.


“Their differences were far more telling than their similarities. At a certain point in our friendship, it became clear they were having sexual difficulties. One evening I accompanied Francis Taylor to dinner, and it was on this occasion he confessed he had homosexual leanings and often acted on those tendencies. He even used the word ‘front’ to describe his marriage. Francis said he liked Sara, even loved her, but he admitted they were physically incompatible.


“‘We’ve been married only a few years, and I would have to say we’ve had sexual relations at most once every two to three months,’ he admitted. Francis then confessed he had been on intimate terms with three or four men since his marriage. In time, he and I had an affair, and although it was short-lived, we remained on friendly terms. I later visited the couple in London, and it surprised me to learn Sara Taylor had become pregnant and that they had decided to start a family.”


Despite a spate of personal problems, Francis proved adept at his chosen field. He made a series of excellent deals in Europe; he acquired well-recognized but inexpensive works of art and shipped them to Uncle Howard, who resold them at exorbitant prices to a clientele in the United States. In 1929, Howard Young asked his nephew to assume the management of his London art gallery at 35 Old Bond Street, in the center of the English art market.


With money advanced by Young, the Taylors purchased Heathwood, their “dream house” (as Sara described it in a letter to her father), a spacious 1926 red-brick villa at 8 Wildwood Road, Hampstead. Perched atop a hill, graced with multitiered rose gardens in the front yard and informal colorful beds of tulips, violets, and snapdragons to the rear, the house stood opposite Hampstead Heath, a dark, wooded area of roughly four square miles spotted and dotted with parklands, playing fields, and bridle paths. Heathwood was the perfect fairy-tale setting for a family on the rise.


Consisting of six bedrooms, three baths, a living room, a sitting room, a large kitchen, and living quarters for a family of servants, the residence eventually became known as “the Elizabeth Taylor House.” Elizabeth’s brother, imbued with his father’s striking good looks and named after his wealthy great-uncle, arrived some two years before his sister. His birth in late 1929 was less traumatic for Sara than Elizabeth’s. Apparently, the physical strain of childbirth led one physician to warn Sara against the danger of having another child after the birth of her son. She wanted a daughter, however, and as a result persuaded her husband to try their luck again. With Elizabeth’s birth, Sara’s wish was granted.


Being the child of American parents residing in England at the time of her birth, Elizabeth enjoyed the advantage of dual citizenship, appropriate insofar as her early upbringing represented a solid combination of both her American and British backgrounds. Ernest Lowy, a Viennese art dealer and friend of the family who was also living in London in the mid-1930s, considered Francis Taylor “an Anglophile, and while Sara, too, tried to play up her Anglophilia, she came off as distinctly American. Basically, she seemed a social climber, very eager to rub shoulders with the British elite. She even affected a British accent so as to appear more polished.


“Although there were two children, Sara and Francis’s marriage didn’t strike me as a particularly happy one. The couple argued a great deal. Francis Taylor had a drinking problem. He drank too much, and his alcoholism became a major source of contention between husband and wife.


“As for Elizabeth, she was a late bloomer; she was still crawling at fifteen months when her parents brought her to Florida to visit Howard Young. Finally, the child began to toddle around, and it was as if a gust of fresh air had blown into the Taylor household. From the outset, the tot seemed very independent; she was always going off by herself into some far corner of the house or garden. I remember her at age two—she had a large head and a plump body. She already had those deep, dark blue-violet eyes framed by the thickest, darkest, and longest eyelashes I had ever seen. She had ringlets of brunette hair which drooped over her eyes, and it made her look far older than her years. Even in infancy, Elizabeth had a noticeably older visage.


“Physically speaking, Elizabeth had only one major difficulty. She suffered from hypertrichosis, a glandular condition which can cause a heavy growth of body hair. Her arms, shoulders, and back were covered with a thick downy pelt. The infant looked like a little monkey. Although doctors assured her mother the condition would correct itself, it continued to plague Elizabeth for years.”


Lady Diana Cooper, the late British society doyenne, met Francis and Sara Taylor on several social occasions in London and, like everybody else, “felt the tension between them. Sara Taylor hoped to mix and mingle exclusively with the British upper class, whereas Francis preferred the local artists and bohemians, the likes of Laura Knight and Augustus John. Francis Taylor actually discovered Augustus John for an American audience.


“The story goes as follows: Francis was visiting Augustus John’s Chelsea studio one day and saw in a waste bin a number of portraits and landscapes the artist had simply tossed away. Francis looked them over, found them to his liking, and asked if he might purchase them.


“‘They’re not for sale,’ replied the painter. ‘They’re not any good.’


“‘Then may I take them?’ asked Taylor.


“‘With my blessings!’ replied the artist.


“Francis Taylor retrieved the canvases and gave them to Howard Young, who promptly found a market for them in the States. Thereafter, Francis Taylor and Howard Young became Augustus John’s exclusive American representatives.”*


Victor Cazalet and Francis Taylor grew so fond of one another that Victor soon began accompanying the Taylors on family outings around England. Well-to-do and without a wife or child of his own, Victor often gave the family expensive presents, including a shiny new red Buick for Francis in 1935. He played the role of devoted godfather to Elizabeth, and when she turned five, he presented her with Betty, a New Forest pony from which she fell on her first ride. Later, she learned to ride under the tutelage of Victor’s brother Peter Cazalet, a racehorse trainer for the royal family.


Victor’s influence on Sara Taylor was spiritual in nature. A devout Christian Scientist, he patiently introduced her to the teachings of the faith and frequently took her along to weekly meetings of a local group he had helped to organize and for which he acted as a lay preacher. Sara became an overnight convert and made frequent generous donations to the group’s leaders.


One example of Cazalet’s influence as a spiritual champion can perhaps be seen in his behavior toward a sickly three-year-old Elizabeth. Infected abscesses in both of her ear canals had to be repeatedly lanced, a procedure that proved so painful that the child had to sleep while sitting up for fear of placing too much weight on one side of the head or the other. Sara Taylor, cognizant of her daughter’s suffering, spent weeks sitting by Elizabeth’s bedside. As Mrs. Taylor recalled, Elizabeth had implored her to get some rest and finally told her: “Mother, please call Victor and ask him to come and sit with me.” Cazalet drove ninety miles that night through a dense fog to reach the Taylor’s home.


Sara later wrote: “Victor sat on the bed and held Elizabeth in his arms and talked to her about God. Her great dark eyes searched his face; she absorbed every word and nodded her head in full agreement with him. A wonderful sense of peace filled the room. I laid down my head on the side of the bed and went to sleep for the first time in three weeks. When I awakened, Elizabeth was fast asleep. Her fever had broken.”


Although no doubt largely colored by Sara’s overactive imagination, the anecdote underlines the degree to which the Taylor family became dependent on Victor Cazalet and the rest of his family. Cazalet had innumerable acquaintances among the elite in British society and gave frequent parties at which the Taylors could fraternize with such celebrated figures as Winston Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, and fellow Brit Henry “Chips” Channon III.


“Everybody who was anybody attended Victor Cazalet’s parties,” remarked Diana Cooper, “which is not to say that Teenie was necessarily greatly admired. He just happened to know interesting people and liked to throw parties. Victor was a dandy, a London clubman.


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


“Even as a youngster, Elizabeth never did anything halfway. She rode her wooden rocking horse so furiously that it finally gave out. She would never make one crayon drawing, but a dozen at a time. Being characteristically stubborn and insistent upon doing exactly what she wanted, Elizabeth came across as intense and motivated, intelligent and highly verbal.”


Victor Cazalet’s affinity for young Elizabeth was beneficial to the Taylor family in general. A few months after her ear infection, he took the child to watch King George V’s silver jubilee parade through the streets of London. He next arranged for the Taylors to visit 11 Downing Street, then the official residence of Neville Chamberlain, chancellor of the exchequer. It was “Auntie Mollie,” Maud Cazalet, Victor’s mother, who asked Elizabeth to take a gift in her behalf to Buckingham Palace on the occasion of Queen Mary’s sixty-ninth birthday. Likewise, Maud saw to it that the Taylors, including Elizabeth, attended Royal Ascot, horse racing’s premier event, at which top hats and tails were de rigueur for the gentlemen, while ladies donned their most elegant dresses. For the occasion, Elizabeth and her mother wore matching blue lace originals by Mainbocher, the U.S. fashion designer.


“Elizabeth loved all the pomp and circumstance as much as her mother did,” emphasized Thelma Cazalet-Keir. “Frankly, it was not the mother’s idea, but the child at age four who insisted upon attending the noted Vacani Dance School, located on the top three floors of a building on Brompton Road near Harrods. Elizabeth wanted to join because she had heard the two little princesses—Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, later Queen Elizabeth and Princess Margaret—were students at the same school.”


Betty Vacani, whose mother, Pauline, cofounded the school, recalled Elizabeth as a four-year-old and years later remembered the young student when she emerged as a movie star. Elizabeth, too, spoke afterward about her experience at the Vacani Dance School, but as Miss Vaccani described, “Unfortunately, either Elizabeth had a faulty memory or M-G-M and her mother purposely constructed a totally false picture of Vacani. The story as Elizabeth and her mother had presented it suggested that she had taken classes with members of the royal family. In truth, we had two generations of royal family members, including Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, but none of the royals ever attended the school; rather, we sent our instructors to them. Elizabeth Taylor took dance at Vacani with ten to twenty other students per class. The children signed on for ten sessions at a time, paying roughly one pound per session [which was extravagant by the standards of the day].


“Elizabeth had no contact whatsoever with the royal family, at least not at the Vacani Dance School, nor did she ever actually study ballet there. Ballet wasn’t taught to our four-year-olds. The children’s classes, which were held once a week, included exercise, elementary dance routines, some tap, polka, and social dance steps, such as the waltz. The informal name for the class was Hop, Skip and Polka.”


In her 1963 memoir, Elizabeth Taylor describes a 1936 benefit dance recital performed by Vacani students at London’s Hippodrome. The performance, she writes, was attended by the duchess of York (the future Queen Elizabeth, the late queen mother), “who brought her daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose.” She continues: “It was a marvelous feeling on that stage—the isolation, the hugeness, the feeling of space and no end to space, the lights, the music—and then the applause bringing you back into focus, the noise rattling against your face.” Strangely enough, it was her sole appearance onstage until her poetry reading in New York with Richard Burton in 1964.


“Elizabeth had her share of problems,” noted Olivia Raye-Williams. “She would be brought to her lessons by Gladys Culverson, her nanny, only to stand off to the side of the class with her face buried in the folds of her nanny’s uniform. She was shy at first, but she also wanted more than anything to participate.


“For Christmas, she convinced her mother to make ballet costumes for herself and another girl in the same dance class. Elizabeth seemed to be highly motivated. Sadly, she lacked the consummate skill and overall form of a ballerina.”


Jane Lynch, also a student at Vacani and a Hampstead neighbor of the Taylors, insisted that Elizabeth “had always been ultracompetitive no matter what the endeavor. One reason may have been Elizabeth’s size. She wasn’t skinny, but she always seemed shorter than other girls her own age. She perpetually needed to prove herself. Maybe because her parents were Americans in Britain and Elizabeth felt herself on the outside looking in?


“She would try anything. For instance, her brother, Howard, had been given a pair of boxing gloves for his seventh birthday. Elizabeth insisted upon having a pair as well so she could take him on. She threw punches from every direction and with every ounce of strength she could muster. She became enraged when she missed, but on one occasion she managed to bloody her brother’s nose.”


In 1936, Victor Cazalet purchased a vast estate near Cranbrooke, in Kent, consisting of a manor house called Great Swifts, several guest cottages, and a gamekeeper’s lodge which had become dilapidated for lack of use. Cazalet offered the lodge to the Taylors as a holiday and weekend retreat.


Francis Taylor accepted Cazalet’s latest gift and set to work painting, restoring, and refurbishing the tiny four-room house. He planted elm, linden, and fruit trees, cultivated gardens of herbaceous flowers, and reseeded a lawn that had grown brown and bare. He haunted the local auction houses in search of antique furniture. Among the items he acquired were brass beds and a captain’s table that seated twenty. He installed plumbing and electricity (the original house contained neither), turned a stone fireplace into a barbecue pit, and transformed an old coal cellar into a wood-paneled den, at one end of which he built a bar with seats fashioned from used wooden beer kegs. With Victor Cazalet’s more stately mansion in mind, Sara Taylor dubbed their new hideaway Little Swallows.


Charles R. Stephens, an English journalist and art critic, visited Great Swifts soon after Francis Taylor had completed rebuilding Little Swallows. “Conversation over drinks,” said Stephens, “centered around the abdication of King Edward VIII at the time he married the ubiquitous Wallis Warfield Simpson. That was the big news story out of Great Britain for much of 1936–1937. What struck me most, however, was the apparent closeness between Victor Cazalet and Francis Taylor. One of them would begin a sentence, and the other would deem to complete it. There were other little signs as well indicative of the intimate nature of their friendship. It became clear the two men were lovers.


“I next spotted Victor Cazalet and Francis Taylor together—they seemed to be inseparable—at a Covent Garden Mozart festival. Once again they were recklessly overt about their mutual affection. Others must have noticed as well, but in those days and within those vaunted circles nobody dared mention such arrangements. But it all made perfect sense—why else would Victor Cazalet have given Elizabeth Taylor’s father the little house on his property? It provided the opportunity and excuse to be together.”


A more direct witness to the Cazalet–Taylor “arrangement” was Allen T. Klots, a young Yale-educated, American-born book editor who was visiting England. “Now and again I spent weekends as a houseguest at Great Swifts,” recalled Klots. “The toings and froings were unforgettable in that house. Victor and Francis were sloshed much of the time and spent long hours quietly ensconced in Victor’s bedroom, occasionally emerging in the buff and racing to the pantry for a refill of scotch or gin. I had no inkling what, if anything, Sara Taylor thought about all this. She frequently appeared unannounced at the house and was often accompanied by her two small children. It appeared she, too, might have had a crush on Cazalet.


“I remember distinctly her once telling Sir Anthony Eden, also a weekend guest at Great Swifts, how ideally suited she felt Victor would be as the next British prime minister. The following morning, Sir Anthony, no doubt still in a state of shock, took a ride on Betty, Elizabeth’s little mare, and promptly slid off into a large mud puddle.


“In subsequent weeks I accompanied Victor and Francis on a trip to Paris, where we joined up with Howard Young. Young, a hulking, raucous, boorish man, made constant references in public to his nephew’s homosexuality. He suggested if Francis continued to be seen with Victor Cazalet, the Howard Young gallery in London would surely go under.


“Francis took little heed. He and Victor were hardly inconspicuous—drinking together, singing, holding hands, passing notes, whispering, giggling, exchanging long looks and private jokes—at such fashionable Paris nightspots as Monseigneur, L’Elephant Blanc, and Scheherazade. Both men had trouble holding their firewater, and when they drank, they were capable of almost anything. Victor Cazalet struck me as an extrovert whether inebriated or not, whereas Francis Taylor required the stimulation of alcohol to help him break out of his shell.”


New York society photographer Jerome Zerbe dropped in on the Taylor household while touring London in early 1937: “I arrived at their Hampstead home and immediately found myself in a handsome oak-paneled sitting room sipping black currant tea with Sara Taylor and her two young children. She explained that Francis had been delayed by virtue of an unexpected business meeting with several clients at his uncle’s art gallery. We sat there, making small talk for maybe an hour, when her husband finally came stumbling in, evidently drunk and in a vicious mood. As with many mild-mannered men, Francis apparently did a complete about-face whenever he had too much to drink.


“The incident that I happened to witness proved this point to a tee. At a certain moment, the children’s nanny entered the sitting room and informed their father that neither Howard nor Elizabeth had tidied up their bedrooms that afternoon. Their clothes and toys were strewn across the floor and every piece of furniture.


“In a voice and tone befitting an army drill sergeant, Francis Taylor ordered Elizabeth to straighten up her bedroom posthaste. The poor child apparently didn’t move quickly enough, because without another word her father drew back his hand and delivered a resounding slap to the side of her face. He then went after her brother, grabbing the youngster by the arm, dragging him out of the room, and locking him in a broom closet located at the bottom of a stairwell. He left him there for hours. It was a frightening exhibition of parental brutality.”


At the age of five and a half, Elizabeth Taylor entered Byron House, a now-defunct coeducational kindergarten and prep school in High-gate, some twenty minutes by automobile from Heathwood. Her brother, Howard, attended the same institution. The part-time family chauffeur, a Welshman named Culver, drove the children to school in the family Buick every morning and then retrieved them at the end of the day.


Deborah Zygot, a Byron House classmate of Elizabeth’s, thought she looked “like a tiny porcelain figurine with perfect facial features and alabaster skin. She was the tiniest child in a kindergarten class of fifteen, but she was by far the cutest. Her favorite subject in school had to be nature. She loved animals and kept a menagerie of pets at home—dogs, cats, hamsters, rabbits, white mice, guinea pigs. School itself appealed somewhat less to Elizabeth. Byron House was posh, selective, snobbish, and strict. The requisite school uniform for girls consisted of a fern-green cotton smock and matching kneesocks. Elizabeth loathed the uniform, or rather the idea of having to dress the same as every other girl in school.


“Her brother, Howard, likewise detested the school uniform, which for boys combined a single-breasted burgundy blazer and gray flannel slacks or shorts, depending on the season. He and Elizabeth were both rather rebellious at this stage. Howard had his share of fistfights with fellow students. He once blackened another boy’s eye because the foolish fellow lifted one of Elizabeth’s schoolbooks and refused to return it. Howard passed the next two days in the headmaster’s office, but Elizabeth redeemed her book—together with a profound apology from the boy who took it.”


In the late winter of 1937 word arrive that Sara Taylor’s mother had suffered a crippling stroke. The Taylors journeyed to Arkansas City, where Sara’s parents had returned to live, and spent three months nursing the ill woman. Elizabeth and Howard attended the town’s local elementary school. John Taylor, Francis’s older brother, considered it a “dim period” during which time “Elizabeth and Howard became the butt of ongoing ribbing among classmates unaccustomed to their pronounced English accents and mannerisms. Francis and Sara spoke constantly of the virtues of life in Britain. They were convinced all Americans were heathens and that President Franklin D. Roosevelt was the greatest disaster that had ever befallen the country.”


The family returned to London in time to view the coronation of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, followed by a week of parties, capped by the Queen’s Ball at Buckingham Palace. Although Francis and Sara attended a party at the American embassy, then located at Grosvenor Square, not even their highly valued ties to the Cazalets afforded them entrée to the climactic Buckingham Palace function.


“Sara Taylor took the offense not simply as a rejection but more as a personal affront,” said Thelma Cazalet-Keir, who tried but failed to get the Taylors a proper invitation. “Her entire view of the British began to shift. She wasn’t alone in her bitterness. After all, everyone with even the vaguest pretense of social accomplishment wanted to be invited to the Queen’s Ball, and when the London Times ran the twenty-five-hundred-name guest list on its society pages, those excluded from it were further mortified.”


Sara Taylor’s change of heart about Great Britain and that nation’s “insidious class system,” as she referred to it, roughly coincided with the growing Nazi war scare in England in the following few years, the issuance of gas masks, the digging of trenches around Hyde Park, and the institution of a modernized citywide air-raid warning system. The American embassy in London had begun sending out alarming letters to all U.S. citizens residing in Great Britain, cautioning them of the strong possibility of war and telling them to pack up and return to their homeland. Instead of a letter, Francis Taylor received a personal telephone call from the office of Joseph P. Kennedy, the American ambassador to the Court of Saint James’s. Kennedy spoke of the urgent political situation and encouraged Taylor to immediately send back to America his wife and children, to shut down the art gallery, then to follow his family on the next available boat.


Francis hired the international transport and storage firm of Pitt & Scott to crate and ship to the United States the gallery’s large inventory of paintings. The final destination of the artwork was the aging Château Elysée Hotel, Hollywood, California, site of Howard Young’s most recent art gallery. Francis had already agreed to assume the management of the new gallery, a decision prompted in part by his father-in-law’s recent acquisition of a chicken farm in nearby Pasadena.


On April 3, 1939, just weeks after Adolf Hitler’s takeover of Czechoslovakia, Sara Taylor, the two children, and their nanny, Gladys, traveled by train from Victoria Station in London to Southampton, where they boarded the liner Manhattan. Filled to capacity, mostly with German and Austrian Jews fleeing the murderous rising tide of Nazism, the boat made the Atlantic crossing in eight days.


Midway through the voyage a minor event occurred which may well have played a major role in Elizabeth Taylor’s later decision to pursue an acting career. As part of the daily program of shipboard activities, a newly released Hollywood film, The Little Princess, starring Shirley Temple, had been scheduled to be shown. Seven-year-old Elizabeth attended the screening with her mother and brother. Having viewed few movies while growing up in London, Elizabeth sat in her seat without moving a muscle and without averting her gaze from the screen. She claimed in later years that she had been mesmerized by the force and power of the picture of the curly-haired child as the image flickered in tiny streams of fragmented light from movie projector to the vast backdrop of the white screen. When the houselights came on at film’s end, Elizabeth turned to her mother and proclaimed her admiration for Shirley Temple. Then, in a tiny whisper, almost by way of an afterthought, she voiced the sentiment that one day she, too, might like to be a performer. “I don’t want to be a movie star,” she said. “I want to become an actress.”


*By coincidence, Augustus John had owned Heathwood prior to the Taylors and had left several of his paintings hanging on the walls when the house was sold.




Chapter 3


[image: image]


As more than one historian has noted, America’s gradual involvement in the European military effort during World War II had a noticeable effect on the social patterns of Hollywood’s hyperactive gentry. Premieres, tent parties, and studio galas, once held to promote motion pictures, were now given under the guise of fund-raisers and bond drives. Hollywood’s fashionable restaurants and nightspots—the Trocadero, Mocambo, Ciro’s, Romanoff’s, Players’—were all doing a glowing business. Even in the high-priced specialty shops along Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, sales had increased. One reason for the sudden upsurge was the arrival in Los Angeles of a new contingent, an international assemblage of social climbers, publicity seekers, heiresses, socialites, dethroned royalty, and ordinary, old-fashioned aristocrats whose permanent vacations abroad had been disrupted by the war.


The onslaught of adventures gave Hollywood’s languishing social scene a much-needed boost. Formal wear came back into style, jewelry was removed from safe-deposit boxes, and expensive fur coats were brought out of storage, even when the climate frequently proved too temperate for them. William Randolph Hearst set the social risorgimento in motion. His fetes at San Simeon and at Marion Davies’s Santa Monica beach house were more than grand. Mammoth circus tents were raised over sweeping lawns and gardens. Swimming pools were boarded over to serve as dance floors. Orchestras were flown in from Havana and New York. Fireworks showered the skies. Parties were attended by casts of thousands.


Others followed Hearst’s example. Darryl F. Zanuck threw a majestic beach bash for silver-mining heiress Dolly O’Brien; Louis B. Mayer gave a glittering reception for the earl of Warwick; Samuel and Frances Goldwyn hosted a giant lawn party for British statesman Leslie Hore-Belisha; King and Elizabeth Vidor gave a Romanov costume ball for Grand Duchess Marie of Russia; Elsa Maxwell threw a dinner for Richard Gulley, an English-born bon vivant and cousin of Sir Anthony Eden. Elsa, sharing a house in Beverly Hills with Evelyn Walsh McLean, owner of the oversized Hope diamond, found herself shorthanded in the kitchen the night of the party. Instead of canceling, she decided to improvise: She gave paper plates and crayons to her guests and awarded a prize for the most originally decorated paper plate. First prize consisted of a china dinner setting, the only one permitted that evening. The other guests were required to eat their meals on the paper plates they had designed. The grand-prize winner happened to be Francis Taylor, who attended Elsa Maxwell’s soiree with his wife, Sara.


The Taylors climbed the proverbial social ladder with far greater ease in Hollywood than they had in London. Sara and the two children had arrived at her father’s Pasadena home on May 1, 1939. That summer, Sara learned to drive and bought a secondhand Chevrolet sedan. At the beginning of September she enrolled both children in the Willard School, a private day school near Pasadena. Francis Taylor, having spent his last six months in England with Victor Cazalet, rejoined his family in California in December. Shortly thereafter, he moved the art gallery from the Château Elysée to the more upscale Beverly Hills Hotel, leasing a space on the lower level of the main building within easy reach of the outdoor swimming pool. Among Taylor’s earliest clientele were some of Hollywood’s leading stars, among them Howard Duff, Vincent Price, James Mason, Alan Ladd, and Greta Garbo.


Another high-visibility client was Hollywood gossip columnist Hedda Hopper. Hedda’s initial interest in visiting the gallery stemmed from a long-standing friendship she enjoyed with Thelma Cazalet-Keir. Thelma, who hosted Hedda whenever the latter visited London, wrote to her and asked if she wouldn’t mind boosting the new gallery in her widely read newspaper column. Hedda not only visited the gallery and mentioned it in print, she also purchased from Francis Taylor a small sketch by Augustus John. In her column she drew attention to Sara Taylor’s ill-fated stage career as well as to her “beautiful eight-year-old daughter, Elizabeth.” The columnist noted that David O. Selznick, the producer of Gone With the Wind, had not as yet cast all the minor roles in the picture. According to Hopper, although Elizabeth had never acted professionally, she seemed an excellent choice to play Bonnie Blue, the daughter of Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler. The idea was immediately squelched by Francis Taylor, whose art gallery was doing well and who had no interest at this point in allowing his daughter to pursue an acting career.


The success of the art gallery was in large measure due to Francis Taylor’s ability to spot promising young artists. Oscar De Mejo, a talented creator of naïve surrealistic art, had his first exhibit in the United States at the Taylor-managed art gallery.


“I remember my delight at Francis Taylor’s willingness to show a then relatively unknown artist like myself,” said De Mejo. “The art scene in Los Angeles was just beginning to develop, but there were many better-known artists to choose from. Still, Taylor seemed to have faith in my work and the ability to sell it.


“He visited my studio in West Los Angeles, and in tandem we decided which paintings to place on exhibit. There were some thirty large paintings and perhaps a dozen sketches in all. Taylor arranged for several well-established art critics to attend as well as denizens of the Hollywood screen set, stars such as Robert Stack, Edward G. Robinson, Fred Astaire, Valentina Cortese—an actress who bought my first two paintings.


“I recall the opening not so much for the sale of these and other paintings but rather because of the presence of tiny Elizabeth Taylor. Elizabeth and her mother both served hors d’oeuvres that evening. Elizabeth had absolutely the most exquisite features, the kind of face Botticelli might have created had he painted her. She wore a light blue cotton dress that clung and crept about her legs. She emitted an air of ageless, inculpable eroticism, enhanced by the fact that she always called you by name, thus making you very aware of yourself. ‘Won’t you have another caviar on toast, Monsieur De Mejo?’


“She had a clipped, surprisingly pronounced British accent, and she spoke in a high, breathless voice. I had the distinct sense she idolized her father, because she seemed always to be seeking from him a nod of approval or encouragement. Her relationship to her mother seemed more within the realm of coequals.”


A press agent, a friend of Hedda Hopper, attended the De Mejo opening and observed that “whenever she thought she wasn’t being watched, Elizabeth would furtively slip another hors d’oeuvre into her mouth. By the end of the exhibit, she had devoured an entire tray of finger sandwiches.


“The De Mejo opening wasn’t the first exhibit I’d attended at the Beverly Hills Hotel gallery. Hedda Hopper escorted me to an earlier Augustus John exhibition. Most noteworthy about the exhibit was that it eventually led to Elizabeth Taylor’s cinematic debut.


“It happened that one of the other guests at the exhibition was Andrea Berens, member of an old and wealthy English family, who had known the Taylors briefly in London. When the war broke out in England, Andrea moved to the United States, where she soon met and became engaged to Cheever Cowden, chairman and major stockholder of Universal Pictures in Hollywood.


“Andrea Berens had reason to appreciate the work of Augustus John. Years earlier she had posed for a portrait by the artist, and they had apparently become involved if not in a romance, at least in a mild flirtation. At this particular exhibit at the Beverly Hills Hotel, Andrea purchased twenty thousand dollars’ worth of Augustus John paintings and sketches.


“‘Sara,’ she said at the opening, ‘I would love for Cheever to see your daughter. Elizabeth is such a beautiful child; she should be in the movies.’


“The Taylors had since moved into an oceanfront home in the Pacific Palisades. They invited Andrea and Cheever to tea the following Sunday. Cheever Cowden evidently shared his fiancée’s enthusiasm for Elizabeth’s alluring appearance. Over tea, he asked Sara Taylor if the child had ever taken acting lessons.


“‘Not exactly,’ admitted Sara, ‘but she has studied at the Vacani Dance Academy in London, with all the royals, and she’s now taking classes after school [a private day school in Pacific Palisades, the Town and Country School] at a dance studio in Hollywood. Her classmates there include John Gilbert’s daughter Susan; Judy and Barbara Goetz, Louis B. Mayer’s grandchildren; and Evan Considine, whose father, John Considine, is an M-G-M producer.’


“Cheever Cowden nodded attentively, and before departing that afternoon he made Sara promise she would bring Elizabeth to Universal Studios for the grand tour. The prospect of a potential screen test for the child might be discussed at some future date.”


There were others in Hollywood who similarly appreciated Elizabeth’s youthful looks, including Carmen Considine, the wife of producer John Considine. Carmen once asked Sara Taylor if her daughter could sing. If she could, M-G-M might well be interested in her. Metro had recently seen one of its former child singing stars, Deanna Durbin, sign on with Universal and within months become one of that studio’s major box-office attractions. Although they still had Judy Garland under contract, M-G-M had put out the word they were trying to replace Deanna.


The possibility of seeing her daughter sign on with so prestigious a Hollywood studio as Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer excited Sara Taylor. She herself had once flunked M-G-M’s stringent screen test. As for Elizabeth, she garnered compliments for her resplendence wherever she went, and as far as her mother could discern, the child possessed a sweet, if untrained, voice. Guests at the Taylor residence were frequently exposed to Elizabeth’s medleys. “Sing, darling, sing,” her mother would coax her. Elizabeth would sing, although not always on key.


Carmen Considine, never privy to one of these impromptu recitals, encouraged her husband to arrange an “informal audition” in his office at M-G-M. After considerable delay, John Considine finally gave in. Elizabeth and her mother appeared, as did Benny Thau, Metro’s new production chief, who tried to calm the nervous child by slipping her a stick of chewing gum.


Helen Rosen, a part-time M-G-M pianist, sat at the keyboard to accompany Elizabeth. In a whiny, high-pitched voice, Elizabeth managed to warble her way through the “Blue Danube” waltz, while those in attendance did their utmost to stifle their laughter.


“It was pathetic,” recalled Helen Rosen. “The child couldn’t sing to save herself. Considine announced that although beautiful in appearance, Elizabeth and Deanna Durbin had nothing in common in the voice department—it made little sense to put her name to a contract.”


Discouraged but not defeated, Sara Taylor dragged her daughter to Hedda Hopper’s Beverly Hills home and told Hedda of the fiasco at M-G-M, insisting that Elizabeth could certainly sing. Hedda was shortly treated to yet another of Elizabeth’s renditions of the “Blue Danube.” Again, Elizabeth performed off-key and without the slightest degree of conviction. Describing the encounter years later in her autobiography, Hopper wrote: “In a quavering voice, half swooning with fright, this lovely creature with enormous . . . eyes piped her way through her song. It was one of the most painful ordeals I’ve ever witnessed.”


Assured that her ambitious daughter had no future as a singer, Sara turned for a second time to Andrea Berens, who agreed to arrange a screen test for Elizabeth at Universal Pictures. This time the child wasn’t asked to sing, but the meeting resulted in no greater eagerness than had previous ones. Casting director Dan Kelly commented on Elizabeth in a memo to Cheever Cowden. “This kid has nothing.” Even her best features, her eyes, left him cold: “Her eyes are too old; she doesn’t have the face of a child.”


Elizabeth nonetheless was given a Universal contract, evidence that the boss’s girlfriend had laid down the law. Andrea Berens insisted that Cheever Cowden, chairman of the board, hire the child actress; on September 18, 1941, the studio signed her to a six-month renewable option at $100 a week. Hedda Hopper broke the story of Elizabeth’s first contract in her column, adding that “by all hereditary rights, Elizabeth Taylor should be a smash success.”


She was anything but. The only work Universal offered the neophyte actress consisted of a few days’ labor in a movie entitled Man or Mouse, later renamed There’s One Born Every Minute. In addition to portraying the antics of a zany family, the motion picture represented a showcase production intended to transform Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer—a freckle-faced, tousled-haired truant from the Our Gang comedies—into a leading child star.* A duet between Elizabeth and Carl was performed in the film, although Elizabeth’s words were dubbed and poorly lip-synced by her. Neither Universal, the critics, nor the viewing audience proved particularly receptive to the young actress or the production. Even Elizabeth had a negative reaction to the experience. Years later, on the David Frost Show, she described her role in There’s One Born Every Minute as that of “a beastly child who runs around slinging rubber bands at fat ladies’ bottoms.”


Less than six months after she signed with Universal, her contract was reviewed by Edward Muhl, the studio’s production chief. Muhl met with Elizabeth’s agent, Myron Selznick (brother of David) and with Cheever Cowden. Muhl challenged Selznick’s constant support of Elizabeth: “She can’t sing, she can’t dance, she can’t perform. What’s more, her mother has to be one of the most unbearable women it has been my displeasure to meet.”


Universal canceled Elizabeth’s contract just short of her tenth birthday. According to Jane Hodges Crest, a neighbor of the young actress, her friend Elizabeth “remained desolate for days, refused to eat, wouldn’t even come out of her house to play.” By canceling Elizabeth’s contract, Universal had done itself an even greater disservice. As time would tell, it had committed one of the costliest misjudgments in cinematic history.
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Shortly after her tenth birthday, Elizabeth’s family moved again, this time to 307 North Elm Drive in Beverly Hills. The low-slung Spanish-style house had pink stucco walls, red roof tiles, and a large olive tree in the front yard. Francis Taylor chose the location because of its proximity to the Beverly Hills Hotel. A neighbor in the insurance business, Charles Whalens, remarked that “Francis Taylor was the only person in Beverly Hills I ever saw walk to work. Everybody else drove, no matter how close their place of business.”


Elizabeth and Howard Taylor were both enrolled at the nearby Hawthorne School. Judith Craven, who knew the actress as a child, recalled Howard as “an average student who rarely worked” and Elizabeth as “a strange child with giant eyes who was somewhat plump—but she made up for it with that Helen of Troy visage. Anne Westmore, whose family had founded Hollywood’s top makeup and cosmetics firm, was her closest friend and next-door neighbor. They would return from school and immediately strap on their roller skates and go reeling down the street together, playing daredevil tricks with oncoming traffic.


“Elizabeth was a tomboy, although she also loved to dress in her mother’s clothing and wear her makeup. On one occasion when her parents had houseguests, she and Anne Westmore appeared and modeled for everybody. Elizabeth had on her mother’s best maroon velvet spiked heels and a black evening dress; her hair was pinned high on top of her head. Anne wore a print formal belonging to her mother. The next moment, the girls changed clothes, raced outside, and climbed the branches of the large olive tree in front of the house. Anne Westmore played Tarzan, Liz impersonated Jane, and the two swung from limb to limb.


“On random Sundays, the Taylors, accompanied by Anne Westmore and another of Elizabeth’s girlfriends, would drive to her grandfather’s farm in Pasadena. We’d have a fine time playing ‘gangsters’ or ‘spies’—it was usually something sinister—and we would race through the barns. A less favorite game of Liz’s was ‘flower shop,’ for which we used to gather flowers from her grandfather’s backyard and set up a booth in the back of his pickup truck.


“Elizabeth invariably played the leader of the pack and called the shots. She was bossy and self-absorbed, like her mother. Another friend in the neighborhood, Carole Jean Phillips, always had a huge jar of green olives in her kitchen. We often raided her cupboard, put on our roller skates, and raced down the street, each eating a handful of green olives.


“We haunted an antique doll shop, then located in Beverly Hills, which carried a fascinating, big ‘grown-up’ doll with real hair that could be washed. One Christmas, Mrs. Taylor bought us all miniatures of the ‘grown-up’ doll with the same genuine hair.


“Until she became a childhood movie star, her youth seemed not unlike that of most young girls. We had a kind of clothes-exchange club, and Elizabeth loved the idea of wearing hand-me-downs. A girlfriend of mine in Fresno, California, Janice Cole Young, would give me her old clothes as she outgrew them. Since Elizabeth was the smallest member of the group, she inherited everything last, by which time the clothes were rather worn. It didn’t bother her if the garments were full of holes. She adored the idea of acting out roles, such as Little Orphan Annie. Later, after she became a well-known and successful child star, she dropped us like a sack of potatoes. Of course, it was also true she consequently lacked the time for normal friendships.”


A more distant childhood acquaintance, Barbara Jackson, whose uncle and aunt, Dalzell and Ruth Hatfield, owned the Hatfield Gallery, Los Angeles’s most prestigious 1940s art gallery, then located at the Ambassador Hotel, recalled: “I first met Elizabeth at the wedding reception of my uncle, Ernest Pumphrey, who managed the Hatfield Gallery. Elizabeth attended the wedding with her parents; she talked of nothing but wanting to make it in the movies. I had turned nine at the time, and she was maybe a year older. She had recently been dropped by Universal, but she had apparently recovered from the disappointment and had set her mind on new possibilities.


“Elizabeth’s brother, Howard, also appeared at the wedding. As compelling in appearance as his sister, Howard emerged as the more reticent. Elizabeth looked obsessive by comparison—she never stopped talking except when Howard referred to her as ‘Lizzie the Lizard.’ Afterward, she would fume in silence. Howard’s sobriquet eventually led her to detest the name Liz. Her closest friends always called her Elizabeth.


“I saw Elizabeth again a few years later during a Frank Sinatra concert at the Hollywood Bowl. All these girls and young women, including Elizabeth, were screaming and carrying on. I couldn’t hear Sinatra sing, and I wanted to listen to his voice, but the boisterous group inadvertently drowned out the entertainer. I found the bobby-sox craze stupid, and it surprised me to see Elizabeth as much a faddist as the rest of the crowd.


“The irony, I suppose, is that at a young age she became just as popular and famous as Sinatra, and like him, she amassed an army of fans and followers. After she starred in National Velvet, every teenage girl in America dreamed of becoming Elizabeth Taylor.”


Elizabeth Taylor’s emergence as a child star after her dismissal by Universal was largely the result of one man’s intervention. The man in question, Samuel Marx, a tall, lanky story editor and film producer at M-G-M, had started working in the studio as a protégé of the illustrious and brilliant Irving G. Thalberg.


“As a producer at M-G-M,” Marx began, “I became involved with Lassie Come Home, the quintessential boy-loves-dog film in which we had cast a collie with more acting ability and sense of drama than most actors I have worked with. Although set in England and Scotland, the film had to be shot on locations in the lake and mountain region of interior Washington and along the rugged coast of Monterey, California. We hired Roddy McDowall, a fourteen-year-old British import, as the boy lead, and a girl named Maria Flynn, who had previously appeared in Intermezzo, as Roddy’s female counterpart. The brass at M-G-M had chosen to shoot the film in Technicolor, though in those days the colors tended to be much harsher in tone—the reds, yellows, and greens stood out in vivid contrast. It also took much longer to process Technicolor film. We had to wait more than a week for the dailies to come back from the lab.


“When the dailies at last arrived, Fred M. Wilcox, the director of the film, and I reviewed them, and to our horror we discovered that Maria Flynn stood a good head taller than Roddy McDowall. For some reason, we never stood them side by side, and only by viewing the film did we realize what a terrible mistake had been made.


“I knew immediately Maria Flynn had to go. She struck me as a cute girl, between nine and ten years of age. She had acting talent, and it became a harrowing task for me to inform her we had to replace her to the film solely because of her height. I would have preferred to say to Roddy McDowall that he was too short. Unfortunately, we couldn’t easily replace him because not only had he scored a major hit as a horse-loving boy in My Friend Flicka, but also he had been loaned out to us by Twentieth Century-Fox. We had paid a small fortune for the loan-out and would not have been entitled to a rebate had we fired him.


“I took Maria Flynn into my office and told her straight out. She didn’t cry; I nearly did. I thought she might become upset, so I had asked the M-G-M nurse to be present. The precaution wasn’t necessary.


“After the meeting I called Louis B. Mayer, as well as Pandro Berman, a fellow M-G-M producer, and I told them we needed a new girl for the part. Pandro suggested we choose from among the six or seven young English girls who had appeared in Mrs. Miniver.


“Then I remembered an acquaintance of mine named Francis Taylor. We were air-raid wardens in the same civil-defense unit, assigned the dubious task of making certain that the Japanese didn’t invade Southern California. During lulls on our patrol, we chatted about our work and families. For months, Francis’s wife had been badgering him to tell me about Elizabeth. He had resisted, but finally he brought up the subject of his daughter’s beauty and how Universal had miscast her. Taylor related the circumstances, stressing the mother’s anxiety over Elizabeth’s film career.


“I didn’t realize that M-G-M had already seen her. Had I known, I might never had telephoned Francis Taylor. As I was fond of Francis, I gave him a ring.


“‘Now’s your daughter’s opportunity,’ I said to him. ‘We have a part for a young girl with an English accent. Can you bring her around?’


“He sounded disappointed. ‘Elizabeth and her mother are in Pasadena visiting Elizabeth’s grandfather,’ he said.


“‘That’s a pity,’ I answered, ‘because casting is about to send in a half-dozen girls from Mrs. Miniver and I have to make my decision today.’


“‘I’ll contact them at once,’ he promised. ‘I’ll try to get Elizabeth to your office as soon as possible.’


“Within hours the half-dozen young actresses from Mrs. Miniver stood before me. I had just about made my choice when my secretary interrupted and announced that Mrs. Taylor and her daughter, Elizabeth, were waiting in the outer office. I told her to show them in. Moments later, a vision stepped over the threshold. The child, dressed in blue velvet with white trim and matching hat, was breathtaking. I knew immediately we had to have her for the role of Priscilla, the daughter of a wealthy duke who buys Lassie from the penniless Carracloughs, whose son is played by Roddy McDowall. In the end, boy and dog are reunited.


“I called in Fred Wilcox, and we enacted a scene or two using a floor mop for the dog. Elizabeth improvised well and looked so splendid that we opted to forgo a screen test. I walked her to the casting office, and we drew up a contract.”


Elizabeth Taylor’s initial contract with M-G-M, dated October 15, 1942, allotted her a $100-per-week salary for a period of up to three months, or the anticipated production span of Lassie Come Home. The canine that played Lassie received $250 a week for the same period; the dog’s stand-in commanded the same fee as Elizabeth.


“I became the one forever connected with having ‘discovered’ Elizabeth Taylor,” said Marx. “The sad part of the story is I never again heard from or about Maria Flynn. I’m afraid my discovery of Elizabeth coincided with the termination of Maria Flynn’s acting career.”


Recounting his first impression of Elizabeth Taylor for the benefit of a television documentary on the actress, Roddy McDowall noted: “I was absolutely floored by her. Absolutely astounded. . . . It was like seeing a tiny adult walking up with this exquisite face. She was the most beautiful child I ever saw. Her coloring was amazing. Her eyes were so astounding that the cameraman asked if her mother would please have the mascara removed. Elizabeth said, ‘I’m not wearing any.’”


Sam Marx recalled that “Sara Taylor remained on the set whenever Elizabeth had a scene to shoot. She used hand signals to coach Elizabeth—a finger to her lips when she wanted her daughter to speak a line softly; a clenched fist signified more emotion; a finger to the forehead meant she wanted a frown.


“The film itself may have been shamelessly sentimental, but it worked. It worked because it contained universal themes and had a top-rate cast of supporting actors, including Donald Crisp, Elsa Lanchester, and Dame May Whitty. It became a box-office blockbuster.”


The film’s only mishap took place on the final day of shooting when a horse stepped on Elizabeth’s foot, breaking a metatarsal bone. It was the first of many accidents and injuries the actress would endure over the years.


A far greater tragedy took place several months after the completion of Lassie Come Home. Victor Cazalet was killed at the age of forty-six on July 4, 1943, when the Liberator bomber on which he had flown with Gen. Władysław Sikorski, prime minister of Poland and commander in chief of the Free Polish Forces, crashed at Gibraltar. The plane had been en route to London from the Middle East and had stopped in Gibraltar for refueling.


Victor Cazalet’s death devastated Francis Taylor. Earlier in the year, Cazalet had been in New York on a wartime mission for the British government, at the end of which he went to Los Angeles to present a series of public lectures on the progress of the war abroad. During his Los Angeles visit, he stayed with the Taylors.


Cazalet’s death unfortunately came at a time when Elizabeth’s career had begun to prosper. On the basis of her performance in Lassie Come Home, M-G-M agreed to sign her to a conventional seven-year contract, starting at the same $100-per-week salary she had earned at Universal but increasing at regular intervals until it reached a hefty $750 per week during the seventh year.* The major drawback of all studio contracts was that while they guaranteed a minimum of forty weeks of work annually, they also included a yearly option clause, which gave the studio the right at the end of each year to suspend or drop the performer without legitimate cause. Elizabeth’s contract also allotted $100 a week to her mother for coaching and chaperoning services.


Having signed with M-G-M (which bragged that it had, in the words of Howard Dietz, its New York publicity director, “more stars than there are in the heavens”), Elizabeth had the opportunity to appear in endorsements, for which she would receive handsome compensation. Seizing the occasion, Elizabeth’s mother prompted her daughter to appear in a quick succession of magazine and newspaper advertisements for Lux soap, Luster-Creme shampoo, Woodbury Creme, and Whitman’s Sampler chocolates.


Despite her promising start at Metro, Elizabeth’s next two films turned out to be distinct disappointments. M-G-M loaned out the eleven-year-old to Twentieth Century-Fox at a $50-per-week profit (M-G-M collected $150 weekly for Elizabeth’s services, while the actress only earned her usual $100 a week); she appeared with Orson Welles and Joan Fontaine in a cinematic version of Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë’s nineteenth-century gothic classic. Playing Helen, the overly sensitive friend of the more major character Jane (Peggy Ann Garner), Elizabeth dies early in the film, prophetically, perhaps, of pneumonia. Her role had been so modest, her lines so scanty, that her name rarely appeared on cast lists. In the mid-1960s, Elizabeth Taylor gathered her children around to watch her scenes in the film on British television; as the movie progressed, she was dismayed to learn that her part had been cut out entirely.


Only Orson Welles seemed to have taken note of the young actress’s performance. In an interview toward the end of his career, Welles reflected on his early impressions of Elizabeth Taylor: “When I read Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov, I understood his characterization because of my contact with Elizabeth Taylor as a child. I have never encountered anyone like her. She was unbelievable.”


Welles saw Elizabeth again at the M-G-M commissary following her fifteenth birthday. “Unlike other figures in Hollywood, I have never found myself attracted to young girls,” he said. “I considered them as being off limits. But Elizabeth Taylor had something which transcended age. I will never forget how she moved down the commissary aisle, holding her food tray. I lusted for that young girl and felt, for the first time in my life, like a dirty old man.”


Before Jane Eyre was released in early 1944, Elizabeth returned to England to play another naïve, sweet English girl, who flirts with Roddy McDowall, in The White Cliffs of Dover, a moving chronicle spanning two world wars in which an American woman tours England, where she meets and marries a nobleman. After her husband’s death, the protagonist remains in her adopted homeland. Irene Dunne plays the woman; Roddy McDowall, her son. Upon completion of the film, Elizabeth’s footage had been reduced to one sequence, and once more her billing was negligible. Irene Dunne remembered that “the film was shot in the English countryside, and Elizabeth and Roddy were continually wandering off the set and frolicking in the woods. They would pick bouquets of wild flowers and present them to me in my dressing room.


“It took place years ago, but I remember one very bizarre aspect of Elizabeth Taylor, the child. She seemed to look straight through you. She was one of those mysterious children who could make any adult feel very insecure and ill at ease.”


Clarence Brown, the director of The White Cliffs of Dover, remarked that “M-G-M had acquired the film rights—originally based on the epic poem by Alice Duer Miller—from actor Ronald Colman, who had first purchased it as a movie vehicle for himself.


“Otherwise, I have little recollection of the film, even less of Elizabeth Taylor, who played a flirtatious country girl with a crush on the Roddy McDowall character. The sequence in which she appeared was charming, if expendable. In real life, she seemed to have more of a crush on Peter Lawford, who also had a role in the film.


“I recall a Valentine’s Day card Elizabeth sent me. You yanked a little string and a tiny white heart pulled back to reveal the words ‘Especially for you.’ On another occasion, she sent me a very tender handmade birthday card containing a poem she had penned in my honor. I soon recognized the reason for all this attention. For quite a while Elizabeth had wanted the lead in my next film, and she had set a course calculated to achieve her ends. The title of that film was National Velvet.”


*As for Carl Switzer, he was shot and killed in a Los Angeles barroom brawl in 1959 and thus became one of the many Elizabeth Taylor costars to meet an untimely and unfortunate end.


**During World War II, minors employed by major Hollywood studios like M-G-M were by law required to invest no less than 10 percent of their gross earnings in war bonds. Elizabeth’s family decided to invest 25 percent of her earnings in such bonds, assuring her a formidable nest egg from which to draw on in later years.




Chapter 4


[image: image]


In 1939, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had acquired the screen rights to National Velvet, Enid Bagnold’s 1935 novel, with little conviction that they would ever produce it. Sam Marx confirmed that “M-G-M frequently bought bestselling books—fiction mainly—without any plans to film them. Metro purchased these works primarily to prevent other competing studios from being able to make them.”


Clarence Brown, the eventual director of National Velvet, remembered the first time Elizabeth Taylor confronted him about the project: “She had just become a contract player at M-G-M when she heard about our acquisition of the book. She realized the property had been placed in mothballs, but she also knew that I had taken a personal interest in it. One afternoon while I was walking down the alley in the Culver City studio, Elizabeth and her mother suddenly stood before me. The encounter took place shortly before she appeared in The White Cliffs of Dover, so I didn’t know either of them very well.


“The alley, I should add, was a broad avenue dividing the main lot at M-G-M, through which coursed the lifeblood of the studio—a constant stream of actors and extras on their way to dressing rooms and soundstages.”


“At the center of that crowded artery, mother and daughter—two diminutive but formidable females—stopped me to chat about—what else?—National Velvet.


“‘It’s my favorite book,’ purred Elizabeth.


“‘She’s the right child actress to portray Velvet Brown,’ added her mother.”


Elizabeth and Sara Taylor trailed Brown as he wandered through M-G-M’s enormous back lot, with its lifelike outdoor sets, including a village square with homes, shops, and a replica of a small church; a block of brownstone fronts reminiscent of 1920s New York; city slums; and tropical jungles teeming with rivers, ponds, and a rock-studded waterfall. “As we walked along,” recalled Brown, “Sara and Elizabeth prattled on about the would-be movie.


“What impressed me most with regard to Elizabeth was her absolute conviction that the picture would be made and would provide a vehicle for her eventual stardom. Her few previous films had afforded her only minor roles; she correctly gauged that National Velvet would grant her a part which could catapult her career.”


Clarence Brown listened to Elizabeth and then informed her that if National Velvet ever came to fruition, it would only be because Pandro S. Berman, the highly touted M-G-M producer, had taken an initial interest in the project and would not rest until it hit the screen.


Learning of Berman’s involvement, Elizabeth and her mother made an appointment to see the producer. By the time the duo met with Berman, the studio had opted to proceed with the film. Casting director Bill Grady had been assigned the picture, along with Metro talent scout Lucille Ryman Carroll.


“Elizabeth Taylor and her mother made an appointment with Pandro Berman, Bill Grady, and myself,” said Lucille Carroll. “Despite her mother’s presence and persistence, I felt Elizabeth took an equal interest in advancing her future. That is not to say her mother wasn’t an important catalyst. In fact, Sara Taylor began encouraging Elizabeth’s brother, Howard, to enter the profession. After arranging a screen test for her son, she was shocked to learn that on the day of the test Howard arrived at M-G-M with a bald pate—he had shaved his head. Needless to say, the boy flunked the test.” (Howard Taylor nevertheless netted a minor role in National Velvet, that of a nameless schoolboy, and continued over the years to make brief appearances in other Elizabeth Taylor films. Another minor role in National Velvet went to Virginia McDowall, the sister of Roddy McDowall.)


“As for Elizabeth, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a more beautiful girl in my life. She was short and her voice high-pitched, a trait she evidently inherited from Sara Taylor, who tended to screech rather than speak. The initial problem with casting Elizabeth as Velvet Brown had nothing to do, however, with either her voice or her height. Howard Strickling, director of publicity for M-G-M, initiated a story in the press that the youngster wasn’t tall enough and that Pandro Berman told her she would have to grow some three inches to be considered for the part. The truth had more to do with shape than size.”


Lucille Carroll had been preparing to tour the country in search of talent when Elizabeth Taylor nominated herself for the role. Bill Grady had already auditioned several hundred Canadian hopefuls without much luck. Even the young Katharine Hepburn had been briefly considered for the Taylor part.


“I remember Elizabeth’s exact words,” Lucille mused aloud. “She entered the office, looked at me, and announced that we need search no further.”


“‘I am going to play Velvet,’ she declared.


“I had to give the girl credit for knowing what she wanted, but I explained in as delicate a manner as possible that the role of Velvet Brown was that of an adolescent girl who had already begun to develop breasts. At age eleven, Elizabeth was still flat-chested.


“‘Don’t worry,’ she responded defiantly. ‘You’ll have your breasts.’ With that, she wheeled around and stalked out of the office, her mother following close behind.


“Ninety days later, Elizabeth returned wearing a plaid skirt and a tight red sweater. ‘Take a look,’ she said, flaunting her newly acquired bust. ‘I’m Velvet,’ she said. Pandro Berman and I both stared. In three months, Elizabeth had graduated from a training bra to a size B cup.”
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Elizabeth Taylor attempted to enhance her budding physique not only by using “fast-grow” creams, of greater psychological than physiological benefit, but also by following a rigorous course of exercises recommended to her by the late socialite Liz Whitney, then married to industrialist and sportsman Jock Whitney.


“I became surrogate ‘aunt’ to eleven-year-old Elizabeth Taylor,” reflected Liz Whitney. “They called us ‘Big Liz’ and ‘Little Liz.’ Jock and I owned a ranch in Mandeville Canyon, and Elizabeth would come out for horseback-riding lessons and trail rides. She longed to play Velvet Brown in National Velvet, and she wanted to refine her riding technique. As a child, she had ridden a bit in London, but she had never been properly trained. Her seat wasn’t elegant, and she couldn’t jump. Frankly, she seemed more concerned with the development of her bustline than with horses, and to this end she tried a variety of cosmetic creams and followed special diets. She ate huge country breakfasts—eggs, pancakes, home fries—at a diner called Tibbs in the hope the added weight would increase her proportions. Finally, I lent her a book of chest-development exercises I found in my attic. That seemed to inspire her. She performed one painful-looking exercise using a pair of rolling pins.


“‘I look fat, short, and frumpy,’ she complained, ‘and my voice is either too high or too gravelly.’ More than anything, she desired longer legs. ‘I’d like to be tall and slim,’ Elizabeth exclaimed.


“‘Why?’ I asked.


“‘Because I’m not tall enough.’


“‘I thought you wanted to be curvy.’


“‘If I can’t be tall and thin,’ she replied, ‘then I want to have nice breasts.’”


Elizabeth Taylor’s bustline seemed to increase on its own accord; riding entailed greater labor on her part. Liz Whitney wasn’t Elizabeth’s only teacher; Egon Merz, an instructor at the Riviera Country Club, also took her on as a student. Now in his eighties, Merz, who still manages his own horseback-riding academy, reminisced: “I found her shy around horses. Her mother, who was aggressive to a cloying degree, tried to convince me that Elizabeth had all the makings of a first-rate jockey. On the contrary, she lacked confidence and was an uncertain rider. Despite all the movie-magazine talk, Elizabeth Taylor was no equestrienne; she had difficulty remaining astride an active mount.


“Elizabeth and her mother bickered a great deal. At a certain point, Sara Taylor became concerned that her daughter might injure her hands while riding and might not be able to continue taking piano lessons. That statement annoyed Elizabeth, who said, ‘Oh, Mother, how am I going to be Velvet Brown if I have to worry about playing piano?’


“On another occasion her mother expressed concern that Elizabeth at eleven had no interest in boys. They were terrified of her. ‘Elizabeth’s an actress, and normal boys won’t be interested in her as she matures. The only boys she meets are her brother’s friends, and you can imagine how that goes. An older brother’s friends being fixed up with his baby sister—it doesn’t work.’


“I never met Elizabeth’s father. Her mother always delivered her and then fetched her after class. I had been told by friends of the Taylors that Mrs. Taylor wore the pants in the family.


“As for the horses, Sara chose the Riviera Country Club for her daughter because the ladies dressed in hats and white gloves for the weekend riding events. The atmosphere reeked of money and society affairs. The Taylors were basically a simple family, but Sara Taylor had her share of social pretensions. She wanted to belong, to be somebody, and she felt it would be beneficial to expose Elizabeth to such an environment.


“The assistant manager of the country club was a former prize-fighter named Snowy Baker. A massive and gentle lug, Snowy would get down on hands and knees with a rope in his mouth for reins, a towel across his back for a saddle; he loved to give Elizabeth rides around the clubhouse. She would crack her crop across Snowy’s back, and he would bolt like a racehorse.”


Ann Straus, a publicist at M-G-M, thought Elizabeth “a complex child—extremely bright, but you could never tell what thoughts she harbored at any given moment. Yet everyone at M-G-M knew of her ambition to star in National Velvet. She told everyone, from the studio gatekeeper to L. B. Mayer himself. She would brag about her progress as a horsewoman—how they had built a steeplechase course for her at the Riviera, how she would do forty jumps every morning, how she loved to ride.


“If she hadn’t yet developed into a full-blown teenager,” continued Straus, “she was nonetheless eminently photogenic. She still attended the Hawthorne School at the time and hadn’t yet enrolled at M-G-M’s famous Little Red Schoolhouse. My young niece went to the same school, as did the sons of two close friends of mine; those two boys were crazy about Elizabeth. They would follow her home from school every afternoon, and one of the two, being a trifle shy, would pay the other a quarter to ring her doorbell; then they would run and hide. It was the usual social ritual enacted by children.”


Viennese-born Fred Zinnemann was directing shorts at M-G-M when the final decision came down to proceed with the film version of National Velvet. “When not directing shorts,” noted Zinnemann, “I frequently directed screen tests for the casting department. I happened to direct the test which yielded Elizabeth Taylor her role in National Velvet.”


The instant Clarence Brown and Pandro Berman viewed the test, they realized that Elizabeth had blossomed into the persona required for her first major film role. “Something quite magical happened between Elizabeth and the camera,” claimed Brown. “George Cukor said once that it’s the camera that chooses the star. There’s no way of knowing in advance whom the camera will love. In National Velvet, the camera loved Elizabeth Taylor, and it would love her for decades to come.”


The film’s strongest selling point, aside from the presence of Elizabeth Taylor and the increasingly popular Mickey Rooney, had to be the script. While mercilessly dated in contemporary terms, it appealed greatly to a 1940s audience attracted to poignant drama. Set in Sussex, England, the story is about a butcher’s daughter (Taylor) who wins a horse called Pi (for Pirate) in a raffle. She teams up with a former jockey down on his luck (Rooney), who trains the horse to run in England’s highly coveted Grand National. Disguised as a male jockey, with hair cut short, Elizabeth rides her mount to victory, only to be disqualified when her gender is discovered. Nevertheless, she is pleased and proud that Pi is a great champion.


The picture—and particularly Elizabeth Taylor’s performance in it—gained generally wide acclaim from the critics. Bosley Crowther of the New York Times wrote:


Mr. Brown has . . . drawn some excellent performances from the cast, especially from little Elizabeth Taylor. . . . Her face is alive with youthful spirit, her voice has the softness of sweet song and her whole manner in this picture is one of refreshing grace.


In subsequent years, Elizabeth came to regard her appearance in National Velvet as one of her two most accomplished performances, the other being in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? “Of course, in National Velvet,” she asserted, “I clearly played myself. It wasn’t a question of portraying a character. I was in real life an extension of Velvet Brown.”


James Agee in the Nation emerged as one of her few early detractors: “I wouldn’t say she [Elizabeth Taylor] is particularly gifted as an actress. She seems, rather, to turn things off and on, much as she is told, with perhaps a fair amount of natural grace and a natural-born female’s sleep-walking sort of smile, but without much, if any, of an artist’s intuition, perception or resource.”


Other criticism was leveled by Anne Revere, winner of an Academy Award for her performance as Elizabeth’s mother in the film. “While well suited to her part,” said Revere, “Elizabeth Taylor was not yet an actress. At odd moments she reminded me of a mechanized midget with buck teeth content simply to go through the motions without the slightest hint of feeling.”


What Elizabeth lacked in outright talent, she made up for in energy and an uncanny eagerness to learn and to succeed. “She was a fast study,” Angela Lansbury would inform author Chris Andersen. “I played her older sister in National Velvet, and while we didn’t socialize off the set, she would occasionally visit my dressing room and watch me apply my own makeup. She expressed dismay I didn’t use a makeup artist.


“‘It’s my training from the theater,’ I told her. ‘You learn to take care of yourself, or you become a slave to other people.’


“She seemed dubious, but in later years I heard she, too, started doing her own makeup for the screen. It pleased me to think I might have served her as a positive influence.”


Mickey Rooney served Elizabeth as a mentor of a different kind. On one occasion, Clarence Brown found the pair deeply engaged in a discussion concerning the craft of acting.


“Mickey was instructing her to listen to him while he spoke his lines before the camera.


“‘Really listen,’ he said, ‘and then react to what you hear. It will help you deliver your lines with greater emotion.’”


Rooney, who turned twenty-three just as preproduction began on National Velvet, found that working with Elizabeth Taylor could be a trying experience. “M-G-M cooked up so much hype over the film,” he confirmed, “that fact and fiction became indistinguishable one from another. For example, the horse Elizabeth rode in the film, King Charles, a grandson of Man O’ War, was supposedly untamed and untamable; only Elizabeth could ride the monster, and Elizabeth and her mother—as well as M-G-M—gave credence to this exaggerated tale in sundry gossip columns. Actually, King Charles had a magnificent disposition and always behaved himself.


“An even grander fiction had to do with a supposed fall Elizabeth took while riding King Charles during the making of the film. The infamous tumble became Elizabeth’s lifelong excuse for winding up in hospitals and clinics at the most inopportune times with what she considered a chronic back problem. ‘My back, my poor throbbing back,’ she would complain, tracing its origin to the fateful day during the National Velvet shoot when she missed a jump and lurched to the ground. M-G-M even provided the press with film footage to document the mishap.


“Not a word of it was true. Whenever they shot the jump scenes, Elizabeth sat on the sidelines. Billy Cartlidge, a stuntman with long hair who looked like Elizabeth, rode the steeplechase. It was he—and not she—who was thrown and whose back was injured.”*


A final postscript to the film was related by Pandro Berman at a 1972 roundtable discussion sponsored by the American Film Institute. “When we finished National Velvet,” stipulated Berman, “Elizabeth came to me and told me how much she loved the horse King Charles. She had grown close to him. She said, ‘I would give anything in the world if I could only get that horse.’ I went to Louis Mayer and said, ‘Give her the horse.’ And he gave her the horse. She was the happiest kid I ever saw. Now fade out and fade in about fifteen years later. We were making Butterfield 8 in New York. She had once been the most delightful, sweet, angelic child, but she was now Elizabeth, the cold-eyed dame, whom I, as producer, had forced to fulfill her contract with M-G-M by appearing in Butterfield 8 before allowing her to complete a million-dollar deal by signing on to make Cleopatra.


“One day she saw me in a Manhattan restaurant. She sauntered over to my table and leered at me. ‘Aren’t you the guy who gave me King Charles after National Velvet ?’ she asked. I replied, ‘Yes, I am afraid I am.’ She quipped, ‘You son of a bitch, do you know I’m still paying for feed for that goddamned nag.’”
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