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A CHARMED LIFE

A Charmed Life is a sumptuously designed celebration of Audrey Hepburn’s life, containing 150 superb photographs. It tells the story of her life, from her childhood in Nazi-occupied Holland, through her early aspirations to become a ballet dancer, her début on screen to instant and universal acclaim and her years as one of Hollywood’s most sought-after stars, to her later life working among the poorest children of the Third World.

After a series of minor revue and film roles in London, Hepburn was spotted by Colette, who immediately cast her in the central role of a Broadway adaptation of her last novel, Gigi. Soon afterwards she was offered a role alongside Gregory Peck in Roman Holiday; for which she collected the Best Actress Oscar. More successful parts followed: she won the Tony Award for Best Actress for Ondine, captivated audiences as Natasha in War and Peace, and was highly praised for her brilliance in a serious role in The Nun’s Story.

Hepburn’s dress sense was close to perfection and her clothes — many of them by Givenchy, who dressed her for Funny Face in 1957 — placed her on the world’s twelve Best Dressed Women list for several years. Her personality and sensuous yet untouchable beauty made her irresistible to the public. On Hepburn’s death, Liz Taylor said, ‘God has a most beautiful new angel now, that will know just what to do in heaven.’

Robyn Karney’s work in film includes writing and editing, film criticism and film story consultancy. She is the editor of Who’s Who in Hollywood and the co-author with Ronald Bergan of Bloomsbury’s highly acclaimed Foreign Film Guide.



… but then there was a star danced, and under that was I born.

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING ACT II, SCENE 1





INTRODUCTION


My own life has been much more than a fairy tale. I’ve had my share of difficult moments, but … whatever difficulties I’ve gone through, I’ve always gotten a prize at the end

AUDREY HEPBURN

I am, and forever will be, devastated by the gift of Audrey Hepburn before my camera. I cannot lift her to greater heights. She is already there. I can only record, I cannot interpret her. There is no going further than who she is. She has achieved in herself her ultimate portrait

RICHARD AVEDON

Like Margot Fonteyn, her counterpart in the world of ballet, Audrey Hepburn trailed a cloud of magic wherever she went, both on screen and off.

Hepburn — in the words of Rex Reed ‘as rare as a blue giraffe’ — was an original. There have been others more immediately and obviously beautiful, and many of superior acting ability; but her personality — a blend of frail girl and elegant woman, of wit, poetry, vulnerability and ‘class’ — was unique.

One of the most famous film stars in the world, she was certainly the best-loved (and earned astronomical fees equalled only by Elizabeth Taylor). Yet her film career came about more by accident than by design. Her progress from relative obscurity to first-time-out Academy Award-winner reads, fittingly for the girl dubbed ‘the Princess’ by Frank Sinatra, like a fairy tale.

The millions of extravagant words that have been written about her, and the interviews that she so reluctantly (but always graciously) gave, repeat the same salient facts, the same, sometimes contradictory, accounts she offered of her own beliefs and ambitions. The few details she chose to reveal about her past, particularly the war years, remained, however, consistent, differing only in a choice of words or the style of the journalist reporting them. She never wavered in her professionalism and pursuit of excellence, in her self-denigration with regard to her gifts, and in her deeply-felt commitment to her marriages, her own children, and the children of a world ravaged by disasters.
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Richard Avedon: Audrey Hepburn, 20 January 1967, New York.
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A youthful Hepburn as seen by Norman Parkinson.

It was Audrey Hepburn’s unique achievement to become as renowned for her style as for her films, influencing the dress sense of a generation and beyond; to retain the loyalty of her audiences and her colleagues during long absences from the screen; and to earn international respect for her selfless efforts as an ambassador for UNICEF — the last of the role she played to perfection on the public stage.
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The perfect hat face captured by Cecil Beaton …
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… and, above, a fashion fantasy created by the same photographer.

Hepburn’s career followed a curious pattern. After a traumatic adolescence in Nazi-occupied Holland, she went to England to study ballet. Her height, and economic necessity, hindered her aspirations and led her into cabaret and films. In the course of thirty-eight years, she appeared in a modest total of twenty-six films.

The first half-dozen of these saw her in bit parts and small supporting roles, which brought her attention within the British film industry, but no public recognition. This came in 1953 with her American début film, Roman Holiday, for which, at the age of twenty-four, she collected the Best Actress Oscar.
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Hepburn, aged twenty-four, receives the Best Actress Oscar for Roman Holiday from actor Jean Hersholt. Almost forty years later, in 1993, she became a (posthumous) recipient of the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award.

The love affair with the world’s press, valentines masquerading as reviews, was already well under way. Adoring cinemagoers everywhere waited impatiently for her next film. The Hollywood establishment, at once charmed and bemused, had never encountered anyone quite like her.

When Hepburn ‘arrived’ in Hollywood, seemingly from nowhere, there was an established order of female screen personalities, staple heroines who fell broadly into categories: the sex goddess, the femme fatale, the sex kitten, the girl next door, the sharp-tongued wisecracker, the screwball comedienne, the musical comedy star and the dignified dowager.

Such was Hollywood when she came on the scene. Into the bevy of blondes, beauties and bosoms, most of them all-American girls, from a variety of backgrounds across the country, intruded a waif: a thin, gangling, flat-chested child-woman, with irregular teeth, a wide jawbone, flaring nostrils and ‘bat-wing’ eyebrows. Her haircut was described by Cecil Beaton as ‘rat-nibbled’, and she spoke with a curious cadence in an alluringly hybrid Anglo-European accent. Yet she carried herself with an ethereal grace and entranced with a smile at once wistful and radiant. Her eyes, her most remarkable feature, were large dark pools of expressiveness, registering every nuance of emotion — she would have been a consummate actress of the silent screen.

Audrey Hepburn’s looks and personality broke the mould governing success on the American screen: as Billy Wilder famously put it, ‘This girl, singlehanded, will make bust measurements a thing of the past.’ Likewise, the conduct of her personal and professional life broke every rule. Characterised from the outset by reticence and modesty, class and style, warmth, humour and driven perfectionism, she became an instant icon.

Dressed on screen and off by Givenchy, with whom her image will always be identified, she was worshipped by fashion designers and photographers. Michael Kors said of her, ‘Through the years, Audrey Hepburn has projected an image of style, not of fashion.’ Isaac Mizrahi, attempting the largely hopeless task of describing her magic in words, said, ‘Her sexiness sort of enters through your heart not through your groin. She appeals to the heart and spirit and head. She has to do with elevation and enlightenment.’ She was endlessly and exquisitely photographed by the leading photographers of the day: Norman Parkinson, Cecil Beaton, Karsh of Ottawa, Anthony Armstrong-Jones and, of course, Avedon.
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With Hubert de Givenchy, who shaped her fashion image and became a devoted friend.

Grace, dignity, charm and compassion were Hepburn’s hallmarks, along with total commitment to the task in hand. Kind, considerate and serious-minded, she also had a wonderful sense of humour which illuminated choice moments in her films, and was known as a great ‘giggler’. Comedienne Lucille Ball said of her, ‘She’s a tomboy and a fine comedienne. You’d never think of her being able to do my type of comedy. But she can … But, well, she’s so beautiful, so ethereal, it would be sacrilege to put her through it.’

The world’s most famous gamine matured into a radiantly lovely and elegant woman, leaving a record of her sublime looks and personality in such loved films as Sabrina, Funny Face, The Nun’s Story, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Charade, My Fair Lady and Two for the Road.

At the annual Academy Award ceremony in Hollywood on 29 April 1993, Audrey Hepburn was the joint recipient (with Elizabeth Taylor) of the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award. To the great sadness of all, she was no longer alive to receive it.

Presenting the Oscar statuette to Audrey’s son Sean Hepburn Ferrer, her first leading man — and lifelong friend — Gregory Peck spoke for millions when he said, ‘Throughout her career she was a symbol of grace and beauty, high style and high spirits, sophistication and sly innocence. To those of us who worked with her, she was a sensitive artist of beautiful colour.

‘There was a part of her life that preoccupied her even more than her acting career. As a special ambassador for UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, she tirelessly travelled the world, an advocate for the poor, the dispossessed, the starving — the people who never saw her radiance on screen and probably never would …

‘The Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award honours individuals in the motion picture industry whose humanitarian efforts have brought credit to us all. If ever someone lived up to the ideals of this award, with dedication and conviction, it was Audrey Hepburn.’

As one American journalist wrote, ‘Audrey Hepburn fed our insatiable movie fantasies with exquisite finesse — rarely, if ever, letting us down. When she felt she had given enough, she began to live for herself, and in living for herself she gave hope and inspiration to others who knew nothing of her legend.’

This is the story of that legend, her life and her work.



WHO IS AUDREY, WHAT IS SHE…?
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Huis Doom, originally the property of the Van Heemstra family, and the last refuge of Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany.

1


I was a very ordinary-looking little girl — thin, bony, straight-haired, bewildered

AUDREY HEPBURN

Audrey Hepburn fits none of the clichés and none of the clichés fits her

TIME MAGAZINE



Clues to Audrey Hepburn’s originality are to be found in the background and events that shaped her. She was born on 4 May 1929, to parents who, in the words of writer Charles Higham, ‘constituted a slightly indelicate pairing of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie’. The baby daughter, christened Edda Kathleen Van Heemstra Hepburn-Ruston, was a ‘long baby’ with the ‘prettiest laughing eyes’. From the outset, she was fragile, quiet and shy — ‘a changeling in a family of sturdy charmers’.

The ‘indelicate pairing’ referred to by Higham was that of J.A. Hepburn-Ruston, a highly-placed Anglo-Irish banker, divorced and reportedly irresistible to women, and the Baroness Ella Van Heemstra, a Dutch aristocrat of distinguished lineage, divorced, the mother of two small sons, and still young and beautiful.

The Van Heemstras, a long line of wealthy, land-owning Dutch aristocrats, had close connections with the Royal household, which several of them had served in various capacities. The men distinguished themselves in the military, in government administration and in the law. They were proud, dutiful, honourable and cultivated people.

Audrey’s mother was the third daughter of Baron Aarnoud Van Heemstra, a dignified and eminent lawyer who attended at the Court of Queen Wilhelmina. He had been, for a time, the Burgomaster of Arnhem, and was afterwards appointed to the governership of Dutch Guiana (later Suriname), which colony he ruled with distinction from 1921 to 1928.

In 1896, he had married Elbrig Van Asbeck, a baroness in her own right, whose antecedents could be traced to the twelfth century and included Hungarian, French and Jewish stock. Aarnoud and Elbrig had five daughters (one of whom became lady-in-waiting to Queen Juliana) and a son. This sizeable brood spent much of their childhood on one of the large family estates at Doom in Utrecht, living in a splendid castle surrounded by a moat and several hundred acres of verdant countryside.

Today, Het Kasteel De Doom, as the castle was known, is called simply Huis-Doorn, and is open to the public as a stately home-cum-museum. It figures in the history books as the last refuge of Kaiser Wilhelm II, who bought it from Baroness Elbrig Van Heemstra soon after his flight from Germany towards the end of World War I. At this time, 1918, the Van Heemstras had moved residence to another of their ancestral estates near Arnhem where, in 1920, their daughter Ella married the Honourable Jan Van Ufford, also a distinguished aristocrat and servant of the Royal household.

This was a stormy union, which ended in divorce five years and two sons later. Baroness Ella Van Heemstra, as she reverted to calling herself, and her boys, Alexander and Ian, spent periods of time with her parents in Suriname. There she met Joseph Hepburn-Ruston, who, as managing director of the Brussels branch of the Bank of England, was closely concerned with the administration of the Van Heemstras’ financial affairs and properties.

The couple were married in Batavia (now Jakarta) in September 1926, and in due course took up residence outside Brussels. It was here, in a large, elegant and gracious nineteenth-century house, set in attractive grounds, that their first and only child was born. Despite the proverbial silver spoon in her mouth, she displayed neither the robust physicality that characterises the Dutch nor the confident, outgoing personality that went with her lineage.

Audrey Hepburn’s later life bore, to a pronounced degree, all the marks of a childhood and adolescence that turned out to be a striking amalgam of privilege and deprivation. Inculcated with the breeding, culture, discipline and history of the Van Heemstras (whose portraits graced the walls of art galleries and museums as well as those of fine private houses), spending her early years in luxurious and idyllic surroundings, she wanted for nothing. She loved her half-brothers, in whose company she lost her shyness and played the tomboy with evident relish; her relationship with her mother was a close one, which she later admitted had the greatest influence on her. The attachment remained strong until Ella’s death in 1984.
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Mother Ella and baby Audrey.
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Little Audrey. No sign of the wraith-like beauty to come.

However, Baroness Van Heemstra was as formidable as she was admirable. She acted as the strong-willed guardian of her daughter’s interests, and her disagreement over certain issues, notably the men in Audrey’s life, made for periodic difficulties. Towards the end of her life, Audrey, who was always driven by the need for love and affection, spoke of her mother in an American television interview with Professor Richard Brown: ‘It is true that I had an extraordinary mother. She herself was not a very affectionate person in the sense that I today consider affection. I spent a lot of time looking for it — and I found it. She was a fabulous mother but she came from an era — she was born in 1900, Victorian influence still — of great discipline, of great ethics … a lot of love within her, not always able to show it. And very strict.’

When Ella Van Heemstra was growing up, her father held the traditional view that well-born young women avoided having any truck with the stage and the people connected with it. They were not considered respectable. The independent-minded Baroness no longer shared this opinion. Her authoritarian style of parenting notwithstanding, she encouraged her daughter’s early enthusiasms for music and dance, and supported her later ambitions.

While still a tiny child, Audrey manifested a passionate love of animals, flowers and the countryside, which endured throughout her life. Other than enjoying games with her brothers, she was a solitary little girl, preferring to play with kittens, puppies and rabbits rather than other children. Reclusive and hypersensitive, she reacted badly to tensions and unhappiness, yet was capable of enjoyment, high spirits, and an impish and infectious sense of humour. A daydreamer who loved dressing up in her mother’s clothes, she was keenly responsive to music and, as soon as she was able to read, became an avid bookworm, much influenced by her brother Ian.

Their shared enthusiasm for books was one of the few private memories that she articulated in detail in later years, telling the London Evening News, ‘He’s the original bookworm and when we were children he was devoted to Kipling. I admired him so much that I read all Kipling’s books because I wanted to be like him … The result was that I had read nearly every book by Edgar Wallace and E. Phillips Oppenheim before I was 13. Those were real adventure books, and to me as a girl they had far more appeal than “Topsy Goes to School”.’

This strong response to literature, combined with her refusal to play with dolls, which she considered ‘silly’, are early indications of the paradoxes that would come to characterise her image and persona in later years. The girl who hated dolls would grow to love children and long for her own; the taste for exciting thrillers and adventure stories was superseded by her devotion to fairy stories. She said, in the same interview, ‘If I ever want to accentuate the importance of anything in any form of entertainment, it is the quality of the fairy tale … people go to the theatre and the cinema for the same reason that makes them like fairy tales — the sense of watching something that isn’t real. The fairy tale is, to my mind, the core of entertainment.’

Early childhood, then, was protected and comfortable, a period of privileged play in wonderful surroundings, nurtured by nannies, governesses, and private tutors. Time was divided between the family estates in Belgium and Holland and, from the age of four, England, where she was taken during the winter months. But a shadow was cast over this seemingly perfect existence by tensions which arose in her parents’ marriage. By all accounts, the major cause of strife between the Hepburn-Rustons was the husband’s method of handling his wife’s financial affairs. Conflict degenerated into open quarrel, creating an atmosphere that clearly distressed Audrey. During her father’s frequent absences abroad on bank business, she seemed happy enough within the limitations of her grave and shy personality, but his homecomings upset the child. She would then withdraw into her shell, hiding in the nearby fields and, in a classic syndrome of misery, eating compulsively. Chocolates were a particular favourite and, despite her almost painful thinness throughout most of her life, she went through a period of ungainly puppy fat.

In 1935, when Audrey was six, without preamble or explanation, her father left the household never to return. He settled in London, where his upper-class social circle included Sir Oswald and Lady Diana Mosley and Hitler’s girlfriend Unity Mitford. He forged ever closer links with these acquaintances, and became a wholehearted supporter of Mosley’s Fascist movement, marching with the British Black Shirts. His daughter’s views on this turn of events have not been made public. Apparently, when World War II was over he was living in Ireland, but there are conflicting accounts as to whether or not she ever saw him again after the outbreak of the war.

Meanwhile, and contrary to expectation, when her parents’ divorce was finalised some considerable time after Hepburn-Ruston’s exit, he insisted on regular access to his daughter. The practical outcome of the settlement was that Audrey, not yet ten, shy, jittery, self-consciously critical of her appearance and temperamentally unsuited to the rigours of a hearty, hockey-playing English educational establishment, was shipped off to an exclusive girls’ boarding school near London. With the unyielding determination to put a positive gloss on a negative situation that coloured all her public comments, she confessed many years later that she had been ‘terrified’, but that ‘it ended up being a good lesson in independence’.

In the event, Audrey’s relatively brief sojourn at the school proved of profound significance to her future. The strict regime, academic demands and communal living for so reclusive a young girl must have been a shock to the system. She had been a sickly child and now developed the migraine headaches that would continue to plague her. But the difficulties of adjustment were quickly compensated for by the ballet lessons she began to take at the school. When Baroness Van Heemstra arrived to meet her daughter at the end of the first term, she found a new Audrey: lively, enthusiastic and obsessed with dance. From that moment on, ballet became her passion, Pavlova her heroine and stardom her aspiration.

London broadened her horizons in other directions. She was taken to the major historical monuments such as the Tower and learned about the queens who had perished there; she visited the National Gallery, enjoyed the Zoo at Regent’s Park (nearby to where Ella rented an apartment), experienced the thrills of Madame Tussaud’s, and responded with enthusiasm to that uniquely British form of entertainment the Christmas pantomime.

The pattern of Audrey’s life seemed set for several years to come when, on 3 September 1939, Britain declared war on Hitler’s Germany. Baroness Van Heemstra, fearing a Nazi invasion of England, prevailed upon her ex-husband to send their daughter back to Holland in the interests of her safety — not just Holland, but Arnhem, a city close to the German border which would have to endure some of the severest consequences of the Occupation.

But the irony of Baroness Van Heemstra’s decision didn’t become apparent until the following spring. In September 1939, Arnhem was a delightful city of historic associations and fine medieval architecture, bordered by lovely woodlands and gentle hills rather than the characteristically dull, flat landscape of the country. In addition to museums, art galleries, historic homes and old churches, there were parks, ablaze with tulips in the spring and summer, and a local symphony orchestra. And, of course, the bridge, to become famous as the scene of a brutal defeat for an Allied invasion.

Arnhem was a city of English affiliations. Several English families had settled there in the seventeenth century, and the famous poet and soldier Sir Philip Sidney died there. Baroness Van Heemstra became president of the local branch of the British-Netherlands Society, a position that provided fertile ground for sowing the seeds of wartime resistance in which she would soon be heavily engaged.

When Audrey arrived to join her mother and brothers, she found herself living in one of the comfortable family estates just outside the city. She was enrolled at the Arnhem Day School to continue her education, a routine step for a ten-year-old girl, but one that presented her with severe difficulties since she had not learned to speak Dutch. Recalling her first days at the school, she described how she ‘sat at my little bench completely baffled. For several days I went home weeping. But I knew I couldn’t just give up. I was forced to learn the language quickly. And I did.’

Rather more happily for the girl, her mother arranged for her to pursue her ballet lessons at the Arnhem Conservatory of Music and Dance. If the teaching was undistinguished, it was sufficient to give Audrey a much-needed training in posture, to strengthen her spine, and to loosen up the stiffness which was a heavy liability for a would-be ballerina. Her feet and ankles were weak but, drawing on her characteristic steely determination, she worked at strengthening them sufficiently to allow her to dance on point.

By the spring of 1940, the war clouds were rumbling over Holland. Uniformed soldiers tramped the streets, barbed-wire barricades were erected across the Dutch fields (visible near the Van Heemstra home), the quiet was periodically shattered by gunfire from the borders. That same spring, in the face of serious danger, the Sadler’s Wells Ballet was touring Holland and arrived to perform in Arnhem. The courageous company, in the charge of the illustrious choreographer and teacher Ninette (later Dame Ninette) De Valois and conductor Constant Lambert, was headed by Margot Fonteyn, Robert Helpmann and Frederick Ashton. They gave a repertoire that included The Rake’s Progress, Walton’s Façade, and Les Patineurs.

Their performance was undoubtedly the high point of the starstruck young Audrey’s life to date, the occasion further enhanced by the fact that Ella, in her capacity as president of the British-Netherlands Society, hosted the evening. There is a story that exemplifies the atmosphere in which this memorable performance took place.

After the curtain, against a background of increasing gunfire heard in the distance and apparently oblivious of the dangers that were becoming evident to everybody else, the Baroness made a fulsome speech. In addition to the thanks given and the compliments paid, she kept the nervous dancers sitting through a seemingly endless account of the history of Sadler’s Wells. That was not all. When she finally wound up her address, Ella announced a late-night supper, at which Audrey was introduced to her idols and presented them with bouquets.
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