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This is the story of the actress who became a Hollywood legend by winning the coveted role of
Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, and whose circle included both theatrical and political
celebrities, from Winston Churchill to Noel Coward, John Gielgud, and Marlon Brando. But
behind the dazzling exterior lay the sinister shadow of another Vivien Leigh—a shadow which
pursued her throughout her aristocratic upbringing, her frustrating first marriage, her
tempestuous romance with Laurence Olivier, and her meteoric rise to stardom. As The New York
Times wrote of the hardcover edition, “To read her story is to be inspired with pity and terror.”

To read her story is to be inspired by pity and terror.-- . ― The New York Times Book ReviewIf
Vivien Leigh was captivating on the stage and on film, she's doubly so in this perceptive and
moving portrait.― Publishers Weekly --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the
AuthorAnne Edwards is the author of several bestselling biographies of notable figures,
including film stars Judy Garland and Katharine Hepburn, as well as Queen Mary and Gone with
the Wind novelist Margaret Mitchell. A fastidious researcher and accomplished writer, Edwards
received a Pulitzer prize nomination for her book Early Reagan: The Rise of an American Hero.
Her memoir, Leaving Home (2012) is available from Scarecrow Press. She lives in Beverly Hills,
California. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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AmericaTo Stevewho shared this writing experience with meand never failedin his loving
encouragementAct OneThis way the king will come;this is the way.—Queenin
Shakespeare’sRichard IIChapter OneThe search for an actress to play Scarlett O’Hara had cost
David O. Selznick $50,000 and lasted two and one half years. Yet, work would begin on Gone
With the Wind this clear, cold December evening in 1938 with the role uncast, and the city of
Atlanta would burn on the back lot of his studio with seven Technicolor cameras standing ready
to roll. Doubles for Scarlett and Rhett waited on the sidelines for their cues to hop aboard the



buckboard that would take them through the fiery streets of Atlanta, streets that had been
created by giving false fronts and new profiles to the old sets of King Kong and Little Lord
Fauntleroy in order to simulate buildings of the American Civil War period. Selznick knew he was
about to take a tremendous gamble. Over the past two and one half years he had, after all, sent
out to every hamlet in the South the best talent scouts in the country, dispatched director George
Cukor and a whole crew to follow, and had personally seen hundreds of young women who were
untrained actresses and an equal number who were trained and who read and tested for the
part. In fact, he had done everything conceivable, and yet there was still no Scarlett. There was
the possibility that Margaret Mitchell’s world-famous heroine with her seventeen-inch waist—the
smallest in three Georgia counties—would never be found.But Selznick was a gambler by nature
and he knew his financial backers would not wait. Either he was to begin work or abandon the
project. Never had he felt so excited at the start of a film. Like Sherman himself he paced back
and forth on the high-railed observation platform from which he was to watch the spectacle of
Atlanta burning. But still he would not give the signal for the crew to turn on the gas jets to start
the blaze for the cameras to photograph. The crew waited impatiently. The three pairs of Scarlett
and Rhett doubles, the three identical buckboards—each with a Melanie, her newborn baby, and
the servant Prissy hidden in the back—stood by. But Selznick was waiting for his brother, Myron,
and refused to begin without him.David Selznick was a bear of a man, big and robust and well
over six feet tall, and he seemed a positive giant to the crew watching him from below for some
sign. Shortsighted, he leaned forward scanning the night for a speck that he might recognize as
his brother. Finally, furious at Myron, he gave the go-ahead. As the gas jets were turned on, fire
leapt up, devouring the dry wood, and the first set of Scarlett and Rhett doubles jumped on their
buckboard and raced alongside the flames. The scene was shot and reshot eight times before
Selznick was satisfied. Sweat poured down his face and he had to remove his glasses to wipe
them clean. He was exhausted and yet at the same time exhilarated beyond anything in his past
experience. The shooting of Gone With the Wind had finally begun.Replacing his glasses, he
stood for a moment watching the flames consuming what remained of the set. Every available
fire company in the area stood by and the back lot was a maze of men and equipment. Then he
spotted his brother, Myron, elbowing his way through, a man and a woman following close at his
heels. Myron had mentioned that he was dining with a client, the renowned English actor
Laurence Olivier, and as the three came closer he was able to identify Olivier. But who was the
woman? Selznick fixed his gaze on her as Myron took her hand and helped her up the
precarious steps of the platform. Dressed starkly in black, she held tightly to a wide-brimmed
black hat that framed her face as it shadowed it. It was windy at the top of the platform and she
turned her head to the side as she approached him, so he could not see her.“Here, genius,”
Myron said in greeting to his furious sibling, “meet your Scarlett O’Hara.”The woman tilted her
head back and swiftly removed the halo hat so that her dark chestnut hair blew wildly behind her.
The reflection of the flames lighted her face and made her green cat-eyes dance. She smiled,
her almost childlike mouth turned up at the corners, as she extended her hand.Selznick stared



with stunned disbelief at the young woman who was grasping his hand. Vivien Leigh was indeed
Scarlett O’Hara as Margaret Mitchell had described her—“the green eyes in the carefully sweet
face turbulent, lusty for life, distinctly at variance with her decorous manner.” It was exactly this
duality of personality that he had been looking for in every girl he had interviewed for the role: an
elusive quality that he now suspected was the chief factor that had caused him to be so slow in
reaching a final decision. He had found his star and the world was about to see one of the most
famous fictional heroines of all time come alive.Vivien, like Scarlett, was from her childhood an
extraordinary and powerful personality and a desperate and unconquerable survivor. There was
about her a wildness that flashed in her eyes, and yet few women had more outward composure,
elegance, or style. Even at twenty-five she was a complex, exciting woman who created a world
of her own. Hers was a mythical kingdom born of the gleaming palaces of her Indian childhood,
the gilded fantasies of her youth, and the glowing pageantry in the pages of Shakespeare that
she had devoured throughout her life.Olivier, young and handsome—England’s heir apparent to
the crown of the English theatre—stood behind her as she faced Selznick, her back to the
charred devastation that had moments before been Atlanta burning. For her he had left his wife
and son, and she had deserted her husband and daughter for him. Theirs was a great, an
historic love affair, and now she would have a great and historic role. With incredible odds that
even a veteran gambler like Selznick would have called impossible, she had traveled halfway
around the world to win both.For the twenty-five years that had led up to that moment high on
that windblown platform, Vivien had molded her days from dream and fantasy which never
contained defeat, and she had lived in the future where almost anything could happen. Now she
was face to face with the role of her life.In 1905, the time of the British raj, a time when England’s
young men flocked to India in search of adventure, Ernest Richard Hartley arrived in Calcutta as
a clerk in the brokerage offices of Piggott Chapman and Company, not yet twenty and barely
able to grow a stubble on his chin. He was the son of a family of moderate good breeding with no
fortune to squander, land to inherit, or Court connections to assure his future. He, therefore,
considered himself damned lucky to have secured his position. Marriage and children were far
from his thoughts.He had brought to India with him picturesque fantasies founded on Kipling’s
tales of a life of turbaned sepoys, tiger hunts, and “manly pursuits.” It was a great shock to him
when he discovered he had come to a city that was virtually a human sewer packed with
beggars and lepers, stinking from an overflow of garbage, urine, and excrement, and miles from
the exotic life he had imagined. Against his liberal nature but as a means of survival he quickly
learned how to live in India as a white Englishman. There were the cricket matches on the
spacious lawns of Calcutta’s Bengal Club and races and polo games organized by the Calcutta
Turf Club. But even more to his liking was the high quality of Calcutta’s English-speaking Royal
Theatre, for which he was instantly recruited as a performer.There was no theatrical’ history in
Hartley’s background, and no way to explain his extraordinary talent as an amateur actor.
Appearances of visiting companies were rare, so the English residents of Calcutta were forced
to provide their own entertainments. Several of these amateur productions were presented each



year and within a very short time Hartley had progressed to a leading supporting player and
collected a respectable box of favorable press clippings. Apparently it caused no conflict of
interests, as Piggott Chapman and Company soon made him a junior partner. Hartley, though,
had grown into what might be called a “bon vivant.” His distant French ancestry had endowed
him with a certain irresistible charm toward women. Unfortunately the majority of attractive young
Englishwomen in Calcutta were married, and therefore dangerous playmates for a junior
partner.When he returned for a visit to his home in Bridlington, Yorkshire, in 1911, Hartley—who
had left six years before as a rather artless lad—was now considered a part of India’s romantic
legend. The young women of Bridlington were entranced with his “worldly” charm, and their
parents were impressed with his patina of success. Certainly he stood apart from other
Bridlington bachelors. The intense Indian sun had tanned and weathered his skin; and his
theatre training had squared his shoulders, taught him a gallant air, and helped him refine his
country speech. It did not take him long to recognize that he could win the charms of even the
most beautiful girl in Bridlington. The combination of French-Irish ancestry had endowed
Gertrude Robinson Yackje with the fragile look of Sèvres porcelain and the merry nature of a
pixie. Hartley fell madly in love, proposed, and with a promise of a life filled with drama and
romance won her heart.They were married in the fall of 1911; and as though he had staged the
rising curtain of their life together, his lovely young bride arrived in India on the same date—
December 2, 1911—as their imperial majesties George V and Queen Mary. Fireworks exploded
over the Bay of Bombay as the city celebrated the monarch’s arrival. Gertrude was overwhelmed
at the masses of shouting, shoving, unwashed humans. Hartley, sensing her distress, hurried
her through the redbrick Neo-Gothic arches of Bombay’s Victoria Station and into the first-class
carriage of the shiny green and red car with its brown upholstered luxury that would take them to
Calcutta and the home he had found in its fashionable suburb of Alipore.Though their life in
those early years was lived a good deal more luxuriously than either had been accustomed to—
a staff of several servants and a chauffeured car were at their disposal—neither felt comfortable.
Gertrude was a good Catholic and longed for the rituals of her religion; and Hartley could not
shut his eyes to the poverty, dirt, and small regard for human life that surrounded him daily. Still,
they made the most and the best of it. Ernest continued with his interest in the theatre, helping to
raise funds for a larger, more modern building than the one that then housed the Royal Theatre
Company. He became quite a good polo player and developed a considerable knowledge of
horseflesh. Gertrude remained whenever she could behind the solid white stucco walls and
shuttered windows of their palatial home, showing a talent for gardening as she transformed the
courtyard into an English garden. She was not unhappy, for she truly loved Ernest and was proud
of his achievements. But after two years the monsoon rains and the scorching heat began to test
her good nature. To add to these trials she was three months pregnant and by the end of April—
only a fortnight away—Alipore would be deserted and only native servants would remain to
guard the houses in the unbearable heat of the hot season. She and Ernest planned to follow
most of their friends to the cool of the lower mountain regions of the Himalayas, but a house—



rather than a hotel room—had to be found, as Gertrude was to remain until the child’s birth in
November.By the last week in April, Ernest had located just the right house. He stepped out of
his office at 5 Royal Exchange Road and into the unrelenting sun the morning before their
departure, not seeming for once to mind the pungent odors. He hurried down the steps and
dodged quickly into the rear of his chauffeur-driven limousine. The car swept past the Georgian
mansions and offices of trading and brokerage houses, turning off and moving through cluttered
lanes and in and out of dark clouds of buzzing flies. He looked down at some papers in his lap, a
habit he had acquired to avert the possibility of his eyes meeting a beggar’s stare through the
car’s windows. It was only a short ride until they had passed the figure of the Bengal tiger that
surmounted the central gateway of Belvedere, the official residence of the Lieutenant-Governor
of Bengal. That meant he was only moments from his home.They packed that night and by
morning were on a train that wound its way north to the breezy mountain resort town of
Darjeeling. The house, which belonged to a colleague of Hartley’s, more than met their
expectations. A two-storied building with the exceptional luxury of two bathrooms and a large
bathtub, it stood surrounded by its own thick woods on the side of a hill overlooking the town.
Hartley remained there with Gertrude for several weeks before returning to his desk at Piggott
Chapman. The summer was almost as hot as it was lonely, but he was kept busy with his work,
the building plans for the theatre, and the conversation of his friends at the Turf Club, where he
was. now involved in breeding racehorses.In late October he went back to Darjeeling to join
Gertrude; and on the evening of November 5,1913, just as the sun went down over the
snowcapped peaks of Kanchenjunga and Everest, and the lights of Darjeeling were turned on,
the English doctor came downstairs to inform him that he was the father of a fine and
exceptionally beautiful baby girl. It was a fitting and dramatic entrance for Vivian Mary Hartley,
who would one day become the fabled Vivien Leigh. Gertrude was not surprised that her
daughter was beautiful, for she had faced Kanchenjunga just before the child’s birth, which the
Indian amah had assured her would guarantee her child’s perfection of face. Gertrude was
happier than she had been since coming to India. Ernest enjoyed being a father, they were both
proud of Vivian, and they settled into a most civilized way of life. Then, nine months later, the
world was at war.Hartley was ready to return to England but was persuaded instead to become
an officer in the Indian cavalry, for whom his hobby of breeding racehorses now made his
services most desirable. Gertrude and little Vivian followed him to Mussoorie, a small hill town
near Darjeeling where he trained remounts for Mesopotamia. After two years he was transferred
to the military station in Bangalore and his family moved to the suburb of Ootacamund. Vivian
thought her father looked especially handsome in shiny boots and uniform. She was ecstatic
when she was taken to the racetrack in Bangalore, and though she saw less of Ernest than she
wished, she had learned a sure way to capture his attention and admiration.Ootacamund had an
amateur theatre group and the English Army wives took it upon themselves to present children’s
plays and pantomimes. Gertrude agreed that Vivian should sing Little Bo Peep at one of these
performances and costumed the three-year-old as a Dresden shepherdess, replete with sheep



crook, flowered bonnet, and rosettes on her shoes and skirt. Standing center stage and with
amazing presence, Vivian announced that she would recite, not sing Bo Peep.Her father was
delighted with this and with Vivian’s subsequent appearances in Ootacamund, but her mother
showed a growing dissatisfaction with Vivian’s Indian education. Gertrude, being a devout
Catholic, felt strongly that her daughter should not be brought up in a Moslem culture. In the last
days before the end of the war she tried to persuade Ernest to return to England so that the child
could be reared a Catholic, but peace found him back at Piggott Chapman and Company, the
family re-established in the large house in Alipore, and Hartley a senior partner in the firm. His
new position made it impossible for him to consider leaving Calcutta. But even though
Gertrude’s displeasure at remaining was evident, it was doubtful that he would have returned to
England under any circumstances. He was enjoying a growing reputation as a ladies’ man and
thought he was getting away with having the best of both worlds. Gertrude, however, was not as
naive as he believed, nor as tolerant as he might wish her to be. One evening she planned a
dinner party and invited all the women (and their husbands) whom she suspected of having
affairs with Ernest. As she was responsible for the guest lists of their parties, poor Hartley came
down to dinner unprepared to face a roomful of women he had bedded and a group of men he
had cuckolded. It was an evening he never forgot and one which Gertrude reminded him of often
through the succeeding years—but it did not put an end to his infidelity.Life was thus not too
happy in the Hartley household, and Gertrude turned to her religion for solace and soon
replaced Vivian’s amah—of whom the child was very fond—with an English Catholic governess
who saw to it that her daughter was given religious training along with her lessons. Vivian loved
stories and reading and devoured any books presented to her. Gertrude introduced her to Hans
Christian Andersen, Lewis Carroll, and Charles Kingsley along with the Bible. But Vivian
preferred Kipling and Greek mythology and to her father’s delight memorized long passages in
the Just So Stories,Hartley continued his theatrical endeavors for about a year after his return to
Calcutta. But the responsibilities of his new position proved too great, and in 1919 he retired
from the stage.The following year he was given a short leave and the Hartleys boarded an
English liner in Bombay with Vivian in tow and her mother intent on leaving her in England at a
convent school. Gertrude had been born in Ireland, raised a Roman Catholic, and educated in a
convent; and she considered this to be the best of all educations for a young girl. The boarding
school that she selected and that Ernest finally agreed upon (he had at the beginning been
adamantly against sending Vivian away to school) was the Convent of the Sacred Heart,
Roehampton, not far from central London. The nuns and students were from upper-class homes
and some of England’s finest families were represented. This pleased Gertrude, for though not a
snob, she was keenly aware of her new station in life.When Ernest and Gertrude took Vivian to
see Roehampton shortly after they arrived in March she was terrified at the sight of the
forbidding medieval stone walls of the convent. They went directly to the office of the Mother
General, Mother Ashton Case, a tall, beautiful woman with sharp gray eyes and a regal bearing,
and were told that at six and a half Vivian was still too young to be left in the nuns’ charge. Vivian



was greatly relieved, until she heard her mother say that she would enter her in September then,
when she was closer to age seven.Once outside the convent, Vivian clung to her father and
begged him to take her back to India where her memories were of golden sun and warmth, of
crowds everywhere, of Gertrude’s garden parties with lovely ladies in elegant gowns and high
white gloves, of cavalry officers like her father in grand uniforms and polished boots, of sleek,
beautiful horses, exotic food and spicy aromas. Ernest was convinced, believing that life in the
convent would be too spartan and severe contrasted with the constant attentions of a nurse, a
governess, her mother, and the house servants that the child had enjoyed in India. Her doll
collection had been enormous, her wardrobe filled with lovely party frocks, and she had always
adored dressing up. At Roehampton she would be allowed few personal possessions and would
be clothed in a stiff uniform.But Gertrude remained staunchly insistent that Vivian attend the
school come September, and Ernest backed down, finally agreeing to leave Gertrude in England
until that time while he returned to India at an earlier date. Vivian was distraught. For weeks she
was moody and undemonstrative toward him. After he sailed for India, Gertrude took her to
Ernest’s parents’ home at 14 Belgrave Square in Bridlington. It was meant to be a period of
transition, a short, happy interlude before the school term. The house was a bright, cheery place
filled inside and out with plants and flowers, the delicious aromas of Grandma Hartley’s Irish
cooking, the soft and constant purring of eight family cats, and an adoring audience of
grandmother, grandfather, Gertrude, Ernest’s two sisters, Hilda and Gertrude, a temporary
nanny, and Katie the maid, who kept the many hearths glowing and warm. But there was no way
that life at 14 Belgrave Square could prepare a child for the convent school at Roehampton.In
September of that year, two months short of her seventh birthday and the youngest child ever to
be accepted by the school, Vivian, holding tightly to Gertrude’s gloved hand, entered the
seventeenth-century main building through massive wooden Gothic doors bearing hand-forged
steel crossbars. Inside, the convent grounds were green and well tended but extremely stiff and
forbidding. There was a small lake with benches where one could contemplate, but no ducks or
geese to feed. There was little color. The nuns wore black, the girls navy blue, and the
dormitories could have been a hospital ward in St. George’s with their two facing rows of white-
curtained cubicles, each containing a small steel bed, a chair, a dresser, and a washbasin.Vivian
used tears and then guile (both of which she possessed in quantity) to reverse her mother’s
decision, but Gertrude was intractable and left her standing in the courtyard holding Mother
Ashton Case’s sturdy hand. There was a kitten meowing at the child’s feet and she drew away
and sat down on the grass hugging the small creature to her. Mother General allowed Vivian to
take the kitten to her room and to sleep with it that first night though animals were strictly
forbidden. It was difficult not to give the little girl special protection and privilege. Not only was
she two years younger than any other girl at the school, one whose parents soon would be
thousands of miles away, but she was an exquisite child, with delicate features and incredible
grace.Within a week Gertrude was on the high seas on her way to rejoin Ernest in India. As the
distance grew between mother and daughter, she realized it would be at least a year before she



would see Vivian again and that two years would lapse before the child would see her father. But
she was sincere in her belief that she had made the right and only decision for her daughter’s
future and that it had been a great sacrifice on her part.Chapter TwoVivian was permitted to
keep the ginger cat and it mitigated some of her initial loneliness. Mother General took her under
her benevolent wing and the sisters and girls soon followed her lead. In Calcutta, Gertrude had
impressed upon Vivian that when she was going to a party she must always do what the hostess
wanted, to please her; and when she was the hostess she must then do what the guests
wanted, to please them. It obviously never occurred to the child at the time that she might please
herself. She was never willful or disobedient. She did exacdy what she was told to do. She
smiled, the corners of her perfect mouth turned uniquely; she looked people straight in the eye,
with wide, interested candor. The nuns made a great fuss over her, but it was in the end the
extended friendship of a girl nearly two years her senior, the future film star Maureen O’Sullivan,
who helped her to overcome her intense loneliness.The girls resembled each other—with their
large expressive gray-green eyes, their chestnut curly hair, their lithe bodies. But there the
likeness appeared to end, for Maureen possessed a budding inferiority complex, caused by a
nurse who had constantly put her down, and a rebellious nature. She was straightforward, with a
disregard for social prestige, defensively proud of her middle-class Irish background.“When I
leave school, I want to fly,” Maureen confessed to her new friend. “I should like to be a pilot.”“I
want to be an actress,” Vivian, almost seven, replied “A great actress.”Drama and music were
stressed at the convent; and Vivian took piano, violin and cello lessons, and played in the school
orchestra. The fact that the only man in the convent was a rather shy young music teacher
named Mr. Britten certainly had a good deal to do with the girl’s musical interest. Vivian was also
enthusiastic about each new theatre production, though in her first year she was given little
opportunity to take part.The girls at the school voted on things like who was the wittiest, the most
clever, and the most popular girl in the school. Not long after Vivian arrived they took a vote for
the prettiest. Vivian came in first, Maureen second. Vivian accepted the honor with great
equanimity and went about her classes. But Maureen returned to her room and cried throughout
the day. No one knew what the cause was, but Vivian suspected that her good friend was not as
used as she was to extravagant praise, high compliments, and votes of confidence. Far from
being resentful that she had not placed first, Maureen had been overwhelmed to come in
second to Vivian, whom she considered the most beautiful girl she had ever seen. Vivian’s head
did not seem to be turned by such flattery. The fact was that there was something extraordinary
about Vivian. Mother General noted that she had a curious maturity that set her apart from the
other girls, while possessing such an ebullient nature that she was adored by both the sisters
and her peers. Her Indian childhood, added to her exotic looks, gave her a charisma not usually
attributable to a child her age. She seemed to glide in and out of rooms; her hair was always in
place, her uniform impeccable; and she had a way of telling a story that would immediately
capture an audience.But at Roehampton there was little time for childhood games. Students
were occupied with their lessons. After English, mathematics, history, and French, there were



long hours of religion. Vivian threw herself sincerely into religion, winning ribbons for her
achievement at the end of the semester. It was the most meaningful thing in her life, and her
short childish notes to Gertrude invariably ended with a scripture quote. There was drama,
music, and choir; and Vivian, the only girl to do so, took ballet, a non-credited course given by
one sister who had studied dance in her youth. It was an exceptionally brave thing for the child to
take on, because at the end of the year the girls had to perform with their classes before the
faculty and student body. Since there was no one else in Vivian’s ballet class, she had to perform
alone, a thing that would have terrified the other girls but excited Vivian.She missed her father,
and wrote him separate letters from her mother’s, all about her school adventures, apologizing
for what she considered her less-than-brilliant grades and dramatizing everything. She
complained about nothing except that she missed her parents and dreamed of returning to India
to be with them. She could have voiced her objection to the prudery of the nuns, which she did
complain about to the other girls, but she did not.Looking back, this prudery might seem
humorous, but at the time it was a most difficult thing for free-spirited girls to endure. They were
forced to take baths wearing long white shifts so that their naked bodies would not be exposed.
Maureen, aware that the nuns were too modest to enter the bathroom and check if each girl kept
her shift on while bathing, took hers off and bathed naked, after which she would soak the shift
in the tub, wring it out, and get back into it. Vivian, who detested the feeling of the cold wet
clothes on her body, would shiver in the unheated room, but she never once disobeyed.Another
rule was that no girl could wear patent leather shoes, because somebody might be able to see
up her skirts in the reflection. And still another was the nightly edict for each girl to place her
neatly folded soiled underclothes, covered by a white nightdress, on a chair in the corridor
outside the curtained cubicle so that her personal garments would not be exposed. To top off
this curious pile her stockings had to be folded in the form of a cross.By Easter, Vivian had her
first communion. She went to stay with Grandmother and Grandfather Hartley that summer, but
both were ailing. Vivian spent the major part of her time playing nurse and rather enjoying the
role. But she returned to the school for the second term quite happily. She had adjusted to her
new life and felt a sense of security in the care of the nuns. On November 30, 1921, just past her
eighth birthday, she was confirmed, an important and solemn occasion for her.The following
March, 1922, Gertrude returned for her first trip home in eighteen months, and she was both
stunned and delighted with the changes in Vivian. The child she had left had matured into a
charming, gay little girl, who showed Gertrude about the convent as a hostess might show her
guests her home. The girls had been taken to pantomimes during the Christmas holidays and
Vivian had re-established her keen interest in the theatre. She begged her mother to take her to
the London Hippodrome to see Round in Fifty. By summer she had managed to coax Mother
General and Gertrude into allowing her the privilege of returning to see the show sixteen times.
The star was a red-nosed comedian named George Robey.Hartley joined his family for the
summer and they holidayed at a hotel in Keswick in the Lake District. There at the next table one
morning at breakfast were Robey and his wife. Vivian stared throughout the meal at him with



wide, beautiful disbelieving eyes, confessing when he rose to leave that she was his adoring fan
and had seen Round in Fifty sixteen times. Robey beamed, took a handful of photographs of
himself out of his pocket, and autographed them personally to her. These she pinned up in her
locker, as she lived more and more in a world of fantasy.Yet she was unusually orderly in her
habits. Her cubicle was the neatest, her notebooks and papers carefully kept. She was always
the leader and organizer of any group activity in which she was involved. Mother General noted
that there seemed to be two Vivians, however, for often she would disappear and be found alone
by the lake. “Why aren’t you with the other girls?” a sister would inquire. “I like to see the trees
reflect in the lake,” she replied once. “It’s a lovely ballet.”To friends she would confide stories of
plays and ballets she had made up about golden palaces and golden princesses. India
presented exotic images to the girls, but Vivian would seldom discuss it. Nor would she discuss
her parents. Private emotions were kept locked away, moods and reverie, sadness or loneliness
bottled until she could find time to be alone.Vivian’s group now included Maureen, the lovely
Patsy Quinn, Brigit Boland, and Dorothy Ward. They were called the “exquisites” by the other
girls. All the group members had beautiful long and luxuriant hair, which meant they had to have
their heads frequently scrubbed by the lay sisters. After the hated scouring their hair was laid out
to dry under the hot helmet lid of a chimney, with the girls groaning on their knees, heads
painfully craned. All the girls wished solemnly that they could shear their tresses.Therefore, at
Christmastime Vivian was quite delighted in being chosen the girl to sacrifice some hair to the
life-size wax Christ child in the chapel. The Divine Babe, though very beautiful, unfortunately had
no hair. The youngest children were lined up, the predicament explained, and a suggestion put
forward that someone with suitable curls be “privileged to give some hair” in order that the wax
Christ child be beautified. With great solemnity and little hesitation Vivian was selected as the
victim, or honored one, according to one’s point of view, it having been decided among them
that her tresses were the loveliest of all. However, this could not be done without a parent’s
approval and the Hartleys were in India.A cable was dispatched and everyone waited anxiously
—but none more than Vivian—for the reply, which came by return cable within a week. Vivian
could have her hair cut. So one day with all the girls watching silently, the nun in charge of the
youngest children cut off Vivian’s curls and placed them on the head of the Holy Child. Then
Vivian was taken into the village to a local hairdressers’ shop to have her hair “bingled”—a
fashionable cut that combined a bob and a shingle. Immediately, as many girls as could gained
permission from their parents to have their hair bingled.For Vivian the new cut not only meant
that there would be no more scorched ears, bruised knees, or stiff necks, but that she could now
be cast in boys’ parts, which she considered the most interesting ones in the school productions.
However, she was not allowed to wear trousers, as they were deemed immodest, and wore long
cumbersome overcoats in their place. Theatre and plays were taking a great many of her private
hours. More than ever she was convinced that she would be a great and famous actress. She
wrote her father that perhaps someday when she came back to India they could appear at the
Royal Theatre together. He replied that it was a charming idea, but he didn’t have much time for



theatre anymore.She did not spend her next holidays with the Hartleys in Bridlington but
remained at the convent by herself. She had found that she liked to read, and the nuns allowed
her full use of the library. The holidays without her family did not appear on the surface to
disconcert her. She was beginning to identify strongly with certain of the sisters and was happy
to have the time without the other girls around to cement those relationships. The Hartleys sent
her an enormous doll dressed in a crown and ball gown and looking very queenly, which Mother
General permitted her to keep on her bed.The second year at Roehampton passed happily for
Vivian, who loved the nuns and the ritual of the religious training. She appeared to be one of the
few girls sincerely happy there. Unlike Maureen, who was constantly rebellious and under threat
of expulsion, everyone thought Vivian to be the most well adjusted girl at the school. She seldom
cried or sulked. She smiled a lot and was genuinely funny, always seeing the humor in situations
that the other girls thought disastrous, always fun to be with, and yet no goody-goody. Her
friends confided in her with absolute assurance that she would never betray their confidence or
criticize them. She was solemnly wise—so much so that no one ever thought about how young
she was. “She was,” as Maureen later said, “everything you would long to be. We would play silly
games—who would you like to be if you could be someone else? Most of us wrote—Vivian
Hartley.”Gertrude came home to England each summer, Ernest Hartley in alternate summers.
Vivian preferred to remain at the convent with the nuns most other holidays, although she usually
had invitations to visit with her friends. She continued her reading on her own and for a young girl
had surprisingly sophisticated tastes. From Kipling she had gone on with much fervor to Dickens
and Shakespeare. There were her lessons, the school orchestra in which she played cello, the
choir, her classes in ballet, and the theatrical productions in which she was now an active
participant. All the girls thought she was splendid and that someday she would surely be
famous.When her father was home they spent tranquil days in Connemara in the west of Ireland,
where she would watch him battle the river trout in the waters that surrounded the village. Hartley
was proud of his daughter, and at the same time guilty of the need for them to be separated so
much of the time. When she was a child he had always spoiled her with toys. Now, as a growing
girl, he indulged her with expensive clothes to wear on holiday and exotic presents of Indian
jewelry, pearls, and silk stockings. Often, to brighten the dull convent fare, he would send
hampers of delicacies, which Vivian would share generously with the other girls.Her friends
thought her the most glamorous girl in the school. Certainly she did show an unusual flair for
fashion, seeming always to know how to assemble the right dress, necklace, and scarf in those
rare times she was able to shed her uniform. The girls loved to help her pack and unpack, trying
on her clothes and jewelry, and she was exceptionally generous and adored giving presents
whenever she could to all her friends. “Oh, you do truly like it,” she would comment when a girl
would say how lovely something of hers was. “Do keep it. Do!” she would press.Boys were
mysteries, a great excitement. If the plumber came to school they were all thrilled. Yet, in spite of
the cloistered nature of their existence, sex, though a special kind of exciting thing, did not seem
an impossible fantasy. There were, in fact, two suspected lesbians in the school (older girls), and



that created enormous excitement and a lot of whisperings. There were also many older girls
who had experimental sex with each other and discussed it with the other girls. Taken as a
group, the students at Roehampton were quite worldly and seemed to accept the discovery of
sex as part of their education—though not a part learned in the classroom or under the tutelage
of the sisters! Most of them confessed to be waiting for the “real thing” to happen, Vivian Mary
Hartley among them.Suddenly, it seemed, she was thirteen—slim, exquisite, exceptionally
bright, and rather disconcertingly “forward” in her thinking. The time seemed right for her parents
to return to England. Hartley had made a substantial amount of money, and he and Gertrude
were both still young. On July 7, 1927, Vivian left Roehampton on her father’s arm, packed and
ready for a trip with her parents to the Continent, her head filled with fantasies, her eyes
gleaming with anticipation.Her next four years were spent in Europe’s most fashionable resorts—
San Remo, Kitzbühel, Dinard, Biarritz—perfecting her French and learning German and Italian.
The family took a boat across the English Channel, landing in Dinard at the height of season.
The place had been founded by Welsh abbots in the sixth century and looked across the River
Ranee to Saint-Malo, a rocky peninsula with a fifteenth-century castle and narrow winding
streets crowded with Renaissance churches and houses. Her parents rented a villa overlooking
the water, with a private beach. She had, of course, taken an ocean journey years before and
had often walked the banks of the rivers in western Ireland. But it was in Dinard that she fell in
love with water—its tranquillity, its colors, and its peace—and at the same time was conscious of
its grasp on her emotions, making her restless and at times depressed. She would sit, her knees
bunched up under her, and stare out at the vast blue expanse before her for hours, as she had
once stared at the softly rippling surface of the lake at Roehampton. She missed Mother General
and the sisters, but she knew it was impossible to go back, that, in fact, she did not really want
to.Hostilities grew between Gertrude and Ernest, making her feel like a curious outsider. For long
periods she would withdraw deeper into her own world. Then suddenly she appeared to be
bursting with energy and good humor. During these times she seldom slept more than five hours
a night and managed to fill every waking moment with activity. Early mornings found her at daily
mass, nights she would read for hours in bed. She was wraithlike but seemingly healthy, never
appearing to tire.Her father attributed her fluctuating moods to “boy fever,” noting how popular
his daughter was with the boys of Dinard. Gertrude, though concerned, was more impressed by
her daughter’s orderliness—her room immaculately kept, her clothes impeccably tended, her
undergarments washed immediately after their removal. Vivian was never late for anything and
always ready to do a favor or run an errand. The occasional spells of moodiness that came and
went seemed unimportant to Gertrude, and in her opinion were simply signs of her daughter’s
new “womanliness.” The things Gertrude liked about Vivian were her instinctual good manners,
her natural intelligence, and her ability to make friends easily.By the end of the summer both
Gertrude and Ernest agreed that plans had to be made for her future education. Since she had
seemed so happy at Roehampton they enrolled her in a convent school in Dinard that
September and left shortly after for Biarritz on the Bay of Biscay, where the weather was milder



in the winter months.The convent school in Dinard was a difficult adjustment for Vivian. Two
factors were involved. First, in this new environment she was no longer the youngest, the pet of
the school, and cosseted; nor was she the center of her own group. And after the sense of
freedom she had experienced during the summer, she felt that she was being reined in by the
school’s rules and restrictions. She coaxed and wheedled her parents into meeting her in Paris
on school holidays so that she could go to the theatre, but otherwise she felt that she was
marking time.The summer holidays did not come quickly enough for her. She met Gertrude in
Paris and they joined her father in Biarritz. He was delighted to see her and took her everywhere
they were invited. She wrote her Roehampton friends that she was madly in love and that several
boys were madly in love with her. She sent everyone presents and begged them not to forget
her. But her days at Biarritz—with its seven miles of sandy beach, the glistening golden bodies
of the international set sprawled upon them—came to an end with the approach of
September.The Convent of the Sacred Heart in San Remo, on the Italian Riviera off the Ligurian
Sea and close to Monte Carlo and Nice, was now selected as the next school for her to attend. It
was a direct affiliate of Roehampton, and some of the girls Vivian knew were enrolled there.
Also, since Vivian had done so well in French, Gertrude reasoned that Italian would make an
excellent third language. Vivian, now nearly fifteen, abhorred the stiff, unflattering navy blue
convent uniform and shed it whenever she could. The clothes she was forced to wear were not
her only complaint about San Remo. There was the Victorianism and hypocritical prudery of the
nuns.The school was in the old upper town near the twelfth-century Romanesque church of San
Siro and overlooked the sea. The girls would have to dress in black bathing costumes with high
necklines, long sleeves, and skirts that reached their ankles, then march single file down the
steep hillside and through the modern town to the beach, where they would then dash across
the narrow strip of sand and submerge immediately to their necks in the water. Vivian buried
herself in religious fervor as well, collecting peonies and scattering the petals at the feet of the
robed priests from San Siro as they walked on the ancient cobblestone roads in solemn
procession at the feast of Corpus Christi. And she never missed early mass.But she was
beginning to question a good many things about Catholicism, and whereas at Roehampton she
had dearly loved and respected the nuns, such was not the case at San Remo. There were far
too many hints that sexual liaisons existed between certain nuns and the priests at San Siro.
More upsetting were the blatant hints of lesbianism among the sisters. It was not the sexual
promiscuity of the convent staff that disturbed Vivian so much as the religious hypocrisy
involved. For the first time her grades were poor. Always marvelous with language, she even did
badly in Italian. Her father was amused, but not Gertrude, when the Reverend Mother wrote that
Vivian had become “unruly” and that her conduct had been reprehensible. Enclosed was a note
containing a few words, undeniably in Vivian’s handwriting and apparently confiscated, that said
“Reverend Mother is a . . Alongside this was a sketch of an angry, bristling cat.The Hartleys
summered in Ireland in the wilds of Galway, and Patsy Quinn came up to visit. The two girls
spent their time acting out plays together, making them up as they went along. Both were fresh



from reading The Light That Failed, and so Patsy would be an artist going blind and Vivian the
loving heroine. They soon found themselves crying broken-heartedly, so moved were they by
their own performances, at which point they broke up with hysterical laughter. By the end of the
summer and with a great deal of persuasion on the part of both Vivian and Ernest, Gertrude
agreed that she could attend a fashionable school in Paris in the residential district of Auteuil,
along with another friend Molly McGreachin. Vivian was ecstatic. Paris was the magic city, and
she would be there without the restrictions of a convent school. Her happiness was increased
when an actress from the Comédie Française joined the faculty, and Vivian and a few other
special students were given speech, deportment, and drama under her tutelage. There were
only twenty girls of Vivian’s age in the school and the headmistress was young and progressive-
minded and permitted them midnight feasts, the use of makeup, and cared very little if any of
them attended mass or church services.On their return to Zurich from a ski trip in the Bavarian
Alps, Gertrude and Ernest ran into a friend who had seen Vivian at a theatre in Paris on a free
afternoon and informed them that she had looked strikingly beautiful as always, but to their
surprise was wearing rouge and lipstick and a rather revealing frock. The Hartleys wasted no
time in hurrying back to Paris and pulled Vivian out of the school to her great and dramatic
objections. They then drove across France and Switzerland to a school near Bad Reichenhall
near the Austrian border which Gertrude had previously investigated.Vivian was entered in mid-
term, and despite her gloom at having been forced to leave Paris she adored the school from the
beginning. The original plan was for her to complete only that term before finding still another
school. But when Vivian joined her parents in Kitzbühel for the spring holiday, she begged to be
allowed to continue, and, pleased at her progress in German, Gertrude agreed.Those last
semesters of her education on the Continent were her happiest. Salzburg was less than an hour
away, and she attended the music festivals. Vienna was near, and she was permitted to go there
to the opera, which she loved, particularly the dramatic Wagnerian works. Christmas was spent
with her parents for a second time in Kitzbühel. She was never a good skier, since she suffered
from a balance problem, which also made riding a bicycle difficult; but she adored the mountains
and the hikes in the snow and felt, she wrote to her Roehampton friends, that she was closer to
God on the peak of an Alp than she had ever been in the front pew of a church.At Easter 1931
Vivian was seventeen, her studies completed. Gertrude came to collect her and they spent ten
days together in Munich, visiting the opera nightly. Gertrude sat in the opera box each night
staring at her daughter much of the time instead of watching the performances. The young
woman suddenly seemed a stranger to her. There was an intensity about her that she did not
recognize as Vivian strained forward to study the movement on stage; and there was her ability
to so totally involve herself (which Gertrude could not) that she wept, laughed, and appeared
wildly distracted. Somehow it unsettled Gertrude and made her feel truly protective toward
Vivian for the first time, and when they left the Continent to join Ernest in London after the ten
days were past, she did so with a curious feeling of apprehension.Chapter ThreeBy 1931 D. H.
Lawrence’s controversial book Lady Chatterley’s Lover had gained notoriety, and Vivian read it



from cover to cover and then reread it. She was a romantic young woman, blossoming with a
new sexuality and possessing a rare, breathtaking beauty that caused strangers on the street to
turn and stare. The grace of her slim, delicate body, the chiseled perfection of her oval face, the
startling vividness of her gray-green-blue eyes, the dazzling whiteness of her skin, and the long
graceful curve of her neck gave her the look of a Modi-gliani sculpture. Her one imperfection was
her hands. They were curiously oversized for her arms and body and she was self-conscious of
them, making a point of pocketing, gloving, or folding them away out of sight.Although her peers
thought she was the most beautiful girl they knew, Vivian had little vanity. The combination of
Gertrude’s training and that of the nuns at Roehampton had imposed a kind of self-lessness
upon her that was to remain with her all of her life. She would nervously dismiss any compliment
and was the first to notice something special about the other person.Reading was still one of her
passions, as were art (she seemed never to tire of museum trips), music, theatre, and parties;
and she continued to sleep less than six hours a night without appearing weary-eyed the next
day.Gertrude and Vivian had met Ernest in London, where the three of them had seen several
plays before traveling to Aasleagh in County Mayo, Ireland, where they spent the summer. In
October they returned to a bleak London in the throes of a depression. Ernest, with his usual
optimism, was confident that Great Britain would overcome the severe economic slump. But in
London the Hartleys saw hunger marchers, listened to talk about the distressing rise of Fascism
in Germany and Italy, and read headlines about the Japanese invading Manchuria. Hartley was
inclined to believe Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald’s statements of optimism, yet the family
was experiencing a “pinch” as his investments began to decline in value.A formal coming out
party for Vivian was out of the question, and as the Hartleys were living in a London hotel a
series of smaller parties could not be considered. They chose instead to lease a house for the
winter in the West Country near Teignmouth, where living would be a good deal less expensive,
and where Ernest’s good friend and former associate at Piggott Chapman, Geoffrey Martin, his
wife, and daughter Hilary lived nearby. The two girls were friends and spent a gala holiday
season as belles of all the local festivities. But by the New Year the Hartleys could see that
country life would be no advantage to Vivian. More important, she seemed restless and
somewhat “wrought up.”There was serious talk about sending her back to India for a year to stay
with good friends, but Vivian put an end to that. She had for weeks been thinking about the
possibility of an acting career. To everyone’s astonishment Maureen O’Sullivan, who was only
two years older, was out in Hollywood, and a film in which she was a star was opening in the
West End. Gathering her courage, Vivian announced to her parents that she wanted to study to
become an actress. Hartley was openly pleased and immediately made plans to enroll her at the
Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London. It was February and she had to wait until the first of
May, when the next term began.One of the last galas she attended in the West Country was the
South Devon Hunt Ball held on Torquay Pier. There she was introduced to a rather attractive
man with pale, serious eyes and blond wavy hair. His name was Herbert Leigh Holman, but his
friends called him Leigh and his family had a country place in the next village, Holcombe Down.



Vivian was taken with him. At thirty-one he was the oldest bachelor she had met, which in itself
attached a bit of extra glamour to the meeting, as all the young men Vivian had known were no
more than a few years her senior. He also resembled one of her favorite actors, Leslie Howard,
had attended Harrow and Cambridge, and was a barrister at law with chambers in the Middle
Temple in London. She blurted out to him that she would soon be in London herself. Plans were
made for them to meet again at that future time and he confessed before they parted that he had
seen her on the street of Holcombe Down a few days before and inquired who the girl with the
beautiful profile dressed in black might be. Upon hearing that she was to attend the South Devon
Hunt Ball, he also decided to attend, though such affairs generally did not take his fancy.For
days thereafter Vivian went about the house in a daze. She was certain she was in love and
confided to her friends that she was positive Leigh was the man of her dreams. Alerted when
Vivian suggested they allow her to go to London earlier than originally planned to stay with one
of her Roehampton friends, Gertrude promptly packed her off to Grandmother and Grandfather
Hartley in Bridlington, using the true pretext that they were not well and that her visit would be a
great boon to their spirits.Many weeks of daily correspondence between Bridlington and the
Middle Temple followed, and Grandmother Hartley made sure that Gertrude and Ernest were
apprised, voicing her own opinion that Vivian should not be permitted to be alone in London. The
Hartleys, therefore, preceded Vivian to London and took a flat in Cornwall Gardens, where
Vivian joined them about a week before she was to begin her new course of study.Vivian
suspected that Leigh did not think highly of theatre people, so she neglected to discuss with him
the extent of her ambitions. On his part Leigh assumed that her interest in theatre was a hobby
and that her parents regarded the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art as a finishing school.
“Although no more enchanting girl than Vivian could have existed,” Leigh Holman says today,
“she did not seem to me at that time to have ambition or those qualities that brought her fame. I
was taken by surprise as it happened.”At that time Vivian was trying desperately to juggle the
two loves of her life—Leigh and the work she was doing at the Academy on their new premises
on Gower Street. She wanted more than anything to please Leigh, and so she was always ready
when he called upon her to go someplace with him and would make up her work at the Academy
by studying through the nights, often with only an hour or two of sleep.Sir Kenneth Barnes, who
had heard her entrance audition (Lydia’s love scene in The Rivals), had been most impressed;
and her Shakespeare class teacher, Ethel Carrington, felt she was decidedly gifted, although her
voice was feared to be too high-pitched and frail for the theatre.When she wasn’t with Leigh she
spent time with her good friend Patsy Quinn and new friends Rachel Kempson and Leueen Mac-
Grath. She took the role of Starveling in her old favorite Midsummer Night’s Dream, blacking out
her teeth to secure the best comic effect. And she was delightful as Rosalind in As You Like
It.Vivian was well aware that Leigh was not a man to dally with a young woman’s affections. He
made it apparent almost from the time she arrived in London that he would eventually propose
marriage. And, indeed, she was in hopes that the day would soon come, but it seemed to her
there would be plenty of time to discuss her stage aspirations. After all, it was rather premature



and conceited to believe a career might even exist, since she was still an untried neophyte.On
Sunday, June 19, Leigh and Vivian motored down to Brede in Sussex to visit with Leigh’s good
friend Oswald Frewen, who was first cousin to both Winston Churchill and Shane Leslie. Leigh
privately told Frewen, “I might marry Viv,” and his friend was most enthusiastic about the
possibility. “They’ll make another nice couple to come here in the future,” he wrote in his diary
that night after supper when Vivian and Leigh had departed.A month later, Leigh bought a ring
with a green stone in it for thirty-five pounds at Mappin and Webb and presented it to Vivian,
who was delirious with happiness as she dashed into the flat in Cornwall Gardens to show it to
her mother. Trying to be as tactful as possible, Gertrude said that green simply would not do, as
it was unlucky, and that she was certain Leigh would understand and exchange it. If his pride
was injured Leigh did not expose it, and the ring was returned and a small diamond one bought
in its place.A round of parties followed. Leigh’s birthday was November 3, just two days before
Vivian’s, and they celebrated them together. Vivian was nineteen, Leigh thirty-two. That next
weekend they motored down to Brede and had dinner with Oswald Frewen and his sister, Clare
Sheridan, the sculptor. Saturday was bitter cold and Leigh went into Dell Head to do some wood-
cutting. Vivian took a chill and Frewen put her to work in the sheephouse to get warm.In truth,
Vivian and Leigh did not share the same interests. If she wanted to attend the theatre, she went
with one of her friends, because he seemed to grow restless; and though she was proud of his
chambers in the Middle Temple, she found any discussions of his briefs a bore. But she felt well
protected when he was by her side. It was comfortable and safe. Gertrude, with some belated
insight, spoke to her about the possibility that she and Leigh might not be perfectly mated,
underscoring the fact that marriage for a Catholic was for life, and she suggested that Vivian
speak to a priest. Vivian would have none of it. She was in love with Leigh and that was the end
of it.They were married on December 20, 1932, at a Roman Catholic church, St. James’s,
Spanish Place. Patsy Quinn and the other bridesmaids wore peach satin dresses with puffed
sleeves and were thrilled to be part of a wedding, as Vivian was the first of the group to marry.
There was a stir when she walked down the aisle on Ernest’s arm, looking pale and nervous. Her
hair was drawn back from her face by a crocheted white Juliet cap, and she wore a simple white
satin gown. She appeared younger than her nineteen years as she faced Leigh at the altar and
stared up at him with more childlike obedience than wifely admiration. After their vows were
exchanged, she clung to his arm.Patsy and Gertrude went with her when it was time for her to
change into her going-away outfit—a blue suit trimmed with silver fox fur. Her wedding band was
an eternal ring of diamonds, and when she went to wash her hands before rejoining her guests,
she took it off. Gertrude flew into a rage. “Vivian you should not have done that,” she cried. “It’s so
unlucky, so terribly unlucky!”The newlyweds honeymooned in Kitzbiihel and Vivian took Leigh on
a side trip to Bad Reichenhall to meet her former principal. She was proud of Leigh and of her
new status. If she formerly harbored any fears about their compatibility, walks in the Bavarian
Alps together, the shared delight of viewing picturesque spots and discovering small shops and
cafes, and the mutual need for companionship stilled them. After three weeks they returned to



Leigh’s bachelor flat in Eyre Court in St. John’s Wood.Reality set in fast. The flat was small and
household tasks were competently managed by Leigh’s maid. On his request Vivian had given
up her studies at the Royal Academy before their wedding. There were rounds of weekend
parties, but the days seemed interminable. She simply had not learned how to cope with
idleness, for from her first days at Roehampton each hour of her life had been programmed and
accounted for. Not putting time to good use was a serious character defect. The flat consisted of
two fairly good-sized rooms, a tiny one, and a kitchen and bath; and it made her feel unbearably
claustrophobic. Leigh was gone all day; her friends were at the Royal Academy or other schools.
She was bored and wanted desperately to return to the Academy. Leigh vehemently
disapproved.However, he was a promising barrister at law, and anything she did to enhance
their social prestige met with his immediate approval. His cousin was married to Alwyn Boot, the
daughter of Sir Jesse Boot (later Lord Trent), founder of Boot’s Cash Chemists, who took a great
fancy to Vivian and agreed to present her at Court. Vivian was delighted and threw herself
wholeheartedly into preparations. It was as though she were preparing herself for an opening
night. Everything had to be perfect. There was the gown that had been designed and made for
her, the ostrich feathers for her hair, the rehearsal of the walk, the curtsy, the proper hand
gesture, the position of the head, and finally the makeup (sparing amounts for the best
advantage) and hairstyle (simple and swept back so that her face would be visible at all
times).At last June 13, the awaited day, arrived. Leigh was not able to go to the palace with her
and she was a bit saddened by this, for she would have liked him to share the experience. As
she entered the state room she was pleased she had decided upon a dress with a train as it
imbued her with an inner regal sense that allowed her to act the part of a Shakespearean lady
for the entire spectacle.She memorized each small detail, planning to re-enact it for Leigh that
evening. There were the scarlet and gold uniforms and the fanciful white-plumed hats of the
elegant gentlemen at arms, the awesome shimmering crystal chandeliers, and the plush flowers
and velvets and brocades. Never had she seen such an enormous room, never had she been so
close to royalty. She recalled Gertrude’s story of the royal couple’s arrival in India. She stared
across the room at their majesties King George and Queen Mary seated beneath the durbar
canopy they had brought back from that 1911 trip to India. An orchestra was concealed and the
rich sound of many violins punctuated the clipped speech of the participants.Vivian stepped
forward as if in a dream. The gown was taffeta with huge puffed sleeves and it crackled as she
moved. She had the feeling all eyes, even their majesties’, were upon her. She tilted her head to
get a better look, conscious that her throat was bare and that the simple pearls she wore
reflected her warm flesh tones. She curtsied deeply, smiled demurely. “What a lovely child,” the
Queen was heard to say before Vivian had backed away.It was an experience she could not,
would not, ever forget, and it was a momentous day in her life. As she went back through the
palace gates and stepped into the rear of the chauffeured car that was waiting for them, she
knew she must go back to the Royal Academy and that there was only one life for her—the
stage.She immediately talked to Leigh about returning, perhaps to take the French classes, as



he knew how much she enjoyed working with the teacher, Madame Gachet. Leigh agreed,
believing it was better for her to be kept occupied and that she should maintain her fine fluency
in French. But he was not aware of her deep inner conviction that nothing would now stop her
from being the great actress she had confided to Maureen O’Sullivan at age six she would one
day become. In fact, Leigh did not consider this a possibility. He had not, for that matter, seen her
perform any part except that of the comedic Starveling in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; and as
she was a wonderful mimic and adored parties where they played games like charades, he
thought it was great fun for her and little else.She began the weekly lessons under Madame
Gachet and then added other classes. Her hands were causing her a great deal of anxiety. She
had become especially aware of their size and considered them ugly, developing mannerisms to
keep them hidden. Finally, in exasperation, one of her teachers gave her a copy of Ellen Terry’s
Memoirs, and she discovered that the great lady of the English stage had also had a complex
about her hands and that years of self-consciousness had only been overcome when she forced
herself to use them constantly and to develop special ways of turning the “defect” into an
asset.Vivian took heed and practiced gestures for hours before a mirror. She also lengthened
the cuffs on most of her dresses, added wrist frills, and was seldom seen on the street or at
rehearsal without gloves or at a party without bracelets and bangles that fell loosely onto the
back of her hands.Shortly after her presentation and her return to the Academy she became
pregnant. Two decisions had to be made. The first was when she would have to postpone her
studies and the second was whether she and Leigh could continue on at Eyre Court. She
remained at school until June, even appearing in Shaw’s St. Joan in chain-mail armor and heavy
boots. At that time, since Leigh had agreed that they would have to find a larger, more suitable
place for them, she searched London daily and was ecstatic to locate a house with a theatrical
history. Lynn Fontanne had once lived there. It was a rather unsafe structure with a bulging front
wall at 6 Little Stanhope Street in Shepherd Market, but to its advantage was the fact that it was
the first house they had seen that Leigh could afford. Built in about 1700, the small, narrow
house might have been unsafe, but it was rather enchanting, having wide hearths and pitched
ceilings. Their good friend Hamish Hamilton took over their flat in Eyre Court, and they moved in
at Little Stanhope Street surrounded by painters and carpenters and plumbers. All the rooms
were thirteen and a half feet square and looked up Pitt’s Head Mews or back onto the
seventeenth-century Shepherd’s Cottage. Venetian windows faced the front.As the decoration
began, their first true mutual involvement came into focus. Leigh had a long-standing and deep
interest in old furniture; and although their tastes were not the same, Vivian, spurred by Leigh’s
initiative, became caught up in the search for paintings, fabrics, fittings, and furniture. It was,
unfortunately, only a short time before Leigh drew back somewhat and, as he says, “I became a
spectator with growing wonderment.” Her knowledge and expertise seemed to be instinctive,
and yet she would always manage to purchase the most exquisite pieces at bargain prices and
without ever wheedling a merchant. She loved motoring out to the country to find antiques and
often discovered some seemingly worthless piece of furniture, hidden under years of dust and



tons of heavy hardware, that Leigh would insist was quite hopeless, then bring it home to
discover it was worth at least ten times the price they had paid.The household now consisted of
Mrs. Adamson, the cook; Aide, the maid; and Nanny Oake, who had been hired to move in after
the baby’s birth. The little house was crowded, although there were enough rooms for everyone
and even a small library where Leigh could work on his briefs.Little Suzanne Holman was born at
a nursing home at 8 Bulstrode Street on October 12, 1933, and her mother recorded the
occasion in pencil in her delicate blue diary with a single sentence, “Had a baby—a girl.”
Suzanne was born a month prematurely and the delivery was not an easy one. It was several
weeks before mother and daughter came home, but once there it did not take Vivian long to
become bored, as the household was being run-quite adequately by the staff, and baby
Suzanne was well tended by the nurse-nanny.Yet, returning to the Academy did not seem the
right thing to do either. Harboring a growing restlessness, Vivian began to test herself and her
talent, giving frequent parties that sparkled and lasted till late at night. The “enchanting Vivian
Holman and her nice husband” were the new couple on everyone’s guest list, and Vivian was
always the last to leave. Leigh did not enter happily into the pace such a social life created, but
he was aware of Vivian’s disquiet; and, therefore, when she said she was going to pose for a
fashion photographer he did not object, although he did not encourage her either.Actually, many
of the young ladies in her set were modeling and also took small roles in films as a means to
make some extra money, and also because it was then “the thing to do.” “Vivling,” as some of her
new friends called her, was the center of a bright group of independent young women who could
not conceive of being chained to a husband, a house, or children.By summer the original
excitement of the social whirl began to pall. On August 5, a Sunday, Oswald Frewen visited them
for tea at Little Stanhope Street and, sensing a new “skittishness” about Vivling, suggested she
and Leigh might enjoy going off on a yachting trip together. Leigh thought that a good idea and
arranged passage for them on a cruise in the Baltic.Vivian entered into the plans with some
enthusiasm until a friend suggested that there might be a small part for her in a film that was
scheduled to star Cicely Courtneidge. Vivian spoke to the casting director, who was
encouraging. Leigh did not believe she was serious when she said she wanted him to put off the
trip until she found out if she had the role. The film was to be called Things Are Looking Up, and
as the ingenue had been cast all Vivian could hope for was a few moments on the screen as one
of a group of schoolgirls. It did not seem to Leigh that a “lark” paying thirty shillings a day should
intrude upon their proposed holiday. For the first time he was rather forceful in his wishes, and
together they went to Gothenburg, where they boarded the boat and sailed to Aarhus and then
past Elsinore to Copenhagen.A cable waited for Vivian in Copenhagen informing her she was to
report August 12 to begin work on the film. There were unpleasant words exchanged, and in the
end Vivian returned to London while Leigh continued with the cruise. Directly after she had left
he had read of a fatal accident where a young woman had been electrocuted by the faulty wiring
of a bathroom heater. Vivian was always chilly and just before the trip Leigh had installed a
similar heater in their bathroom. He was beside himself with concern and cabled her not to use



it, but there was no reply.When she returned home, Vivian was told there was to be a delay in the
shooting of her scenes. Worried that Leigh would now understand even less the urgency of her
flying trip back to London, she went down to Sussex to spend a few days with Clare Sheridan.
She discussed her decision to follow a stage career and her fear of Leigh’s disapproval with
Clare, who was a sensible woman. By the time Leigh came home Vivian knew she had to
confront him with the truth, but in spite of Clare’s prodding she was unable to do so.Leigh had
been so tormented during their brief separation that he assured her that of course it would be all
right for her to do the film. He added that it had been selfish of him not to realize that she was too
young and beautiful to devote herself only to her child and her home. He did not include himself,
and it was perhaps this kind of selflessness that made Vivian hold her tongue.Chapter
FourVivian was now a professional actress and it did not seem possible to her that she could
ever achieve anything more that she wanted unless it was to appear in a West End stage
production.For three weeks she rose at five in the morning to be at Lime Grove, Shepherd’s
Bush, by half past six, where the film was being shot. It was dark outside, the fires cold, the
household asleep. September was unusually damp that year, and she shivered in the early
morning chill as she heated water for tea and dressed in front of the open door of the lighted
oven for warmth. She wrote notes to Aide, notes to Nanny Oake, and finally a short message to
Leigh, which she would put on his dresser. The streets were deserted as she motored to her
acting job in her small two-seater car. Once at the studio, she would dress in the summery white
gym uniform she wore in her role as a schoolgirl, close to an electric fire in a drafty dressing
room along with the other “schoolgirls,” Judy Kelly, Hazel Terry, and Gillian Maude among them.
All the girls were exuberant with excitement. The film was a low-budget comedy destined only to
fill a programming bill, but it was cinema and they were star-struck.The last week they checked
in at Lime Grove and then were transported by private car to Lord Darnley’s Elizabethan house,
Cobham Hall, which was being leased and used for exterior location shots of the fictional girls’
school. Vivian had one line to speak: “If you are not made headmistress, I shan’t come back next
term!” But the camera singled her out a number of times for close-ups, and caught her in some
comedic interplay with the other girls. She had learned something from film that she had not
learned at the Academy—the value of facial reaction when you were in the background. During
the long delays between takes she would talk to the technicians. In the close-up, she was told,
eyes and brows were the most important features, for facial reaction could save yards of film.Her
work on Things Are Looking Up had not been a great hardship on Leigh. To the contrary, she
was home for dinner and had refused all party invitations, wanting to look her best in the
morning. He was reconciled to this new interest of hers, though he did not take it seriously and
assumed it would eventually pass.But Vivian spent long hours pressed close to her dressing-
room mirror practicing eye expression and learning how to control her eyebrows. Her friend,
actress Beryl Samson, recognized her new interest as the commitment it was and suggested
she find an agent. That was not an easy task for a girl of twenty who professionally had spoken
only one line in a film. Vivian was certain it would be impossible until she had accumulated a list



of credits. Then fate intervened.Beryl was at a party when she overheard John Gliddon, the
agent, telling another guest that Hollywood had the right idea in contracting many beautiful
young unknowns and training them before the camera with the hopes that at least one might
have the makings of a star. Alexander Korda, he was saying, was the only man in Great Britain
clever enough to employ such a system. In a two-year span he had signed a number of hopefuls
and used them in one film after the other—and look how successful it had been, with Wendy
Barrie and Merle Oberon nearing star status in The Pivate Life of Henry VIII. Beryl turned to him
and agreed, adding that she knew one girl who was bright, spectacularly beautiful, had attended
the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and appeared in one film. She added, “If you are looking for
star potential, Vivian Holman has it.” Gliddon was interested, and the next day Beryl and Vivian
went to see him in his Regent Street office.Vivian wore a lovely wide-brimmed hat that framed
her face. She looked up at Gliddon with eloquent eyes. “Beryl says you are the only man who
knows how to make a girl a star.” She smiled, the perfect sycophant. Gliddon replied rather
modestly that he could not work miracles but that he was convinced she had a good chance if
she let him manage her for a year.“But your name—Vivian Holman—must go,” he insisted.“How
about Vivian Hartley?” she asked.“No good either,” he replied. “You need something more
memorable.” After concentrating for a time he suggested April Morn.On the ride back to Little
Stanhope Street, Vivian was troubled. “Leigh would never accept my being called April Morn,”
she said.Beryl said she would have to agree with Leigh if he thought it was a vulgar name.The
two women rode in silence for a time, and as Vivian pulled the car up to her front door, Beryl
said, “How about Vivian Leigh? He’s bound to approve that.”For several weeks thereafter the
newly christened Vivian Leigh was escorted by Gliddon on a daily round of luncheon, tea, and
cocktail dates at such posh places as the Ivy, the Ritz, and the Savoy Grill, where she was
bound to be seen by the titans of Wardour Street— those men and women who controlled
Britain’s film industry. With Vivian wearing a different outfit at each meeting, being seated so that
her extraordinary beauty was shown to its best advantage, Gliddon was successful in his
campaign. Korda’s office rang for an interview with Vivian, and Gliddon hastened to accept.The
financial success and the international critical acclaim of The Private Life of Henry VIII had made
Alexander Korda the undisputed king of Great Britain’s film industry. Adding to the luster of his
crown was his kingly manner and his glamorous past. From the time he was a young man in
Budapest, Sándor Korda (as he was originally named) had been devastatingly attractive to
women. He had a leonine head, strong bones, and eyes that were at once hypnotic, slanting,
and sensitive. His first film was made in his native Hungary in 1914, when he was twenty-one
years old, and from the beginning he had lived with and dispensed luxury on a royal scale.One
of the earliest and youngest of Hungary’s film elite, he soon built his own studio with a suite of
his own impressive offices. Five years later his empire crumbled as the fearful purge known as
the White Terror gripped the nation. The Communist regime that had held Korda in high esteem
had fallen. Admiral Horthy, an enemy of Bolshevism and a German sympathizer, was now in
control; a direct attack was made against intellectuals, Jews, and film makers, and Korda was all



three. He moved his headquarters to Vienna, where he continued living the grand life and began
to build a new empire.The building of that empire had taken eleven years and had transported
him from Vienna to Berlin, Hollywood, Paris, and finally London, where he opened the grandiose
offices of London Films on Grosvenor Street in Mayfair. The Private Life of Henry VIII had not
only made Korda both internationally famous and rich, but had catapulted the British film
industry into the world market for the first time. Without question Alexander Korda was the most
important man in British films, and Vivian Leigh was not unaware of his power. Yet their meeting
seemed somehow fated to her. She had known in her heart for over two years that Korda would
one day single her out, as he had Maureen O’Sullivan. While making films in Hollywood in 1930,
Korda had given Maureen (then only eighteen) her first starring role in The Princess and the
Plumber opposite Charles Farrell. Vivian, on her return from the Continent, had seen it three
times; and since she and Maureen had always looked alike and often for a giggle had
exchanged places to fool a casual acquaintance, it was not difficult for Vivian to fantasize herself
in her place.

vivien leigh childrenSuzanne Farrington
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Thelma V Dugan, “Vivien Leigh embodied her portrayal of fictional Scarlett O'Hara, as though
actually channeling herself through her role as "Scarlett" O'Hara.. Anne Edwards' biography of
Vivien Leigh reads more as a page turning novel. Replete with passion, famous stars from the
"golden age" of Hollywood, Shakespearean Theater, lost love, and, a touch of "madness"!All of
which revolved around and inhabited the life of one of England's most famous actresses of her
day. Ms Edwards does a fine job of delving into Lady Olivier's life from childhood to death.
Sadly, most of the American movie going public in 1939 had never even heard of Vivien Leigh; till
she arguably, snagged the most sought after female lead in an American made motion picture
based on Margaret Mitchell's bestselling novel "Gone With The Wind", as Scarlett O'Hara. Her
portrayal of Scarlett won her, her first Academy award for best actress. And, from that
performance alone, Vivien Leigh, would become synonymous with one of literature's most
famous fictional Civil War heroines. Throughout this most interesting biography, we learn that
Vivien Leigh's personal life and personality, played out in several roles she chose to play both
onstage and in film. One most notably, in my opinion, was her second Academy award winning
role as "Blance Dubois" in " A Street Car Named Desire" .Vivien Leigh may always be
remembered as the flirtatious, scheming, Antebellum Southern belle on film; but her personal life
reflected a wide variety of personal roles brought out in this interesting biography. If you loved
Scarlett or Blance, you'll find Vivien Leigh's life story a good read.”

Lydia C. Bugner, “Too bad he paid her back by abandoning her when she .... Very interesting
book about a complex woman who suffered from mental illness later in life. I think she put too
much stock in Laurence Olivier's opinion of her career and let him have too much say over which
roles she took in films and plays and it limited what she became. But then she was obsessed
with him before they even met and basically gave her life over to him. Too bad he paid her back
by abandoning her when she really needed him and his help in dealing with her mental illness.
But as a top English, male actor, I would not have expected anything less from him. There was
so much more to her than being the "president" Laurence Olivier's "fan club". I would
recommend this book if you don't mind hearing so much about Laurence Olivier.”

lava, “She treats her heroine with respect. I love Vivien Leigh. She was a great actress but she
always tried to live up to Laurence Olivier. While he was a great stage actor, Vivien illuminated
the screen. But she tried desperately to keep up with him. Anne Edwards treated Vivien with
respect and I have read other books that did not do that. I think Vivien got everything she wanted
but it did not quite work out, because she could not see the whole picture at the beginning. I was
glad she had Jack Merrivale. Touching book.”

David Mac, “Incredible LIfe. I really enjoyed this book though I was surprised when discussing it
with friends when I had finished how few now remember her. Anne Edwards gives what I would



call a very fair assessment of an unusual life with all its triumphs and disasters. Vivien was
clearly a troubled woman of great charm who in any other less glamorous and more traditional
profession might have been forced into proper treatment earlier than she was. The amount of
shock treatment she received- mainstream medicine then- is an eye opener. My only reservation
about the book was what may not have been in it. There is very little negative reaction to some of
the subject's outrageous behaviour suggesting only those who were friends of hers were
interviewed in depth. Other sources talk of many affairs which seem to be slid over here. This
may be an impression. One of the most remarkable characters is not so much the subject as her
mother, patient and devoted through good times and bad.”

eledavf Vivian, “Tragic decline of a star.... The sad life of a remarkably beautiful and talented
woman.Vivien Leigh always wanted to be an actress, but it was the stage that was her natural
element, not motion pictures, which served merely as a way to earn a living. Gone With The
Wind was the exception -- that was the role everyone wanted. And for the rest of her life she
remained Scarlett O'Hara to the entire world.This account leaves me with the impression that
her love for Laurence Olivier, already married to another woman, began as an obsession in the
strictest sense of the word and remained an unhealthy need until the day she died. His world-
wide prestige as a stage actor, as a titan of the theater, remained always a goal she could not
equal but yearned for; possibly it seemed the only way to be worthy of a place by the side of this
heroic figure. He was in truth her entire existence.Surprisingly, the major flaw Vivien Leigh had to
contend with was her voice, which was too light and high-pitched to be ideal for the theater.
Nevertheless with her beauty and passion and with his enormous prestige as an actor and
director, this husband and wife became for decades the reigning theatrical couple in Europe as
well as the United States and as far away as Australia.Whenever they performed in motion
pictures, together or separately, it was merely as a means of supporting their extravagant
lifestyle and providing for the children from their first marriages, his son and her daughter. Vivien
was never a doting mother, nor Olivier a doting father, and both children remained essentially
strangers to them while they pursued their acting careers all over the world.The war years were
spent in Hollywood making propaganda films for England though they were not announced as
such. At the end of the war they returned to a devastated and impoverished country and
continued their careers enduring all the hardships of theater life at that time. But nothing warned
them of the horrors soon to be visited upon them with the worsening of Vivien's emotional
disturbance, diagnosed as bipolar disorder.It tormented them for the rest of their lives together.
The alternation of hope during her quieter, depressive periods and of horror, violence, and
despair during the manic episodes inexorably wore on Olivier's patience and endurance. In the
end he gratefully turned her care over to another man whose disinterested devotion would have
qualified anyone for sainthood. Eventually a divorce freed Olivier to marry again.Adding to her
misery, Vivien suffered for years from tuberculosis and it was this that culminated in her death
while she was still in her early fifties.This biography provides an easy-to-read, straightforward



account of her remarkable but doomed life with a man of immense fame and distinction.In his
treatment of his afflicted wife Olivier does not appear to have been unkind and in the end he
dragged himself from his sickbed to sit beside her body until she was removed for cremation.A
sad ending to a life of so much brilliance.”

oxgirl01, “An excellent biography. I first read this biography about Vivien Leigh by Anne Edwards
when it was released in the mid 1970s through a book club I subscribed to at that time. I found
the actress a fascinating subject. She is described as a complicated and contradictory character
to those who knew her well in her lifetime. Determined, sometimes ruthless, in her ambition both
in her professional life as an actress as well as in her private life. She secured against all the
odds one of the most famous parts in film history that of Scarlett O'Hara in Gone With the Wind
which made her an international star and won her first film Oscar. She also starred in other
famous film roles as Lady Hamilton which she starred with Laurence Olivier (who she married in
real life), Cleopatra, Anna Karenina and Blanche du Bois in a Streetcar Named Desire for which
she also won an Oscar. Although she tried to equal her husband, Sir Laurence Olivier, on the
stage she never felt equal to his talent. It was, however, her manic depressive illness which later
drove a wedge between this famous theatrical couple and they later divorced. I would highly
recommend this biography to anyone interested in the actress for its detailed account of her life
which is well referenced by letters from those closest to her.”

Alison Mason, “Brilliant - Hard to put down. A very well researched and well written book. Very
sad in places. She never really came to terms with losing Olivier to a younger but very
unattractive woman. Battled her demons but it was her physical health rather than her mental
health which failed her in the end. In other biographies, scant mention has been made regarding
the relationship with her daughter; so it was interesting to learn that they were nit estranged at
all.  If you are a fan of Vivienne' s you will enjoy this book.”

The book by Anne Edwards has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 259 people have provided feedback.
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