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ACT ONE


CODA/OVERTURE
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Audrey’s sculpted heavy lace Givenchy dress, worn while accepting her Academy Award for Roman Holiday. Givenchy designed this dress by re-working the Edith Head ballgown Audrey wore as Princess Anne in the film. Time magazine dubbed it the “Best Oscar Dress of All Time.” Photo by Fred Duval/WireImage/Getty Images





Chapter One

 A CLOSET, 1993


“She seemed so terribly different and sort of very angelic and sort of very ethereal. It was like some kind of fairy book person.”

—Harry Belafonte

when audrey hepburn died at 8 p.m. on January 20, 1993, at the age of sixty-three, she left behind one Academy Award, two Tony Awards, dozens of lifetime achievement awards, her beloved sons Sean and Luca, companion Robert Wolders, millions of fans, universal acclaim as an indefatigable activist on behalf of the world’s children, and one final surprise—a nearly empty closet.

This most stylish of actresses, muse for designer Hubert de Givenchy, perennial fixture on the Best-Dressed List, and idol of millions for her sense of style, had stored her endlessly discussed, dissected, and scrutinized clothing in the bedroom of her beloved “La Paisible” home in Tolochenaz, Switzerland. Ten double-paneled hand-painted doors in the light airy room held the promise of hidden couture treasures, perhaps original Givenchys or Ralph Laurens, and yet when the doors were opened, the closet was, in the words of Audrey’s older son, Sean Ferrer, “not more than 20% full—with blue jeans, wool slacks, blazers, and t-shirts.”

Where were the designer originals worth tens of thousands of dollars? The dazzling Cecil Beaton My Fair Lady gowns or the world-famous Givenchy Little Black Dress from Breakfast at Tiffany’s? Why did Audrey Hepburn, of all people, have a nearly empty closet with nary a couture gown in sight? The answer proved both simple and profound, touching as it did upon every aspect of her life’s journey, because during her last ten years, Audrey Hepburn kept ruthlessly paring away at her life until only the absolute essentials remained. Hollywood? Not interested. Fashion shows? Thank you, but no. There was simply no need for Givenchy gowns when trekking across drought-stricken portions of Africa on behalf of UNICEF and the starving children of the world.

She had walked away from the church of fame that rules Hollywood and ever-increasing swaths of the general public yet held onto that fame without even trying. Her elusiveness only increased public interest in her films and clothes as well as her life and loves, but Audrey Hepburn had grown uninterested in rehashing old tales of Hollywood glamour and legendary friends. In an industry which based its self-image on endless awards shows, she was, it was safe to say, the only screen idol about whom a son could convincingly state: “Being away from home to win an award was really a lost opportunity. Walking the dogs with her sons was a personal victory.”

This turning away from surface fripperies occurred hand in hand with Audrey’s inversion of the usual Hollywood worldview: far from dreading the years after age fifty, she had instead embraced them. With her sons grown and her priorities reordered, the freedom found in serving others had now granted her a belief in her own worth that she had sought, sometimes desperately, throughout her entire life.

In truth, if anyone had been paying strict attention to the substance beneath her oft-dazzling surface, they would have seen an indication of her ultimate direction as far back as 1959’s The Nun’s Story; speaking to her castmate Patricia Bosworth, she had, in an atypical piece of soul-bearing, explained: “I love fashion, you know. Really love it. But fashion has nothing to do with me.” At which point, recalled Bosworth, Audrey touched her heart and emphasized: “The me in here . . . the private me, the interior me—inside I’m not fashionable at all.”

As her acting abilities actually deepened—witness her moving cameo in her final film, Steven Spielberg’s Always—she had, like all great artists, stripped away the extraneous and clever in search of the truth, seeking answers at last to the ultimate questions: Who am I, and where do I fit in? How can I make a difference? And with that personal expansion echoed in an evolution from couture clotheshorse to casual style icon to khaki-clad activist, only one constant remained: the vulnerability underneath the beautifully controlled and genuinely kind exterior.

Which brings us back to the bedroom closets: neatly painted, perfectly ordered, and nearly empty. Because by turning her back on the glamour—on the clothes, the awards, and the self-interest—by not just talking about giving back to others but actually doing so on an international scale unfathomable to others, Audrey Hepburn had actually deepened the bond with her fans of fifty years. How, they wondered, could anyone be filled with such loving kindness? Such unselfishness?

And while Audrey remained grateful for those who loved her films, after gracefully accepting compliments for her acting, she would politely but firmly switch the topic to her real, not reel, work: helping to save children through UNICEF. By now St. Audrey had become the focus of so much cultural heft placed upon her reed-thin frame that she had surpassed the boundaries imposed upon the very notion of stardom, becoming not just an inspirational figure but an aspirational one as well. A woman who made people feel better about themselves. A secular saint to many, she grew genuinely embarrassed by the attention heaped upon her and determinedly tried to focus that attention on others she felt had achieved so much more on behalf of children.

She had reinvented the entire third act of her life, not out of a wish for publicity or image polishing but, instead, out of a need to help others which had arisen from the most personal of experiences; having been saved from starvation at the end of World War II by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency (UNRRA), Audrey could now, at last, pay it forward. And, in the process, fully come to terms with a Dutch childhood nearly suffocated by the Nazi occupiers of her homeland.

Because long before the dazzling turns in Roman Holiday, Sabrina, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and My Fair Lady, and decades before the awards and universal acclaim as a beautiful and charming trendsetter, there had been a childhood in which there had not been the slightest talk of acting and Hollywood stardom, a time when mere survival remained the only goal.
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Audrey Kathleen van Heemstra Ruston. A face made for the camera. Photofest







Chapter Two

 BEGINNINGS, 1929–1948



“Her life really is like a fairy tale because fairy tales are not just about good stuff. There are terrible things that happen on the way.”

—Sean Hepburn Ferrer

although audrey was to determinedly eschew all trappings of nobility, her mother Ella, born the third daughter of Baron Aarnoud van Heemstra, conducted her own life with a pronounced sense of aristocratic entitlement. Indeed, her marriage in 1920 to the Honourable Jon Hendrik Gustaaf Adolf Quarles van Ufford, Knight of the Order of Orange-Nassau, seemed socially fitting, began promisingly, and produced two sons, Ian and Alexander. But differing outlooks and two substantial egos ended the marriage after only five years, and Ella soon found the man with whom she felt destined to spend the rest of her married life, Joseph Ruston.

With his appropriately tweedy and aristocratic façade, the handsome and eleven-years-older Ruston seemed both well-heeled and well-connected. If Ella’s own attractive features carried more than a hint of hauteur, for Ruston there was always the benefit of her title—Baroness Ella van Heemstra—to consider. A glider pilot and accomplished horseman, Ruston was smart—in the words of Ella and Joseph’s grandson Sean, “He was a true dilettante and a brilliant one at that”—and he quickly divorced his wife to marry Ella.

After marrying on September 7, 1926, the couple soon settled in Brussels, where in the suburb of Ixelles, at 3 a.m. on May 24, 1929, they welcomed daughter Audrey—known to the family as Adrianntje. Almost immediately a crisis arose: at the age of three weeks Audrey caught whooping cough, and Ella, relying solely upon her Christian Science faith, did not take her to the doctor. When the crisis deepened and Audrey stopped breathing, Ella revived her infant daughter by spanking her back into life. In the view of Sean, the psychological effects of the incident upon his mother proved lifelong: “She saw life itself as a gift and saw her own survival as precious and a matter of chance.”

Crisis averted, Ella and Joseph’s infant daughter was now formally christened Audrey Kathleen van Heemstra Ruston. With a British father (Ireland was not yet an independent country when Joseph was born) and Dutch mother, infant Audrey, for purposes of citizenship, was deemed British. Her mixed heritage of Dutch, English, and Irish proved to be a big reason why Audrey never thought of herself as coming from any one country, laughingly stating in later years: “I’m half-Irish, half-Dutch and I was born in Belgium. If I was a dog, I’d be a hell of a mess.”

As to the Hepburn name: by now, Joseph, who was descended from the engineer John Joseph Ruston, had concluded that he had Hepburn ancestors through his grandmother Isabella Hepburn and decided to add the Hepburn surname to Ruston. However, it had been John Joseph Ruston’s second wife, Barbara Victoria Belha, who gave birth to his four children, his first wife Isabella Hepburn Ruston having died in 1857 without bearing any children. The provenance of the Hepburn surname may therefore remain questionable, but, said Audrey’s cousin Walter Ruston, a family archivist: “I am convinced that, to her dying day, [Audrey] believed she was a Hepburn.”

On the surface, all seemed fine in the Ruston household at the Castel Sainte-Cecile estate in the village of Linkebeek. Nanny Greta was on hand to help raise Audrey, and in the aftermath of the First World War, the Victorian era was quickly becoming a dusty relic. The 1920s had indeed begun to roar, with a burgeoning sense of personal freedom running right alongside a new consumer society stocked with automobiles, household appliances, and radios. Stocks soared ever higher and talking movies startled the world.

And yet.

Cracks soon began to appear in the façade. Three days after Audrey’s birth, eight were killed in Berlin as Communists clashed with police, and the National Socialist Party continued to gain ground. A mere four years later, Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany, an ascendency which brought about a chapter in the Hepburn family history that was to haunt Audrey throughout her life: her parents’ infatuation with fascism.

It was Joseph who first became enamored of the fascist movement in England, and after his boss, Montagu Norman, introduced him to friends like the notorious Hitler worshiper Unity Mitford, Joseph joined the circle surrounding the leader of the British Union of Fascists (BUF), Oswald Mosley. In the process, he inculcated a fervent support of the fascists in Ella.

Ella proceeded to publish several articles in Blackshirt, the BUF periodical, under the byline “Baroness Ella de Heemstra.” The most notorious and unfortunate example of her writings ran on April 26, 1935, under the title “The Call of Fascism,” in which she boldly extolled “those who have heard the call of Fascism, and have followed the light on the upward road to victory. . . .” More disturbing words were to come: “The Germany of today is a most present country, and the Germans, under Nazi rule, a splendid example to the white races of the world.”

By now, Ella’s fascination with Hitler extended well beyond the printed word, and she attended the Nazi Party conference in Nuremberg. It was, while it existed, a full-blown admiration for the fascist leader, and while she later renounced the Nazis, her undeniable early infatuation with Hitler and his associates was to prove anathema to Audrey, who loathed every aspect of the fascist movement.

Even a shared attraction to the fascists, however, could not paper over the increasing fissures in the Ruston marriage. Joseph, a self-proclaimed “financial broker,” came to rely increasingly upon the van Heemstra money, and as the money vanished at an ever more rapid rate, quarrels between Joseph and Ella broke out frequently. Young Audrey took refuge in the one way that made sense to her six-year-old self: by hiding underneath the dining room table.

The Ruston marriage began to crumble amidst rumors of James’s affair with a nanny, and ended for good when he walked out in 1935. Many assumed that the occasionally remote, aristocratic Ella suffered the separation and ultimate divorce in silence, but the opposite proved true. Stated Audrey in later years: “She cried day in, day out. I thought that she never would stop.” Only six years old at the time, Audrey nonetheless took on a very adult role: “My mother would sob through the night. And I would just try and be with her.”

For young Audrey, Joseph’s abrupt departure proved devastating. Certainly, he was a remote father, but as his grandson Sean points out, he provided fun for young Audrey: “He was joyous—maybe not a warm father, not a joking father, but he spoke thirteen languages and as a gliding pilot he would take my mother gliding. When he left so abruptly it was almost as if he were going out for cigarettes and never came back.”

The loss of her father gave birth to an emotional trauma which remained with Audrey for the rest of her life, and as late as 1989, the then-sixty-year-old Audrey bluntly termed Joseph’s leaving “the most traumatic event in my life. . . . I was terrified. What was going to happen to me?” That upheaval proved the single most important reason why, when her own marriages to Mel Ferrer, father of Sean, and Andrea Dotti, father of Luca, ended, she insisted that both sons stay in close contact with their fathers: “[Children need] two parents for the equilibrium in life. I mean emotional equilibrium.”

Joseph’s move back to England, where he grew increasingly vocal about his fascist sympathies, marked the beginning of Audrey’s peripatetic childhood, with Ella moving Audrey and her two brothers (Audrey was always to call them her brothers, no “half” about it) from their base in Brussels to Holland. Audrey also began living part of the year in England, starting school in 1935 at Miss Ridgen’s in Elham, Kent, and when the divorce settlement between Joseph and Ella was finalized in 1938, part of the settlement decreed that Audrey was to continue her schooling in England. This portion of the decree was ostensibly included so that Audrey could reside part of every year near her father, but Joseph rarely came to visit his daughter.

Having been raised in Belgium and Holland, Audrey did not speak fluent English when she arrived in Elham, and when combined with the fact that she was, surprisingly enough, somewhat plump at that age, she experienced bouts of true loneliness. And yet, with her determination to rise above all obstacles, she later mused that it “turned out to be a good lesson in independence.”

She soldiered on with her joyless school lessons, taking refuge in her own imagination and love of drawing: “I liked the children and my teachers but I never liked the process of learning. I was very restless and could never sit still for hours on end. . . . School in itself I found very dull, and I was happy when I was finished.”

There was, however, one consolation which proved to be life altering: the introduction of dance into her life. A young dancer from London began traveling to Elham to teach ballet classes, and eight-year-old Audrey became utterly enthralled with dancing: both the artistic impulse that released her from her interior life and the disciplined, all-consuming dedication to her art dovetailed with Audrey’s personality. Recalling those early dance lessons, she enthused: “I loved it, just loved it.” In a revealing comment made over fifty years later, she explained: “I don’t deal with words very well. I love music—dancing—it takes you out of yourself.”

She found another life-altering experience in being sent every summer “to stay with a family (in England) whom I absolutely adored.” Living with the coal-mining Butcher family in the summer months not only immersed Audrey in the English language but also provided her with a loving second family; in later years she was to keep a photo of the family’s dog on her vanity. Such was her bond with the Butchers that after gaining international fame as an Academy Award–winning movie star, she pursued a renewed connection with the family, and through her contacts at the United Nations joyfully aided one of the family members in adopting a baby.

Her ballet lessons and happy summers disappeared, however, when war broke out between Britain and Germany in September of 1939. Erroneously thinking that the Netherlands, unlike Britain, would never be invaded by the Germans, Ella decided that Audrey would be safer away from England, and on December 14, 1939, a DC-3 made the cross-channel flight with ten-year-old Audrey on board. It was, recalled Audrey, “really one of the last planes out.”

Ella then moved her daughter and two sons to the van Heemstra home, Villa Beukenhof, in the village of Velp, where they began living with Ella’s sister and father. Velp lay just outside the town of Arnhem, possessed the rail service deemed important to the Germans, and was situated only forty miles from the German border, yet in Ella’s reasoning it would still prove safe because it was a good distance away from the front. Unfortunately, on May 17, 1940, the Germans crossed into Holland, marched directly into Arnhem, and instantly took complete control of the town. Said the adult Audrey: “There are so many images that will never go away. Tanks coming in for hours. Holland fell in 5 days.” Still processing the loss of her father, Audrey was now also struggling to grasp the reality of the German invasion: “The second worst memory I have after my father’s disappearance was my mother coming into my bedroom one morning, pulling back the curtains and saying, ‘Wake up, the war’s on.’” In later years, Audrey was to tell Sean: “From one day to the next everything you took for granted was gone. Eventually there was no food, no heat.” And looming over it all, a complete and utter lack of freedom.

Noble antecedents meant nothing to the Nazis, and the remnants of the van Heemstra wealth—jewelry, stocks, and cash—all vanished. Audrey’s brother Ian was sent to a labor camp in Germany while Alexander went into hiding and joined the resistance. Audrey’s childhood innocence was over, and the knowledge of the horrors men were capable of inflicting upon one another was to haunt the shy youngster for the rest of her life.

Audrey, now age ten, was understandably confused about her nationality, and at the time she began school in the Netherlands felt “more English than Dutch.” Enrolled in a Dutch public school, her English accent and rudimentary Dutch instantly marked her as an outsider: “Every time I opened my mouth, everyone was roaring with laughter.” Concerned that the name Audrey sounded too British in occupied Holland, Ella changed two letters in her own name and for the duration of the occupation Audrey was henceforth known as Edda. (Curiously, she was still billed as Audrey Hepburn-Ruston in all programs for her Dansschool performances.)

Juggling different names and multiple countries meant that Audrey’s desire and psychological need for a permanent home—a place of refuge, comfort and love—now took hold. As an adult, she explained it in the most basic of terms: “Maybe that’s why I’m so attached to my own family. They are my roots.”

Only eleven when she first glimpsed the horrors of the Nazi war machine, Audrey was unquestionably scarred for life by the atrocities she witnessed: “I saw families with little children, with babies, herded into meat wagons—trains of big wooden vans with just a little slat open at the top and all those faces peering out at you. . . . There would be families together and they would separate them, saying ‘The men go there and the women go there.’ Then they would take the babies . . .”


Joseph’s disappearance had drawn Audrey and her mother closer, but it was closeness with a caveat: Ella was not demonstrative and rarely praised any of Audrey’s efforts. Born June 12, 1900, and at her core a very Victorian aristocrat, Ella held the aristocratic view that it was unseemly in the extreme to make a spectacle of oneself. Said Robbie Wolders, Audrey’s companion for the final thirteen years of her life: “Ella was a superior woman, very humorous… but critical of everyone, including Audrey. Biased. Intolerant.” Deserted by her husband, and trying to raise a ten-year-old daughter under the shadow of the Nazis, Ella, out of necessity, developed a somewhat forbidding exterior. Wrote Luca of the war years: “Ella was her father figure and Meisje [her aunt] was her mother . . . Meisje was the one teaching her how to draw. It was really Meisje who made the magic come alive. Ella was about rules.”

At the same time, however, it was Ella who recognized her daughter’s attraction to the arts, and she encouraged Audrey’s growing interest by taking her to concerts and to the ballet. The shy and impressionable youngster fell head over heels in love with the make believe, happily-ever-after world of the arts, where life was not only beautiful, but controllable. Design, lighting, action—it could all be practiced and perfected, with no room for unpleasant surprises like a beloved parent walking out.

It wasn’t just thoughts of Audrey’s welfare which motivated Ella, however, because underneath her very proper Victorian façade, Ella was, in fact more than a bit of a classic stage mother—a frustrated performer who lived out her dreams through her daughter. Said Audrey: “My mother desperately wanted to become an actress. Yet my grandfather strictly forbade her to go near the stage . . . I don’t think my mother ever got over her disappointment in obeying him.” In Ella’s own words: “I tried to obey my father. But I grew up wanting more than anything else to be . . . well, English, slim, and an actress.” Which makes it all the more interesting that in those last three words lies an exact description of Audrey. Said Luca: “Ella was the frustrated prima donna, born a century too soon.” In the even more discerning assessment of Audrey herself: “My mother would have been better off in Vienna, or anywhere in Italy or France—anywhere where music and art were of equal importance to food and drink.”

Ella, it turned out, was not going to let Audrey make the same mistake. If Audrey wanted to dance, then dance she would.
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“I love music—dancing—it takes you out of yourself.” Photofest







Chapter Three

 WAR AND A LIFE OF DANCE, 1940–1947


“With her vivid style and incomparable elegance, Audrey Hepburn truly is the patron style saint of ballerinas.”

—“Dance, Expression and Audrey Hepburn”

urged on by ella, at the age of eleven and a half, Audrey began studying ballet seriously at the Arnhemsche Muziekschool (Arnhem Music School) with Dutch ballerina Winja Marova. Her classes represented the beginning of a life of extraordinary self-discipline; whether expressed through hours at the barre, rehearsal on a film set, or in strict adherence to a notoriously spare diet, Audrey Hepburn’s will soon came to play a very large role in her meteoric rise to fame. Explains Sean: “That discipline absolutely grew out of her training as a dancer. It’s in the back, the posture, the arch, the frame. It’s . . . how you move, how you step into a Givenchy dress and walk in it, but it’s also your mind. Without that, it doesn’t work.”

Surrounded at home by people often two or three times her age, she was growing up fast. Explained Audrey in later years: “I was sixteen when the war finished, but I had been grown-up from the time I was twelve.” In part as a survival mechanism—a way to take flight away from the horrors of the Nazis—and in part because she so loved music and dance, Audrey began immersing herself to an even greater degree in the fantasy world of the arts: “I was studying and dreaming of Pavlova and Diaghilev. To all intents and purposes, I had been cut off from the world of youngsters my age because the war had made me a prisoner not just physically but mentally, never allowing me to peep out to see what was really outside.” Left to her own devices, she gravitated to music as a soundtrack to accompany her daydreams, and when combined with an introverted nature exemplified by a love of reading, drawing, and solitary walks, it all began to inform her very approach to life.

The relentless self-discipline of ballet may have felt natural to young Audrey, but the unending necessity of having to stare into the mirrors lining the rehearsal hall likely provided the first real step in her lifelong dissatisfaction with her own appearance. “I didn’t think much of my looks. In fact, I thought I was such an ugly thing that no one would ever want me for a wife.” Consistently lauded during her Hollywood years as a singular beauty, Audrey never fully surmounted a self-imposed focus on what she saw as her own physical imperfections: crooked teeth, wide jawline, flat chest, and big feet seemed to be all Audrey glimpsed in the mirror as she danced for hours. (In truth her feet were a size 8½ and certainly not huge.)

With all of life now up for grabs under the Nazi occupation, ballet provided a bedrock of certainty. Here, in this one area, the ground stopped shifting beneath her feet. Music, the barre, the mirror—all was in order, proving that beauty was still possible in a chaotic world. With its emphasis upon silhouette, ballet allowed Audrey to develop a preternatural grace, a floating, gliding walk which made it appear as if her feet never really touched the ground. Audrey may have noticed only her supposed defects, but that grace proved immediately apparent to all others, with Edouard Scheidius, a friend of Winja Marova, dubbing her “‘Poezepas’—Dutch for cat-walk.”

As she grew older, her much sought after, never to be successfully imitated walk evolved into a forward-gliding movement combining a fashion model’s skimming-the-surface gait with the grace of a ballet dancer. Hours at the barre had resulted in a ramrod straight posture, the stuff of a designer’s dreams. The end result was a walk that made clothes fall more softly, their clean lines displayed to best advantage by her ease of movement.

That walk was to remain with her for the rest of her life, and television interviewer Mo Rocca recalled his reaction when she visited Macy’s, where he was then working: “I was twenty-three years old, behind the fragrance counter, in April 1992, and she walked by my counter. This is one of the biggest department stores in the world—and the entire floor fell silent. Even if cell phones had existed then you never would have taken your cell phone and shoved it in front of her face for a selfie. She floated by and people knew, this is Audrey Hepburn.”

As a teenager, however, Audrey saw none of this, and grew self-conscious about her height. As the tallest girl in her ballet class, she had to undertake the male roles, lifting the little girls who were much shorter than she. How, she wondered, could she ever be a prima ballerina if she were taller than everyone else?

Although twelve-year-old Audrey had, in 1941, performed in ballet recitals in front of German officers at Arnhem’s Wehrmachtheim, by age fifteen she had stopped dancing in any official or public capacity because she would have had to register as a member of the Dans Kultuurkamer, an artistic union that was part of the Reich. Instead of registering with the Dans Kultuurkamer, Audrey had begun helping Dr. Willem Visser ‘t Hooft, the unofficial head of the local resistance, whose daughter Annemarth was a dance pupil of Audrey’s. The work was to prove dangerous, with fourteen-year-old Audrey at one point tapped to carry a Resistance message to an English parachutist hiding in the hills near Arnhem. After delivering the message, Audrey turned back toward home, only to be stopped by a German soldier. Having just picked flowers to fit her cover story of spending the day in the countryside, she smiled and gave the young German her bouquet of flowers. The soldier was charmed by the gesture, and Audrey, having succeeded in a first improvisation, smiled at the soldier and continued on her way home.

By 1944, she was actively helping the resistance as often as possible, telling an interviewer in 1951 that she had been “running around with food for the pilots” who had been shot down. She began delivering the resistance newspaper, Oranjekrant, which she described as half the size of a paper napkin; stuffing the newspapers in the woolen socks she wore with her wooden shoes, she biked around town to deliver the newspapers, an innocuous Dutch girl who thwarted the Germans under their very noses.


By now Ella had renounced her support of British fascism, her flirtation with the Nazis likely changed forever when the Germans shot Otto van Limburg Stirum, husband of her sister Miesje. Ella was certainly well aware of Audrey’s role in helping Allied soldiers, but in typical fashion, Audrey always downplayed her own efforts. As late as 1988, she was to state in a television interview: “Stories about my contributions to the underground have been exaggerated. I took around messages a couple of times—but I was really too young.”

Much worse was to come, however, when for the first time war was waged on the streets of Arnhem. So large was the scale of these operations that in the end, the Battle of Arnhem, which raged from September 17 to 26, 1944, proved to be the biggest air-land operation of World War II, resulting in more casualties than there had been on D-Day.

The exhausted and greatly undernourished Ella and Audrey now walked to Velp, where Audrey’s grandfather was living at Castle Zijpendaal. Eventually, said Audrey, “we had thirty-seven people sleeping in our house as evacuees continued to arrive.” The details of that unrelentingly harsh time never left Audrey: “We went for days at a time without anything to eat, and we sat and shivered in a house without heat or light. . . . We lived in a vacuum—no life, no news, no books, no soap.”

As the war entered its sixth year, life in the Netherlands reached its nadir. In Audrey’s own words: “Holland was one of the worst because it was occupied by the SS—not just the military.” Faced with a shortage of soldiers and support personnel, the Germans took to literally grabbing women off the street to work in their military kitchens, and in March 1945, Audrey was “picked right off the street with a dozen others” by the notorious Dutch Green Police. She was now facing months of servitude, but when the truck stopped to force more women inside, Audrey jumped out of the truck and ran away: underneath that frail and shy exterior already lay the guts and determination that would serve her well in negotiating the perils of Hollywood. After this near escape, however, she did not, as legend has it, live by herself in the cellar of a bombed-out building for a month, but instead ran home and “stayed indoors for a month.”

By now, Audrey was incapable of dancing because of malnutrition. Reduced to eating nettles, she developed both jaundice and anemia, and as a result, her resistance and strength were severely weakened. In that final winter of the war, 1944–1945, known as the “hunger winter,” she, and tens of thousands of others, were living in a state of near starvation. The crushing reality of the time never left Audrey, and even near the end of her own life, she grimly recalled: “It was not on the scale of Somalia, but it was pretty bad too, you know. Children were always rummaging in the dust bins and people were dying of hunger and cold.” In the end, the winter claimed nearly twenty-two thousand Dutch lives.

Shops were closed, electricity and heat nonexistent, and the Dutch were allowed to heat only one room in a house. Soap virtually disappeared, and the water supply was now unsafe. Fuel for cars and trucks was diverted to the German war machine, and all food confiscated by the Germans. Audrey was subsisting on turnips, bread made from peas and grass, and flour from tulip bulbs; her one meal per day featured a soup made from herbs and water. From the vantage point of later decades Audrey explained: “In those days I used to say to myself ‘If only this comes to an end, I will never grumble about anything again.’”

With the war clearly lost, the Germans finally retreated, and as British and Canadian troops marched into Arnhem, Audrey “ran out to welcome the soldiers, I inhaled their petrol fumes as if it were a priceless perfume and I demanded a cigarette, even though it made me choke.” A lifelong addiction to British cigarettes was born, right alongside an association of freedom with the smell of petrol and cigarettes. At age sixteen, she now held an unshakeable appreciation for freedom and liberty, remarking in later years: “That’s why I say freedom has no price.”

The British troops had marched into Arnhem on Audrey’s sixteenth birthday, May 4, 1945, with the end of the war in Europe coming four days later. The cessation of hostilities was followed by an event which would forever change the course of Audrey’s life: the arrival of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), a forerunner of the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF). Alongside the Red Cross, UNRRA brought desperately needed food, medication, and clothing. The clothes, in fact, marked the beginning of Audrey’s love affair with fashion, born as it was in the school classroom set up as the village clothing distribution center. Choosing from the donated clothes seemed like couture shopping to Audrey, who had been reduced to wearing her brother’s shoes and skirts made of old curtains. For the rest of her life, she remembered the exact clothes she had picked out: “a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar and a navy-blue pleated skirt. There was a Saks Fifth Avenue label in the blouse. Hence my love ever since of fine clothes.”

At war’s end, Audrey stood five feet, seven inches tall, weighed a skeletal ninety pounds, and suffered from anemia, asthma, and jaundice. Explained Luca: “One thing my mother always talked about was that when the war was over, she was diagnosed as being two weeks away from death herself because of her malnutrition.” Eventually, she gained twenty pounds, but throughout her adult life, her weight never rose above 110 pounds.

She had survived the war, a wise-beyond-her-years teenager who already understood at the core of her psyche exactly what mattered most in a successful life: “I came out of the war thankful to be alive, aware that human relationships matter more than wealth or career or even food. I matured quickly because, at a young age, I was made very aware of suffering and terror.” She also now possessed a bone-deep belief that she could survive any ordeal, that her own intelligence and common sense would allow her to deal with whatever life threw her way. If Hitler’s war machine could not kill or defeat her, nothing would. In her own pragmatic, tough worldview: “I think when you have problems and so forth, you can sense a loneliness because it is you that has to get it done or make a decision. We all have an innate loneliness because finally when the chips are down you are alone.” And yet, after these horrific experiences in the war, her steel core remained tempered by a sense of optimism that may have been battered but still proved resilient: “I’ve been often through hell, but I’ve always come out at the other end.”

While
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