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“Reading this book is like meeting Vivien Leigh in her glory and her despair. One of the most revealing showbiz biographies ever.”



– Sir Ian McKellen



“Three cheers for this. Alan Strachan's long overdue perceptive insight into one of the most fascinating, complex, troubled and talented actors of her time.”
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“Impeccable research into this fascinating actress makes Dark Star a page turner. The reader is as desperate to see past her ravishing beauty to the tender, tortured woman beneath as is the author.”
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“A wonderful tribute to a great actress and a fascinating insight into her troubled life and the machinations of the West End theatre during the middle of the twentieth century. Unputdownable.”



– Dame Penelope Keith



“This is an enthralling book. It enthrals you by its meticulous research, its lucid language and its depiction of a legend and a world that do not exist anymore. Alas.”
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For Jennifer – again





A Dark Star is shadowed, often detectable by its gravitational effect on other bodies. It is often a component of a binary star and can cause the brightness of its visible partner to vary periodically.
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Prologue





Shortly before Christmas 1938 the Hollywood mogul David O. Selznick, facing the imminent principal shooting of the greatest gamble of his career – the film of Gone With the Wind, Margaret Mitchell's worldwide bestseller of the American Civil War – after a two-year highly publicised search, had still not cast the most sought-after leading role in cinema history, Scarlett O'Hara. Since his early days in silent movies and through more recent adaptations of major classics (Greta Garbo in Anna Karenina and Ronald Colman in A Tale of Two Cities) Selznick had stressed the importance of casting, especially of female roles. He once wrote to his business partner John (“Jock”) Hay Whitney:


Sometimes you can miscast a part and get away with it: but there are certain stories where miscasting of the girl will mean not simply that the role is badly played but that the whole story doesn't come off.



He had secured the public's choice of Clark Gable as Mitchell's raffish heart-throb Rhett Butler alongside Olivia de Havilland as Scarlett's cousin Melanie, and Leslie Howard as the heroine's more conventional love interest, Ashley Wilkes, but he was uncomfortably aware that a miscast Scarlett could ruin all his ambitions and plans. He had considered and rejected most of the established star actresses suggested – Bette Davis, Tallulah Bankhead, Katharine Hepburn included – and still had in reserve three well-known possibles, of whom Paulette Goddard led the field, but from the outset Selznick had wanted to have “a new girl” as Scarlett; the nationwide search for an unknown – over 1,500 seen, many screen-tested – had of course provided an avalanche of free advance publicity but it had always for Selznick been more than a stunt. Although he was a voracious reader and hired top scriptwriters (the dramatist Sidney Howard for Gone With the Wind), Selznick, like many who cut their teeth in silents, thought in images, knowing how potent the initial perception of a character is, especially one originally from a famous book, which could dictate an audience's reaction. From his first reading of the novel, he had his Scarlett vivid in his mind and with the first scenes with his cast scheduled for January 1939 he was frustrated, contemplating what he saw as “the greatest failure of my entire career”, expressed in one of his notorious lengthy memos to the film's director, George Cukor:


I am still hoping against hope … If we finally wind up with any of the stars we are testing we must regard ourselves as absolute failures at digging up talent, as going against the most violently expressed wish for a new personality in an important role in the history of American stage or screen.



One month after this cri de coeur, the role was cast in an episode apposite for a film of epic sweep and bold emotions and as colourful as anything in Mitchell's book or out of the earlier Selznick film, A Star is Born. Selznick's image of Scarlett was taken directly from the novel's description of this headstrong survivor, the iconic Southern belle with an “arresting face”, “pale green eyes without a touch of hazel” and “magnolia-white skin”. The chosen Scarlett met these criteria; some described her as intrepid, occasionally wilful like Scarlett, and although she had achieved some success in England on stage and screen, she was certainly “a new girl” in America. However, she was no Southern belle (in her one previous film requiring an accent, St Martin's Lane, her cockney barely passes muster). She was not even American, let alone “of French and Irish descent”.

Selznick needed to clear the backlot at Culver City for building the principal sets for Gone With the Wind – including the plantation house of the O'Hara clan, Tara – and so scheduled for December the incineration of old movie-sets for the filming of the burning of Atlanta by General Sherman's troops. Towards the end of the shoot, late in the evening, Selznick met for the first time the British actress Vivien Leigh, brought to the filming by Selznick's agent-brother Myron along with his client, a more established British actor, Laurence Olivier. Vivien had arrived the previous day, ostensibly to see her lover Olivier. Almost instantly Selznick and Cukor were convinced that she could be their Scarlett.

Vivien was then 25, married with a daughter, and Olivier, seven years her senior, was married with a son. They had been lovers for two years and had been miserable apart recently while Olivier filmed Wuthering Heights in Hollywood. Selznick later said of their meeting: “I'll never recover from that first look.” He was a producer-auteur before the concept of film “authorship” had been invented, a classic control-freak. Cukor too, who had said prior to the long “search for Scarlett” that “The girl I select must be possessed of the devil and charged with electricity”, was immediately intrigued by Vivien but in effect the decision would be Selznick's (“Great films are made in their every detail according to the vision of one man”).

There was, however, one crucial difference between the actress and Mitchell's heroine, encapsulated in the opening five words of her novel: “Scarlett O'Hara was not beautiful.”

Vivien Leigh was very beautiful indeed. She died in 1967, late on a Friday evening and so too late for Saturday's newspaper deadlines. On Sunday the normally sober Observer bannered the news on its front page above seven contrasted photographs: “Vivien Leigh, the Greatest Beauty of her Time, Dead at 53.” On Monday, newspapers worldwide heavily featured the collapse of her fabled marriage to Olivier in 1960 and her long struggle with manic depression (before Bipolar Disorder was the preferred term) alongside the stress on her looks, often barely mentioning a career of striking range while concentrating essentially on her two Oscar-winning performances – Scarlett and Blanche Du Bois in A Streetcar Named Desire.

Other great beauties of her day – society's Lady Diana Cooper, Gladys Cooper (both her friends), Ava Gardner, Greta Garbo – could not match her range and offered no competition on stage. Truly great beauties – Lily Elsie, Maxine Elliott, Lillie Langtry, Elizabeth Taylor – rarely make great stage performers, largely because they do not have to be. One of the great theatre names of the twentieth century, Edith Evans, off stage unremarkable but with an alchemical ability to assume radiance on stage, used to say that beauty was “the primitive passport” to success in the theatre.

Vivien's first major success in England was due, as she acknowledged, to that passport. But no career enduring over three decades, covering work on stage in Shakespeare, Shaw, Chekhov, Tennessee Williams, Jean Giraudoux, Noël Coward, Terence Rattigan and a Broadway musical – a range wider than many actresses of her generation – alongside an outstanding screen career, can be sustained solely on looks. She had luck in her career, as she never denied, but bad luck haunted her too and it seems, always, that she constantly had to attempt to escape various shadows.

Not the least of them was that beauty. The photographer Florence Entwistle (“Vivienne”) claimed that she was “the most beautiful woman in Britain, if not the world”, echoed by her favourite photographer, Angus McBean – “She was the most beautiful woman I ever photographed and remained so, I believe, up until the haunting last sitting just before her death”, while to David Niven she was simply “the most beautiful woman I ever saw outside an art gallery”. Appraisals of her beauty were intriguingly varied. The Hungarian-born movie producer Alexander Korda could not categorise her; he liked to contract “types” such as the “exotic”, a “beetch” or an “English rose” and turned Vivien down in 1935 accordingly, only becoming interested when she scored a major stage success – she was just not a “type”. She could, if required, project a dewy ingénue innocence but had an underlying quality of something more dangerous, less “English rose”. It was not difficult for her to suggest a more exotic allure; once, when seeing a McBean photograph of her, strikingly shadowed and with a spray of camellias over one ear, Olivier commented that she could pass for a “Javanese tart”. In an era when the ideal of home-grown beauty was an Anglo-Saxon demure delicacy Vivien was not immediately classifiable or fixed in her time, as fellow actress Gladys Cooper noted (“I considered her the most beautiful woman of her age and to me her beauty was not of any period”).

In her centenary year (2013), critic Laura Thompson wrote perceptively that behind the crystalline perfection “she was always more interesting than the pretty-girl roles she was given early on … her smile had a quality of perverse intrigue”.

Many people blessed by beauty simply take it for granted, like having red hair or big feet; Vivien always shrugged off compliments and was wearied by critics' constant mentions of her beauty, turning it into Byron's “fatal gift”. The “primitive passport” which gave her initial theatre fame led at once to a British screen career and it was her looks which journalists stressed (“the loveliest sight on the British screen so far”) and struggled to describe:


The face a triangle, gleaming palely in the frame of feathery dark hair growing upwards, faun-like. The bone-structure will make artists rush to set it down. But the tilted nose, the tender curve of the mouth, deep eyes lifted at the corners, dark in distance, revealing themselves as grey-green lamps, obviously floodlit, her young, touching smile, will make the public rush to set the face down in their memories.



The art historian and connoisseur of beauty, Kenneth Clark, was another who understood that the bones and planes of her face were the key to her looks but he always felt that her outward appearance was complemented by the inner quality of her style. His friend, international art expert Bernard Berenson knew Vivien in his old age and agreed with Clark, addressing her as “Dearest of beautiful and life-enhancing women”. Without that interior quality – “her beauty was somehow both inside and outside” according to theatre producer Toby Rowland – beauty can be purely passive, rarely a true asset on stage or even on screen. This was the special quality valued by Berenson and so many of her friends. One of them, director Glen Byam Shaw, who knew her for over 30 years, tried to define that essence in a 1953 letter:


You have the ability to get the best out of life. It is a wonderful gift. Diana has it also – I mean Diana Duff Cooper. When I was on tour with her we used to have such times together – she could make drinking a cup of lukewarm coffee in Donnydoonhead a delightful event in one's life. The answer is, I suppose, that you both have “magic”.



Byam Shaw could not have known that his letter, sent to Vivien on location in Ceylon, would arrive just as one of the most explosive episodes triggered by the Bipolar condition from which she suffered (it was as yet unnamed) was beginning.

That gaiety of the heart and her beauty were mixed blessings. She said herself:


People think that if you look fairly reasonable you can't possibly act … I think beauty can be a great handicap.



Early in her career her friend John Gielgud, seeing her in Max Beerbohm's The Happy Hypocrite, found her “ravishing”, adding:


I suppose your beauty will always be more hindrance than help to your acting. Almost incidentally either it blinds the critical faculty or produces a perverse determination to pick holes.



George Cukor felt the same (“a consummate actress, hampered by beauty”) while another American friend, the director/dramatist Garson Kanin, described her as:


a stunner whose ravishing beauty often tended to obscure her staggering achievement as an actress … She was ambitious, persevering, serious, often inspired.



Vivien actually made comparatively few films (19 in a 30-year career) but she had very rapidly assimilated the screen's special demands; her early British films, made at a time when there were few native directors of major talent, still had some inspired, mostly émigré cinematographers from whom she absorbed an unquantifiable amount. Most British actors then tended to patronise the cinema – Ralph Richardson's attitude (“You sell to the cinema what you learned in the theatre”) was representative – but while Vivien came to love the theatre more she was too intelligent to short-change film work. Even in some of these less than classic early efforts, many of them low-budget and quickly shot, a latent vitality, a sense of the complexity of a nature both fragile and infused with a tensile strength, is communicated. Monkey-quick, she grasped the essence of screen acting remarkably swiftly (much ahead of Olivier) – that above all the camera photographs thought, that the eyes are the index to interior life. Her eyes were what immediately struck both Selznick and Cukor; the latter had said from the outset on Gone With the Wind that he wanted someone “with fire in her eyes”. Directors and cameramen mostly loved to photograph Vivien's eyes – many of her films contain memorable close-ups – and virtually all the obituaries and features covering her death mentioned them in their focus on her beauty, masking the question of her talent, a lingering shadow.

An even longer shadow was – and similarly remains – that cast by Olivier. When they met he had made films in Hollywood and England, none markedly successful; in the theatre, apart from supporting Noël Coward in his Private Lives and an exuberantly athletic portrayal of a John Barrymore-inspired actor in the American comedy Theatre Royal he had had many failures but was now beginning his rise to classical stature alternating Romeo and Mercutio with John Gielgud in the latter's production of Romeo and Juliet in London, going on to consolidate his position with a string of major Shakespeare roles, including Hamlet, at the Old Vic. Their affair blazed into a consuming mutual passion in Korda's film Fire Over England (1937) before they acted on stage together for the first time when Vivien played Ophelia to his Hamlet at Elsinore, a miserable time for Vivien's husband Leigh and Olivier's wife Jill, neither of whom agreed to immediate divorce.

The couple left separately for America in late 1938, Olivier for Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights while Vivien followed later, desperately missing him, but also conscious that Scarlett remained uncast. They were finally able to marry – in California in 1940 – returning to England after filming Lady Hamilton together. Over the next two decades, rarely working apart on stage, they built up a joint reputation as “The Oliviers”, a spotlit First Couple of the British stage, like Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne (“The Lunts”) in America or Jean-Louis Barrault and Madeleine Renaud in France. Both continued film careers; Olivier reinforced his heroic national status in his fanfare of native patriotism, the screen Henry V (1945) which he also directed, followed by a film Hamlet during which he was knighted. Vivien made further films but also established a formidable record of stage performances ranging from the vaudeville of Thornton Wilder's The Skin of Our Teeth to Tennessee Williams's A Streetcar Named Desire in London and then on screen as the fading Blanche Du Bois, one of the richest (and most demanding) female roles in the theatre. Befitting their status, as the country began to emerge from postwar austerity they made a quasi-royal pairing for the Festival of Britain in Shaw's Caesar and Cleopatra and Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra and then gave London a contrasting modern regal frivol with Terence Rattigan's The Sleeping Prince for Coronation year in 1953.

Their private lives were similarly on the glamorously grand scale at the restored medieval country estate of Notley Abbey which became an English equivalent of William Randolph Hearst's Californian San Simeon (Citizen Kane's Xanadu) with weekend parties of West End and Broadway actors, Hollywood celebrities and writers, designers, politicians and composers. Everything the Oliviers did was news; Vivien's miscarriages in 1944 and 1956 were splashed across the popular press, although Fleet Street in the 1950s was less intrusive than today and so relatively little of the backstage whispers as the marriage began to crumble under its various strains found its way into the newspapers. After rumours and speculation of affairs on both sides they divorced and Olivier remarried – a third actress, the younger Joan Plowright, with whom he had three children. Vivien, although forming a Last Attachment in the 1960s with actor John Merivale, never remarried. Most of her post-divorce work was in a kind of exile – in Australia or America – although she was about to return to the West End at the time of her sudden death.

Olivier had a whole crowded final act left to play, putting the seal on his reputation as the greatest actor of his time. A son of the cloth, he had always regarded the theatre with a quasi-religious zeal. The notion of a National Theatre – of which he became the first Director in 1963 – had been special for him for years and he regarded heading it as a charge amounting to genuine National Service. Based at his beloved Old Vic until moving to the South Bank under Peter Hall, inevitably Olivier's tenure had troughs but its peaks were often awesome including some of his later great performances (as Othello and, in Long Day's Journey Into Night, as the old actor James Tyrone, in which Vivien might, had circumstances been otherwise, have played his wife). Rarely latterly free from illnesses, any one of which might have poleaxed lesser men, his National decade was an heroic achievement.

Olivier received the most elaborate Memorial Service accorded any actor, in Westminster Abbey with every possible member of the great and good in attendance, scored by his old colleague William Walton. Vivien's Memorial Service more than 20 years previously was crowded too, but in a smaller venue (St Martin-in-the-Fields) with decidedly less pomp and circumstance. By the time of Olivier's death in 1989 she had become, if not forgotten (remastered and reissued versions of Gone With the Wind and Streetcar ensured that), definitely less valued. Olivier's reputation had cast a long shadow long before Vivien's death. Garson Kanin noted in the 1940s:


It must be maddening for her, a young actress at the peak of her powers and popularity, to find herself in the position of a hanger-on who has come along for the ride.



Olivier in his autobiography – rather less revelatory than its title Confessions of an Actor (1982) might suggest – wrote of his detestation of this attitude: “Critics should not go on for ever letting their judgments be distorted by her great beauty”, a veiled dig at one particular critic.

Critics and performers can be friendly; the Oliviers were close to Alan Dent who reviewed for The Manchester Guardian then The News Chronicle and assisted Olivier on the texts of his Shakespearean films. The critic/actor relationship can be awkward, however. It is in retrospect ironic that the critic thought by Olivier to “distort” Vivien's work most damagingly should, after the Olivier divorce, work closely alongside him at the National Theatre.

Kenneth Tynan was without question a major figure in postwar British theatre, the finest dramatic critic since Bernard Shaw; an exhortation to inspiration above his desk read: “Rouse tempers, goad and lacerate, raise whirlwinds”, all of which he did in prose of firecracker brilliance. He aimed to be a war correspondent, not a necrologist; he wanted to blast what he saw as a fossilised 1950s London theatre of trivial comedies, thrillers and parish-pumpery revue into extinction. Like Shaw's attacks on “Sardoodledom” (the “well-made” plays following the style of Victorien Sardou) in order to champion Ibsen, so Tynan wanted to raze the flim-flam of what he called French-windowed “Loamshire”-set plays to the ground as he encouraged new radical writing and Bertolt Brecht. A lifelong atheist, he relished causes, campaigns and crusades.

In his younger years he was fired by great heroic acting, the work of magnetic figures such as Donald Wolfit or, above all, Laurence Olivier. For Tynan, Olivier was the supreme modern actor and his worship (it was nothing less) remained constant even as he shifted his dramatic preferences to more overtly political drama, inspired by his Brechtian conversion. He changed his views on some Olivier rivals; from the time that The Daily Telegraph suggested that Wolfit might be a potential head of a National Theatre – he viewed that position as reserved for Olivier – he switched to a relentless, at times gleefully savage, demolition of Wolfit's performances.

There is no doubt about Tynan's importance in redrawing the map of the British theatre, especially his championship of the New Drama appearing in the wake of Look Back in Anger in 1956, but some of his judgements were often wayward, and not a few of his obiter dicta were off target, occasionally troublingly so. Often behind his writing on actors there was a signally sadistic streak; actress Eileen Herlie, dismissed with whiplash vitriol, was an early victim. He always lauded Olivier's pantherine vigour above the more poetic Gielgud (Olivier was, in Tynan's view, the Burkean Sublime to Gielgud's harmonious but inferior Beautiful).

Sometimes actors could survive to point up the flaws in Tynan's judgements after he ceased regular theatre criticism. He had always insisted that Gielgud had little gift for modern work and rarely succeeded in comedy. This had never had solid foundations and was spectacularly undermined by later Gielgud performances in new plays, often very funny, by Alan Bennett, Harold Pinter and David Storey.

Vivien had not that luck. She suffered, more than any other actor, from Tynan's lash. He was practically reviewing her even before he was officially a critic; in an introductory piece for the Daily Sketch he wrote that he longed to see his idol as Macbeth but preferably “with a more challenging Lady than his charming wife”. He reserved his most lethal, exquisitely phrased dismissals for her classical performances, seemingly at his most blistering on those widely praised by other critics and, notably, by fellow actors.

There is no doubt that the cumulative impression conveyed by the most influential critic of his era has affected Vivien's posthumous reputation. She was a different theatrical animal from Olivier but that does not make her a necessarily second-rate one. And she was a star on screen in a way Olivier never quite matched (possibly because he did not want to, ruthlessly competitive though he could be on stage). A true movie star is both actor and embodiment of his or her myth; Olivier's sheer protean quality undercut that, but on film so often Vivien defines screen stardom.

The shadow of Tynan's perspective was impossible for Vivien, who died so young, to break free from. But, 50 years on from her death, a scrutiny of her career should see that and other shadows recede, revealing her in a clearer light.






 Chapter 1 A Child of the Raj



One of Tynan's weaker puns – admittedly from early in his career – was “We all make our own mystiques”. Not so in studio-era Hollywood, where the moguls fully moulded their “properties”, as they regarded their indentured talent, supervising every aspect of their image, capping teeth, altering colour and cut of hair, shaping brows, paying special attention to what Selznick called “the breastwork” of their female stars and monitoring their off-screen lives. They grasped that a genuine star is more than an actor; the public fuse what is on the screen with their perception of a star's private life as shaped by their bosses and the media. So, from the outset of Vivien's association with Selznick International Studios, a process of re-creation began. Initially the publicity machine presented her as a discovery, airbrushing from publicity most of her British work on stage and screen. Only when filming on Gone With the Wind was under way was mention of her previous experience made, referring only glancingly to a husband or child with not a whisper of her involvement with Olivier. As many similarities as possible between actress and character were stressed, often with scant regard for truth. Selznick wrote personally to Ed Sullivan, an influential columnist prior to his television career, just after Vivien was contracted, pointing out that although she was not American, a large part of the South would prefer that to casting a Yankee and that just as Scarlett's parents were French and Irish, “identically, Miss Leigh's parents are French and Irish”.

This was complete invention. Question marks and vague half-truths have continued to hang over Vivien's ancestry however, even in her biographies. Her father, Ernest Hartley, although he spent much of his early life in India where his daughter was born, was and remained a proud Yorkshireman from a family based originally for generations in Pontefract. Ernest's father was an industrious civil service administrator; his wife Elizabeth, a butcher's daughter from York, gave him seven children. The couple, following a peripatetic career taking them across England to Ireland and the Hebrides, retired to the Yorkshire seaside town of Bridlington. Vivien's father was born during the family's Scottish stay on the island of Islay in 1883. The youngest of the family, he grew up an adventurous boy, never especially academic and a popular extrovert. Like many younger sons of his generation he saw fewer opportunities at home than in some of the flourishing outposts of the Empire, still in the early years of the twentieth century a mighty commercial network. He sailed for India in 1905.

Calcutta then was the epicentre of the British Raj with its national administrative significance at its height. The capital moved to Delhi in 1911 but Calcutta remained a clamorous, buoyant city to which Ernest was immediately attracted. Working as an exchange broker for the respected company of Pigott, Chapman & Co, he was highly popular amongst a wide range of friends, mostly fellow expatriates; he was enthusiastically sporty – mad about polo and cricket – and a passionate horseman, a regular at the Tollygunnga racetrack. He took to all the traditional pastimes of the British sahib; years later a contemporary of Ernest sent Vivien photographs of her father and his friends hunting in the Indian jungle, complete with solar topees, rifles and a retinue of native bearers, the epitome of privileged Raj life.

His other consuming interest was the theatre; amateur dramatics were popular in that Maughamesque society and a particularly active group, the Calcutta Dramatic Society, presented a regular series of productions, often with Ernest in central roles, usually in the Grand Opera House, a splendid new building on the site of the old wooden theatre opposite the Hogg New Market. Ernest's friend Geoffrey Martin was also a regular in the productions; his daughter Frances (“Mills”) Martin, later a friend of Vivien's, remembered Ernest vividly:


He was marvellous to have fun with. He had a histrionic ability to relate terrible jokes … He enjoyed fishing and golfing and spending money in flashy hotels. He was “hail fellow well met” but very much a fair weather friend.



Within a few years Ernest's success at the brokerage firm was making him a rich young man and he began to contemplate taking a wife. Ernest always – before and after marriage – had an eye for a pretty face although there was not an unlimited number of attractive single girls of marriageable age in the circles in which he moved. But Ernest was instantly attracted when he was introduced to Gertrude Yackje, five years his junior, a beauty with thick brown hair, clear blue eyes and the most delicate magnolia-pale skin. Various accounts state that Gertrude had an Irish background, while other biographies claim that, like Ernest, she was Yorkshire born, even with a Bridlington connection. She had actually never left India. The facts are that Vivien's mother was born (1888) in Darjeeling and met Ernest in Calcutta. There have been suggestions of a Parsee or Bengali heritage, although Yackje is not a common Parsee or Bengali name. Her mother Mary (née Robinson) indeed was of Irish Catholic extraction but Gertrude also had Armenian blood, from her father's side. Her Armenian ancestry can be traced back with certainty to Johannes Gabriel (“J.G.”) Yackje, who worked for a wealthy Armenian merchant, Jacob Eyoob, and who left Persia (now Iran) with his wife and young family for Calcutta in 1843. Life there proved different and difficult; J.G. became an insolvent debtor only three years later before overcoming his setback to become an indigo merchant by the 1860s. His elder son Michael – Gertrude's father – had been born in Persia and worked in Calcutta as an Assistant Goods Clerk for the East India Railway, but his younger son Gabriel was less fortunate. He is listed in 1867, aged 30, in the Annual Returns for Patients Treated in the Asylum for Europeans in Calcutta, described as suffering from “mania chronic (cause unknown)”. It seems likely that Vivien never knew of her great-uncle's condition, a family secret of which Gertrude never spoke. Later, when Vivien's mental problems were surfacing, Olivier asked Gertrude and Ernest if there was any genetic history of such illness in either family and was forcefully told that there was no question of any such problems.

Whatever Gabriel's eventual history, Michael by the time of his death in 1893 – Gertrude was five – was described as “a landed proprietor”. Gertrude had an older sister, Mary, who shortly after their father's death married Percy Feilman, a businessman who later changed the family name to Fielding and it seems that Mary and Percy supported her mother and Gertrude. Eight children were born to Mary and Percy, but Mary died in childbirth in 1918 giving birth to Alexander (“Xan”) Fielding, later a noted travel writer and Vivien's cousin, although they met rarely. Xan remained always uncertain of his maternal family's true origins; he recalled one of his aunts, Orlene, as notably dark-skinned and came to believe that his grandmother Mary might have been mixed race Parsee Indian, unaware of her Armenian background. The lack of much definite information chimes with the family background; at that time, to both the British in India and pure Indians, mixed-race people were stigmatised, their origins often sanitised or disguised which explains the frequent accenting of the family name to Yackjé and the use of the Robinson maternal name (Gertrude's marriage certificate is in her real name of Yackje).

The circumstances parallel those of another actress, one who acted later with Olivier and married Alexander Korda, Merle Oberon – née Estelle Thompson. She was born in Bombay two years before Vivien to a Eurasian-Maori mother and a British engineer. Later she reinvented herself, claiming Tasmanian origins while her mother during her lifetime passed as Oberon's maid.

How much Ernest knew of Gertrude's background is unclear. He seemed to possess fewer of the prejudices of most of his circle and was determined to marry this self-possessed beauty. The courtship was brief; Gertrude was liked by Ernest's friends including his two closest, Geoffrey Martin and John Thomson (“Tommy”), a drily entertaining Scot of independent means who made a good double act with the exuberant Ernest, often prompting his anecdotes and accounts of sporting triumphs. Calcutta had a lively social scene, sections of which reacted ultra-conventionally when it became known that Ernest and Gertrude planned to marry. Geoffrey Martin's son, Hugh, remembered that Ernest experienced a degree of social ostracism, because of Gertrude's perceived mixed-race status, from the pillars of the Bengal Club and the Saturday Club, from both of which he was obliged to resign, despite the support of Tommy and Geoffrey.

Ernest wanted to marry in England and he sailed with Gertrude and her mother Mary in late 1911 to London where the women settled in Holland Park, occasionally visiting Ernest's Bridlington family, before the wedding the following April at Kensington's Catholic Church of Our Lady of Victories. They then sailed back to India, landing in Bombay before going on to Calcutta to begin their married life on the sub-continent.

They came to make a popular pair in Calcutta's European society. Although Gertrude would never be noted for a strong sense of humour she was always interested in others and a good hostess. The social climate was in flux; Gertrude became a proficient golfer and Ernest continued his game-hunting and sports. Soon the doors of the city's exclusive clubs reopened to him and as Calcutta's mercantile boom went on Ernest's income allowed for a comfortable lifestyle with a large house and extensive garden, fully staffed, in the fashionable suburb of Alipore.

Gertrude was pregnant in the spring of 1913. Traditionally the British left the baking cities for the cooler hill-stations in summer and in May the Hartleys left for Darjeeling, quite an adventurous journey, by train to Siliguri then an eight-hour ride on the packed Darjeeling Himalayan Railway (known as The Toy Train) on a meandering track, often climbing at a steep gradient. Known as “Queen of the Hills”, 7,000 feet up in the mountains, Darjeeling in 1913 was a sleepy hill town, occasionally – with Nepal off limits – the base for Himalayan expeditions, with breathtaking views of Everest and Kanchenjunga.

The Hartleys had rented a comfortable house, Shannon Lodge, a traditional two-storeyed building with a wide sloping roof in a garden of shrubs and tall trees, all occasionally – in an Eastern version of Brigadoon when Darjeeling's rapidly shifting weather saw dense mists almost mystically sudden in arrival and dispersal alike – wrapped in a romantic cloud. Ernest returned to work once Gertrude was settled with the
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