
When children’s author 
Roald Dahl and his actress 
wife Patricia Neal lost their 
seven-year-old daughter 
Olivia to measles, it nearly 
destroyed them. A poignant 
new film charts the celebrity 
couple’s private journey 
through heartache.

“Eternal
youth
 is Olivia’s
peace”

W
hen they first met at a 
dinner party in New York 
hosted by playwright  
Lillian Hellman, Roald  
Dahl ignored Patricia Neal 
and she found him to be 

unbearably rude. Patricia was a huge Hollywood 
star of cinema’s golden era, having made her name 
two years earlier in The Fountainhead opposite 
Gary Cooper, and was expecting to attract more 
attention from the little-known Englishman.

Roald was handsome, yes, an RAF officer, also  
a secret agent and a journalist, but hardly in her 
starry stratosphere, and at the dinner he seemed 
more interested in talking to composer Leonard 
Bernstein than her. “By the end of the evening,  
I had quite made up my mind that I loathed  
Roald Dahl,” she noted.

Yet, he was good at an awful lot of things. He 
was a mesmerising storyteller – which in the 
decades that followed would catapult him to fame 
as a beloved children’s author – he understood 
medical science and was passionate about 
gardening, the natural world and art. This she 
discovered later, because very soon Roald was 
pursuing Patricia with invitations to dinner,  
and somehow she found herself dating him. 

When they married in 1953, it was no great 
passion on Patricia’s part, but she said it felt right. 
“Although I did not love him, I admired him 
deeply, and at that time in my life, admiration was 
more important than love,” she wrote in her 1988 
biography As I Am. Patricia had famously been 
romantically attached to Ronald Reagan and  
was recovering from a tempestuous affair with  
a married Gary Cooper which ended with her 
heartbroken and having an abortion. In Roald she 
found someone she thought was reliable, smart 
and interesting, and with whom she could have 
children, something he also dearly wanted.

Their first child Olivia Twenty – the middle 
name was Roald’s choice based on her birthdate 
– was born on April 20, 1955, in New York. “I’ve 
never seen a man more thrilled,” said Patricia. 
“Even though Roald and I had wanted a baby so 
very much, we could not have anticipated the 
wonder we felt when we brought this new life 
home with us. She was perfect. Huge lovely eyes 
under perfectly arched brows and the best lips. 
Only a few days old, she already looked like a  
little person, and a serious one at that.” 

Tessa was born two years later and then Theo. 
Roald was an attentive father, now devoting 
himself to his writing, while Patricia juggled 
motherhood with looking after their home and 
her considerable film and stage career. As they 

Right: Roald and Patricia with their children 
Olivia, Tessa and baby Theo in their garden in 
Great Missenden. Daughters Ophelia and Lucy 
would be welcomed by them in 1964 and 1965.
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grew together the couple divided their time between the 
US and their countryside home in England. 

But then in 1961 tragedy struck. Theo, just four months 
old, was hit by a New York taxi while in a stroller with his 
nanny. The pram, with Theo in it, was thrown into the air, 
and when it landed his skull was fractured. The devastating 
result for their baby would unfold in the weeks and months 
that followed as he endured multiple surgeries. Theo 
developed hydrocephalus, fluid on the brain, requiring  
the installation of a shunt. In shock, Roald and Patricia 
retreated to England away from the dangers of 
Manhattan’s streets to focus on Theo’s needs.

But even though they were distraught, this was a time of 
unity for the family. In the chocolate box English village of 
Great Missenden in Buckinghamshire, Roald would write 
from a shed in the garden and test out his stories on his 
children, especially the creative and serious-minded Olivia, 
who by now was a chip off the Dahl block concocting her 
own tales and writing poetry. 

It wasn’t all roses around the door; the marriage was 
turbulent and Patricia was 
continually confronted 
with her husband’s Jekyll 
and Hyde personality. 
Patricia’s work was 
thriving, but Roald was 
struggling and could be 
cantankerous and jealous. 
The now-lauded James 
and the Giant Peach had 
already been published 
but wasn’t selling well, 
and as he worked on  
ideas for Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, Roald 
faced regular crises of 
confidence. At these times 
he turned to daughter 
Olivia for inspiration and 
Patricia for approbation. 

When frustrated, Roald 
was grumpy and could be 
cruel, but he also had a 
deep capacity for kindness 
and adored his children. He once wrote their names in 
weed killer in the lawn, convincing them the next day that  
it was the work of fairies. 

Roald was also determined to get the best outcome for 
their wounded baby. Theo’s shunt was problematic, with 
the tube clogging, and Roald set to work on a solution that 
he eventually achieved very successfully. “My love for my 
husband grew as I observed this practical expression of  
his love for our son,” Patricia wrote. “We were, no doubt 
about it, growing closer. It wasn’t a spoken thing. It was  
a matter of knowing we could count on each other.”

Until, that is, their world was once more shattered, and 

this time Roald crumbled. When measles came 
to Olivia’s school, Patricia felt anxious. Olivia 
was often felled by colds. She seemed more 
vulnerable than other children. “Inoculation 
against German measles was commonplace  
in America,” Patricia wrote later. Surely, she 
could secure a shot for her eldest daughter.

But in the UK the serum was in short supply, 
and while Theo was immunised because of his 

medical condition, Olivia and Tessa weren’t eligible. When 
measles spots dotted Olivia’s body, the doctor said there 
was no need to worry and Roald too was unconcerned. “As 
the illness took its usual course, I can remember reading to 
her often in bed and not feeling particularly alarmed about 
it,” he wrote of his memories of those fateful days.

“Then one morning, when she was well on the road  
to recovery, I was sitting on her bed showing her how to 
fashion little animals out of coloured pipe cleaners, and 
when it came to her turn to make one herself, I noticed 
that her fingers and her mind were not working together 
and she couldn’t do anything. ‘Are you feeling all right?’  

I asked her. ‘I feel all sleepy,’ she said. In an hour, she was 
unconscious. In 12 hours she was dead.”

It is this period of Roald Dahl and Patricia Neal’s life that 
is dramatised in the profoundly moving new film To Olivia, 
starring Keeley Hawes from TV’s The Durrells and Hugh 
Bonneville from Downton Abbey. We meet the whimsical 
Olivia and witness her special relationship with her father, 
and then we see the aftermath of loss, how it nearly 
destroys the Dahl family.

“I wanted to portray Roald Dahl as an adult with the 
sensibilities of a child,” explains writer/director John Hay, 
who injects scenes of magical realism into the film to 
characterise Roald’s unique bond with his eldest daughter. 

“We see the stories that he and Olivia came up with. She 
was clearly quite a source 
of imagination for him. 
Her little insights of 
wisdom or her phrases,” 
says Hugh Bonneville, 
whose portrayal picks  
up the gentleness, the 
darkness and the deep 
pain that all made up 
Roald’s complex character. 

“Roald was a very 
difficult man, there’s no 
question about that, and 
yet he had this capacity  
to go into this area of 
children’s imagination 
particularly and find these 
dark and hysterical and 
beautiful corners of the 
imagination, which so 
many millions have 
responded to,” he adds. “Our story in the film was primarily 
about this journey of grief and how these two very different 
people navigated it and survived. It charts the strange 
geography of grief, how people go through stages not 
necessarily in the same order or at the same time. 

“Anyone who’s lost a great love will recognise these ebbs 
and flows. It struck particularly with me because when  
I first read it, I’d recently lost my mum and so it was my 
first experience of those profound feelings and how a 
memory can hit you and make you laugh one moment,  
and then the next time you have that same memory you’re 
in a pool of tears.”

Like Roald, Patricia had powerful memories of the day 
she lost Olivia. She had gone home to check on her other 
children, leaving Roald at the hospital, sure that Olivia  
was going to make it. “The phone rang. It was the doctor. 
He said, ‘Mrs Dahl, Olivia’s dead. Did you hear me? I said 
Olivia is dead.’ … I couldn’t believe how cold he was,”  
she recalls in her memoir. “Roald came back from the 
hospital and he cried. Oh, he cried. He had seen her dead.  
I unfortunately never did. My sisters-in-law talked me out 

of it. I wish they hadn’t. I stayed up that first night just 
looking out the window. Your love is dead, and the sun  
still comes up. It’s just so sad.”

But as Roald fell apart, Patricia knew she had to be 
strong. “Roald really almost went crazy. I cooked all day 
and went on. You had to pull yourself together. I loved 
Olivia, loved her, but my God, I had two more children. I had 
to go on. Over the years, I found that talking about Olivia 
helped immeasurably. Roald – who died in 1990 – couldn’t 
say a word. It was locked inside him.”

Roald’s sister wrote a poem remembering the day of 
Olivia’s funeral, when flakes of snow settled on the tiny 
casket as it was lowered into the ground. “A blanket of snow 
for Olivia/ And garlands of flowers for her shroud/ And those 

who have known Olivia/ Are 
proud/ We will ever mourn 
for Olivia/ But anguish and 
tears with cease/ For eternal 
youth is Olivia’s peace.” 

Hugh says depicting the 
ball of grief that consumed 
Roald and how he came 
through it was the heart  
of the film. “For almost a 
year Roald really did 
disappear. He didn’t cope 
at all. Having been the king 
of breakfast, as he was 
known – he took great 
pride in making breakfast 
and then walking the kids 
to school and doing his 
two hours [writing] in the 
morning, two hours in  
the afternoon and then 

getting the kids, being that home-based father. He was 
brilliant. How many millions of fathers can’t do that?  
Then when the bombshell hit of Olivia’s death he just 
disappeared into a black hole for a long time. They had this, 
at times, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?-type marriage 
which was really quite volatile between these two 
passionate people, with her being this absolute rock while 
he went into this catatonic state.”

But eventually Roald did begin to heal and later evoked 
his daughter’s tragic death to promote the need for vaccines, 
a potent issue currently. “To lose any child is any parent’s 
worst nightmare, but what was so interesting and timely as 
our film came together was the conversation over vaccines,” 
says Hugh, who hopes audiences will see that light can come 
from tragedy. “He and Patricia became very vocal about the 
need for vaccines. I’d like them to feel they’ve recognised 
that grief is a journey that we all go on and it has many 
colours, and that ultimately the human condition is designed 
to look forward and to try to build on the darkness.” AWW

To Olivia opens in cinemas on May 19.

Clockwise from left: Patricia in the classic Breakfast 
at Tiffany’s in 1961, the year of Theo’s accident; the 
star with her three oldest children; Hugh Bonneville 
with young Darcey Ewart as Olivia in To Olivia.

Above: The Dahl family in the years following Olivia’s death. Treading in 
her parents’ footsteps, Tessa would become an actress and writer.
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