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Early postcard showing the Wivenhoe waterfront. (Author’s personal collection)





 


First light. The bell of St Mary’s in Wivenhoe has just called the hour but the town is otherwise silent.


Behind the Georgian facade of the Storehouse, a 90-year-old man has woken at the sound of the chimes. He is in the kitchen, the same kitchen where over the decades Francis Bacon pissed in the butler sink; the same kitchen that Terence Conran designed after someone, probably George Dyer, set the room alight courtesy of a cigarette end. The kitchen cabinets now have a film of grease. The house is falling into decay.


The old man is lying prone, his cheek hard against the floor, in the same position he has been throughout the freezing night. The sound of the bell prompts him to call out again.


‘Denis!’


His voice is too weak. He tries again.


‘Denis! Help me, Denis!’


Dicky Chopping is calling the man with whom he has shared his life for the last seventy years. Together they achieved artistic success and defied convention. They witnessed the faltering of society’s approbation until, with both men aged around ninety, they became one of the first legal civil partnerships in the country.


He has been calling Denis on and off since the day before, with no response from upstairs. Dicky’s care worker had not appeared. Infirmed and with his eyesight failing, he had been left lying in the hospital bed set up in the sitting room. As the afternoon wore on, he had become so thirsty that he decided to attempt the journey to the kitchen tap by himself.


He had made his way towards the kitchen, one hand gripping a crutch, the other clutching a large cordless phone. The phone was to be by his side at all times, ready for any emergency.


He had reached the kitchen doorway and rested, preparing himself for the careful coordination that would be required at the sink. He would need to keep his gravity centred while putting down the phone, turning on the tap, filling a glass and turning off the tap, all while still gripping the crutch.


He had set off again and was nearly there – a metre from the sink – when the crutch slipped on the floor and he fell. His head smacked onto the ground.


He was still conscious, but he had lost grip of both the crutch and the phone during the fall. His first instinct had been to try to rouse Denis, but he knew the chances of being heard were slim. In any case, he feared that the man he had loved for so long would not help him. While Dicky had become weak of body, Denis had become weak of mind. His senility and confusion had filleted away his charm, leaving him cold, aggressive and hostile.


Dicky could dimly see the handset. He put his hand out towards the phone but it was beyond his reach. In desperation he started calling weakly for Denis. No response. Time passed. He called again. The cold crept up from the kitchen floor and his thirst worsened. He started to lose the sense of where he was. The church bell sounded again as he slipped into delirium.


The bell has woken him and he detects the early morning light. He is freezing but his mind is clearer now. He starts calling again. There is still no response. He has a memory from last night, but he is not sure if it was a dream: Denis in the kitchen while he was on the floor, making his dinner as if he wasn’t there. He banishes the image as just a product of his delirious state.


The bell sounds the hour several more times before he hears dull thuds progressing down the staircase. He hopes that there is enough left of the real Denis to help him.


His partner walks into the kitchen and steps over his body. He begins preparing his breakfast. Denis’s eyesight is poor, too, but he is not deaf. Yet he does not seem to hear Dicky’s pleas. He mushes a blackened banana into a bowl of bran and then finally looks down at Dicky, assessing his plight. He then smashes his foot down on the telephone.


Denis eats standing up by the cluttered sink. Banana-slime drips from the corners of his mouth. A drop makes a tiny splatter on the floor not far from Dicky’s face. Another tiny splatter follows. Denis puts his bowl into the sink, turns on his heel and heads back upstairs.


Dicky starts to cry. He admits to himself that the man he loves is no longer in possession of his senses. He no longer calls out.


The church bell rings again and again, and Dicky weaves in and out of consciousness before he hears the familiar thud of Denis descending to the kitchen once more.


Once again, Denis steps over him as if he is not there and sets about preparing his meal. Once again, when he finishes he clatters his dirty plate into the sink. And once again, he turns around, steps over Dicky’s head and disappears upstairs.


Alone, Dicky fears that the end is coming now. He has spent years in this room, entertaining, cooking, writing, drawing and obsessively archiving. He wanted to record everything, to put together a full account of the extraordinary life he and Denis had led together. It is the story of the madness of the twentieth-century art world, the tale of a bohemia now evaporated. The story lies in box after box of archives, diaries, letters, programmes, notes and the discarded drafts of an autobiography. It lies in the simple list of names and dates in the Storehouse’s visitors’ book. As an artist he had been the most famous book-jacket designer in the world; as a writer his first novel had been a scandalous bestseller. But he has failed to tell his own story. He closes his eyes and waits.


I was a close friend of Dicky Chopping and Denis Wirth-Miller for the final thirty years of their lives. After their deaths, their archive was entrusted to my care. As I opened the boxes, I was soon immersed in a story that melded tales of the last of the Bloomsbury Group and the artistic bohemia of the 1950s with details of their bizarre and long-enduring three-way relationship with Francis Bacon. I sat among the boxes and decided to fulfil Dicky’s wish to tell their story.





Chapter 1



The Search for Bohemia


At the age of twenty, Richard ‘Dicky’ Chopping was in search of a London he had heard about but barely seen. His teenage years had been charged with stories of a bohemia that had emerged in a few square miles between the Euston Road and Holborn. The Bloomsbury Group were transgressors. Writers and artists such as Lynton Strachey, E. M. Forster, Virginia Woolf, her sister Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant combined innovation with boundary-breaking relationships. He had heard stories of love triangles, bisexuality and homosexuality.


By 1937 their light had faded and several members of the set were already dead, but in the streets of neighbouring Fitzrovia a new artistic bohemia was arising – classless, anti-establishment, sexually liberated and even wilder. At the same time, the West End theatre scene was dominated by Noël Coward, who combined arched campness with a talent and confidence that allowed him to subvert the resistance of the establishment.


Chopping was painting in his spare time and had already flirted at the edge of the worlds of journalism, theatre and art, but to no great effect. He was yet to find his feet. He was also trying to come to terms with his emerging sexuality. There had been a physical adventure with a half-Russian, half-Irish au pair called Olga, but he remembered more keenly his chaste crushes on fellow schoolboys.


In June 1937, he used what little money he had to buy a ticket for Noël Coward’s ‘Theatrical Garden Party’ in Regent’s Park. It was an open-air charity event in which theatregoers would be allowed to mix with the stars. There was a chance that it would open the door to a world of possibilities.


He had a specific intention in mind. He knew that Peter Blackmore, a 29-year-old playwright whose Lot’s Wife was playing at the Aldwych, would be there. They had met at a party in St James’s Park, and Blackmore had taken Chopping back to his flat. Chopping had believed he was about to sleep with a man for the very first time when the playwright had excused himself and left the room. He returned ten minutes later and said, ‘I think you had better go now’, without further explanation. The episode had frustrated Chopping and he was determined to make something happen at the garden party.


Chopping was young, tall, handsome and charming, and he dressed carefully for the occasion – a grey flannel Hector Powe suit and brown suede brogues. Nonetheless, once inside the party, he felt out of place and his lack of confidence took over. He felt that everybody else knew each other. Except for the pockets of young bohemians whose loucheness made them appear indifferent to proceedings, the guests were several tiers above his station. He could not find anyone with whom to talk. Even if he had been able to find Blackmore, he realized that he would have been too embarrassed to approach him if he was among friends.


In the gents, he ran into Rodney, a young man he had met at Sadler’s Wells theatre. They had arranged to meet again, but Rodney had not turned up. Despite this, Chopping was relieved to find him and his German friend. Similarly out of place, they claimed they were already bored by the garden party and were heading to a ‘Hungarian goulash party’ in South Kensington. Chopping agreed to abandon Regent’s Park and join them.


He regretted his decision. He became frustrated by their continual show of world-weariness and admonished himself for his lack of confidence at the garden party. After the meal, and fortified by wine, he headed back to Regent’s Park and tried again to find Peter Blackmore, without any luck. He resorted to standing aloof once more, trying to get a glimpse of Noël Coward. He was embarrassed by his social ineptitude and increasingly envious of the noisy bohemians who seemed effortlessly to dominate the space around them.


When someone finally spoke to him, it was not one of those young men but a middle-aged woman who was helping to run the charity event. He soon found himself roped into selling tickets to a promotion for Optrex eye fluid. He was told to ask the glamorous guests: ‘Want to buy the eyes of the stars?’ Further indignity was hoisted on his shoulders in the form of a large, Optrex-liveried sandwich board.


He could have no idea that in the years to come Coward would claim that Chopping had saved his life and would become a friend. That associates of the proto bohemia of Bloomsbury – Frances Partridge, Nina Hamnett, Noel Carrington, Kathleen Hale and Julia Strachey among many others – would become close friends and associates. That the new bohemians such as Francis Bacon, Lucian Freud, Johnny Minton and Colquhoun and MacBryde would do likewise, as would many of the century’s other great artists. Almost all of them would travel to his home at Wivenhoe and have nights that rivalled the decadence of Fitzrovia and Soho. At that moment he was just a 20-year-old man who had been forced into wearing a sandwich board.


He successfully sold some sixpence tickets to the Optrex promotion and, having ran out of his own money, conjured the sort of plan he thought a bohemian would admire. He took off the sandwich board and used some of the proceeds to buy himself a drink. When that was finished, he donned the board again to raise funds for his next gin and lime.


On one round in his sandwich board, he noticed a young man by the dance floor, eyeing the spectacle on stage with a drink in his hand. He was good-looking and of medium height, and his swept-back hair had fallen forward over his right eyebrow, adding a louche touch. He wore a bow tie and an unpadded, single-breasted suit, and projected exactly the kind of nonchalance to which Chopping aspired. The man seemed mysterious and had the air of an artist: he was undoubtedly one of the new bohemians that Chopping envied. Emboldened by several gins and with the excuse of his sales pitch, he approached the man.


‘Want to buy the eyes of the stars?’


The man kept looking at the stage, ignoring him.


‘Want to buy the eyes of the stars?’ Chopping said again.


The man finally looked at him and spoke.


‘Why don’t you fuck off?’


Richard Wasey Chopping was born to Ezekiel and Amy on 14 April 1917. He was an identical twin but his brother died when an epidemic of Spanish flu swept through Essex just a year later. The family, which included an older brother, Ralph, lived on the outskirts of Colchester towards the Suffolk border. Ezekiel Copping, a respectable Conservative who served as mayor of Colchester in 1921–2, owned shops and mills, and claimed to produce the whitest flour in Essex.


The 1926 General Strike had a long-term effect on the family, with Ezekiel Chopping’s mills brought to a standstill alongside factories, buses and trains. During the chaos, blacklegs who attempted to work were attacked, as was Ezekiel, who had volunteered as a Special Constable in order to help quell disturbances in Colchester. Nine-year-old Dicky, a sensitive lover of Victorian illustrated fairy-tales, watched as a mob dragged his father from his home and severely beat him. Ezekiel would be in extreme pain for the remainder of his life and died when Dicky was still a schoolboy.


At the age of ten, Chopping was sent to Gresham’s, a boarding school in Holt, Norfolk. His schooling seems to have been of little note. He contributed an ode to a dragonfly to the school’s Grasshopper magazine in 1931 and began an interest in art. Towards the end of his schooldays, with the rising threat of another war in Europe, Chopping declared himself a conscientious objector, a stance that had the bonus of getting him discharged from the school’s Officer Corps. He was influenced by Philip Smithells, the gym teacher at Gresham’s, who was an advocate of pacifism and appeasement. He had recently written a children’s book titled World Without War (1934), and forged links with the Anglo-German Fellowship, an organization – later accused of being pro-Nazi – that fostered cultural ties between British and German youth.


In 1935, Smithells arranged for Chopping and fourteen other Gresham’s pupils to tour a play around Germany. Chopping, who had never been abroad, was excited by the European adventure and determined to use the opportunity to smoke as many cigarettes as he could to effect an air of sophistication.


The propaganda element of the tour later became obvious as they were taken to see Adolf Hitler and other major Nazi figures make public appearances four times in just three days as they made their way through western Germany. Chopping was innocently impressed by the pomp and ceremony of the events and rallies, as well as by the members of Hitler Youth tasked with chaperoning the English boys in their free time. He thought the German boys were well turned-out, handsome and disciplined. He admired their devotion to the Führer and Fatherland.


The Gresham’s pupils were advised not to take photographs, but Chopping managed to capture a series of blurred shots of Hermann Göring inspecting troops at a parade. ‘He looked very nice . . . young and handsome’, he recorded in his diary.


The political agenda continued with a visit to the scene of the Beer Hall Putsch, during which Hitler had attempted to seize power in Munich in 1923. Then, in Frankfurt, the boys visited a labour camp. The prisoners looked clean and well-fed as they worked in organized teams. The boys’ Hitler Youth guides explained that the camp had been set up to ‘rehabilitate’ criminals and Bolsheviks.


It was only on the final day of the tour that Chopping saw anything to sway him against national socialism. For the first time, the boys were without adult supervision and they drank beer with their dinner in Frankfurt. Some of their Hitler Youth counterparts began a series of anti-Semitic rants. A few others hesitantly admitted that they held reservations about Nazism. They even intimated that the labour camp had been a sham: the real camps were squalid, violent places, and the prisoners were treated as slaves. One boy stated that he had not given up thinking for himself as others had, but he knew that having an independent mind in Nazi Germany was futile. In years to come, Chopping would wonder how long the boy had lasted before he had been executed or imprisoned.


The next morning, the Gresham’s boys boarded the boat-train back to London. Chopping wrote thirty-five years later:


We left Germany, some of us never to come back, some to return as conquering heroes; others as dead meat plummeting out of a sky full of flack onto a land of sadistic cruelty, starvation and disillusionment, soaked from innocent blood. Those who had eyes to see during the last sixteen days of April 1935 had seen it all along.


He then chided himself: ‘I was almost totally blinkered.’


Chopping left Gresham’s a few months later. He was captivated by London and managed to find work experience at the Regent Street office of the magazine Decorations of the Modern Home. Aged just eighteen, he was soon given the title of sub-editor, which compensated for the fact that the position remained unpaid.


He moved into a dilapidated room in a flat off Fetter Lane, which he shared with the twin children of the Chopping family doctor, along with an older woman who worked as a probation officer. To get into the building, Chopping had to slip through a narrow gap in a twenty-foot advertising hoarding and into a little back-alley. Inside his room, the lathe and plaster walls were full of holes he needed to stuff with newspapers to block both the draught and the noise of the sexual antics of the neighbours.


As sub-editor, Chopping accompanied Gerald, a small man with a bushy moustache, on photographic assignments. One of these was to the country house of Norman Hartnell, who would become the Queen’s dressmaker. Chopping was impressed by the gardens, in which the designer had a collection of all-white animals, including pigeons and a peacock strutting around the grand lawns.


Another home that Dicky and Gerald photographed was the St John’s Wood flat of the Freud family, who had left Nazi Germany in 1933. There, Chopping first met Lucian Freud, the grandson of Sigmund, but he later had little recollection of the event. Meeting a gangly teenager, five years younger than him, was not of much interest at the time but their lives would soon become entwined.


As well as Gerald, the magazine’s staff included Margery, who looked after the lonely-hearts column. ‘What do you think of this one?’ she would ask Chopping among chuckles. Chopping learned that she was something of a lonely-heart herself, perpetually engaged to the large, always perspiring accountant who resisted the altar. The characters at the magazine would form the template for the office-workers Chopping would depict thirty years later in his first novel, The Fly.


During this time in London, he resolved to lead a ‘normal’ sex life, which led to him losing his virginity to the Irish-Russian au pair, but he suspected that his taste lay elsewhere. When he was sixteen, he had seen John Gielgud in a matinée performance of Richard of Bordeaux. Not yet thirty, Gielgud was on his way to becoming a household name having established his reputation in Shakespeare productions at the Old Vic. Chopping had been transfixed by him – his voice and ‘noble’ profile – and sought out his entry in Who’s Who when he next visited Colchester Library. To his surprise, he shared his birthday with the actor. He started sending him a birthday telegram each year, and went to see him as Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet with Laurence Olivier as Romeo.


Chopping was still stuck fast in a sexual identity crisis. Homosexual activity was illegal (and would remain so for the next thirty years) and he was afraid of what his sexuality might mean for him. Nevertheless, as an experiment, he allowed himself to be picked up by a slightly older man he had met on the number 15 bus when heading home from Regent Street. The two travelled back to the man’s flat in Victoria, and Chopping climbed the stairs full of trepidation. When the man went into his kitchen to prepare them both a drink, Chopping lost his nerve and rushed out the door.


He left Decorations of the Modern Home after ten months. The magazine’s finances were in a poor state and he finally accepted that he would never be paid. It went bankrupt shortly after he left.


His mother Amy had been indulgent towards him, especially since the death of his father. She had financed his time in London while he was at the magazine, but following his resignation he had needed to return home. Before long, in 1936, she attempted to help him get a foothold on an artistic career by paying for an apprenticeship with the sculptor, Barry Hart. While teaching at the Royal College of Art, Hart had taught Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore, and became such a friend to Moore that he was his best man in 1929. He was already a sculptor of some repute who, in the future, would design memorials at Broadcasting House, the Savoy and Brasenose College, Oxford.


During his time as Hart’s apprentice, Chopping would be given artistic exercises, which he would undertake in the cellar of his mother’s house, but he was rarely impressed by his own efforts. They included a still life of food – a raw chicken next to a plum pie with a slice cut out to reveal the blood-red filling – which he later recalled as ‘a dreary affair’. The bird’s carcass began to stink out the cellar in the summer heat. He convinced his mother that he needed to practise landscape painting instead. She agreed to finance a trip he wanted to make to Finchingfield in north-west Essex, but Chopping had an ulterior motive: he had found out where Gielgud lived.


Chopping travelled by bus to Finchingfield, which was only a short walk to Gielgud’s country house, Foulslough Farm. He stayed in a local pub and the next morning set out with a sketchbook and watercolour paints towards Gielgud’s home. He made sure he was clearly visible from the house and wore a wide white sun hat to emphasize to any onlookers that he was an artist at work. He proceeded to paint a sketch using only yellow ochre, cobalt blue and crimson-lake red – a rule that had been set by Hart in order to restrict his wild palette. The result, he reported, was ‘mediocrity’.
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Richard Chopping painting near Finchingfield, Essex, c.1936. (Author’s personal collection)





He fantasized that he would hear Gielgud’s mellifluous voice shouting an invitation for a gin and tonic from the drawing-room window or that the actor would send out a maid to fetch him. His hopes waned over the course of the day. He realized that he was unlikely ever to lie on a bed and hear Gielgud deliver the same words he had whispered to Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies in Richard of Bordeaux. He went home.


Overall, Chopping was not impressed by Hart. The feeling was mutual. The relationship faltered further when Hart falsely accused Chopping of reading his letters and telling his wife, Editha, about his secret girlfriend.


The one benefit of Chopping’s first introduction to the art world was the leasing of Daffodil Cottage. Hart had a country retreat called Wiston Cottage, in the Stour Valley, where Chopping would visit him to show him progress on his artistic exercises. To reach Hart’s cottage, Chopping would take the bus to Wormingford and walk the remaining eight miles. He may not have liked the end destination but, as he was interested in the natural world, he enjoyed the walk along the Stour, past the home of the artist John Nash.


Near Wiston, he would pass an uninhabited and dilapidated worker’s cottage with a drooping, thatched roof. On one occasion he investigated its interior and found that it had no running water or electricity, and the outside lavatory consisted of a bucket – but it appealed to Chopping. Enquiries led him to a neighbour, a ‘wild-toothed, crazy-haired, phlebitis-legged Irishwoman’, who gave him the address of the Humes, the owners of the cottage.


He entered their more modern house and was greeted by a squawked ‘Hullo!’ from Buster, the Humes’s parrot. Chopping described Mrs Hume as ‘almost completely spherical, coarse skinned and slippered’. Mr Hume, meanwhile, was ‘mild, quiet, spare’. He barely spoke from under his bristly white moustache, but he made his presence felt. Every few minutes, he would hawk phlegm into the fire. Chopping secured Daffodil Cottage for 2/6d per week.


When Chopping accompanied Hart to Manchester to paint flying sausages and kitchen utensils onto the ceiling of a gas showroom extension, he decided that his artistic education was not going as he had hoped. He resigned shortly thereafter, but he kept Daffodil Cottage on. Chopping’s fantasy was that, away from his mother’s prying eyes, the cottage would become his illicit love nest where he could take London conquests.


Dicky Chopping’s obsession with Gielgud, rather than his commitment to fine art, determined his next move. In 1937, he enrolled in a course at the London Theatre Studio – he had found out that Gielgud was on its board of directors.


He studied stage design under Michel Saint-Denis, who directed Laurence Olivier in Macbeth in 1937 and would later set up the Drama Division at Juilliard in New York. The French director’s theories would go on to have a major impact on drama tuition, helping to initiate professional training for actors, but they had little effect on Chopping. He was put in charge of the stage lighting for the school’s public shows, alongside a woman called Jennifer, but neither of them had any aptitude. During a production of the students’ yearly show, they accidentally implemented the lighting sequence for the second act throughout the first. The result was chaos.


Gielgud was not much in evidence at the school. Chopping only saw him in the flesh once, disappearing into a board meeting. He was continually disappointed but would soon have a strange liaison with the actor away from the school.


As he described it, Chopping was walking along Shaftesbury Avenue when he bumped into someone. He looked up to apologize and was shocked to see that it was John Gielgud. He kept his composure and strolled on, but he could not resist looking over his shoulder. He saw that Gielgud had stopped walking and was pretending to look in a shop window while glancing at Chopping. The young man turned back, passed behind his idol and walked the whole length of Shaftesbury Avenue, making sure that Gielgud was following. He then entered a newsreel cinema in St Martin’s Lane and went into the dark auditorium.


He scanned the rows of seats behind him and eventually saw that the actor was sitting on an aisle seat six rows away. As Gielgud was so far back, Chopping convinced himself that the actor was not interested in him at all; he made no move so perhaps had genuinely just wanted to see the news all along. Chopping stood up and walked up the aisle, hesitating slightly by Gielgud’s seat. He then pushed through the exit, past a lavatory door and out into the afternoon sunshine.


He waited outside the cinema to see if he would be followed, but Gielgud never appeared. He felt like a fool for thinking that Gielgud could have been interested in him.


The Café Royal near Piccadilly was first opened in 1865 by the French wine merchant Daniel Nicholas Thévenon and by the 1890s it was London’s unofficial arts club. Composers, writers and artists including James Abbott McNeill Whistler and Walter Sickert would meet among its gilt mouldings, mirrors and pilasters. They were attracted to its famous wine cellar and the decadence suggested by its exotic ‘Frenchness’. Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde would often hold court there. In 1895 Frank Harris, Wilde’s friend and biographer who had some legal knowledge, went to the Café Royal to attempt to persuade the playwright to drop his libel case against the Marquess of Queensberry, father to his lover Lord Alfred Douglas. Wilde ignored him and was subsequently imprisoned for gross indecency.


The Café Royal continued to attract notable figures, from the Bloomsbury set to Noël Coward, as well as the wilder elements of high society. Its importance as an intellectual and hedonistic gathering place for artists was underlined when Charles Ginner, Harold Gilman, William Orpen and Nina Hamnett all painted scenes there within just a couple of years during the second decade of the twentieth century.


In 1937, not long after the Theatrical Garden Party, Dicky Chopping followed the long line of would-be bohemians and young artists – as well as pimps and criminals – who trooped to the Café Royal. He was drawn by its reputation for glamour and iniquity. For company he had a pale-haired friend called John. He could only afford a coffee.


As soon they reached the counter area, a young man in a bow tie walked towards them. Chopping was disconcerted. The man’s hair was flopped decadently over one eyebrow. It was the same young bohemian who had been rude to him at the Theatrical Garden Party. When the man asked if they had met before, Chopping warily admitted that they had.


‘Good,’ the man said. ‘I can’t join you now because I am with some friends, but when the café closes at midnight why don’t you come back to my studio for a drink?’


Chopping was intrigued by the mention of a studio and by what he later described as the prospect of a ‘never-before experienced type of hospitality’. He forgave the young man’s previous rudeness and agreed.


After the man had left them, John confessed that he did not want to go to a stranger’s house. ‘I don’t think Uncle would like it if I am so late home,’ he said.


‘All right, don’t then if you feel like that, but I shall go.’


The man who had approached them was Denis Wirth-Miller, an aspiring artist. Although only two years older than Chopping, he was already becoming a fixture at the Café Royal. His circle of acquaintances included Prince Yusupov, the White Russian who had murdered Grigori Rasputin in 1916 before being exiled as a result of the communist revolutions. Although he had recognized Chopping, Wirth-Miller would later claim that he had no recollection of snubbing him at the Theatrical Garden Party. The inspiration for approaching him was merely the sight of him – ‘beautiful’ and tall – walking through the Café Royal.


While Wirth-Miller returned to his own party of friends and associates, Chopping eked out his coffee in the company of John. His friend left him just before midnight and Chopping waited alone. He suspected this would be yet another of his failed adventures.


He was surprised when Denis Wirth-Miller appeared as promised, by now unsteady on his feet. He ushered Chopping through the Café Royal’s swing door and into a taxi.


‘Curiously, I can no longer recall what happened in the taxi’, Chopping later wrote. As the taxi followed the arc of Regent Street, veered right at Oxford Circus and then turned north, he would have realized that he was in the company of one of the Fitzrovians – the bohemian set who inhabited an artists’ quarter north of Oxford Street, the other side of Tottenham Court Road from the more refined Bloomsbury.


Fitzrovia had a poor reputation and places were cheap to rent. It had become the unofficial home of innovative contemporary art, with Fitzroy Street as its epicentre. As Jane Rye wrote of the abstract artist Adrian Heath’s move to 22 Fitzroy Street in 1949, the street ‘had a suitable avant-garde pedigree for a young artist with aspirations to be at the forefront of things’.1 Paul Nash had lived on the street, while Augustus John was currently living at number 18, the former studio of the Vorticist Wyndham Lewis.


In October 1937, not long after Dicky Chopping and Denis Wirth-Miller’s taxi drove up the street, the Euston Road School was founded at no. 12 by Victor Pasmore, William Coldstream and Claude Rogers. In 1939, Pasmore, one of the pioneers of British abstraction, took a studio for himself at no. 8, which had previously been used by James Abbott McNeill Whistler and was rented from the Bloomsbury Group’s Duncan Grant. The writer Stephen Spender and the critic Lawrence Gowing would attend classes at the Euston Road School, which moved to nearby Euston Road in 1938, and Vanessa Bell and Grant would teach there. Rodrigo Moynihan and Graham Bell, who had been leaders of the Objective Abstraction art movement in the mid-1930s, were also associated with the school.


The taxi pulled up at no. 19, the studio and home of the confident young artist in the bow tie. The building had previously been rented by Walter Sickert and had become the headquarters of the avant-garde Fitzroy Street Group in 1907. Along with the Camden Town Group and their joint successor the London Group, the Fitzroy Street Group pushed at the boundaries of mainstream art. Part of Sickert’s power lay in his depiction of the figure, particularly in the Camden Town Murder series, which, in its transgressive content (a clothed man with a naked woman on a bed) if not its style, would prove to be a forerunner to the work of Wirth-Miller’s friends, Francis Bacon and Lucian Freud.


‘I knew that according to the law we were about to commit a crime,’ Chopping wrote about the unfolding scenario. ‘Why had I ever been so weak as to start on this primrose path?’


After Wirth-Miller had unlocked the large front door and led the way down a sloping passage past a shared lavatory stinking of urine, Chopping finally stepped into the world of artistic and sexual liberation that had so far eluded him.


The studio room was large, illuminated by a light above a long window covered by pink-and-white striped mattress ticking Wirth-Miller had deployed as a curtain. Underneath two skylights were an elliptical Victorian drinks table and an olive-green, S-shaped sofa. There were matching glass-fronted cupboards at either end of the love seat, and a green baize table supporting a white plaster bust of Mercury.


In a corner, on a pink baize table, there was a life-like wax bust of a woman’s head with glass eyes, along with eyelashes and a wig made from human hair. Wirth-Miller explained that Sickert had seen the bust in an old-fashioned barber’s shop window and had bought it for the artist Nina Hamnett, his then mistress. Hamnett, known as the ‘Queen of Bohemia’, had burst into Wirth-Miller’s studio one day and made him a present of the bust as she regarded it as a legacy of the studio’s past. Wirth-Miller and Hamnett had soon become friends.
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Denis Wirth-Miller, 19 Fitzroy Street, London, 1938. (Author’s personal collection)





Chopping also saw one of Wirth-Miller’s artworks for the first time: a large, boldly rendered painting in gouache on paper of Elijah being fed by ravens. It confirmed to Chopping that he was in the company of a talented artist.


‘I began to learn what homosexual men really did together,’ he reported, ‘having previously only kissed with firmly closed lips and only suspected what other orifices could be employed.’


Chopping remembered thinking the next morning as he left Wirth-Miller’s studio: ‘My body had cried out for deliverance from this pressing sexual need. Sin conquered finally. I must never do such a thing again.’


Dicky Chopping remained wary of Denis Wirth-Miller. The artist was charming and humorous, but he was unorthodox and had a dangerous edge to him. Chopping also had a lingering attraction to Peter Blackmore, the writer he had searched for at the Theatrical Garden Party.


Nonetheless, when Blackmore declined his invitation to join him in the Upper Circle at Drury Lane to see a ballet, saying he was going to the countryside, Chopping telephoned Wirth-Miller, who agreed to his offer immediately. Chopping pushed all thoughts of Blackmore aside when he saw that, far from being in the countryside, the playwright was laughing with wealthy friends in the foyer at Drury Lane. He imagined they were laughing at the boy who had invited Blackmore to join him in the cheap seats.


After the performance, Wirth-Miller treated Chopping to supper at the Café Royal, but Chopping held back from accepting his invitation to stay at the studio again. As well as intimidating in his knowledge of the art world and literature, the slightly older man was evasive when asked about his background. Chopping thought that his upper-class drawl and mannerisms seemed slightly affected. It was clear, though, that the two men were deeply attracted to each other, and Chopping was intrigued by the artist.


After he walked back to the shared house on John Street where he had been living while attending the theatre school, he was given a frosty reception. He felt as if his suspicious housemates knew that he was now a practising homosexual, and were judging him for it. He realized that he no longer wanted to live a life of restraint and to subvert his inclinations. He resolved to see the mysterious Denis Wirth-Miller again as soon as possible.


Denis Wirth-Miller’s unwillingness to talk about his background was born of a traumatic childhood. He was born Dennis (with a double ‘n’) Wirthmiller in Folkestone on 27 November 1915. His mother, Eleanor, was from Northumbria and had gone into service as a between maid at Castle Howard at the age of thirteen. His father, Johann Warthmiller, was Bavarian, and together they ran a downmarket hotel. Dennis was the third child, following a daughter, also called Eleanor, in 1910, and a son, William John, born in 1913. All three children were registered with the slightly anglicized name Wirthmiller.


Many years later, Wirth-Miller would claim to his friend David Douglas, the Marquess of Queensbury (David Queensbury), that, during the First World War, his father avoided internment as a German national by living in the hotel basement and was later shot as a spy in the Tower of London. While the claim that he was executed was untrue, it is possible that Johann Warthmiller may have been interned, perhaps before Dennis’s birth. In any case, he played little part in the childhood of Dennis and his two older siblings.


The father’s absence left the family destitute and they were continual victims of anti-German sentiment in Folkestone. When his mother wheeled his pram through the streets, mother and child were sometimes spat at for their association with the enemy.


Local animosity became so intense that before Dennis was a year old, his mother moved him, his brother and his sister to the coastal town of Bamburgh in Northumberland. They were again ostracized by the community and remained in poverty. The situation did not improve after the war, with Wirthmiller frequently humiliated and degraded at school for being half-German. He learned to hide his emotions and understood the importance of looking tough and emotionally impregnable – facets that never left his personality. He and his elder brother are also believed to have taken up petty thievery when young, spurred on by their poverty.


The young Wirthmiller developed a passion for drawing and, without any tutoring or encouragement, taught himself the rudiments of line, perspective and shading. From there he progressed to handling paint. Although he may have taken trips down to Newcastle to see John Martin’s paintings in the Laing Art Gallery, his self-education mainly consisted of copying illustrations from periodicals and newspapers.


When he finished school at the age of fifteen, he had no formal qualifications, but resisted the temptation to follow in his brother William John’s footsteps and become a career criminal. Through persistence, Wirthmiller was given a job in the design department at Tootal Broadhurst Lee, a textile manufacturer in Manchester.


By this point, both Wirthmiller boys had further freed themselves from their German ancestry by calling themselves Miller. In later life, Wirth-Miller kept few photographs, letters or paperwork that related to his family, although he maintained contact with his sister and corresponded with Sister Agatha, a niece who had joined a nunnery. Eventually, in 1983, he was to fall out with Sister Agatha over a gift of some wigs that Dicky Chopping presented to the nuns for their Christmas production of The Sound of Music. The nuns were horrified to discover that the wigs had previously been used for a drag act. As a gesture of goodwill Wirth-Miller sent a cheque to the nunnery to assist a charitable project but thereafter all communications ceased.


Wirth-Miller’s mother and sister returned to live in Kent. His sister Eleanor married in Folkestone in 1935 and it was around this time that Wirth-Miller lost his virginity to an Indian cricketer while people passed by on the port’s Leas Promenade, just a few feet away.


Occasionally, he was sent down from Manchester to London to help out at Tootal Broadhurst Lee’s outpost in Cavendish Place and, like Dicky Chopping after him, became increasingly aware that the capital offered both artistic and sexual adventures that were difficult to find elsewhere. After a year at the Manchester office, he asked if he could be transferred to Cavendish Place. His request was accepted. He soon proved adept at designing textile patterns and putting together window displays for the London office.


Once in the capital, Wirthmiller used the anonymity of the big city to reinvent himself further. He styled himself as a bohemian artist and was gregarious, witty and an enthusiastic drinker. He Gallicized his forename to ‘Denis’, adopted the double-barrelled surname Wirth-Miller, and cultivated his accent. He started concentrating on his art in his spare time and soon moved to Sickert’s former studio in Fitzroy Street.


It was not only its recent art pedigree that attracted Wirth-Miller and other young artists and writers to Fitzrovia in the 1930s. Its narrow streets and small squares between the thoroughfares of Warren Street to the north and Goodge Street to the south were dangerous, but the area was cosmopolitan as well as cheap. Before post-war Soho started to flourish as the down-at-heel but exotic quarter of London, Fitzrovia attracted French, Greek and Italian immigrants who set up shop and offered an antidote to typically reserved English taste and culture.


In contrast to the almost exclusively Oxford-educated Bloomsbury set, class was irrelevant to the Fitzrovians. Even the richest of Wirth-Miller’s contemporaries affected not to care about social hierarchies or the mores of the day. Debauchery and drunkenness crossed all social and sexual distinctions. The new bohemians shared with the Bloomsburians a rejection of bourgeois ethics and constraints, a love of art purely for its aesthetic value, and an emphasis on personal relationships and individual pleasure. They could never be called an artistic or literary movement: there was no united style or intellectual synchronicity to their creativity beyond the desire to push boundaries. While Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant and other Bloomsbury artists collectively broke the distinction between framed art, design and decoration, the young Fitzrovians for the most part pursued more individualistic artistic transgressions while in their studios or at their desks. Their collective action was merely to drink excessively together and enjoy the ensuing chaos. The most important characteristic was to be interesting.


Fitzrovia’s pubs and foreign restaurants became a destination for artists, writers and cultural tourists. The Fitzroy Tavern, with sawdust on the floor and a mechanical piano, and the mock-Tudor Wheatsheaf provided the social axis, with Augustus John, George Orwell, Dylan Thomas and Nina Hamnett all regulars.


Thomas was still in his early twenties but had already published his second acclaimed volume of poetry, having been discovered by T. S. Eliot and Stephen Spender. In 1936, Thomas lured his future wife Caitlin away from the artist Augustus John in the Wheatsheaf. Caitlin had run away from home to be a dancer – a typical story among the mix of people in Fitzrovia’s pubs and restaurants. The privileged rubbed shoulders with struggling artists and performers, as well as a low-life element, and Wirth-Miller quickly became friendly with the Fitzrovia regulars.


Fitzrovia’s hostelries also included the rough and violent Marquess of Granby, Madame Buhler’s Café, the Bricklayer’s and the Black Horse. European restaurants included L’Étoile, Schmidt’s, Bertorelli’s, the Tour Eiffel (which became the then exotic Greek restaurant the White Tower a few years later) and Poggioli’s, which were glamorous and theatrical in their foreignness while serving cheap food. Like Wirth-Miller, many Fitzrovians, if they had enough money, would complete the evening by heading down towards Piccadilly to take advantage of the late licence at the Café Royal.


Wirth-Miller soon introduced Chopping to his world, starting with dinner at Poggioli’s, the cheapest restaurant in Charlotte Street. Wirth-Miller arrived late with an unexplained black eye not entirely covered by an eye-patch, and apologized to Chopping for having to request cash to pay the taxi driver. As Wirth-Miller ordered the wine, Chopping realized that he would have to foot the bill. Once again, he wondered whether Wirth-Miller was too unconventional, too wild for his palate. But, as the meal progressed, he acknowledged that he was also too charismatic and interesting for him to give up on. And in turn the outlandish, self-assured artist seemed to find him equally interesting.


That night, Chopping stayed at Wirth-Miller’s studio. He spent the next night there, too. Then, on the following day, he agreed to move in.





Chapter 2



The New World


Within a few months, Chopping’s life had changed completely. Wirth-Miller convinced him to drop his half-hearted theatrical ambitions and pursue his art. He believed that his new lover already showed great promise as an artist and helped him to improve his skills. He kept his own job at Tootal Broadhurst Lee to help fund their joint life together and also accompanied him to evening classes at Goldsmith’s College in south-east London twice a week. Chopping’s time at the London Theatre Studio had not been entirely worthless, however, as a very young Jocelyn Herbert, who would go on to design many productions at the Royal Court and National Theatre, asked him to produce costume designs for a production of Hamlet. Jocelyn Herbert would remain a friend, and would become the artist John Minton’s close confidante.


Wirth-Miller also helped Chopping to free himself of his teenage obsession with John Gielgud, which had led him towards a career in the theatre in the first place. When Chopping described the incident in the news cinema, Wirth-Miller gave him a primer in the rituals of sexual assignations. He explained that, with the threat that being caught in a homosexual act could lead to a custodial sentence, only an idiot could expect an encounter with a well-known public figure in the stalls of a cinema. That was what the lavatory was for. Chopping realized that while he had been waiting back out on the street, Gielgud had probably gone to find him in the gents.
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A 1937 Wirth-Miller window design for Tootal Broadhurst Lee, Regent Street, London. (Author’s personal collection)





Knowing that the actor used public lavatories in search of sexual gratification (a fact confirmed in 1953 when Gielgud was arrested in a public lavatory in Westminster) was a blow to his idolatry. Wirth-Miller then dealt the killer punch. He admitted that, a few years earlier, he too had been picked up by Gielgud and taken to his flat. There, on the actor’s bed beneath a portrait of Peggy Ashcroft and Edith Evans as Juliet and the Nurse painted by Walter Sickert, he had been fellated by the actor ‘to the sounds of muffled choking’. Gielgud had placed his false teeth in a glass of water at the side of the bed before commencing. The birthday telegrams stopped from that point on.


The radical and unconventional nature of the bohemian scene in Fitzrovia benefited both men. Chopping was able to come out of his shell in terms of his personality, sexuality and artistic ambition. Meanwhile, Wirth-Miller started to receive commissions from fellow Fitzrovians even though he was untrained and still working in textiles and window-dressing. He had become friendly with Richard Buckle, a flamboyant young ballet critic and later biographer of Nijinsky and Diaghilev, who lived nearby on Fitzroy Street. It was probably he who helped Wirth-Miller secure commissions for illustrations in Royal Opera House programmes. The illustrations he produced were modernist line drawings that owed a slight debt to Vorticism. In 1939 Buckle also commissioned Wirth-Miller to illustrate the first edition of Ballet magazine.


Chopping and Wirth-Miller became friends with Robert Buhler, who was their age, when they ate at Madame Buhler’s Café. It was run by his Swiss mother, who also sold foreign-language newspapers and books to the cosmopolitan clientele. Buhler had already trained at St Martin’s School of Art and the Royal College of Art (RCA) by the time Chopping and Wirth-Miller became friends with him. The two men, as artist-outsiders, related to Buhler’s artistic rebelliousness: he rejected both the RCA’s formal teaching methods (he had left after six weeks) and the role of the aristocratic Bloomsbury set as the sole progenitors of progress in British art.2 That he would go on to teach at the RCA after the Second World War was a sign of how quickly the orthodoxy and deference imbued in British art was turned on its head within a couple of decades.


Chopping and Wirth-Miller also became close to Sonia Brownell and William Coldstream, who were seeing each other despite the latter’s continuing marriage to the artist Nancy Sharp. Coldstream, who had worked with W. H. Auden and Benjamin Britten as part of the GPO Film Unit, had just returned to painting full-time, thanks to a stipend from Kenneth Clark, the young director of the National Gallery. Like Buhler, Coldstream was politically concerned about the place of the working rather than the aristocratic artist in society. He too would play a major role in post-war art education, becoming principal of the Slade School of Fine Art. Through him, both men came to know Victor Pasmore, who would become the leader of a new generation of British abstract artists following in the wake of Ben Nicholson. In the future, Pasmore would collaborate with another of Wirth-Miller and Chopping’s friends, the architect Ernö Goldfinger, on a constructivist sculpture for This Is Tomorrow (1956). The exhibition was a watershed in British art, announcing the arrival of British Pop Art.


It was Sonia Brownell, a young editor, who would become a long-term friend of Chopping and Wirth-Miller. She lived on Charlotte Street above the Tour Eiffel restaurant, where Chopping and Wirth-Miller and their young artist friends would often eat, and she was a regular at all their haunts. In time she would have an affair with Lucian Freud, marry George Orwell on his deathbed in 1949 and become a close confidante of Francis Bacon.


Older, established artists also played a role in the young men’s initial life together. They would regularly see Augustus John on Fitzroy Street, while Lucien Pissarro, the oldest son of the Impressionist Camille Pissarro, came to their studio for tea. Pissarro, who had been living in England since 1890, already knew the interior of their studio well as he was a close friend of Walter Sickert. As the most high-profile landscape painter that Wirth-Miller knew prior to the Second World War, it is possible that Pissarro imparted some wisdom but there is little evidence of this in his early works. Wirth-Miller was far from concentrating on landscape at this time.


Nina Hamnett was the member of the older generation who had the greatest role in Wirth-Miller’s life. The former mistress of Sickert lived opposite the studio in Fitzroy Street in a tiny attic flat.


Born in 1890, she had lived in Paris and been a model for Pablo Picasso as well as the Vorticist Henri Gaudier-Brzeska and the Bloomburians Roger Fry and Duncan Grant. She had mixed with the avant-garde crowd of Jean Cocteau and Serge Diaghilev, and was fond of declaring that Modigliani had told her she had the best breasts in Europe.


In 1932, she had published a memoir-cum-history entitled Laughing Torso about her bohemian life. It had sold well and she was still living off the proceeds, having fended off the occultist Aleister Crowley’s attempts to sue her for libel over allegations of black magic. She was fearless, unconventional, bisexual and promiscuous. Having previously been known to dance naked on the tables of Montparnasse, she haunted the pubs of Fitzrovia and the Café Royal from the 1920s onwards and was often referred to as the Queen of Bohemia.


Among a catalogue of drunken incidents, she had once objected to a young woman sitting with her friend, the poet Roy Campbell, at one of Augustus John’s parties. She had walked behind the sofa they were sharing, grabbed the woman’s hair and yanked her backwards so hard that she fell over the back of the couch. Blood poured from her scalp, and Campbell had to call a doctor. Another anecdote tells of Hamnett carefully throwing up in her handbag before clipping it shut, delicately wiping her lips and resuming drinking.


Such stories and the success of Laughing Torso overshadowed her early reputation as an artist, which had been bolstered by showings at the Royal Academy and the Salon d’Automne, and by her work with the Bloomsbury set’s Omega Workshop. By the time Wirth-Miller became friendly with her in 1937, her life had already descended into alcoholic squalor, and she could often be found in the Fitzroy Tavern singing sea-shanties in exchange for drinks.


According to her biographer Denise Hooker, Hamnett’s first words to Wirth-Miller were, ‘My deah, what’s your name? You look evil!’ – perhaps in response to his dark, parted hair slightly reminiscent of Adolf Hitler. From that point on, she would always introduce him with, ‘Here’s Denis Wirth-Miller – he’s evil my deah, evil!’3 They were a strange yet compatible match despite the twenty-five-year age gap: they were both direct, opinionated and drank to the extreme, but they were also sociable, witty and good company. The letters from Hamnett to Wirth-Miller dating from 1938 to 1952 show that the bond between them was strong and enduring.


After moving into the studio, Chopping was wary of the imminent introduction to Hamnett as she and Wirth-Miller had become so close. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he was about to be subjected to a test of approval. He worried that if Hamnett did not like him, Wirth-Miller would be disappointed in him.


As it turned out, their first meeting was brief. Hamnett was drunk by the time she met them but showed no outward hostility: she was more concerned about asking for money. When Chopping complied, she immediately left them and went in search of gin.


Soon, they went out drinking with Hamnett regularly in sessions that teetered on chaos. Chopping was daring, but a streak of conservativism initiated by his family life remained constant within his character. While Wirth-Miller, Hamnett and the likes of Francis Bacon would push excess to its furthest limits and, in doing so, offend without compunction, Chopping never wanted to be the cause of distress. The difference would play a key role in Chopping and Wirth-Miller’s relationship – and in their joint relationship with Bacon – and was evident in their art. While he enjoyed Hamnett’s company when they were out on Charlotte Street, Chopping wondered whether he was accepted by her.


Another friend to whom Wirth-Miller introduced Chopping was the modernist poet Anna Wickham, who drank in the Wheatsheaf. Born in 1883, she had married a solicitor and had four sons before falling in love with the American playwright, Natalie Barney, and going to live in Paris in the early 1920s. Shortly before she met Wirth-Miller, she had helped to support fellow poet Dylan Thomas financially following his marriage to Caitlin. She accompanied Chopping and Wirth-Miller to the Café de Paris on a regular basis where, if provoked, she would bite people on the head or pull their breasts.


Robert Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde were Chopping and Wirth-Miller’s frequent companions as they drank their way around Fitzrovia and Soho in the 1940s and 1950s, and there is evidence that they were already friends in the late 1930s. Like Wirth-Miller and Chopping, Colquhoun and MacBryde, known as ‘the Roberts’, were provincial outsiders but they had received an art education at the Glasgow School of Art. Colquhoun, born in Kilmarnock in 1914, and MacBryde, born a year earlier in Maybole, met while young and became an inseparable couple. Although often described as a single entity and their work is frequently shown together, they each had a distinct style, with their different use of line and colour making their work distinguishable; Colquhoun later became a more figurative painter while MacBryde veered towards still life and landscape. Colquhoun was the more sensitive looking of the two men and the more cerebral; MacBryde was shorter, dark and sensual.


Even at this stage, both showed artistic promise and, like Wirth-Miller, they had a determination to succeed as artists. In September 1936, Colquhoun won a grant that allowed him and MacBryde to travel to London for the first time to visit the Tate and the National Gallery. As Wirth-Miller knew the Roberts before starting his relationship with Chopping in 1937, he may have met them while they were on this trip – they would become co-conspirators in excess. According to Chopping’s recollections, the Roberts must have visited London again temporarily either before or during their extended travels, courtesy of another travel grant, in France and Italy in 1938–9. Chopping always regretted not accepting their invitation to join them in Italy in early 1939. A decade later, when the Roberts were returning from another trip to Italy, the four men met up in Paris.


The Roberts were a formidable duo, prone to excessive drinking, promiscuity and fighting, including each other. In contrast to Chopping, who stood at the edge of the London artistic scene waiting to be introduced, the two Roberts arrived in loud voice, crashing into the centre of the party wearing kilts and revelling in their outsider status. They made a performance of their ‘otherness’ and were rarely forgotten. Yet it was the quality of their work, initially influenced by the work of John Piper and Graham Sutherland, that would lead to their exhibitions at major commercial galleries while still young men.


The Roberts would become leaders of the younger artists involved in the neo-Romantic movement. The neo-Romantics found inspiration in the work of the eighteenth-century British artists William Blake and Samuel Palmer, but simultaneously combined it with the more contemporary cubist influence of Pablo Picasso and André Masson. The work of the Roberts, Johnny Minton and Keith Vaughan quickly heralded a new era for British art. All of them were young homosexual men exploring their art in a similar neo-Romantic direction.


Unlike the working-class Roberts and Wirth-Miller, and the provincially middle-class Chopping, John Minton came from a cossetted background and was an artist of independent means. He was flamboyant and gregarious, and was regarded as handsome in an otherworldly, exotic sense, with tanned skin and olive-green eyes.


Born on Christmas Day, 1917, Minton was still only twenty at this time and studying at St John’s Wood Art School (also known as ‘The Wood’), and before long would leave for Paris. He had recently been introduced to the neo-Romanticism of Graham Sutherland, John Piper and Paul Nash by his friend and fellow student Michael Ayrton. Minton was yet to tell even Ayrton that he was homosexual and he led a partially clandestine life before he left for France. This is likely to have involved trips a few stops down the Northern line to Fitzrovia, an area of London where a homosexual artist was sure to find similar pleasure seekers, and his path may well have crossed that of Wirth-Miller and Chopping. They formally met when Minton visited the Benton End art school in about 1941.


While Chopping and Wirth-Miller attempted to establish their careers and ignore the prospect of war, they careered from the Wheatsheaf to the Fitzroy to the cheap restaurants in Fitzrovia, but they also often headed towards Soho.


The Gargoyle, housed in two upper storeys on the corner of Meard Street and Dean Street, opened in the late 1920s. It laid the foundations for the Colony Room – which opened across the street in 1948 – to shift the focal point of bohemia from Fitzrovia to Soho in the 1950s. Before the war, the Gargoyle was effectively an offshoot of Fitzrovia, with Augustus John and Dylan Thomas as well as Wirth-Miller, Chopping and friends making the trip across Oxford Street. The spies Burgess, Maclean and Kim Philby would also visit the club, as would the writer Joan Wyndham, who would become famous for her diaries that traced her days in bohemia. On her first visit to the Gargoyle, she witnessed a drunken Philip Toynbee throwing up all over the sofa he was sitting on without an eyebrow being raised. Toynbee, an anti-fascist activist and novelist, was at the time going out with Lytton Strachey’s niece, who would become a friend of Chopping.


The Gargoyle had been founded by the socialite David Tennant, and designed by a combination of the architect Sir Edwin Lutyens and the artist Henri Matisse. His L’Atelier Rouge (painted in 1911 and now in the Museum of Modern Art in New York) was displayed on the wall until 1941. Matisse cut up antique mirrors to create 20,000 wall tiles for its Moorish interior, and the club had a gold and silver staircase connecting its bar, coffee room and ballroom. Noël Coward, Tallulah Bankhead and Fred Astaire all became members, and the club gained a reputation as a den for both artists and aristocrats seeking excess.


Minton would later become notorious at the Gargoyle for his unique and enthusiastic dancing style, and also for drinking too much when he lacked the robust constitution of the two Roberts, Chopping and Wirth-Miller. Possibly bipolar, at a certain point of the evening his gregariousness would metamorphose into depression and whining self-pity. Wirth-Miller would always tolerate him but others were less fond. With its heightened atmosphere and lack of inhibition, the Gargoyle was, in Francis Bacon’s phrase, ‘a place for rows’, which he enjoyed.


Francis Bacon, who would become such a pivotal figure in Wirth-Miller and Chopping’s life, lived in Chelsea and was not a regular in Fitzrovia but he was already a strange and notable presence in the wider bohemian scene. The Gargoyle would remain one of his favoured destinations for years to come.


His early life had been unusual. He was born in Dublin on 28 October 1909, the second of five children in an upper-middle-class English family. They moved to England during the First World War so that his father Edward could take up a military post and, when they returned to Ireland, they faced the increasing threat of violence from Irish nationalists.


Bacon’s father, a racehorse trainer, seemingly had little time for his asthmatic son. His idea of punishment for the wayward boy was to hand him over to the male grooms, who took it upon themselves to whip and bugger him, setting in train a masochistic streak that would never leave him. At fancy-dress parties he would dress as a flapper in a backless dress, but when his father caught him wearing his mother’s underwear at the age of sixteen, he was apparently told to leave home (although Bacon was an unreliable and mythologizing source when it came to the biographical details of his own life).4 Bacon’s biographer Michael Peppiatt wrote, ‘Before his life had really begun, he had been rejected by his own kin and branded as an outsider . . . from the moment of his rejection, Francis Bacon set out to take rebellion to its furthest extreme.’5


Bacon went to London, where he lived by the grace of older male associates, became a thief embroiled in the homosexual underworld, and worked as a manservant.6 One employer was outraged to find Bacon, who already had a taste for switching between high-life and low-life, dining at the Ritz at the same time as him. He was consequently dismissed. Edward Bacon then made the decision to send his son to Berlin in 1927 with an older relative, Harcourt-Smith (his Christian name is likely to have been Cecil), in order to straighten him out. It was a decision that he may have regretted as Berlin was the hedonistic capital of Europe and Harcourt-Smith was a sexual sadist. Bacon said of him: ‘Very tough – a real brute. I really don’t think it made the slightest bit of difference to him whether he went with a man or a woman. He fucked everything that moved.’7 And that included Bacon.
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