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Foreword by Sarah Lucas


My first encounter with Henrietta Moraes was Maggi Hambling’s fabulous sculpture, Henrietta Eating a Meringue. I saw it at Maggi’s studio. The studio was quite cluttered at the time, and although it wasn’t prominently displayed, it managed to attract me like a magnet in all its abstract, fluffy, messy white voluptuousness. I asked what it was and Maggi said, ‘It’s Henrietta Moraes Eating a Meringue, of course’. Once seen never forgotten.


Later I encouraged Maggi to make a larger version of this sculpture for an exhibition I was putting together called BIG WOMEN. Approaching this larger version had a mesmeric effect – like being drawn towards a muscular cloud that’s ready to swallow you up, should you be brave or foolish enough to dive into it.


Although I never met Henrietta in person, I did frequent many of the same Soho establishments. Maggi and I met for the first time at an old haunt of Henrietta’s, the Colony Room Club. It was on our birthday. We were introduced by a mutual friend, Sebastian Horsley, who, knowing us both, announced to us that we shared one.


Sometime later I moved to Suffolk and crossed paths with Maggi more often … she published a book called The Works focusing on her portraits of people and animals that have been important to her. Reading this compelling, short, autobiography led to my second encounter with Henrietta … she and Maggi had fallen in love, and love, naturally, is very inspiring. Maggi’s book includes many drawings and paintings of her muse.


As often happens when reading a very good book, I was left wanting more. I’d become curious about Henrietta. I looked next to her memoir, Henrietta, which charts her wayward progress through life; despite all its travails, mishaps and (often) lack of funds, she paints a vivid and romantic picture.


It’s a charming book: traversing the countryside in bow-top wagons with horses and dogs, camping in the fields of hospitable farmers and rock stars, and barging around on canals. A life spent chasing a dream. It became a favourite book of mine, for a while. I was delighted by this unconventional life of freedom and, again, I found myself wanting more.


Maggi says that Henrietta intended to write a second volume of her autobiography. In the first she had been very nice about everyone and everything. In the second she planned to write the nasty version (goody!) but, unfortunately, she died before that happened.


Her compact first volume, so far as I know, was, until now, the only glimpse we had into the life of the legend. A full biography has been eagerly awaited, certainly by me and, I imagine, by many of you.


Here it is.


Time to dive in.









Introduction


The working title for this biography was Studies for a Portrait of Henrietta Moraes after Francis Bacon. Using the word ‘Studies’ in the same manner as the artist Francis Bacon, who called his paintings Three Studies for a Portrait of Henrietta Moraes. You may be wondering why Studies for a Portrait? Well, a portrait is an artistic representation of a person. It can be created in any media, from traditional oil painting to photography, sculpture and even mixed media. Furthermore, the notion of a series of ‘studies’ is that they are open-ended and never quite finished … as we know, some of the best portraits have an eerie, abstract quality, where eye sockets become gaping voids and open mouths echo emotional chasms.


The portrait is also a literary genre and can act as a parallel to the pictorial portrait. A written portrait gives deep insight and often oscillates between reality and fiction. When making a portrait the artist aims to capture some elements of their subject’s character, but the artist can also convey messages of their own.


Over the years I have obtained glimpses, flashes and insights into Henrietta Moraes’ life from the interviews I’ve conducted whilst researching my previous books, Tales from the Colony Room and Queens of Bohemia. From these literary fragments and my own experiences, I formed a thumbnail sketch of Henrietta and began to flesh out a portrait of a truly remarkable and unique woman. But the enigma central to the story remained: who was Henrietta Moraes?


Henrietta was a half-Indian beauty, muse and model. She was one of the stars of bohemian London who drank in Soho and became part of a hedonistic set that bedded one another and included artists such as Lucian Freud and Francis Bacon who partied with hard-living aristocrats, East End villains and, of course, the irrepressible Henrietta, whom they both painted.


Born Audrey Wendy Abbott in India in 1931, Henrietta’s father had served in the Indian Air Force, but when he found out that his wife was pregnant with Henrietta he tried to strangle her before deserting the family home in the foothills of the Himalayas. Henrietta was then brought to England by her mother and sent to boarding school aged just three – where she was so afraid, she was sick all over her bed. Terrified at the sight of what she’d done, she ate it all back up, every little bit, and held it down. Then, as if in some twisted fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm, her mother abandoned Hen to her wicked grandmother, who finding her too wilful a child, badly mistreated her.


It was whilst attending convent school that Henrietta developed a crush on a girl called Valerie who slept with T.S. Eliot’s poems under her pillow and, in an amazing twist of fate, went on to marry the poet himself. Henrietta also gravitated towards artistic circles and fell into the non-conformist bohemian lifestyle of the period. She went to the 100 Club on Oxford Street, became a jazz groupie and (being an eager teenager) lost her virginity to a young trumpet player with very smelly feet before sleeping with most of his friends. Like many young women of that era, she attended secretarial college as a type of finishing school – before stripping off to become an art school model. During the 1950s she became the prototype rock ’n’ roll wild child a decade before the term was invented and, in the process, broke all the social taboos designed to hold women back in a society controlled almost exclusively by men.


Henrietta possessed a fearless naivety and an uncanny antenna for adventure as she drank and caroused in the Colony Room, the Gargoyle and the French – all of the legendary names and exotic watering holes where she became a regular face. In 1951, she met (and eventually married) the filmmaker Michael Law; a ubiquitous figure in Soho’s clubland who introduced her to the artist Francis Bacon. Being gay, Francis was one of the few male admirers who did not want to sleep with her. Instead, he painted her more than twenty-three times over the next two decades and drank with her every night in Soho. Yet even though he owed much of his inspiration to her, Francis never gave her any of the pictures he painted – despite promising he would. In later life, when she was living in a cramped room on skid row and Francis’ portraits of her began to fetch millions at auction, Henrietta realised the profit being made off her back and continued to complain about it until the end of her days.









Prologue


Today will be her last day.


It is 6 January 1999, and, as a new millennium dawns, the doom-mongers are predicting that a ‘millennium bug’ will cause computers to crash, planes to fall from the sky and that the end of the world is nigh. Whether it is the best of times or the worst of times, it certainly seems to be the only time they have left together. Henrietta’s latest lover, the artist Maggi Hambling, telephones her but on getting no answer she worriedly drives towards the World’s End, Chelsea. Upon arrival, Maggi finds Henrietta’s door jammed and Hen hollering down from her bathroom window, complaining how ludicrous it is that she can’t get out.


With her steely blue eyes, Maggi sizes up the situation on the street below as the clock remorselessly ticks down. In desperation, Hen rapidly lowers her beloved dachshund, Max, from the window in a travel bag attached to a length of electrical cable. Once safely down, Henrietta challenges Maggi to climb through the same very small window which, with extraordinary effort, she does.


Clambering into Henrietta’s tiny bedsit, Maggi discovers our heroine lying flat out on her bed beside a large pile of unpaid bills. She asks Maggi how long it was before he died that Oscar Wilde had said those ‘funny things’ – referring to Wilde’s famous wallpaper quote, when he had quipped on his deathbed, ‘This is a duel to the death. One of us must go, and I fear it must be me’ – and with her smouldering eyes staring up intently from her bed, Henrietta recites it perfectly.


Realising time is of the essence, Maggi protests that Hen needs medical help, but Henrietta just tells her to calm down … to give her a hug and another cigarette. Not easily deterred, Maggi insists Hen must try and speak to her doctor and miraculously manages to get straight through to him. Then, as Maggi is fiddling with some flowers by the sink and Hen is being hilarious, joking with her doctor on the phone, her voice suddenly changes – as if hitting a punchline – and she dies in an instant, dropping the receiver.


But to understand what gave rise to the killing joke, we need to go back to the beginning …









Chapter 1


Law of the Jungle


When Henrietta first arrived in 1950s bohemia, Soho was still a village in the West End of London. Its hub was the French pub, formerly known as the York Minster, now officially named The French House, but forever known as ‘the French’ to the locals. Of all the surviving pubs, the French is still the truest to the spirit of Soho: no fruit machine, no jukebox to drown the conversation and definitely no television.


For someone who led such an unconventional lifestyle, Henrietta’s days fell into a set pattern. They would usually begin late morning when she’d leave the attic of the Queen Anne house at the top of Dean Street (where she lived) and amble south down the road with her boyfriend, Michael Law, until they reached the Café Torino on the corner of Old Compton Street. The place reeked of old rubber and disinfectant as a long sticky strip of paper swayed from a central light fitting, brown with glue and black-dotted with dead flies. Here they sat at one of the marble-topped tables listening to Spanish anarchists and Republicans discussing how to overthrow Spain’s fascist dictator Franco. It was nicknamed ‘The Madrid’ and became a favourite haunt of Hen’s because the café sat betwixt the Colony and the Gargoyle clubs, from which vantage point she could observe the familiar faces of her quarry going by. It also commanded a clear view of the French, so Hen and Michael would wait at the café to watch the pub fill up before entering the premises by the left-hand door.


A Genius of a Landlord …


The pub itself was pretty basic, but part of its appeal with women was that they could go unchaperoned and not get hassled, which was unusual back then. Women were often segregated in the other pubs or refused admission altogether. Each day at noon, the French was where Hen would congregate with kindred spirits. It was run by Gaston Berlemont, a balding middle-aged gentleman of Gaulish heritage, who sported a dark suit and had twinkling eyes and a long twirly handlebar moustache. He was also gracious to the working girls – the local prostitutes – who regarded the French as a sanctuary. Once inside they were off-duty and would complain bitterly to Gaston if any man tried to pick them up. The pub’s oak interior had a defiantly French ambiance, the walls lined with faded sepia photographs of the many famous French artistes who’d drunk on the premises between the wars. In keeping with the continental atmosphere, Gaston never served pints of beer, only half pints, and refused to serve Coca-Cola because he said he didn’t like the type of person that drank it. But he did sell quarter bottles of champagne, that’s how stylish the French was – as a woman you could go into a pub and order a quarter bottle of champagne for yourself or (as in Hen’s case) persuade an unsuspecting admirer into buying you one.


One of the quirks of the French was that Gaston ran it more as a club than a pub. There were two ends of the bar, one end was for the ‘intellectuals’ – artists, poets, writers, publishers, etc. It was very cliquey. When you first entered through the left-hand door, you’d see all the regulars at the other end of the bar, drinking. After a few years drinking at the ‘Shallow End’ of the bar you’d become established as a regular and slowly be allowed to move down the bar in a southerly direction towards the ‘Deep End’. The cash register in the middle of the bar marked the demarcation line where both ends met. Once you’d got there, you’d made it to the ‘Deep End’ or V.I.P. (Very Inebriated Person) area.


To reach it was considered an honour, despite it being where the grim reaper was regularly harvesting his crop, and Gaston expected those who’d graduated to undergo an initiation ceremony. He would bring out a bottle of 1912 pre-Prohibition French absinthe, and with all the ceremony of a high mass he would also set out paraphernalia; the bottle, the glass, the perforated spoon upon which he would place a sugar lump that helped shoot the alcohol into your system. However, some said his rare bottle of absinthe tasted suspiciously like the house Pernod …


Gaston had his favourites, and Henrietta was certainly one of them. He remembered her as ‘smashing, voluptuous’, and confessed, ‘It was as much as any red-blooded man could do to keep his hands off her’. For Henrietta, Gaston was a genius of a landlord, welcoming her with a cheerfulness that lit up her day. Once she became so bored listening to a man complain about his life that she threw her glass of champagne in his face. The pub fell silent, and everybody expected Gaston to bar her. But instead, he twirled his handlebar moustache and smiled, ‘Madame, I see that your glass is empty. Please allow me to refill it for you’. He was very diplomatic with drunks too: ‘One of the two of us will have to go, and I’m afraid it’s not going to be me!’ And he would throw people out with such courtesy that they wanted to thank him.


For those bohemians perpetually short of cash, such as Henrietta, Gaston proved a very generous landlord too. The first words she’d utter upon entering were, ‘Good Morning Gaston, could I have a glass of Pernod please and could you possibly lend me a fiver?’ Whereupon he’d proffer a rolled banknote, handing it over to her discreetly with a nod and a wink and the reassurance that he was willing to wait for repayment. By the till he kept a list of people and their debts written in tiny handwriting in black ink. He said he loaned people money because: ‘9 out of 10 people pay it back, 1 in 10 don’t but the amount of money they spend coming in here explaining why they weren’t paying me back far exceeds the debt.’ So, cultivating customers like Henrietta was a shrewd business move. But Gaston was less generous in other respects. If someone had the cheek to ask for an extra cube of ice to go with their drink there would be outrage, and if a man wanted to have a crap they had to go through the indignity of asking for the key to the gents washroom, whereupon all the customers’ heads would swivel in unison as Gaston bellowed across the bar: ‘Who wants the key?’


In this environment stood Henrietta and her lover Michael Law, he a hopeful but impoverished film director and she an Amazonian beauty in a dark dress and cream-coloured coat. With her mop of black hair, aquiline nose and dark, smouldering eyes she pitched her voice so everyone else at the bar could overhear. ‘Aren’t I right, Michael?’ she demanded of him at the end of every sentence. ‘Of course you are,’ he’d concur, as they hung out waiting to see what might happen. Maybe a rich friend would buy them lunch? It was Michael Law who taught Hen the ‘Law of the Jungle’ – survival of the fittest – eat or be eaten. Upon spotting his prey, Michael would let out the hunting cry, ‘Henrietta, look!’ Henrietta would clap her hands delightedly, jumping up and down like an excited little girl, as their meal ticket walked in. It was usually one of those bored aristocratic rich kids who took them everywhere to keep himself entertained – but never bought or gave them what they actually needed, as Henrietta loudly complained:


Really it is too bad. Tony Hubbard took us to the Caprice last night which was marvellous but he refused to give us the money for a taxi home so we had to walk all the way. I ask you. Could you believe that anyone so rich could be so mean!


Tony Hubbard loved to toy with them, such was the sadistic sense of humour that permeated Soho. One day, in the French, he said he was going upstairs to eat when he asked: ‘Would you like to join me?’ Then, halfway up the stairs, he turned round and enquired if they had any money. Of course they hadn’t, so he told them: ‘If you like, you can come up and watch me eat.’


Neo-Romantic …


Another of Hen’s wealthy benefactors was the artist Johnny Minton, heir to the Minton ceramics empire. Everyone said Johnny looked ‘like an El Greco painting’. Rather posh, buck-toothed and wiry, with the physique of a matchstick and a long, drawn face topped off with a mop of dark hair, Minton was a ‘neo-romantic’ painter who liked to splash the cash and have a good time. Hordes of people benefited from his largesse whilst he dissipated himself to the hilt. His loyal band of followers was known as ‘Minton’s Circus’, and Henrietta was more than happy to provide the entertainment. As an art tutor, Minton would regularly gather up his students and take them to Soho, where they might catch a glimpse of Dylan Thomas sitting slumped on the benches that used to run under the windows of the French or that Queen of Bohemia, the artist Nina Hamnett, outside the door to the ladies loo lying in a pool of her own piss.


Henrietta was a natural fit in the French. Like Soho itself, the pub attracted a lot of people who were orphans or, as in Hen and Francis Bacon’s case, had been written off by their families. Like many orphans, Hen had an extraordinarily vivid fantasy about one day meeting her father and lied by telling everyone she had once done so in the Hyde Park Hotel. A lot of teenage runaways from all parts of Britain congregated in Soho’s social and sexual melting pot where (if they were lucky) they formed new friendships and became part of a wider, bohemian family. Henrietta had grown up not knowing her parents and her hedonistic mother eventually ran away to South Africa to start a new life without her. As Henrietta told Queen magazine:


All my life I have been on the wrong side of the fence. It started off by my having no father and living with a very belligerent grandmother. My mother was known to me, until I was about seven, as Mummy Judy, and appeared once a year dressed in startling and very beautiful black clothes. I was sent to … an enormously expensive and snobbish secretarial college for young ladies. Deep down inside me I had never made this grade. I got into trouble three times for pawning typewriters.


So, Hen went to one of those red public telephone boxes and looked up the numbers of all the London art colleges in the phone directory. She telephoned them all and told them she was the most beautiful and talented model in London but, she lamented, without realising what low standards art schools had. As figurative painting fell out of fashion during the 1950s, many models switched from working for artists to art students. The days of the celebrity artist’s model had gone – along with much of the romance of it.


On the first day, she arrived in a building teeming with art students her own age. It reminded Hen of her first day at boarding school, the memory made her feel sick, but somehow she managed to hold it down. Unlike her boarding school, the art school was well heated and the students were friendly. She felt like an interloper in the life studio where the young people were silently working from the static nudes.


Henrietta found modelling at art school awful because she kept on fainting in the middle of exams. Nobody ever talked to her, and she soon developed a pathological hatred of art students. For such a deeply undisciplined person as Henrietta it was pretty hellish. She was expected to arrive at the appointed hour, fill in her contract of employment and be paid by banker’s cheque, something which would have caused the bohemian models of yesteryear to faint, as they’d never seen a bank, let alone a cheque. However, Henrietta’s real problem with modelling in the hallowed silence of a life studio was her gregarious nature, she just couldn’t keep her trap shut, a trait which had caused her a great deal of trouble as a child.


Her mother had abandoned her with her grandmother who had once lived a colonial life with a fleet of servants in India. Now back in Britain and having to cook, clean and fend for herself (all of which according to Hen she did badly) she would take her frustration out on her granddaughter, becoming very violent towards her. She’d tie Henrietta’s hands behind her back and push her into a dark room for hours on end before reappearing with a leather strap and viciously whipping her. A terrified little Hen resolved that she would not give her sadistic granny the pleasure of seeing her cry or beg for mercy. So, she took it all, without a murmur.


Terrorised and Enchanted …


As an adult, Henrietta met a lot of kindred spirits in Soho who’d also had difficult childhoods. They knew that life wasn’t going to give them anything so they’d have to grab what they could with both hands. Perhaps it was this approach to life that made the French so loved by artists, writers, actors and musicians. When Hen first met Francis Bacon they seemed to have an immediate rapport. She was overwhelmed by his disarming charm and cherubic features, his shiny rouged cheeks and pouting lips. His bleached blonde hair and lithe figure belied his age and, like many, she found Francis’ feminine features at odds with the violence inherent in his paintings.


Along with the baby-faced Francis, other regulars included John Deakin, the rubber-faced fashion photographer for Vogue, whose scruffy, hungover appearance seemed incompatible with his glamorous subject matter, and Britain’s first celebrity television interviewer, Daniel Farson, a sadomasochist with a penchant for wearing ladies’ lingerie. It was Daniel Farson who told me that Picasso and Francis Bacon stood apart from all the other painters in the twentieth century because they never let fashion encroach on their art and both were exceptional in their selfish single-mindedness. As for Henrietta, Daniel thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen: ‘wildly attractive, fussing over her cigarette, with an arrogant upturned nose.’ He said she could stop people dead in their tracks and make them turn around, others were shocked by her unique mixture of caustic wit and beauty. As her friend, the pop star Marianne Faithfull, put it:


Henrietta was one of the great beauties of the 1950s – the epitome of that bohemian life that’s now gone. Her reckless intensity of spirit magnetically attracted people to her. Hen had friends from the gutter to the aristocracy whom she both terrorised and enchanted.


But we must remember that at this point in the early 1950s Henrietta and Francis Bacon were almost completely unknown. According to another friend and former model, Diana Melly:


Back then, Henrietta wasn’t really known for anything apart from being outspoken and part of the bohemian scene … what was it about Henrietta that attracted so many artists to paint her? Well, she had incredibly striking features – almost too striking to be beautiful. There was nothing soft about her features at all. They were incredibly strong like her personality. People did talk about her in Soho as a beauty, formidably attractive and witty – she was very much part of the bohemian gang.


Henrietta became part of a new generation that fundamentally altered the character of bohemia into something brasher, drunker and more risqué, as the easy, convivial amiability of old bohemia gave way to the professional jealousy and infighting of the 1950s. At its core was a group of individuals who met at noon each day at the ‘Deep End’ of the French, and collectively formed the Monster Club. In Soho, one didn’t call someone a Monster just because they were annoying. Monsters don’t just behave badly; in fact their success is mostly due to their enormous charm. Along with Francis Bacon, John Deakin and Daniel Farson, Henrietta graduated to the exclusive Monster Club too. The label ‘Monster’ was an accolade and you had to fulfil some basic requirements before you could qualify. You didn’t call someone a Monster at random. A Monster was pretty special; they had to appear to be totally selfish and egocentric, only interested in their own importance and often plotting for their own gain. Monsters were completely unscrupulous, lacking in any modesty or restraint. They were often noisy, shouting down people cleverer than themselves. Eating and drinking with abandon, Monsters ignored the rules of good behaviour but were often refreshingly funny and made surprisingly good company. According to Marianne:


Hen inhabited a sort of enchanted space where the oddest, most unlikely things happened. She was the perfect muse for Francis Bacon … she travelled on her own loopy groove, avoiding the straight world entirely.


The Golden Age …


Henrietta was an eighteen-year-old called Audrey Wendy Abbott when she began hanging out at the 100 club on Oxford Street. It had become a hip jazz venue where Diana Melly’s future husband, George Melly, often sang with his jazz band. There Hen met her first boyfriend, a jazz trumpeter, and lost her virginity to him before sleeping with all his friends (by her own admission, it never occurred to her to say no). A year later, aged nineteen, she met the thirty-five-year-old filmmaker Michael Law at the 100 Club whom she described as a ‘white-faced, pale-eyed medievalist with hammer toes’. He was almost twice her age and became the kind of father figure she’d never had. It was Michael Law who renamed Audrey Wendy Abbott, Henrietta, after his first girlfriend, Henrietta Swan. He then took her across Oxford Street from the 100 Club to Soho, a bohemian world she knew nothing about. Problem was, Michael was already married to the dancer Maria Ralph, with whom he lived beneath a Soho brothel. So, the starstruck lovers needed somewhere else to shack up. They’d heard on the grapevine that a well-known literary figure was away and his house left unoccupied. However, he was a powerful figure in British culture who knew everyone worth knowing. Not the sort of man you’d want to annoy. So, without a second thought, they decided to break in …


After a long weekend away, Cyril Connolly arrived back home to discover that his wife, Barbara Skelton’s, earrings had gone missing and the money left out for the housekeeper had disappeared. Someone had fleeced them, and after going through the expense of having all the locks changed the mystery deepened when they found a pile of human excrement by the back door. Only then did Cyril Connolly discover Michael and Henrietta, holed up in his former lodger’s quarters. Barbara Skelton resented the intrusion bitterly and was forever banging on their door complaining about the noise, so the lovers moved on to the attic of a Queen Anne house at 86 Dean Street, Soho – a former brothel – where Zoe Hicks (daughter of Britain’s most famous living painter Augustus John) resided with her husband the composer Alwyn Williams, whom Hen had previously danced with at the 100 Club.


It was more by accident than design that Hen landed in the beating heart of bohemian Soho and wound up living on the same street as the unholy trinity of Soho drinking dens: the French, the Colony and the Gargoyle. For Henrietta, Soho was like a village, peopled by all these wonderful characters whom her boyfriend knew, such as Fred the Wings and No Knickers Joyce:


Sid the Swimmer delivered our logs. We knew every shopkeeper, every pub and club – Italian, French, Spanish, Polish, Swiss and African. The new Hi-Ho down the alleyway was full of deviant whores and their protectors. Big Jean and Stout Sally fought with dustbin lids on Friday evenings. And the Lagos Lagoon opposite our drawing-room windows was packed with gambling-crazy Africans.


For Hen, Soho was one big pantomime but as the local ‘People’s Poet’, Paul Potts, put it: ‘She was a pantomime and the whole of the year was Christmas’. Hen admitted they found her very easy to put up with, ‘particularly Francis. I never talked about painting, he loved that’. Francis Bacon did not tolerate bores. Despite being stereotyped in various art history books as a wild reckless drunk, Henrietta was a fiercely intelligent and entertaining woman whose boyfriend was well connected too. Born in 1917, the son of a clergyman, Michael Law’s parents divorced whilst he was young and his mother moved to Chelsea, where her friends included the artist Augustus John and the author Naomi Mitchison.


Michael had been educated at the posh Westminster School and won an art scholarship to Chelsea Polytechnic, where he was taught by Henry Moore, but soon abandoned his studies to become a runner for Strand Films and fell headlong into bohemia. Despite being much in demand as a director and winning the Grand Prix d’Or at Cannes, he is now remembered mostly for his love life. This perplexed Paul Potts who considered Michael the only real friend he ever had whom he did not and never could understand: ‘His chief occupation in life was women. As a sideline he was in films.’ But it was Michael himself who best summed up the situation:


In those days everybody was thinking what was in it for them – a time not so much of greed as naked pleasure-seeking. There were a lot of loose cannons finding their way. There’s never been such a collection of people together in one place … doing what they wanted to do.


And what Hen and Michael really wanted to do at 3 p.m. every afternoon was to carry on drinking. But the licensing laws were different back then. All the pubs closed in the afternoon and you could not consume alcohol in a public bar between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m. So, unless you were a member of a private club, there was nowhere to drink. The attraction of the Colony Room was that when the pubs were forced to shut in the afternoon, the Colony Room opened. As Gaston called last orders, Francis Bacon could be heard complaining:


These ghastly English laws, you can’t have a drink, can’t do anything. Do you think they’ll ever change them …? I can take you up that awful Colony Room if you like.


So, off to the Colony they went.









Chapter 2


The Colony


To reach the Colony Room Club, Hen and her entourage would turn right as they left the French and head north, picking up a few stragglers as they passed Café Torino on the way. The Colony was located at 41a Dean Street; its dingy passageway was dirty and dustbin-lined, with empty wine boxes from the Italian restaurant which occupied the ground floor of the building. The waft of garlic and the waiters screaming at each other in a foreign tongue gave you the feeling of being abroad. As Henrietta walked off the pavement, into the dark anonymous passageway, passers-by would glance at her as if she were a call girl.


The club itself was a not-very-comfortable small front room on the first floor of a tiny Georgian house; however, the fascination was with the assortment of people who went there. Before she became a regular, Henrietta hadn’t realised what alcohol could do to a face and had never seen such well-trodden ones. The bar was mahogany with gold-painted bamboo striated all along the front. The glass and mirrored shelves behind the bar sat holding bottles of spirits and various shaped drinking glasses. In the middle of the shelving was an old metal till and in front of the bar sat several bar-stools, on one of which, next to the door, sat the proprietor Muriel Belcher. The club’s cream-coloured walls contrasted with the lush greenery of the large tropical plants which dominated the place. The bar-stools and banquettes were all upholstered in leopard skin, which made the place look like a sophisticated jungle.


A Kind of Salon …


The club was dominated, indeed created, by two personalities – that of its owner and founder Muriel Belcher, who opened the Colony in 1948, and the artist Francis Bacon, who was one of Muriel’s first customers. For Henrietta’s homosexual friends, Francis Bacon and John Minton, the club provided a support network in a hostile world. It was a bolt-hole at a time when ‘queers’ needed somewhere to hide and was filled with luminaries who didn’t dare appear in the gay pub (The Golden Lion) down the road. Muriel loved them being around because they were funnier, brighter and spent more. She had realised the power of the pink pound long before anyone had coined the term, but you certainly didn’t have to be homosexual to be a member.


In a regimented and sexually repressed post-war London, the Colony attracted professional drinkers to a man, woman or something in-between, since sexual non-conformity always played its part in the mix. The club itself was asexual. Your sexuality was your own concern, but occasionally the subject of learned debate. ‘I think you should wear heels, dear, and a nice frock,’ Muriel might say to some upright city gent in a pinstripe suit, ‘and you’ll feel happier in yourself.’


The Colony was the closest thing to a Paris café London could offer since the great days of the Café Royal. On any given afternoon at the bar, you would find the jazz singer George Melly in a loud suit; the bookish-looking author Colin Wilson in a beige duffle coat locked in conversation with Daniel Farson; the penniless poets George Barker, Paul Potts and Dylan Thomas; the artists John Minton and Lucian Freud; and, finally, Francis Bacon who was always centre stage. Muriel knew there was something extraordinary about Francis, long before he became famous. As Henrietta recalled: ‘He exuded this incredible energy. If there is a force field around people, his was ten times as strong.’ Francis briefly worked as a ‘hostess’ for Muriel bringing interesting people into her orbit, such as Henrietta, to whom Muriel became a combination of mentor, critic and guru. She was a life-enhancer, an inspiration by example. It seemed to Hen that Muriel had all the essential qualities one needed in life: a formidable capacity for alcohol, an admirable vocabulary of expletives, extreme generosity, shrewd judgement of character, a fervent champion of the underdog, purveyor of scurrilous gossip and, above all, a knack for extracting and happily betraying everyone else’s innermost secrets.


At the time there were dozens of different afternoon drinking clubs in Soho: crooks’ clubs, police clubs, jazz clubs, even taxi drivers’ clubs – but Muriel’s was to do with fun. She ruled over a kind of salon – a gathering of people with an inspiring hostess, held to amuse, refine the taste and increase the knowledge of the participants through conversation, by deciding the subjects of their meetings whilst mediating and directing the discussion. She encouraged socialising between different social ranks, races, sexes and sexualities; breaking down the social barriers and taboos that other establishments operated under. But Muriel’s was not a salon of civility, polite conversation and reasoned debate. According to George Melly it was a salon of absolute freedom of expression, to the point of nihilism:


I think the problem looking back is we embellish things with hindsight. If you’d gone up to Muriel Belcher and asked her if she’d started a club to help make the world a freer, more liberal place, she’d have said ‘fuck off’.


To which Muriel’s friend and former barman, David Marrion, concurred:


Muriel was the attraction. She was a good conversationalist and read the papers back to front every day before she started work. She was slightly built and about 5 feet 4 inches tall. It was her face and hands you noticed most. She had a very unusual face, very sharp features, her long boney nose arched and protruding over her shallow cheeks, proudly revealing her Jewish ancestry … Her face defied anyone to challenge her authority or her request, ‘Which one of you lot are going to buy me a drink?’


The Fascination of Forbidden Fruit …


In Muriel, Henrietta found a witty, foul-mouthed mother figure and a generous hostess to boot. As Hen’s friend, Sandy Fawkes, said: ‘It was drinks all round and that included poverty-stricken poet Paul Potts and every down-on-his-luck actor, writer or painter present who could not dream of returning the compliment.’ However, if you didn’t walk into the club with confidence, Muriel would verbally slaughter you: ‘Shut that door! The wind is blowing right up my cunt.’ Famous for her wit and infamous for her devastating put-downs, Muriel’s humour was infectious – the delivery, the body language, the coarse juxtapositions and the sense of shared absurdity. Henrietta said that from the moment they first met they hit it off:


Her greeting was ‘Hello Cunty!’, which could be quite frightening if you were feeling frail. But her club was definitely her home, where she reigned and her word was law.


Muriel’s, as the club was affectionately known, worked so well because the members were friends of Muriel, attending her slightly mad party. Upon entering the premises, the club’s pianist, Mike McKenzie, would break off his current tune to play each new arrival in with a theme song he’d chosen for them – either flattering, like ‘You Go To My Head’, or in Hen’s case, one loaded with innuendo – as she once again came nose to nose with Muriel, ‘Hello Henrietta, how are you love?’ Then looking at whoever or whatever was in tow, ‘Is this cunt with you? Sign them in then … Hello cunty, what’s your name?’ Henrietta would have forewarned her companions whilst ascending the stairs that if Muriel called you a cunt twice in quick succession it meant she liked you.


Those who frequented the Colony could clearly remember the first time they went there. Like the recipient of a major shock, or stumbling upon a murder scene, Muriel left her mark on anyone who entered. Everyone who walked in through that door had to be examined: ‘Who are you? Members only!’ she’d shriek. But she liked the purses and the handbags being opened: ‘How’s your handbag today, dear? Get that handbag out, girl!’ The only unforgiveable sin in the club was to be boring. Muriel was keen on the money, but if you were too boring that was it:


‘Members only’, dearie, and get a facelift on the way! I can’t stand respectability just for the sake of respectability. Nor people who bore the shit out of me … unless I feel in the mood for a bit of camping.


Hen’s best friend during this period was a beguiling blonde called Caryl Chance, together they formed something of a double act. Like the characters in the eponymous Hollywood movie Thelma and Louise, they were always breaking the rules and behaving so recklessly they might career over the edge at any moment. They had taken to preying on expensive restaurants – Caryl always found someone to offload the bill on and Hen provided the chutzpah, the sheer devilry that gained them the initial entry. Hen loved Caryl because, like Muriel, she never bored her.


For Hen and Caryl, the Colony held the fascination of forbidden fruit, a tiny one-room world, where they could be found at 4 p.m. on a sunny afternoon, gossiping their lives away. The club became an impromptu performance space where Muriel was the ringmaster and their feverish conversation made the very room where they drank into a theatre. Some would recite poetry, others might burst into song, but Hen told extremely funny stories, like the time she was at the opening party of Francis Bacon’s exhibition at the Hanover Gallery, Mayfair. The paintings were still wet and when Henrietta became pressed against one in the crush, she walked away with a Screaming Pope on her back … and she continued to make everyone laugh that afternoon when she relayed a recent anecdote about her and Caryl dining in the deep gloom of a posh restaurant. Hen had pulled out at random from her handbag one of the Havana cigars she was partial to smoking. No sooner had she done so, then as if by magic a waiter popped up and lit it for her. He should have then disappeared but instead began giggling as he struck match after match trying to light it. Wondering why her Havana was the object of such hilarity, Hen stared at her cigar and realised she was puffing on a Super Tampax.


Muriel’s Kingdom …


Very little is known about Henrietta’s mother figure, Muriel Belcher. Born in Birmingham in 1908, she came from a strict Jewish family who were always running away from creditors. When her father died she moved to London and became part of Soho’s clubland. Muriel had a black girlfriend, Carmel Stuart, from the Colonies – Jamaica – after whom she named her club the ‘Colony Room’. Unlike the rest of British society, there was never any racial, religious or sexual division in the club. It was never an issue. With most private clubs you join a clique or crowd and must behave accordingly. However, George Melly told me that at the Colony there was no clique, no way to dress or act and no required station in life in order to become a member:


Muriel was a kind of magician, a witch, not necessarily a very kindly one. She could turn on people, she was rather mercenary, she weighed up whether someone was valuable … she could tell if someone had potential immediately and she would cultivate them. In retrospect, it was extraordinary to think it was there. She kept this cauldron on the boil and would occasionally throw in another ingredient that took her fancy.


But it was Francis Bacon who best summed up its unique appeal:


It’s different to anywhere else. Here we laugh more, we enjoy ourselves more. It’s because of Muriel. Her tremendous ability to create an atmosphere of ease. After all, that’s what we all want, isn’t it? A place to go to where one feels free.


In the Colony, Henrietta met some very strong female figures such as the Canadian poet Elizabeth Smart and the artist Elinor Bellingham-Smith, who was currently riding high after a successful exhibition on Cork Street. But there was one woman (other than Muriel) whom Francis seemed particularly close to: the artist, spy and pornographer Isabel Rawsthorne. She was a former lover of the sculptor Giacometti, who compared her to a wild cat: ‘a man-eater.’ Isabel’s ear-splitting shrieks of laughter cut through the club’s dense foliage like the cry of a wild beast in the jungle. Another notable regular was the Queen of Bohemia, Nina Hamnett, who would exchange anecdotes of her glory years for drinks. She was one of the truly great characters of her age, but one whose artistic talents were ultimately washed away by booze. By the time Henrietta had met her in the Colony, Nina was living in penury. The once great beauty’s face creased almost beyond recognition. All her front teeth had recently been extracted and to make matters worse she’d become incontinent and frequently wet herself on Muriel’s bar-stools. Nina stood as a monument to pre-war bohemia and a stark scarecrow-like warning to Henrietta of what she might become if she didn’t change her ways.


Her Slightly Mad Party …


For those operating at the fringes of polite society, such as Henrietta and Nina, Muriel’s was not just a bar, it was also a psychiatrist’s couch, unemployment bureau and marriage guidance centre too. Many relished listening to Muriel’s malicious gossip concerning mutual friends – until they departed and her knife inevitably became firmly planted in their backs too. Henrietta’s friend, the ex-jailbird and bestselling author Frank Norman, was a tough nut but even he had to concede:


I have yet to meet someone who is a match for Muriel when it comes to a verbal punch-up. I have seen her render even the toughest of her members helpless under a barrage of abuse, the intensity of which leaves them inarticulate chattering imbeciles.


The weird thing was that even amidst all the verbal punch-ups Henrietta and the other members would observe one another indirectly in the pieces of mirror dotted around the Colony’s walls. The long shards acted like one of Francis Bacon’s paintings, pulling Henrietta to bits and putting her back together in unlikely ways – evoking the dislocation of things. And with the skilful use of these mirrors, Muriel could carry on a conversation with a volley of asides to the people stood behind her: ‘Can you keep a secret, Henrietta?’ she’d ask Hen who’d laugh, ‘Of course not, Muriel.’ Then, to someone who’d just entered, ‘Hello, darling, where’s your beautiful wife?’, before continuing the conversation conspiratorially, ‘Well, Henrietta I’ll tell you anyway …’


As Muriel’s tongue wagged, her dog ‘Nosher’ (slang for someone who performs cunnilingus) sat on her lap, ears pricked up, eavesdropping in. Henrietta said Nosher was the best-informed dog in London and should have had his own gossip column. Whilst gossiping away and not holding a glass, Muriel would clasp her long bony hands, twisted by Paget’s disease, in her lap – raising them in mock horror, relief or joy of good news or a joke, or sometimes coming down on some unsuspecting member who’d not bought her a drink like a clap of thunder.


Alcoholics can never remember people’s names so Muriel gave her members ones that would stick in her memory. Many members were known only by their nicknames. The monikers made sense once you got to know them … Henrietta was ‘Hen’, John Minton was ‘Minty’, the poet Stephen Spender was ‘Brenda’ and another was known simply as ‘Miss Hitler’. Muriel and Francis Bacon’s relationship was so close he would call her ‘Mother’ and she in return called him ‘Daughter’. Besides, none of them took themselves too seriously – how could they with Muriel’s razor-sharp ability to prick pomposity? ‘Look, she’s got a new frock!’ Muriel would cry at a city banker who arrived in a new Savile Row suit, and then turning to Henrietta, ‘Look! She’s wearing trousers today!’ Muriel loved to swap the genders round. Her club was gender-fluid decades before the term was coined, as Francis Bacon fumed:


That’s happening all over now – it’s called unisex, and she’s been doing it for years. Her language has become very exaggerated and she turns on ‘he and she’, like ‘Hot and Cold’, until she doesn’t know who ‘he and she’ are any more and that vaporises the atmosphere for a start. She creates this state where people feel free to talk about themselves and their desires. I love her looks. I think she’s extraordinary looking. She has a very grand air about her. There’s something there that has come from an ancient world – perhaps the Babylonian world.


When it came to Francis, I think Henrietta and Muriel were rather flattered to have become the subject of so many of his artworks, which in a strange way demonstrated their profound lack of physical vanity. To be immortalised by Francis demanded a certain detachment: ‘Muriel is Francis’s friend? If that’s how Francis paints his friends, I’d hate to see how he treats his enemies!’ quipped Muriel’s mate, David Marrion.


Don’t You Have Any Nice Cottages to Go to?


The club was particularly busy between 3 p.m. and 5.30 p.m. The afternoon hours were always best to meet the most eccentric and exotic members, people who didn’t actually have to work for a living. It was a happy hunting-ground for Hen who was only too happy to help relieve the young aristocrats of the burden of their inherited wealth and it became a rite of passage for many upper-class youths to spend a year or two slumming it around Soho.


Henrietta and Caryl’s benefactor at the time was Tony Hubbard, heir to the Woolworths retail empire, who had a lavish house on Regent’s Park Terrace where he kept his artworks by Francis Bacon. Hubbard had recently cut a swimmer’s foot off with the propeller of his motorboat on the French Riviera and had, by so doing, earned himself a place in The Guinness Book of Records for shelling out £50,000 in damages (a considerable sum of money in those days). Hubbard was rich, spoilt and loved extravagant gestures. John Deakin nicknamed him ‘Poor Little Rich Boy’ and, according to Daniel Farson, Hubbard was devoted to Deakin, one of the few people who dared tease him. Although Hubbard’s temper and generosity often see-sawed dramatically, he entertained Hen and Caryl to endless lunches and visits to Muriel’s where buying a round of drinks could prove ruinous. Her alcohol was said to be the most expensive in London. ‘They can’t be so clever if they pay my prices,’ laughed Muriel. She allowed her members to run up bills and pay them off in instalments. ‘Muriel Belcher. Muriel Belcher!’ cried one member’s angry bank manager, threatening to return his cheques, ‘Who is this woman you’re keeping?’


The Colony operated under a traditional afternoon drinking club licence of 3 p.m. to 11 p.m. As far as Muriel was concerned, she’d rinsed their handbags clean of cash and had got the best out of them by 11 p.m., by which time she would call last orders at the bar with the refrain: ‘Don’t you have any nice cottages to go to?’ This was the signal for everyone to down their drinks and head across the road to the Gargoyle, the entrance to which was situated on Meard Street (pronounced merde – French slang for shit). Once through the door you took a rickety caged lift to the top floor, and walked down a flight of stairs into a ballroom made up of hundreds of small pieces of hand-cut shimmering mirrors. The concept for the décor had come from the French painter Henri Matisse, whose paintings and prints had originally hung in the club. But by now the Gargoyle had been open for a quarter of a century and was beginning to look rather jaded. When it had originally opened in 1925 it was the favourite hunting-ground for exotic femmes fatales such as Tallulah Bankhead. Openly bisexual, Tallulah smoked, drank and swore in ways which outraged polite society and, in her own small way, Henrietta was unwittingly keeping the tradition alive.
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