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Introduction


Look at London, a city that existed for several centuries before anything approximating England had been thought of. It has a far stronger sense of itself and its identity than Britain as a whole or England. It has grown, layer on layer, for 2,000 years, sustaining generation after generation of newcomers.


DEYAN SUDJIC, ‘Cities on the Edge of Chaos’ 1 


My earliest memories are of London in the forties: watching the red tube trains running across the rooftops, which was how it looked to a three-year-old peering out of the grimy window on the second floor, seeing the Metropolitan line trains on their way to Hammersmith. I remember running with a gang of local kids to buy chips from the fish and chip shop on the corner: they had to hand the pennies up to the counter for me because I was too small to reach it myself. But these were memories of a visit. My parents had lived in London before the war when my father drove a London tram, but my mother returned to her family in the Cotswolds when my father joined the armed forces to fight against the Nazis. Consequently, though I’m told I was probably conceived in London, I was born in the Cotswolds. I always felt there had been some mistake. After demobilization, my father returned to London Transport and drove a bus so we often visited him in London. But the bombing had caused a tremendous housing shortage and there was no way we could join him there. Eventually he got a job in the Cotswolds, and we settled into country life. But I never forgot London and hankered after the city throughout my childhood.


On the bus between Cheltenham and Cirencester I would fantasize all the way that there was a row of houses on each side, blocking out the trees and fields. In 1959, shortly after turning sixteen, I hitch-hiked around the south coast with a friend, a copy of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road in my pocket, spending the nights in barns, with London as our ultimate destination. I had a cousin whose family had been rehoused in a prefab in Wembley and the previous year he and I had explored Soho together, so we headed there, the only part of London I knew. We went to the 2i’s coffee bar and the Partisan coffee house on Carlisle Street, where a bearded man wearing sunglasses at nighttime strummed a guitar and people sat around playing chess and drinking coffee from glass cups. We finished up just down the street, two doors from Soho Square, drinking wine with the waiters at La Roca Spanish restaurant, now the Toucan Irish bar. That night they let us unroll our sleeping bags in the basement among the wine racks and shelves of plates and napkins. To a teenage Cotswold lad, this was the height of bohemian life, just the sort of thing that Kerouac might have done. This was the life I wanted. I was determined to live in London and throughout my years at art college I hitch-hiked to town as often as I could, staying on couches and floors, sometimes even finding a welcoming bed. In 1963 I achieved my aim. I lived in Baker Street, Westbourne Terrace, Southampton Row and Lord North Street before settling in Fitzrovia almost forty years ago.


‘London calling’ were the first words heard on the crackling crystal sets across the nation when, on 14 November 1922, the 2LO transmitter of what would become the BBC first went on the air. Radio was the height of modernity and the phrase caught on immediately, so much so that Noel Coward launched a new show called London Calling! Since then the phrase has had a deep emotional association with the capital. BBC newsreaders always announced themselves with the words ‘London calling’, and throughout the war they brought a message of hope, and sometimes terrible news, to people huddled around clandestine radio sets in Nazi-occupied countries. The BBC made a point of detailing setbacks before the Nazi propaganda machine could use them because in that way people would believe the BBC when there was good news, or possibly the call to arms. Even when Broadcasting House itself received a direct hit, the news reader, Bruce Belfrage, continued his broadcast as if nothing had happened despite being covered in plaster and dust. All listeners heard was a distant ‘crump’ as the music library and two studios were destroyed, killing seven people. Even now, for millions overseas, it is the call signal of the BBC World Service, bringing uncensored news and, for many listeners, free English lessons.


Edward R. Murrow always opened his nightly CBS reports from the war-damaged capital with the words: ‘Hello, America. This is London calling’, drumming up support for Britain in the hope that the Americans would one day enter the war. These days in Britain, ‘London calling’ immediately brings to mind the name of the Clash’s single and their best album, the title of which came from this collective memory. The phrase evokes a melange of feelings: of nostalgia, of history and pride, memories and fantasies. To some in the provinces it provokes a simmering distrust of ‘trendy Londoners’ but to many more it evokes a destination to aspire to, the source of so much wealth, art and culture. Unlike the USA and numerous other countries, Britain combines its cultural, political and financial capital all in one place. To reach the top in any of these areas, you have to move to London. The Beatles PR Derek Taylor was not joking when he suggested that the ‘fifth Beatle’, of endless press speculation, was London; it was London where they did everything that mattered. 2 


This book is concerned with the creative life of London and, more particularly, with its bohemian, beatnik, hippie and counter-cultural life since World War Two. As this is not an encyclopedia, I have usually described the people I know, or whose work I am most familiar with, thus the B2 gallery on Wapping Wall, but not the equally significant 2B gallery on Butler’s Wharf; I describe C O U M Transmissions and Genesis P-Orridge but not Bow Gamelan and Paul Burwell, who were doing equally interesting work. The subject of underground rock ’n’ roll is altogether too large for this book, and has been mulled over in hundreds of books already; only with punk bands do I deal with the subject directly. The jazz world and the lives of black musicians and visiting American jazzmen in London should, by rights, be included but it is largely outside my experience. Fortunately Val Wilmer has already written a magnificent history of this subject in her book Mama Said There’d be Days Like These. In fact, to attempt to cover all aspects of avant garde, or transgressive activity in London would have led me ‘into fields of infinite enquiry’, as Ruskin said. I have concentrated on people who make their art their life, who live in the counter-culture, not comment upon it, those who want to transform society, and not necessarily from within. I also wanted to make the book accessible and amusing as humour is an often overlooked side of the avant-garde, so many of the anecdotes are included purely for the sake of levity.


The underground life of any city, Paris, Berlin or New York, and also smaller places like San Francisco, Amsterdam or Copenhagen, is shaped not just by the prevailing social and political situation but also by its built environment: the availability of cheap accommodation, the provision of cafés, bars and meeting places, the existence of galleries or performance spaces, the physical sense of place created by its local architecture. There are always neighbour-hoods where artists and students gather. So it is in London.


Chelsea was once just such an area but in the 1920s many of the streets of working-class houses were demolished to make way for blocks of flats for the rich. The rise of the motorcar allowed developers to dismiss the grooms and coachmen and convert their mews cottages into bijou residences for artistic young people of the sort described in Dorothy L. Sayers’ novels. In 1930 there was an insurrection by tenants armed with ‘thick sticks, clappers, bells and whistles’ resisting eviction to make way for luxury flats. They were overcome by a small army of mounted and foot police accompanied by massed bailiffs. Soon the wealthy newcomers were exclaiming over Chelsea’s delightful ‘village atmosphere’. After the war Chelsea was shabby and run-down but the bomb damage was quickly repaired, and, with a few exceptions such as Quentin Crisp, only the wealthier bohemians could afford to live there.


Soho, on the other hand, had always been the cosmopolitan centre of London, its character formed by successive waves of refugees. Greek refugees from Ottoman rule settled there in 1670, giving Greek Street its name. They were followed by French protestant Huguenots in the 1680s, and more French escaping the Revolutionary Terror of the 1790s. Belgians arrived fleeing the Germans in 1914 and Germans and Italians have been settling in Soho ever since the 1850s. Many Polish and Russian Jews moved there from the East End in the 1890s. But until World War Two, Soho took its character mainly from the French: they had their own school on Lisle Street, a French hospital and dispensary on Shaftesbury Avenue, four churches, including the French Protestant church on Soho Square, and a full supporting cast of restaurants, cafés, boucheries, boulangeries, pâtisseries, chocolateries and the like. When I first came to London in the early sixties, you could buy vegetables and homemade cheese at La Roche on Old Compton Street sent over three times a week by the owner’s French relatives; all the signs were in French and that was the language of the store. The Vintage House down the street sold wine en vrac and the meat at La Bomba was butchered in French cuts. Until the Street Offences Act, most of the prostitutes on the streets of Soho were also French. The French still have a presence in the area now, but most of the community has now settled around the French lycée in South Kensington.


Superimposed on French Soho was Italian Soho, which by the 1940s was of equal importance to the French presence and introduced the British to spaghetti and pizza, olive oil and Chianti. Italian restaurants sprang up all over Soho and are still plentiful. With them came wonderful Italian food stores, some of which survive. Soho was also home to a large Cypriot community and also housed numerous Hungarians and Spanish, and from the seventies onwards came the Chinese, who have now developed their own Chinatown. Almost from the day it was first built Soho has been truly cosmopolitan and remains so. At the end of the war, it was the only place in Britain that had a genuine continental flavour, as the bistros and cafés tried to scrape together meals for a war-weary population. Strange to think that a candle in a Chianti bottle and a fishing net across the ceiling was then considered unbelievably romantic and sophisticated.


Before the war the area north of Oxford Street was often included in the definition of Soho, when it was not referred to as Fitzrovia, and like Soho it had a large continental population, including so many Germans that Charlotte Street was known as Charlottenstrasse. I loved Schmidt’s on Charlotte Street which used the German system of the kitchen selling the food to the waiters, who then sold it to the customers. Inevitably there was hot competition over where the guests sat and fights were commonplace. One of my earliest memories of living in London is of one of the waiters at Schmidt’s shrieking: ‘Hans! Again you haff stolen my spoons!’ and lunging across the huge room wielding a carving knife. Hans escaped through the swing doors.


Regrettably, the re-zoning of Fitzrovia as light industrial to meet the demand for office space after the war let in the property ‘developers’, who lost no time in finishing off the destruction wrought by the Nazis: down came Howland Street and the artists’ studios of Fitzroy Street to be replaced by tacky office blocks, most of which have since been replaced. Down came John Constable’s beautiful eighteenth-century house and studio in Charlotte Street to be replaced by a glass box containing PR companies and advertising agencies, and next door looms the great bulk of Saatchi and Saatchi, replacing a whole block of eighteenth-century houses. The Bloomsbury Group lived in these streets, as did Nina Hamnett and the painters of the Euston Road School. It is entirely appropriate that in twenty-first-century Britain streets that were once filled with artists now contain Britain’s highest concentration of advertising agencies; real artists displaced by the counterfeit, the second rate; creative individuals prostituting their talent.


Not surprisingly then, it was to Soho that people came to get away from Britain for a few hours. It was in Soho that British jazz and British rock ’n’ roll found their beginnings in dozens of late-night clubs; it was in the Soho pubs, like the French, which even today does not possess a pint mug, where bohemia thrived and painters and boxers and students and prostitutes mingled; it was where the bookshops were, and the cheap Greek and Italian cafés, and the drinking clubs, and spielers and brothels, and where even a few art galleries tentatively opened their doors on to bomb-shattered streets.


When I first was first taken to the French pub in the early sixties, I felt immediately at home. In the Cotswolds I had always felt a complete outsider in the pubs with their horse brasses and red-faced gentlemen farmers in cavalry twills and chukka boots. At the French, in contrast, the faces of the clientele were deathly pale, they wore shades and looked like artistic gangsters. They were drinking wine and pastis and there was not one mention of agriculture. It was wonderful.


This book is set largely in the West End; it is there that the magnet which draws people into London is located. The bohemia of Fitzrovia and Soho during the war years drew in the next generation: poets like Michael Horovitz graduated from Oxford and moved straight to small flats in Soho. The beatniks of the early sixties congregated around Goodge Street in Fitzrovia, giving the One Tun as their mailing address, thereby making it the destination of the next wave hitch-hiking in from Newcastle and Glasgow. The underground scene of London in the sixties was perceived as a West End phenomenon: that was where the U F O Club, Middle Earth, Indica Books, the IT offices, the Arts Lab and other centres of activity were located, but by then most of the contact addresses scribbled on grubby bits of paper would have had w10 or w11 postcodes because that was where the cheap housing was.


Only in the nineties did the focus shift further east to e1 and e2, as artists colonized the grim industrial wastelands and tower blocks of the East End proper. Writers such as Iain Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd, Stewart Home and Patrick Wright have staked a claim to the East End as a dynamo of cultural ferment, crossed by ley-lines, studded with vertical time pits connecting the present with the eighteenth century, inhabited by eccentrics and bohemians. Sinclair’s psychogeographical wanderings are especially valuable in making this disparate part of London coherent. But there was pitifully little there in the eighteenth century except market gardens and meadows. It was, and remains, suburban. They have made the best of a landscape of flooded air-raid shelters, the floorplans of long-gone Nissen and American Quonset huts and post-war emergency prefabs; vistas enlivened by the occasional remaining detail on a graffiti-covered Victorian town hall or an unusual allotment hut. They even have a Hawksmoor church or two, but until recently this was not the London that pulls people halfway across the world.


The London of dreams is Swinging London: the King’s Road of rainbow-crested punks and Austin Powers; tourists on the zebra crossing at Abbey Road; Big Ben and the statue of Eros at Piccadilly Circus. It is more specifically the West End, which has been the cosmopolitan centre of London for 300 years: the impeccably dressed old man slumped in the back of a shining chauffeur-driver Rolls-Royce powering up Hill Street in Mayfair at 3 a.m.; drunks trying to find their way out of Leicester Square; it is the late-night drinkers emerging from Gerry’s on Dean Street, blinking in the sunlight as people push past them on their way to work. It is Chris Petit’s Robinson, Colin Wilson’s Adrift in Soho, Michael Moorcock’s Mother London and the Jerry Cornelius novels. Swinging London lives on in the imagination. But the scene has now shifted eastward. Recently, walking down Great Chapel Street in Soho, I overheard two young men talking. ‘You know,’ one of them said, ‘looking at this, you could easily be in Shoreditch.’ It is true; the vast acreage of the East End is now the artistic neighbourhood of London, though it is too spread out to have any real centre: artists have studios everywhere from Hoxton to Stoke Newington to Bow. They do engage with the older residents, but often their studios – where many of them live – are in semi-industrial areas with few people living nearby. There are scores of small galleries, but as soon as they become successful they usually move to the West End.


This book concentrates on the role of London as a magnet and its clubs and pubs as energy centres. With the advent of the internet, Eurostar and cheap European air flights, the importance of London as a location has been reduced as people travel to Barcelona, Berlin, Paris and all over for shows and art fairs, keep up to date with the latest events in New York, Sydney and Moscow on the net, and use Skype to chat to friends working in Vancouver or Amsterdam. Globalization and cheap instant communications mean that no matter how outrageous and cutting edge an event might be, people all over the world can know all about it seconds later; a true underground is impossible now unless the participants are sworn to secrecy. For the same reason, though many artists and musicians use London as their theme, many more could just as easily be working out of Paris or Berlin. This is the twenty-first century, and things have changed.


Before World War Two, London was the greatest city on Earth; by V E Day, 8 May 1945, it was devastated: damaged buildings standing in a sea of stones, bombsites overgrown with weeds, dunes of brick dust, rubble piled alongside hastily cleared streets. Condemned structures stood windows open to the sky, strips of wallpaper hanging in flaps, stairs leading to nowhere. More than a million houses had been destroyed in the blitz, leaving one in six Londoners homeless. Many buildings were occupied by squatters who bravely set up house between walls shocked into strange angles by the bombs, sometimes propped up by wooden buttresses. Cellars were flooded with stagnant, murky water bobbing with detritus and the corpses of rats, and equally dangerous were the emergency static water tanks, large rectangular iron cisterns placed near vulnerable buildings to counter the German incendiary bombs when the water mains were shattered: four foot deep and filled to the top, enough to drown a child. Sheep grazed on Hampstead Heath, there was a piggery in Hyde Park and the flowers of Kensington Gardens had been replaced with rows of cabbages. The city was beaten down, it was drab and monochrome, joyless. There was stringent rationing of even basic food and fuel, poverty was apparent everywhere from the skinny kids playing on the bombsites, the muttering tramps sleeping rough on the Embankment, many of them unhinged by the war, to the tired whores in Soho and Park Lane. But despite the greyness and the smog, some of the pre-war spirit prevailed. The old bohemian areas of Fitzrovia and Soho still had flickers of life in them.


There were communities overlapping in Soho: the local people who worked in the markets, restaurants and small workshops; the sex workers and artists’ models, along with a few painters and writers and the bohemians and eccentrics who patronized the bars and clubs from mid-morning until after midnight. Soho was desperately run down and parts had been badly bombed. Ninety per cent of its population used the Marshall Street baths; Friday afternoon was the usual day for waiters. A first-class hot bath was 6d and second class 2d, cold baths were half-price. People arrived with brown-paper parcels containing their clean clothes, soap and towel. Most of them were the families of Italian waiters who lived in cramped rooms in Dean Street and Greek Street, saving every penny to retire back to Italy and buy a farm. With Mediterranean staples like olive oil and wine virtually impossible to get, these restaurateurs performed miracles daily to produce a semblance of Continental cuisine and provide the ambience necessary to keep the spirit of Soho alive.


Soho was still very much a village despite wartime evacuation and the bombing. The same laissez-faire attitude that had always attracted artists and writers, students and journalists, also attracted strippers and brothel keepers, gamblers and pornographers. Throughout the war it was sustained by thousands of British and American troops who were there more for the brothels and gambling dens than the food but who kept Soho alive, giving it a reputation as a red-light district that still remains in the popular imagination. Hardly a street in Soho was without bomb damage; even St Anne’s was destroyed, leaving its tower standing alone in a mountain range of rubble.


Despite the destruction, many people never left its streets; they would have felt like refugees anywhere else. There is a story about an artists’ model, a regular at the Highlander on Dean Street, who appeared one Saturday morning formally dressed complete with gloves and stockings. She even wore a hat, a previously unseen occurrence. Asked if she was going to a wedding, she replied: ‘No. Going away for the weekend. To Swiss Cottage.’ 3 As Sammy Samuels, the owner of a series of spielers or gambling clubs, wrote about one of his clients: ‘he found his way into Soho and so far as I know, has not been able to find the way out. And Soho does get some types of people that way. Maybe it’s the air, or the feeling that you’ve gone “foreign” like in Africa or India, and it’s too good to change.’


There were some artists and writers who were locals but mostly they arrived by taxi, tube or bus to eat and, most importantly, to take up their favourite positions at the bars. The bohemian community of London conducted its business in the pubs and cafés of the streets between Charlotte Street in Fitzrovia and Dean Street in Soho; a few minutes walk. It never took long to find someone you knew because no matter where people actually lived, they always travelled to Soho to meet their friends. The pubs were dingy and uncomfortable and everybody stood. They did not go there for comfort; they were there for the conversation, the ideas, the alcohol and the atmosphere of male bonhomie which few women were permitted to enjoy. Beer was from the barrel, people drank whisky and Guinness and the air was a thick fog of Craven ‘A’ and Senior Service. Soho and its environs were the stage, the various cafés, pubs and clubs were the stage sets, and in them, propping up the bar, were the characters, talking and talking. George Melly: ‘Soho was perhaps the only area in London where the rules didn’t apply. It was a Bohemian no-go area, tolerance its password, where bad behaviour was cherished.’ 4 




Part One




1 A Very British Bohemia


It was from the nests in Whitfield Street, Howland Street and Fitzroy Street, with the Fitzroy Tavern for home run, that the idea of Fitzrovianism in the verbal sense was first born… the idea of our group as vagabonds and sadhakas or seekers, as the Buddha was at the start… The fact that the name I gave, Fitzrovia, persists, does not surprise me, because of the unity of spirit and atmosphere which made it unique in London in those days.


TAMBIMUTTU, ‘Fitzrovia’ 1 


The underground scene in London didn’t spring into being, ready-formed, at the end of the war. It grew slowly, the product of many factors, and in the early days there were precious few individuals who could really be considered particularly unconventional. The colourful characters of the time like Tambimuttu and Julian Maclaren-Ross would not perhaps have merited so much attention had they lived a few decades later but in the mid-forties they constituted bohemian London.


‘Fitzrovia’ as a name for the neighbourhood was coined just before the war by Tambimuttu, one of the central characters of wartime literary London, a unique publisher and editor, whose magazine Poetry London was a magnet to the most talented of writers in Britain at the time. Meary J. Tambimuttu, known universally as Tambi, was a Jaffna Tamil, born in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in 1915. 2  He was an attractive, romantic figure, with long silky black hair that required constant jerks of his head to keep it from his eyes. The art dealer Victor Musgrove said that he and Tambi were the only two men in the second half of the forties in London to wear shoulder-length hair. Tambimuttu had tremendous charm, and a naive belief that everything would always work out: printers would be paid, drinks would be forthcoming, he would not starve to death. He was a literary hustler of exceptional ability. He loved literature, particularly poetry, though he encouraged a rumour to develop that he never actually read the manuscripts he was sent, relying instead on instinct and the feel and quality of the paper. Certainly he was known to inform complete strangers that he would publish their poetry, despite never having read it.


I first met him in the sixties when he came into my bookshop. We had numerous friends in common, including Timothy Leary, and he had gossip about them all. Then he quite casually suggested that he wanted to publish my poetry, a suggestion which I found quite extraordinary as I didn’t even write poetry. Despite this he was a superb editor. Unfortunately he was also untrustworthy and dishonest, he borrowed money constantly and did not repay it, he was sloppy and disorganized and lost manuscripts entrusted to his care. On one occasion the only copy of one of Dylan Thomas’s new poems was found in the chamber pot beneath his bed. This is not as surprising as it might seem as, when he finished reading a manuscript, he would reach down the side of his bed and stuff it into the chamber pot, which was used as a rudimentary filing cabinet. He later invested in a cardboard box. He lived mostly in Fitzrovia: 45 Howland Street, 2 Fitzroy Street, and 114 Whitfield Street in a house filled with poets next door to Pop’s café; all now gone, bombed or levelled for office blocks.


His magazine, Poetry London, began publication in 1939. At the end of the war he had offices at 26 Manchester Square (now number 4). The publishers Nicholson and Watson had the first floor and they paid the running costs of PL. Editions Poetry London occupied the front room on the third floor, with Nicholson and Watson in a smaller room at the back. PL’s long windows looked out over the square through the trees to the Wallace Collection opposite. Their room led off a large carpeted landing at the top of a gracious curving staircase. There was an elaborate marble mantelpiece cluttered with invitation cards and memorabilia. Tambimuttu’s desk was between the windows, facing the door. 3 


Tambimuttu wore the same clothes until his staff could no longer stand the smell and would insist on him talking a bath. His secretary Helen Irwin remembered the occasions:


In the middle of the morning I would scrub his back. Such was the din – the shouts, the howls, the splashings of water – that you would have expected help to rush up from below. Like a schoolboy Tambi made the most of it, calling through the open door: ‘Nick, Gavin! She’s raping me!’ To which, after a bit of banter, they replied they rather doubted it. 4 


Whenever he spent a weekend in the county with friends he liked to run naked through their houses.


Lucian Freud was a frequent visitor to the offices. One of his projects there was to illustrate Nicholas Moore’s The Glass Tower. Freud used to disappear into the green bathroom for up to an hour at a time. When asked what he did in there he replied that he lay in the empty bath and thought. Other visitors included Henry Moore, who did numerous illustrations for the magazine, Edith Sitwell, Elizabeth Smart and Roy Campbell, who was shunned by many on the Fitzrovia–Soho scene because, as a Catholic, he supported Franco’s side in the Spanish Civil War.


The Hog in the Pound, on the corner of South Molton Street and Davies Street, off Oxford Street, was their local. The landlord, George Watling, was sympathetic and never fazed by their outrageous behaviour. When the pub closed at 2.30 in the afternoon they would make their way to the Victory Café, on the left-hand side of Marylebone Lane for a late lunch of sausage and mash or spaghetti bolognese. Before six o’clock, however, Tambi and some of the office staff would set out on what was known as the ‘Fitzrovia’ pub crawl. Tambi originally invented this word to define the action: the Fitz-roving, but it quickly became used by his circle of friends to define the area stretching roughly from Fitzroy Square to Soho Square which had no precise name: it was North Soho, East Marylebone or West Bloomsbury, none of which were satisfactory. Thus Fitzrovia.


The first stop on the pub crawl was, of course, the Hog in the Pound, an hors d’oeuvre before they headed east down Oxford Street first to the Fitzroy, then the Wheatsheaf and on down into Soho, usually finishing at the Swiss Tavern. Tambi ate little and drank a lot, but his contribution to English literature was enormous: he edited fourteen issues of Poetry London, and more than sixty books of poetry and prose, often beautifully illustrated, always well designed, produced from 1938 to 1949, featuring everyone from Dylan Thomas, Louis MacNeice and Stephen Spender to Lawrence Durrell, W. S. Graham and Katherine Raine, He published the first books of Herbert Read and David Gascoyne as well as Henry Moore’s Shelter Sketchbook. He recognized the genius of Elizabeth Smart and published her By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept, the brilliant autobiographical account of her disastrous marriage to Soho poet George Barker that enraged Barker because it was so much better than anything he could ever have written. Tambi introduced British audiences to Nabokov, Henry Miller, Anaïs Nin and scores of other little-known foreign writers.


Tambi died in 1983, when he was living at the October Gallery on Old Gloucester Street, but his spirit lives. Tambimuttu: ‘It was only an attitude of mind that comes to each generation in every country, and in different ways, but for me it happened in lovely Fitzrovia.’ 5 


*


The morning after V E Day, in May 1945, the Scala Café on Charlotte Street was filled with artists nursing their hangovers from the celebrations of the night before. The artist Nina Hamnett found the Fitzroy Tavern open but the Wheatsheaf and other local pubs were closed, probably having run out of drink. She lived just two blocks away in two rooms on the top floor of 31 Howland Street, and had to pass the Fitzroy on her way to Soho. She always looked in, but even if that did not detain her for very long, she sometimes got no further than the panelled rooms of the Wheatsheaf. Nina Hamnett more than anyone represented the pre-war spirit of Fitzrovia. 6  Born in Tenby, Wales, in 1890, she had studied at a number of art colleges in both London and Paris, where she famously danced naked as a model for her fellow students, and also became a respected artist in her own right. She experimented with various styles but the majority of her paintings and drawings were portraits: solid, almost sculptural affairs of friends, lovers and often just of people she liked the look of. She exaggerated and simplified her compositions to create what she called ‘psychological portraiture’. She had numerous West End gallery shows and sold quite a bit of her work in the twenties and thirties, but by the forties her work began to suffer badly from her fondness for drink and her busy social life.


Often described as the ‘queen of bohemia’, she had posed in the nude for Sickert, became a close friend of Augustus John and was Roger Fry’s mistress. She had an affair with Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, who made several marble torsos of her and a sculpture of her dancing naked – she was proud of her body and liked to strip off at parties. Artists liked her long slender figure and she was a much sought-after model. She introduced herself to the poet Ruthven Todd by saying: ‘You know me, m’dear. I’m in the V&A with me left tit knocked off ’, a reference to a Gaudier-Brzeska bronze torso of her which had been damaged when the original plaster cast was made. In Paris before the Great War and in the twenties, she knew all the most important artists from Modigliani and Picasso to Diaghilev and Stravinsky. She had countless affairs, and had sex with anyone she fancied. Aside from artists and writers – she took the virginity of 21-year-old Anthony Powell – she had a particular fondness for boxers and sailors. When asked what she liked about sailors she exclaimed: ‘They go back to their ship in the morning!’ By the late thirties she was spending virtually all of her time in the pubs of Fitzrovia and Soho, and hardly any at her easel. She was a great raconteuse, and anyone prepared to buy her a drink was treated to endless – often salacious – anecdotes about her life in the studios of Montparnasse.


By 1945, the tensions of the war years and the effects of alcohol had made a pathetic creature of her. She lived in squalor in Howland Street, with cockroaches and bedbugs, and visitors even reported seeing rat shit on her bedcovers. There was no bathroom – only a communal one on the ground floor – but there was a small washbasin in the corner of the staircase. In February 1947, when her landlady, Mrs Macpherson, took her to court in an effort to empty her house on Howland Street and sell it with vacant possession, she claimed that Nina had ‘misused the sink’. But the magistrate would hear none of it; he interrupted her testimony, saying: ‘What do you mean, a woman urinating in the sink? It is not possible’, and refused to accept her evidence. This caused great hilarity among Nina’s friends in Fitzrovia, who knew that her landlady was perfectly right in her accusation.


A convenient fire in the building shortly afterwards caused her to move out. She took two rooms on the second floor of 164 Westbourne Terrace, near the railway lines leading to nearby Paddington Station. The Westway had not yet been built and there were pleasant walks to the nearby canal basin, where she painted some views of the canal bridges. The area was popular with younger artists and writers but she remained loyal to Fitzrovia and Soho. She never really adjusted to the move from Howland Street and did little to make her new apartment habitable. Her wire-link bedstead was covered with old newspapers to keep in the heat and make it less uncomfortable and she hung her clothes on a piece of rope strung across the room. She had a rolltop desk but no comfortable chair or sofa. Her books were kept in a row on the mantelpiece and on a shelf above, which was propped up with a pile of Penguins. The threadbare carpet was badly stained with spilled drinks and was scattered with empty bottles, cigarette ash and opened books.


In the mid-twenties, she, Augustus John and Tommy Earp had been responsible for consciously making the Fitzroy Tavern on Charlotte Street a meeting place for artists in the spirit of a Paris café, and establishing a rival claim to that of Tambimuttu in having given the neighbourhood a name. With the war over, Nina still remained loyal to the Fitzroy, even though it was now better known as a pick up place for gay servicemen than for artists; an element of protection was afforded by its more celebrated regulars: the gay MP Tom Driberg, Hugh Gaitskell, Scotland Yard detectives Jack Capstick and Robert Fabian (‘Fabian of the Yard’), as well as the official hangman, Albert Pierrepoint. Most days Nina could be found at the bar and, if drinks were forthcoming, she would sometimes stay there all evening. If not, it was on to the Wheatsheaf, the French or the Swiss House on Old Compton Street.


There she would sit, perched on her stool, in her twenties coat with a furcollar, her beret cocked on the side of her head, often looking the worse for wear. In her autobiography Janey Ironside, professor of fashion at the Royal College of Art, described her as wearing ‘a very shabby navy suit with a rusty black shirt and grubby wrinkled cotton stockings. She was dirty, smelt of stale bar-rooms, and very pathetic.’ 7  Her conversation became increasingly abrupt and bizarre, her opening gambit inevitably: ‘Got any mun, deah?’ delivered in her cut-glass public school accent while rattling the tobacco tin in which her friends, and anyone else she could beg from, were expected to contribute to the price of the next double gin. When she did try and clean herself up the results were disastrous. ‘I took my grey dress to the dry cleaner’s and my dear, it just shrivelled up because of the gin soaked into it over the years. All they gave me back was a spoonful of dust.’ 8  She was only sixty-six when she died in 1956, falling on to the iron railings outside her flat in Paddington; almost certainly a suicide.


After six o’clock the northern reaches of Fitzrovia became depopulated as the nomadic tribes moved south in a tidal drift towards Soho and the pubs of Rathbone Place: the Wheatsheaf, the Marquis of Granby and the Bricklayer’s Arms. London boroughs had different opening times for their pubs. Through a quirk of the asinine licensing laws, the Fitzroy Tavern, the Wheatsheaf and the Bricklayer’s Arms all closed at 10.30 p.m. because they were in Holborn so that as closing time drew closer there was an exodus to the nearby Marquis of Granby which, being on the other side of Rathbone Place, was in Marylebone and stayed open until 11 p.m.. The more energetic hotfooted down Rathbone Place and across Oxford Street to Soho, where all the pubs stayed open until eleven. The nearest acceptable one was the Highlander (now inexplicably called the Nellie Dean), on Dean Street.


The Wheatsheaf on Rathbone Place is famous as the home from home of another fixture of that period, the writer Julian Maclaren-Ross as well as being one of the many watering holes frequented by Dylan Thomas. They were on friendly nodding acquaintance, having worked together writing film-scripts during the war, but both demanded their own courtiers and the loyalties and allegiances of the Wheatsheaf ’s patrons were much fought over so they never stood at the bar together. Maclaren-Ross had a fixed routine: from midday until closing time at 3 p.m. he drank at the Wheatsheaf, standing in his habitual place, propped against the far end of the bar near the fireplace. If he thought he would be late he tried to send someone to take up the position for him; it would have been intolerable to him to have to join the jostling crowd in the middle of the bar, where the service was not so good.


He stood beneath one of the tartans – not his own, as he often pointed out, (unnecessarily, as most people knew this was not his real name; he was born James Ross in South Norwood in 1912 – the Julian was an affectation, and was the name of a neighbour who assisted with his birth). 9  Dressed in his usual moth-eaten teddy-bear coat, dark sunglasses despite the pub gloom, a fresh pink carnation in his lapel, his black wavy hair swept back, waving a long cigarette holder housing a Royalty extra-large gold-tipped cigarette and sometimes gesticulating with his gold-topped malacca cane, Maclaren-Ross had successfully reinvented himself as a member of London high bohemia. Before the war, he had been a lowly door-to-door vacuum-cleaner salesman in Worthing, a tragedy retold in Of Love and Hunger (1947), but his stories of war-time conscription had been well received by both the critics and the public. Now he was a fixture of Fitzrovia, drinking beer with whisky chasers which he ordered using the Americanism ‘Scotch on the rocks’ that he had picked up from the popular films and thrillers he loved so much. When red wine once more became available after the war he switched to that.


After a late lunch at the Scala restaurant on Charlotte Street he would stroll around the bookshops on Charing Cross Road, where the only shop that sold Royalty cigarettes in Soho was located. He was back at the Wheatsheaf for opening time. He drank until 10.30 closing, then came a quick trot down Rathbone Place to the Highlander on Dean Street for a final half-hour drinking. He then walked back to Fitzrovia for supper and coffee at the Scala and home to wherever he was staying at the time: hotel, flat or park bench. Throughout all these hours, Maclaren-Ross would have been talking non-stop; virtually anyone would do as an audience. ‘At the sound of his booming voice, the habitués of the back tables, accustomed though they were to its nightly insistence, looked up in a dull horrified wonderment. There was no getting away from that voice,’ wrote Henry Cohen in Scamp.


Even at closing time, Maclaren-Ross would avoid going home, and would stop off for a nightcap with any of his long-suffering friends who would let him in. The writer Dan Davin and his wife were a frequent target and it never occurred to Maclaren-Ross that they might need to rise at a normal hour. He would settle down, drinking their whisky, an endless flow of anecdotes, some entertaining, others boring, and descriptions of movies recently and not so recently seen, emitting from his mouth until the bottle ran dry or his hosts nodded off to sleep in their armchairs. When he finally got home he would write, taking more amphetamines to keep him alert. In the middle of the night, using his gold Parker fountain pen, which he always referred to as ‘the hooded terror’, he would fill endless sheets of paper with his tiny meticulous handwriting, always writing two drafts, and correcting neither. They were always perfect, ready to be typeset.


Maclaren-Ross was known for his series of witty, cynical, largely autobiographical short stories collected as The Stuff to Give the Troops (1944), Better Than a Kick in the Pants (1945) and The Nine Men of Soho (1946). These days his reputation rests on his evocation of London’s wartime bohemian literary scene in Soho and Fitzrovia, Memoirs of the Forties (1965). Sadly he had only completed 60,000 of the projected 120,000 words when he died of a heart attack on 3 November 1965, but these chapters alone are regarded as masterful. The critic Elizabeth Wilson wrote: ‘For bohemians such as Maclaren-Ross, life was an absurdist drama, a black joke. This bleak, stiff-upper-lip stoicism was a rather British form of bohemianism, and Fitzrovia was a very British Bohemia.’ This was a view echoed by the critic V. S. Pritchett: ‘There is nothing else that more conveys the atmosphere of bohemian and fringe-literary London under the impact of war and its immediate hangover.’


Anthony Cronin worked for the literary magazine Time and Tide and employed Maclaren-Ross to write the occasional piece. Sometimes he would appear in the office quite broke, unable to write because ‘the hooded terror’ and his malacca cane, both heirlooms from his father, or so he claimed, were in pawn. His friend Anthony Powell, then on the Times Literary Supplement, gave him a regular supply of book reviews and ‘middles’ to write, which kept him going, and later, when Powell moved to Punch, he employed Maclaren-Ross to write literary parodies. Powell used Maclaren-Ross as X. Trapnell in A Dance to the Music of Time, now probably the main reason why people remember his name. Anthony Carson called him Winshaw in Carson Was Here and he appears in many memoirs of the period. Dan Davin wrote: ‘To be a friend of his meant not being a friend of a good many other people. He was arrogant and exacting in company. He did not like to take his turn in conversation; or rather, when he took his turn he did not let it go.’ 10 


Maclaren-Ross’s snobbery and pretensions meant that the moment he had any money he would move into a suite at the Imperial or some other luxury hotel with no thought that in a week the money would run out and he would find himself on a park bench, a friend’s couch, or railway station concourse – he regarded Marylebone station waiting room as the most comfortable. He felt the same way about the newly established National Health System, preferring to owe money to a private doctor, and to have applied for unemployment money was not even considered. He was constantly on the move, pursued by irate landladies, hoteliers, bailiffs and tax collectors, rarely staying more than a week in a rented room before declaring that he had no money. It then took two weeks to legally evict him, during which time he sought his next accommodation. Some landladies fell for his hard-luck stories and extended him credit; one, who had finally to set the law on him, allowed him to run up an enormous rent arrears, £100 of it being paid off by the Royal Literary Fund, which paid the landlady directly knowing that she stood little chance of seeing it if they made the cheque out to Maclaren-Ross.


Despite his boorish and imperious manner, Maclaren-Ross could also be very funny. Wrey Gardiner, publisher of the Grey Walls Press, recalled:


Maclaren-Ross is tall, handsome and amusing. He came into the back of Subra’s bookshop the other day showing me round an imaginary exhibition of new painting. ‘Board with Nails,’ ‘Apotheosis’, ‘Coming of Spring’ – a bucket and brush, pointing all the time to real articles in the room. The painter, he said, was one Chrim. He will be immortal. 11 


Though he regarded the fifties as ‘a decade which I could well have done without’, it did produce one of Maclaren-Ross’s more highly regarded books, The Weeping and the Laughter. But mostly it was a period spent in decline; he never stayed anywhere more than a few weeks before running out on the rent, dodging the bailiffs, living off a constant stream of advances for BBC radio scripts, talks, and parodies or articles and commissions that he rarely completed, all the while berating his long-suffering publishers and the producers at the BBC who had bent the rules for him.


The BBC Third Programme was the great unsung saviour of British bohemia. It came into existence in September 1946, directly after the war. Designed to propagate culture in its highest forms, it immediately became a major, and sometimes the only, source of funds for poets, playwrights, essayists, composers, short-story writers and public speakers. In his book In Anger the historian Robert Hewison identified a ‘BBC Bohemia’ but the majority of its inhabitants did not live in London; like an American ‘commuter campus’, it was a commuter bohemia. This was truly ‘London calling’. They included Hugh MacDiarmid, who lived in Scotland; Dylan Thomas, who spent most of his time in Wales when not touring America; W. H. Auden, who visited from New York; Laurie Lee, who lived in the Cotswolds; Robert Graves visiting from Majorca and Lawrence Durrell from Corfu; the travel writer Rose Macaulay; and a few London residents such as Muriel Spark, C. P. Snow and George Orwell. Hewison concluded: ‘The features department spent most of its time out of the department and in the pubs where virtually all BBC business was conducted in a miniature BBC bohemia.’ 12  For many of the Fitzrovia and Soho regulars this necessitated a change in drinking habits, though they only had to walk a few blocks to the pubs surrounding the BBC, where the commissioning took place.


Though the BBC Music Department was in Marylebone High Street, the new BBC Third Programme staff quickly adopted the George on the corner of Great Portland Street and Mortimer Street, which had long been the traditional watering hole of the classical music fraternity. BBC producers, writers and actors joined motor-car salesmen from their showrooms on Great Portland Street, and orchestral players from the nearby Queen’s Hall. Sir Henry Wood, musical director of the Queen’s Hall (and director of the Promenade concerts), is said to have named the George ‘The Gluepot’ because he could never get his players out of it. BBC classical music producer Humphrey Searle remembered it in his memoirs: ‘It was then a real rendezvous des artistes not usually overcrowded; many BBC programmes were discussed and settled within its walls.’ 13 


This area was the centre for London’s classical music: visiting conductors traditionally stayed at the Langham Hotel – now the Langham Hilton, across from Broadcasting House – and before the war they walked across Portland Place to the Queen’s Hall to rehearse and perform. The Queen’s Hall had the finest acoustics in London. When it was bombed, the government promised it would be rebuilt but inevitably an ugly sixties hotel, the Saint George’s Hotel, went up in its place (though the view from its top-floor bar, ‘The Heights’, is superb). The much smaller Wigmore Hall, a few blocks away, was spared and is still in use. The George continued for many years as the meeting place for musicians and BBC producers but was taken over eventually by Regent Street Polytechnic students and by the sixties it had lost its charm.


For the written words the principal BBC Radio commissioning editors were the poet Louis MacNeice, John Arlott, later better known for his cricket commentaries, and the right-wing demagogue Roy Campbell. Writers and essayists began frequenting the pubs surrounding the BBC while waiting to rehearse or to broadcast, to meet producers and editors or simply to waylay producers in the hope of persuading them to give them work. As a consequence the Wheatsheaf, the Bricklayer’s Arms, the Highlander and the Marquis of Granby gradually fell from favour. The new pubs of choice became the Horse and Groom on Great Portland Street, nicknamed ‘The Whore’s Lament’, after the despair of the whores when the American servicemen left London at the end of the war (you have to drunkenly slur the pub’s name to reach this particular derivation), the George or Gluepot, the Dover Castle on Weymouth Mews on the way to Marylebone High Street, and the Stag’s Head on New Cavendish Street. In her memoirs, the BBC television presenter Joan Bakewell called the BBC commitment to the pub as a cultural institution ‘Dublinesque’: ‘the background to good, even inspirational talk, the setting in which to exchange and develop ideas, commission programmes, cast plays, transact business, pursue love affairs, avoid involvement in the bureaucracies that were even then shaping up inside the BBC.’ 14 


For someone like Dylan Thomas, the Third Programme was a lifeline. His first solo broadcast for them was a reading from the work of Keats and in their first year he did fourteen more broadcasts for them as well as a further thirty-two for other BBC radio services such as the Eastern, and Light services. Dylan’s carefully enunciated rather upper-class tones quickly became well known to the educated British public. He was often employed to recite the work of other writers and he took a malicious delight in collecting other poets’ worst lines and using them in conversation. One evening in 1950, at the Stag’s Head, Dylan read aloud sentences and whole passages from George Barker’s The Dead Seagull which struck him as unbearably funny, as they did his audience. In 1953 for one of his many BBC broadcasts, Dylan was to read a poem by Edith Sitwell. That midday, after rehearsal, Dylan went to the Stag’s Head and did an imitation of Dame Edith bleating her poetry that had everyone in stitches.


Such was Dylan’s fame – he made over 200 broadcasts for the BBC and several television appearances, most of which the BBC didn’t bother to keep – that even a decade after Dylan’s death, it was still possible to run into people in the local pubs who would turn to you at the bar and begin: ‘When I was drinking with Dylan…’ Of course, some of the drinking stories are deservedly legendary, such as when, in October 1953, during a particularly drunken binge, he lost the only copy of the work by which he is best remembered, Under Milk Wood. His producer at the BBC, Douglas Cleverdon, traced his movements from bar to bar and recovered it from the Admiral Duncan pub on Old Compton Street.


Dan Davin, who spent a lot of time with Dylan in those days, remembered a day when Dylan met up with Henry Miller, who was visiting London:


They did a protracted round of the pubs and finished up at the little dairy on Rathbone Place which served sandwiches. The staff wore white and blue uniforms and the dairy was spotlessly clean but Henry Miller was not only drunk, but also short sighted, and got it into his head that Dylan had taken him to some particularly sophisticated brothel. Despite the waitresses protestations and Dylan’s wild attempts to set him straight, Miller refused to believe otherwise and it took a lot of Welsh tact to avoid the appearance of the police. 15 


Davin has many insights into the man:


In adult life the drive towards the extreme, for he could do nothing by quarters and never drank a half, meant that when he was not at home writing poetry, one and the most intense pole of his being, he was in the pubs among the hard men. And hard men they were as long as they lasted: people like Roy Campbell, John Davenport, Louis MacNeice, Bertie Rodgers, Julian Maclaren-Ross, to name only those whose iron is now rusting in the grave. 16 




2 The Long Forties: Soho


Soho is always changing and always stays the same.


GASTON BERLEMONT


Before the war, many artists and writers lived in Fitzrovia, mostly in the streets surrounding Fitzroy Square, but only a few of them lived in Soho. It has always been a destination and as a consequence is the one constant throughout this book. With the highest concentration of restaurants and cafés in the country, Soho remains an unchanging stage set, its late-night clubs and gay bars, its pubs, dives and coffee bars welcoming each new generation, listening to their shouts and tears, their boasts, their curses and their endless stories.


V J Day was celebrated in August 1945 with an all-night party on the specially reopened rooftop bar of David Tennant’s Gargoyle Club at 69 Dean Street, Soho. Had Messrs Novello, the sheet music printers, not strengthened the walls and floors to resist the vibration of heavy printing machinery decades earlier, several nearby bombs might easily have caused the 1732 building to collapse. As it was, the Gargoyle had stayed open throughout the war; customers would troop down to the cellar to continue drinking by candlelight if it became particularly ‘noisy’. The club occupied the two new floors added to the top of the building by the Novellos; beneath that was David Tennant’s own apartment and the club’s wine cellar. The printing works remained on the ground floor. A narrow side door on Meard Street led to a short dark passage, at the end of which was a tiny rickety elevator with sliding metal gates to trap fingers and bits of clothing. After an interminable journey upwards, the guests would emerge from the opposite side of the lift into a hall hung with lithographs by Henri Matisse.


Here were the reception desk, the telephone booth and toilets and seats for those waiting anxiously for a member to sign them in. Beyond the hall was the bar, the club’s main meeting place, with its vermilion settees and two Matisse lithographs of ballet girls. To the right, a pair of double doors led to the private reception room used for banquets and large parties. This had not been used much during the war but was reopened when hostilities ceased. To the right of the bar was a flight of steps, lined with mirrors, some cracked or missing, leading down to the dance floor and dining room.


The club had been founded by David Tennant in 1925. The restaurant seated 140 at its scrubbed oak tables and benches. For the main salon, Tennant had designed a ceiling, inspired by the Alhambra in Granada and painted with 22-carat gold. He described it to Matisse, who suggested that the walls be completely covered with a mosaic of mirrored glass to give a shimmering effect. Matisse knew of a chateau with two very large eighteenth-century mirrors for sale. These were cut into thousands of tiles, each about six inches square, to line the walls. The chair and curtain fabrics were also based on designs by Matisse and his large 1911 canvas The Red Studio had pride of place. The painting spent the duration of the war stored in the basement of the Redfern Gallery, but Tennant now decided to dispose of it and the Redfern sold it to the Museum of Modern Art in New York, where it remains. The other great Matisse from the room, The Studio, Quai Saint-Michel (1916), was bought by the predatory Douglas Cooper, who paid a trivial sum for it at a time when Tennant was feeling a financial pinch. (Now in the Phillips Collection, Washington DC.) However, the dozen lithographs of dancers remained scattered about the club. Francis Bacon described the effect of people entering the main room: ‘They looked for a moment like birds of paradise coming down this beautiful gold and silver staircase into what was a multiplicity of mirrors made into a very beautiful room. I’ve never been a great admirer of Matisse, but this room really worked as a setting.’ 1 


Before the war this was home to the Bright Young Things, young men in dinner jackets and flappers in cloche hats dancing the night away, champagne glasses in hand; now it was shabby and had become the centre of what passed as London bohemia. Tennant was still in charge and the membership committee included Augustus John – a foundation member – Philip Toynbee and Clive Bell. The 2,000 or so members each paid four guineas a head (seven for husband and wife); many of them were writers such as Dylan Thomas, Patrick Leigh Fermor, Angus Wilson, Olivia Manning, Cyril Connolly and Elizabeth Smart. There were photographers like Lee Miller and many artists. Half the BBC talks department would gather there after work, and MPs such as Tom Driberg would stroll up to Soho from the House after a debate. The long-suffering manager was Courtney Merrill, and Charles, from the French region of Haute-Savoie, was maitre d’. But in the post-war years the formal dress code was relaxed, and hardly anyone wore a dinner jacket. Many of the members were gay and this contributed a lot to the club’s atmosphere.


Music was provided by the Alec Alexander Quartet, a Greek Cypriot combo who played innocuous dance music that it was possible to ignore unless they played the Charleston or the Black Bottom for some of the older members to dance to, when they would increase the volume. The core membership of writers, artists and intellectuals were sometimes pitted against the remnants of the pre-war fashionable society, known to the regulars as ‘the dentists’, who drove into town for dinner and a show. One evening a ‘dentist’ approached Lucian Freud, who was sitting minding his own business, pulled him to his feet and landed him a punch to the jaw shouting: ‘There’s one for you’, and, before anyone could intervene, pulled him to his feet again and gave him another one, saying: ‘And another one for your beastly old grandfather.’ Clearly Sigmund Freud’s findings had caused some anxiety in the suburbs.


Although their gossip could be vicious the regular members were often entertaining. On one occasion, Robert Newton, who played Long John Silver in Byron Haskin’s 1950 movie Treasure Island, stripped naked on Alexander’s bandstand and performed an imitation of Long John diving into the sea for a refreshing dip before dinner. He returned to his table flopped back in his chair and fell asleep, still naked. One of the waiters put a lit cigar between his teeth. Another Gargoyle regular was the philosopher A. J. Ayer. Ayer: ‘Suddenly, after the war, I developed and began to know all sorts of people I hadn’t known before – writers, painters and so on. The Gargoyle was very largely responsible for that… the beginning of my life as a kind of social figure.’ At the Gargoyle the clientele were rude and argumentative and there were times when the gilt chairs were flung across the room. Francis Bacon particularly enjoyed the arguments: ‘they were nightly. They went on, not only for hours, they went on for days. It was like one of those instalments where it says tomorrow you’ll get such and such – well you certainly did at the Gargoyle. It was great fun, really, in spite of the rows.’ 2  The Gargoyle occupied much the same position in Soho then as the Groucho Club, also on Dean Street, did from the mid-eighties.


The ladies’ lavatories had full-height mahogany doors, ideal protection for an intimate moment. Lucian Freud was once spotted leaving one with Henrietta Law (later Moraes). Henrietta – born Audrey Wendy Abbott, renamed when she married Michael Law – was one of the great energy sources of the place. On one occasion Tony Strickland Hubbard, a Woolworth’s heir, spun her on the dance floor by her legs, and when he let go she shot between the kilted legs of the painters Robert Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde and collided head first with Alex’s bass drum, going straight through.


Henrietta Moraes lived just a few doors away in 1951 and went to the Gargoyle all the time:


Every night there would be fighting, insults were lobbed into the air. Brian Howard could lob an insulting remark accurately as far as twenty yards… Everyone was very critical of one another, but there was a high standard of wit and, provided you were resilient enough, it would act as a stimulus rather than an inhibitor. 3 


Clearly she was not among the inhibited:


I was dancing with Lucian [Freud] in the Gargoyle one night and said to him, ‘I want you.’ We made a date to meet at lunchtime the next day in a basement off Brewer Street and there consummated, on the edge of an unwieldy kitchen sink, our friendship. 4 


Next to the Matisse lithographs there was a mural by Johnny Minton (assisted by others), a professor of painting at the Royal College of Art. 5  Whenever Minton entered the dining room, accompanied by his usual entourage of sailors, Alexander always struck up with ‘My Very Good Friend the Milkman Said’ or ‘I’m Gonna Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter’ as these were his favourite tunes. Minton always responded by sending drinks to the band. This was one of the few places where he could take his boyfriends without fear; the club was tolerant of most things. It was Minton who first introduced Francis Bacon to the Gargoyle in the late forties, before Bacon’s fame outstripped his own.


Ruthven Todd, in his memoir, wrote:


One person I connect particularly with the Gargoyle is Johnny Minton. In my pictorial memory I have a coloured movie of his long sad clown’s face, lashed by breakers of dark hair, as he danced a frenetic solo on the otherwise unoccupied dance floor. His arms and legs were flying this way and that… Clapping and encouraging him was a ringside audience of the faceless nonentities whom he gathered as an entourage as a magnet does rusty filings. 6 


Johnny Minton features in many memoirs of the period as a ‘character’. John Lehmann, the editor of Penguin New Writing and a well-known poet, novelist and literary critic, described his face as having an ‘element of the grotesque in its narrow axe-like boniness under the untidy mop of black hair – a face seen in an elongating fun-fair mirror’. 7 


Henrietta Moraes was his best friend. They never had an affair but they were always together. She did, however, sometimes try his patience. He fell in love with an amateur wrestler and bodybuilder called Norman, who moved in with Minton at 9 Apollo Place, a two-storey building in a cul-de-sac off Cheyne Walk, originally bought with money inherited from his mother. Henrietta: ‘After some party or other, I found myself with Norman and without a thought we became lovers. This lighthearted affair continued for some time until Johnny found out, and then there was an uproar.’ 8  Despite this, she was the person closest to Minton and he left her his house in his will. With few exceptions like Norman, Johnny preferred the company of sailors, in particular one called Arnie, from Hull, but he often had great groups of them, attracted by his wealth.


Minton’s colleague at the RCA, Rodrigo Moynihan, was another regular, along with his wife, Elinor. Rodrigo was a society painter and Elinor essentially painted chocolate box art, but they lived a bohemian life with many affairs and liaisons. They moved into 155 Old Church Street, near the Chelsea Arts Club, in the autumn of 1945, when the area was still suffering from the war: the houses across the street had been demolished by a landmine and the Fulham Road was still a mass of ruins from the blitz. They decorated their walls with paintings by themselves and their friends, and also with etchings by Whistler and Goya. They ran an open house and Colin MacInnes, Louis MacNeice, Ben Nicholson and the writer Elizabeth Taylor could all be found in their living room, drinking cocktails and listening to Frank Sinatra records.


In 1946 Rodrigo was commissioned by Buckingham Palace to paint Princess Elizabeth, now the Queen. The princess, accompanied by her mother, sat to him in the mornings, whenever the racing meetings would allow, causing something of a traffic jam outside as Chelsea residents lined up to see the Queen. His 1975 portrait of Francis Bacon is probably his best work. In the years directly following the war, this enormously social couple were to be seen virtually every night at the Gargoyle or other Soho haunts.


Minton, Rodrigo and Elinor liked to dance and the Gargoyle allowed them to combine energetic jitterbugging with drinking with their friends. It was also a safe place for Minton to take young men. He was ever conscious of the fact that his sexual preference was not only illegal but also despised by conventional society. At one Royal College dance Elinor Moynihan found him sitting in a chair, his head in his hands, sobbing his heart out while students stood around jeering and laughing at him. She took him home to his bed. 9  It was a very real problem for him and others like him and one that was only to get worse. In August 1953, Sir John Nott-Bower took over as the new commissioner of police at Scotland Yard and vowed to ‘rip the covers off all London’s filth spots’ as part of a new drive against ‘male vice’ announced by Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, the Home Secretary, in the wake of the Burgess and Maclean spy scandal. Henrietta Moraes told Minton’s biographer, Frances Spalding: ‘I think he was very secretive and never even told his closest friends that he was obviously frightfully unhappy. I suppose if you are always breaking the law it creates a lot of pressure.’ 10  Michael Wishart summed him up: ‘Johnny was very obviously manic. In frantic pursuit of love or even companionship, he dissipated himself to the hilt, while spending a useful inheritance on useless pursuits, such as nights of black dejection or blacker oblivion. The waste of self and money amused his followers.’ 11 


Minton and Moynihan were part of the new wave of change at the RCA. They were hired by Robin Darwin, who took over as Rector on 1 January 1948 and began replacing the reactionary old guard, in particular Gilbert Spencer, the professor of painting, who had advised his students not to visit the 1945–6 Picasso and Matisse exhibition at the V&A. Even after the war these artists were regarded as dangerously modern by the British art establishment. Darwin managed to sever the connection with the Ministry of Education and set the RCA up as an independent foundation. Minton’s work was of an illustrative style, more suited to the book jackets, posters and illustrations that he became known for than to painting. He was a good teacher, very witty, and students would always gather round afterwards to hear his wildly exaggerated stories which mixed art history with gossip and fantastic invention. Talk was possibly his best medium.


In the fifties the Gargoyle still retained its mirrored walls and balls on the ceiling and became home to Francis Bacon, Dan Farson, Antonia Fraser and a younger crowd. Francis Bacon:


I used to go up there after the Colony Room closed with Muriel Belcher and Carmel, with so many people who used the Gargoyle. People like George Barker, Rodrigo Moynihan and Gerald Hamilton, and of course Natalie Newton and Henrietta Law (later Moraes)… Cyril Connolly went there a lot… I miss the Gargoyle very much. It was a sympathetic place to go. 12 


In 1952 It was bought by John Negus and for a while nothing changed. The Gargoyle was sold to Michael Klinger and Jimmy Jacobs in 1955, and they turned it into the Nell Gwynne Revue, a strip club. It had a resurgence as a New Romantics club twenty-five years later.


Before going to the Gargoyle, many people would first stop off at the French pub: partly to see their friends, partly because it was cheaper to drink there. The York Minster, known to everyone as the French pub, on Dean Street, was started in 1914 by Victor Berlemont, the first foreigner to hold a publican’s licence in Britain. After his death in 1952 his son Gaston took over. Both men sported fierce handlebar moustaches and a Gallic manner, though Gaston was in fact born above the bar in the family flat in 1914, making him Soho born and bred, and his father was actually Belgian. However, to his customers Gaston was the epitome of Frenchness; something he encouraged by much kissing of ladies’ hands and grooming of his magnificent moustaches.


The pub was known for its champagne and stock of different wines by the glass. There was nowhere else in London you could walk in and ask for a glass of Alsace and be served immediately. During the war it quite naturally became the headquarters of the Free French; de Gaulle was said to visit, and a reproduction of de Gaulle’s famous call to arms, issued from his headquarters at 4 Carlton Gardens, still hangs on the side of the staircase today: ‘A tous les Français. La France a perdu une bataille! Mais la France n’a pas perdu la guerre!’ In the French tradition, the French does not serve beer by the pint, possibly the only pub in Britain not to do so. Over the years the walls became covered with signed photographs of French vaudeville stars, boxers, cyclists and personalities, all of whom, according to Victor Berlemont, had drunk at the bar, from the youthful Lena Horne to the boxing champion Jack Dempsey, who drank there in 1926. No more photographs were added to the display after Victor’s death.


Before the war, the vicar of St Anne’s church across Dean Street would pop out of the sacristy door and run into the French for a quick drink in the middle of Sunday service while his congregation was singing a hymn. In the blitz, the church sustained a direct hit, leaving just the tower standing in the middle of a bomb site; the same bomb destroyed the façade of the French. Then the traffic began to go in the other direction for it was said that Lucian Freud had found a way to gain access to the ruined church tower and after lunchtime closing time had taken a dazzling blonde there to make love. Others quickly followed in his footsteps. Because of its French connections, the pub was a haven for many of the Soho prostitutes until the Street Offences Act of 1959, which was designed to clear prostitutes from the streets but forced them into the hands of pimps. Up until the war, a large number of them were French, easily recognizable by their immaculate clothes, and known as Fifis. They would gather at the French for a split of champagne, a Pernod or a Ricard. If anyone dare approach them at the bar they would appeal to Gaston for help and he would immediately intercede. As long as they were in the pub, they would not be bothered. He told Judith Summers they were ‘lovely girls – the best in the world. In here was sacred. I’d tell the men to hop it.’


In addition to Lucian Freud and Francis Bacon, who first went to the French pub in 1949 because he heard it attracted a lot of artists, there was a group of regulars once typified as ‘artistic gangsters’. The sportsmen and entertainment figures still frequented the French after the war. Gaston told Judith Summers: ‘The crowd we have now is just a carbon copy of the same crowd that was coming in 40 or 50 years ago when I was a boy. They are the same type of people… They themselves create an atmosphere.’ 13  Some


extraordinary things had happened in the French. One day Dylan Thomas and Theodora Fitzgibbon sat at the bar drawing doodles; then they turned each other’s doodles into a cartoon. They were interrupted when the barman brought them a sheet of paper, sent by a figure sitting across the room. It was an identical drawing. Dylan immediately grabbed Theodora and rushed out into Dean Street, where he explained that the man was the Great Beast himself, Aleister Crowley, up to his tricks. He had no wish to get involved in Crowley’s magical workings.


Upstairs was a small restaurant with French waiters where typical Soho food was served: steak tartare or kidneys washed down with a rough red Corbières. After a break of many years, it was reopened by Fergus Henderson in 1992 as the French House Dining Room where he perfected his ‘nose to tail’ dining, specializing in offal and other forgotten elements of British cooking. (In October 1994 he opened the much larger St John restaurant in Smithfield, and has since become a celebrity chef known for his warm pig’s head and his roast bone marrow.)


Gaston’s retirement on Bastille Day, 14 July 1989, was celebrated by a huge Soho street party organized by Jeffrey Bernard’s brother Bruce. Gaston took the signed photographs with him, but not until they had been carefully photographed and replaced with copies, so that for many years the French retained much of the same atmosphere. The strange metal dispenser that dripped water through a cube of sugar on a leaflike spoon into a glass of absinthe departed from the bar in the seventies but is still brought out on special occasions. Visitors still stand at the south side of the bar, while regulars still sip splits of champagne on Saturday morning at the north side. At the time of writing little has really changed except that the windows are now always open so that the smokers standing outside can reach in and get their drinks.


The York Minster was not the only French bar in Soho. The Caves de France, (pronounced in the French manner) was opened just after the war at 39 Dean Street by the Philippe family, mère, père et fils. It was on two floors, entered by a dark doorway guarded by two doormen who queried whether you were a member but never seemed to bother much if you were not. On the ground floor was a dark low-ceilinged smoke-filled room featuring an enormously long, American-style, high bar dimly illuminated by a string of coloured lights hanging above. Across from the bar was a row of battered seats and some small plastic-topped drinks tables surrounded by circles of cigarette ash and dog ends. On each table stood a jar of highly salted gherkins, designed to make the customers even thirstier. The room was decorated with wine barrels and the walls featured some of the worst painting ever seen in Soho: semi-surrealist works by a monocled old fraud called ‘Baron von Schine’, who presided over them, night and day, frequently irritating the bartender by rearranging them. No-one ever saw him make a sale even though a notice gave a rather suspect list of galleries in which he had exhibited.


A short flight of steps led to a small basement bar but it was the ground floor that was favoured by the Sohoites. It was packed with regulars during the afternoon: Nina Hamnett often managed to get this far, Caitlin Thomas, usually looking for her husband, the Roberts Colquhoun and MacBryde, the impecunious poet Paul Potts, the writers Stephen Fothergill and Gerald Hamilton, and later Dan Farson. Julian Maclaren-Ross, after he had been banned from the Wheatsheaf, had a habitual position at the far end of the bar beneath a particularly repellent painting of a young nymphet staring in awe at a giant snowman sitting on a rock and brandishing a red furled umbrella. Though the owners took turns to serve behind the bar, the regular barman was Secundo Carnera, the younger brother of Primo Carnera, the heavyweight boxer; their mother had decided on the expedient of numbering her sons rather than finding names for them. Elaine Dundy described it in The Old Man and Me as ‘a sort of coal hole in the heart of Soho that is open every afternoon, a dead-ended subterranean tunnel… an atmosphere almost solid with failure’. 14 


By about 5.30, the bar had thinned out, as customers headed to other pubs and the Caves prepared itself for a more genteel evening clientele. A palm court trio, incongruous in evening dress, mounted the bandstand and played pre-war dance numbers, occasionally joined by Mme Hortense, the owners’ middle-aged daughter, who attempted to add class to the proceedings by singing light opera. The photographer John Deakin often acted as an impromptu MC for these events, twirling imaginary moustaches and filling his introduction with malicious double-entendres: ‘And now,’ followed by a roll on the drums, ‘let me present Mademoiselle Hortense, the girl…’ and he paused, melodramatically and looked her up and down with increasing incredulity, ‘with the most incomparable voice in the world. What you’ve done to deserve this I really don’t know.’ As she began fluttering her eyelashes and running up and down a few scales, Deakin bowed to the audience and beat a hasty retreat. 15 


Most people seemed to agree with George Melly’s description of John Deakin as ‘a vicious little drunk of such inventive malice and implacable bitchiness that it’s surprising he didn’t choke on his own venom’; the kind of remark made by Deakin himself on a daily basis. He is now known, not for his rudeness and acerbic personality, but for his photographs. He was a superb portrait photographer but, unfortunately for posterity, he was careless with both prints and negatives and many have been lost while others exist only in a folded or bent print or ripped and scratched negative; he threw them under his bed or loose into drawers, even walked over them. He began life as a painter, travelling the world, including the South Pacific, with a wealthy patron. In 1939, in Paris, he bought a used camera and immediately switched to photography. During the forties and fifties he worked for Vogue, where his work was appreciated even though he often rubbed people up the wrong way. He took great enjoyment in hurting people’s feelings, but in his photographs there was an unexpected humanity. Colin MacInnes, reviewing Deakin’s 1956 show of Paris photographs for the Times, identified his sitters as ‘crushed by life, and the artist, quite without condescension or sentimentality, sees the poignancy of their desperate will to live on in a world that has quite defeated them.’ He said: ‘the beauty of these photographs lies in the fund of affection, and at times of pity, that the artist clearly feels for his fellow mortals’, a sentiment most of Deakin’s friends found surprising.


Daniel Farson first met Deakin in the French. Deakin was not in good shape: ‘I swallowed a raw egg but it was half way down before I realized it was bad.’ 16  Farson gave a cruelly accurate description of the man:


He must have cut his ear while shaving for a ridge of congealed blood lay underneath and some of it had fallen on to the heavy polo-necked sweater that had once been white. His pock-marks were livid in the light and dandruff lay in drifts around his hair and even flecked his forehead. The fly buttons of his jeans were open. He seemed to have eaten all his finger nails, and his nose was battle scarred from alcohol. But the seediness was eclipsed by his huge Mickey-Mouse smile. 17 


The two Roberts, Robert MacBryde and Robert Colquhoun, arrived in London from Scotland in 1941 and were befriended shortly afterwards by Peter Watson, a wealthy arts patron who was instrumental in launching their careers as painters. In the forties they were stars of the much publicized English Neo-Romantics along with John Minton, Keith Vaughan, John Craxton and Michael Ayrton. But this was a short-lived movement, replaced by the equally dull ‘kitchen sink’ school, and Colquhoun’s last show at Lefevre was in 1951. They had a few patrons, notably John Minton, but much of the time they subsisted on handouts. Colquhoun showed a few monotypes at the Caves de France and there was the occasional sale. Unfortunately they had grown used to having money, so when they did get some, they spent it. Usually on drink.


Anthony Cronin wrote: ‘MacBryde had, and retained to the end, a capacity to abandon himself gently and totally to the drink and the moment, so that in the right company he achieved incandescence.’ 18  He described him as having a beautiful voice and a repertoire of Scots songs that ‘he was seldom reluctant to perform.’ Whereas MacBryde was known for his Burns, Colquhoun was famous for his recitatives, usually taken from the last acts of Shakespeare’s tragedies. People would gather hopefully at the French pub to listen to his deep baritone: he did a deeply moving Macbeth.


The Roberts were a curious couple: MacBryde was very much the bon viveur whereas Colquhoun’s Presbyterianism gave him a very neurotic personality. MacBryde was a small man, with a round head, prominent bushy eyebrows and expressive, mobile features like a clown. Cronin described him as ‘constantly in deft movement, even the way he picked up a glass or handled a cigarette suggesting precision and sensitivity to nuance and detail’. 19 


He was an excellent chef and had the ability to conjure up gourmet food from unpromising ingredients. He extended his improvisational skills to his housekeeping: boiling handkerchiefs in salt and ironing shirts with a heated tablespoon. He could be vindictive and at times thoroughly unpleasant, such as when he shook hands with the poet George Barker for the first time, and had concealed in his right hand the shards of a broken wine glass, which cut Barker’s palm. When drunk he would giggle and titter, wheedling and begging his friends for money to buy a beer. Colquhoun, on the other hand, according to Dom Moraes, ‘was terrifying in his cups: his thin body seemed to buckle forward at the hips, while his legs weaved a wild way across the floor. In a thunderous, bullying voice, his eyes unfocused, he would demand to be bought a drink.’ 20 


When the pubs opened at 5.30, MacBryde would go off on his own, leaving Colquhoun at the Caves. When MacBryde returned later in the evening, after making the rounds of the Gargoyle, the French, the Swiss or the Colony, he was usually drunk and in a mood to pick a quarrel with Colquhoun. They had a limited range of topics: Colquhoun’s Presbyterianism and ‘the La-adies’, for Colquhoun was not immune to the advances of an attractive woman, something that drove MacBryde wild with jealousy. The arguments were pathetic, with Colquhoun jumping and skipping to avoid MacBryde’s petulant kicks. At home these arguments would occasionally develop into real fights and they sometimes appeared wrapped with bandages and plasters. It was generally thought, among the Roberts’ friends, that Colquhoun was not really homosexual. He was repressed, shy and inarticulate and had met MacBryde at a formative age when they were both at art school in Glasgow. He was then too scared to approach women and accepted warmth and friendship from MacBryde. Now, however, he would stagger around the Caves when drunk, asking women: ‘What colour are yer bloomers?’ and, more aggressively: ‘I want ma hole!’ after which he would double up in quiet mirth, shocked by his own impudence. As Anthony Cronin surmised, these were probably the sort of comments the really forward boys said to the girls at Kilmarnock High School and that he only now felt confident enough to say.


Robert Colquhoun was generally thought the better painter. His work is usually described as deriving from Picasso but it takes more from Braque, particularly Woman with a Birdcage from 1946 flattens the picture plane and concentrates more on decorative surfaces than the British would normally permit. The Roberts were both criticized for this. Their careers were short-lived but there seemed to be a chance of revival when Colquhoun was offered a retrospective at the Whitechapel Gallery to be held in March 1958. One condition was that he also show some new work. He told Dan Farson: ‘This should mean a new lease of life. It may be a bit early to have an exhibition like this, but the moment a painter has a retrospective there’s a move forward. I want to do something that looks like something’ 21  (he was born in 1914).


Colquhoun was excited by the commission and sequestered himself in his studio. He began painting much larger canvases than normal ‘because it’s such a big gallery’. After completing a quantity of new pictures, the Roberts left for a well-earned holiday, but while they were away thieves broke into the studio and vandalized all their possessions, mutilating all the paintings. His life’s work was destroyed. On top of this blow, the Council decided to condemn the building and they were evicted. This double whammy killed his spirit and Colquhoun never recovered. He died at his easel in 1962 and MacBryde died in Dublin four years later, drunkenly dancing the Highland fling in late-night traffic.


There was one other Soho Club where the forties bohemian crowd gathered. The Mandrake was started not long after the war by Teddy Turner (‘volatile and Jewish’ according to George Melly 22 ) and Boris Watson, a huge taciturn unkempt Bulgarian refugee with swivelling, suspicious eyes, formerly called Boris Protopopov. It began as a chess club, since chess was Watson’s great love and he managed to keep an eye on the club while simultaneously playing a game. He had previously run the famous wartime hangout the Coffee An’ (named after his demand ‘Coffee an’ what?’). For his new venture he rented an underground room at 4 Meard Street, (always pronounced ‘merde’ by the regulars), on the north side of the street, almost next door to the Gargoyle, which he envisioned as being filled with patrons quietly plotting their end games. In order to finance this activity the place obviously had to have a bar and food but inevitably the drinkers and the drunks took over the place. Gradually Watson occupied more and more basement rooms until he had six in a row. In 1953, the club advertised itself as ‘London’s only Bohemian rendezvous and the largest club. Application for membership (10s 6d p.a.) must be made to the secretary in advance and the fact of advertising does not mean that everyone is accepted.’ The advertisement featured a photograph of the interior showing an artist busily sketching a guitarist standing in front of a large painting of a voluptuous nude. Several men are huddled over a chess game.


Entrance was gained down a narrow flight of steps, where the door was protected by a rusty metal grille. Once inside, the customer passed through the restaurant and into a much larger room. A piano stood in the right-hand corner, and an angled bar, presided over by a barmaid called Ruth, described by Daniel Farson as ‘Soho’s version of the barmaid at the Folies Bergère’. 23 


Here Nina Hamnett and the regulars like the acerbic Brian Howard had their smoky kingdom. Julian Maclaren-Ross was a regular and became a great friend of Boris, sharing his love of chess. The Mandrake was not entirely free from prejudice; when Quentin Crisp arrived one day Watson said ‘Buy him a meal and get him out of here.’ 24 


Watson made sure his customers remained loyal by an arrangement whereby half the value of any cheque he cashed would be in the form of credit at the bar. As few of his customers had bank accounts, Maclaren-Ross included, this was very effective. Outside pub hours, the only way that drinks could be served was with a meal so a collection of dry sandwiches were kept behind the bar for the purpose. When someone complained about the state of them, Boris would glare and explain: ‘This is a sandwich for drinking with, not for eating!’ The next room was for those who wished to drink coffee and read books and magazines. After this came the ‘quiet room’, and the chess players, who by now had been banished to the most distant back room of all. By the sixties they had been joined by most of the painters and poets, who used to gather there for talk and a glass of cider. Watson brought in fruit machines and served more expensive food. Where there was once live music – guitar and lute recitals – there was now a jukebox. However, by the late fifties the Mandrake became the venue for late-night impromptu jam sessions for jazz musicians and so enjoyed a new lease of life.




3 Sohoitis


I used to enjoy going up to the Colony Room, in Dean Street. It was run by a woman called Muriel Belcher, and Lucian was in there, and Francis Bacon, and so on, many writers and painters. She was a funny old woman, Muriel, very handsome, Bacon painted her a lot… She was a foul-mouthed old thing, but witty, and famous. It was the centre for us in Soho.


GEORGE MELLY 1 


The French pub was very small and could become unbearably crowded. A favoured alternative was the Helvetia in Old Compton Street, always known as the Swiss, which was much larger. The bar was decorated in olive green with concealed lighting. A full lunch was available upstairs but in the snack bar tongue, lobster, crab, fish and chips and pickled cabbage were all available at reasonable prices, as well as sandwiches. Bert, the Cockney bartender, was famous for his patter and his grimy white jacket. The Swiss had a reputation for being a bit tough but it was never allowed to get too boisterous; the landlord, ex-Detective Inspector Bill Buckley, never let anyone step over the line. It was in the Swiss that Maclaren-Ross first met Tambimuttu in 1943 and Tambi famously told him to beware of Soho: ‘It is a dangerous place, you must be careful.’


‘Fights with knives?’


‘No, a worse danger. You might get Sohoitis, you know.’


‘No I don’t. What is it?’


‘If you get Sohoitis,’ Tambi said very seriously, ‘you will stay there always day and night and get no work done ever. You have been warned.’ 2 


The prime example of Sohoitis at work was to be found in Muriel Belcher’s Colony Room. One of the best descriptions of the club in the fifties came from Colin MacInnes, who, changing Muriel’s name to Mabel, wrote: ‘To sit in Mabel’s place, with the curtains drawn at 4 p.m. on a sunny afternoon, sipping expensive poison and gossiping one’s life away, has the futile fascination of forbidden fruit: the heady intoxication of a bogus Baudelairian romantic evil.’ 3 


Muriel was clearly a genius at creating atmosphere and was once described as conducting the bar like an orchestra, keeping tabs on whose turn it was to buy a round, and making sure that those who deserved drinks but were too broke to buy them were treated by those too parsimonious to offer. ‘Open your bead bag, Lottie,’ she would cry, or, if they were less than forthcoming, put them in an intolerable position by declaring: ‘Come on everyone, this vision of loveliness is going to buy us all a drink!’ George Melly told Oliver Bennett: ‘Muriel was a benevolent witch, who managed to draw in all London’s talent up those filthy stairs. She was like a great cook, working with the ingredients of people and drink. And she loved money.’ As Melly said, Muriel was able to make every quip appear good, even when it wasn’t exactly a Wildean epigram. Her camp delivery made everyone’s sentences sound witty and she could keep it up for hours at a time. She called all men ‘she’, including ‘Miss Hitler’, and established a long-standing cult of rudeness in the club. For Muriel, ‘cunt’ (her favourite word) was a term of abuse, whereas ‘cunty’ was meant affectionately. If you were really in her good books she would call you ‘Mary’. 4 


Muriel Belcher was from Birmingham, where her parents, wealthy Portuguese Jews, owned the Alexandra Theatre. She was brought up with a nanny and a governess. When her father, whom she detested, died in 1937, Muriel, her mother and her brother moved to London. There, a year later, she started the Music Box on Leicester Place in partnership with Dolly Myers. The Music Box was a theatrical and society club that catered to the more bohemian of the upper classes and the better sort of gay Guards officer. It was much appreciated for its discretion. In 1947, when she was still running the Music Box, Muriel met Ian Board, a commis waiter at the Jardin des Gourmets. Board was thinking of starting a valet service so Muriel made her membership list available to him, thinking that many of her more wealthy members might wish to use his services. There were too many; it all became too much for him, so when she opened the Colony on 15 December 1948 he became the club’s first manager.


In January 1949, few weeks after the Colony Room opened, Francis Bacon ran into Brian Howard in Dean Street outside the Gargoyle and Howard told him that there was a new club opening across the street. Together they climbed the stairs. Bacon enjoyed it so much that he returned the following day. Muriel clearly liked him and she made him an offer he could hardly refuse: ‘I’ll give you ten pounds a week and you can drink absolutely free here, and don’t think of it as a salary but just bring people in.’ She somehow knew that the people that Bacon knew were the kind of people who would make a good club. Muriel: ‘But he always spent his money in the club as soon as he got it. You have to remember he was getting far less for his pictures in those days.’ 5  Francis called her ‘mother’ and she used to call him ‘daughter’. Bacon brought in John Minton, Edward Burra, the two Roberts, Colquhoun and MacBryde, Keith Vaughan and the Moynihans. They were all painters, but could be guaranteed not to talk about art all the time, which would have been boring.


The Colony Room Club at 41 Dean Street was originally the first-floor reception room of a domestic dwelling built in 1731 though now much altered. The space retained its domestic proportions which is perhaps why people felt so at home there. Muriel sat perched on a high chair at the far left of the bar, next to the door, head tilted back to display her fine aquiline nose, imperiously waving a cigarette in a long holder as she barked ‘Members only!’ at anyone she didn’t recognize. This was quickly followed by ‘Fuck off!’ if they did not turn immediately to leave, followed by ‘Get a face-lift on the way.’ Members, however, were welcomed with an endearing: ‘Hello, cunty!’ She was a formidable presence; one afternoon a local gangster entered the club looking to set her up for protection money but he had barely announced his purpose before Muriel screamed: ‘Fuck off, cunt!’ so loudly that he backed out of the door and down the stairs.


The bar had a bamboo front with a bamboo screen above and potted plants above the gin bottles and shelves. There was a row of barstools with mock leopard skin seats and a green carpet. Muriel’s girlfriend Carmel was Jamaican and the decor was supposed to suggest a Caribbean ‘colony’ theme. The walls started off cream-coloured but became so stained by nicotine that in the mid-fifties Muriel painted them in green gloss, renewed regularly. Michael Wojas celebrated the new millennium by painting them one shade lighter, which upset some of the old-timers. There were curtains and lace curtains prevented anyone from seeing in from across the street. There was no clock because otherwise drinkers would always be thinking about the train they had to catch. Muriel had a licence to open from three in the afternoon at a time when pubs closed at 2.30. She closed at 11 p. m., like a normal pub. It would have been possible to extend the licence until one o’clock, but as Michael Wojas, manager of the Colony Room from 1994 until 2008, recalled: ‘Muriel always said that by 11 the punters are pissed and skint and we’ve had the best from them. Send them on their way and let someone else cope with them.’ 6  An attitude summed up by the club’s attractive motto: ‘Rush up, drink up, spend up, fuck off.’ He explained:


It’s a perfect space; it’s very well worked out. Muriel would sit by the bar in her special seat. If you keep the mirrors clear you can see what’s going on behind you without having to twist your neck round. You can talk to people at the bar and you’re in contact with whoever’s behind the bar. You’re also right by the door just in case someone you don’t want comes walking in. You don’t want the music too loud, you need to hear everything. 7 


Muriel’s initial clientele included many of the gay military men from the Music Box and her girlfriend, Carmel, had many gay friends who quickly joined, but there was no intention of making it into a gay club. The Colony was one of the few places where it was safe to be openly homosexual but Muriel was looking for an interesting mix. Encouraging Francis Bacon to introduce his friends was a master touch; even though, as she said: ‘I know fuck all about art’ 8 , Muriel had a good eye for people and knew that artists would add excitement and atmosphere to the club. Bacon loved it there and told Dan Farson: ‘It’s a place where you can lose your inhibitions. It’s different from anywhere else. After all, that’s what we all want isn’t it? A place to go where one feels free and easy.’ 9  John Minton described it as ‘like being in an enormous bed, with drinks’. 10  The evil-smelling Canadian poet Paul Potts introduced a chapter in Dante Called You Eurydice with a dedication: ‘For Muriel Belcher, because of many not so small kindnesses, and one very big one, over a very long period of time.’ 11  Potts told Daniel Farson: ‘The relatively small room which is her domain and where she is absolute sovereign must be one of the most unique rooms anywhere. It is not like other clubs at all, more like a continuous cocktail party.’ 12 


Muriel was not the only entertainment at the club; there was a black café society pianist, Mike Mackenzie, who tinkled away at ‘We’ll Have Manhattan’ or ‘These Foolish Things’ or ‘Give Me the Simple Life’ and ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’. When he left, his place was taken by Ted Dicks, who studied under John Minton at the Royal College and shared rooms with another Royal College student, Len Deighton, who was then studying to be a book illustrator. Minton loved the Colony, which quickly replaced the Gargoyle for him when it was sold in 1952. At the Colony, Minton and Bacon would vye with each other in buying bottles of champagne but whenever possible they stayed out of each other’s way. Minton was less able to contain himself, probably because, though he was a highly regarded artist in the forties, he was not seen as developing his talent whereas Bacon was slowly becoming recognized as a genius, so that today no-one has heard of Minton and Bacon is thought of as a giant in post-war British painting. Even in the early fifties, Bacon was seen to have depth and vision whereas Minton’s work was little more than attractive illustration. But for both of them it was a haven, a home where they could let down their guard, though Bacon was described by Dom Moraes as having a ‘curiously anxious look’ as he leaned against the bar in jeans and sweater. Moraes: ‘The eyes always seemed watchful, though the strong round face often broke into laughter, or frowned with sudden concentration. Bacon had extremely good manners… He gave an impression of great strength and great aloofness: when most kindly he seemed also most remote.’ 13 


Inevitably, the Colony Room is now most associated in people’s minds with Francis Bacon. Bacon was a painter of figures in rooms, and it was rare that Bacon himself was not enclosed by four walls, in his studio, at the French or the tiny space of the Colony Room. He needed that sense of enclosure, that was where everything important happened in his life.


In the forties Bacon lived at 7 Cromwell Place near South Kensington tube station, a large studio which had previously belonged to Sir John Millais. The cavernous room was sparsely furnished with worn velvet sofas and divans and faded chintz. Two huge Waterford chandeliers hung from the ceiling, giving an air of faded Edwardian grandeur to the scene. There was a dais for a model, upon which stood an enormous easel. Here he held illegal gambling sessions, presided over by his old nanny, who slept on the kitchen table. His friend Michael Wishart enjoyed visiting the studio and recorded some of his observations:


Seated on the edge of his bath I enjoyed watching Francis make up his face. He applied the basic foundation with lightning dexterity born of long practice. He was more careful, even sparing, with the rouge. For his hair he had a selection of Kiwi boot polishes in various browns. He blended these on the back of his hand, selecting a tone appropriate for the particular evening, and brushed them through his abundant hair with a shoe brush. He polished his teeth with Vim. He looked remarkably young even before this alchemy. 14 


When Michael Wishart married the painter Anne Dunn in 1950, the party was held in Bacon’s studio. He painted the chandeliers crimson for the occasion and tinted his face a delicate shade of pink. Wishart invited 200 guests and provided 200 bottles of Bollinger but Ian Board had to quickly bring more supplies from the Colony Room. Anne’s roommate Sod was maid of honour. Sod, known during the war as ‘the bugger’s Vera Lynn’ for her drinking club catering to gay servicemen, liked to lie on the divan naked, sleeping off her morning intake of gin while Anne’s Australian fruit bat hung upside down above her, squirting everything with jets of diarrhoea. 15  Muriel Belcher, Graham Sutherland and others were all guests and the party continued for two days and three nights. Francis gave the couple 100 Waterford glasses as a wedding present. David Tennant described it as ‘the first real party since the war’.


Bacon’s father was a horse breeder and loved to hunt and was consequently very disappointed in young Bacon’s aversion to horses and the countryside in general. He never seems to have made the connection between his son’s asthma attacks and the presence of dogs and horses. According to Lady Caroline Blackwood, a homosexual friend of hers told her that Bacon had revealed that his father had arranged for his son ‘to be systematically and viciously horsewhipped by his Irish grooms’. Bacon told Dan Farson that he had been ‘broken in’ by ‘several’ of his father’s grooms and stable lads when he was about fifteen. 16  He hated Ireland and developed a neurotic asthma attack whenever he boarded a plane to go there even though he was able to fly anywhere else. Perhaps not surprisingly, given his upbringing, Bacon was a masochist. He enjoyed being whipped but the S&M sessions, fuelled by alcohol, not infrequently got out of hand and it was not unusual for him to show up at the Colony covered in cuts and bruises which he explained away as a slip on the bathroom floor.


Bacon belongs with the greats of the School of Paris: Picasso’s Desmoiselles d’Avignon, Soutine’s carcasses, Modigliani, Degas, whose late pastels he particularly admired. There is a formal beauty in his canvases that is in tension with the convulsions of the images within so that no matter how grotesque, how distorted or abbreviated the subject matter, the sheer painterly qualities of its execution seduces the eye. He is a master painter, true to oils, no plastic for him. His manipulation of the picture plane is unerring. He is a gorgeous colourist in the manner of Matisse, his translucent flesh tones are as good as Ingres and there is a sensual quality to his brushstrokes – the tonking and scrubbing – that brings to mind De Kooning, Bonnard and the reds of Courbet.


Bacon’s Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion was exhibited at the Lefevre Gallery on New Bond Street in the first week of April 1945, four weeks before the defeat of Germany, as part of a group show which included Graham Sutherland, Henry Moore and Matthew Smith. The public reaction was one of shock and horror: the screaming nameless creatures, one of which had soiled bandages wrapped around its blinded eyes but which had turned to face the viewer, caused the utmost consternation. The full facts of the Nazi horror, the concentration camps, the mass hangings of Russian peasants, the rape and torture were just beginning to emerge. It was clear that nothing was ever going to be the same again: Europe had changed irreversibly.


The human condition was Bacon’s subject matter:


It’s something that lies long and far below what is called coherence and consciousness, and one hopes the greatest art is a kind of valve in which very many hidden things of human feeling and destiny are trapped – something that can’t be definitely and directly said… the whole coagulation of pain, despair. 17 


He believed that ‘There is an area of the nervous system to which the texture of paint communicates more violently than anything else.’ 18  He thought the essence of ourselves is buried deep in the unconscious and can only be dragged into consciousness and given form by stealth: the use of controlled accident or trance states. In the early days he frequented medical bookshops, looking for material illustrating extreme emotional states. When he was very young, in the mid-1930s, he bought a secondhand medical book, Diseases of the Mouth, in Paris; beautiful hand-coloured plates depicted the open mouth and the examination of its inside surfaces. Bacon told David Sylvester: ‘They fascinated me, and I was obsessed by them.’ He retained a few pages of hand-coloured illustrations from it to the end of his life. Another book, called Positioning in Radiography, was also very influential.


Over the years he assembled a collection of several thousand photographs and was able to put his hand on the one he wanted even though they were often torn and paint-spattered. ‘I think of myself as a kind of pulverizing machine into which everything I look at and feel is fed. I believe that I am different from the mix-media jackdaws who use photographs etc. more of less literally or cut them up and rearrange them.’ 19  Bacon thought that the pop artists did not digest and transform their material sufficiently for any really new powerful images to emerge. He thought that photographs were so strong and literal then even if only a fragment was used it would prevent any personal vision from emerging. Bacon: ‘In my case the photographs become a sort of compost out of which images emerge from time to time. These images may be partly conditioned by the mood of the material which has gone into the pulverizer.’ 20  It was not just still photography that interested him: Eadweard Muybridge’s The Human Figure in Motion was very influential, as was Eisenstein’s 1925 film Battleship Potemkin, with its famous scene of the nurse with the smashed spectacles on the staircase. Fragments of all these images appeared in his work.


Bacon and his circle were by no means the only artists working in London in the immediate post-war period. Some of the most interesting were the remnants of the pre-war Surrealist group, a movement which still had some life in it in 1945, largely through the efforts of Roland Penrose and the ICA and of the Belgian Surrealist E. L. T. Mesens (Edouard Léon Théodore), whose London Surrealist Group met every Monday night in the private dining room of the Barcelona Restaurant at 17 Beak Street, Soho. Mesens’ collages are now highly regarded, but at the time he was much better known as an editor and exhibition organizer. Throughout the war years he worked for the Belgian service of the BBC and in 1945 reopened his London Gallery, featuring Surrealist works. Short, a little overweight, his thinning black hair oiled and brushed back, meticulously shaved and manicured, fastidiously clean, Mesens was described by George Melly as looking like ‘a somewhat petulant baby’ or ‘a successful continental music-hall star’. 21  He dressed conventionally in suit and tie, his shoes highly polished, his only Continental mannerism being to splash himself with expensive cologne which in those days was a habit confined almost exclusively to homosexuals and very much frowned upon. 22  His wife Sybil was in her mid-thirties when Melly met them. She had olive skin and fine aquiline features. She was fashionably well dressed, unusual just after the war, but had a gypsyish air about her that Melly found very attractive.


The London Surrealist Group, just after the war, included Eileen Agar, though she kept her distance from Mesens, who had caused her problems in the past with his lies and trouble-making; Feyyaz Fergar, the well-known Turkish poet, editor and translator; the long-faced pipe-smoking French actor Jacques Brunius; Edith Rimmington; and the translator Simon Watson Taylor. After they had dined, Mesens would usually propose a subject for discussion and sometimes the meeting would break up in noisy argument, but most meetings were calm, often devoted to games of ‘Exquisite Corpse’ (known to children as ‘Heads, Bodies and Tails’) in which the Surrealist ideas of chance opposition come into play. This could be a three-part drawing, in which the player draws a head, then folds it out of sight and the next person draws a body and so on, or a three-part text, where each player has no knowledge of what the others will write. Melly was astonished to find someone had written ‘Love is fucking.’ A shocking thing to say in mixed company in the forties. One evening Melly read aloud one of his poems which contained the line ‘You are advised to take with you an umbrella in case it should rain knives and forks.’ He had collected a handful of cutlery from the restaurant sideboard and on reaching that line he threw them in the air. The noise was tremendous as they fell to the floor. The Surrealists applauded loudly but the proprietor, M. Carbonell, was not amused. He rushed into the room to investigate the source of the noise and threw them all out. Mesens was delighted by this as it gave him, and the others, an excuse to engage in another Surrealist activity: the ‘gratuitous act’, which in this case was to insult the proprietor. Naturally the insults were quickly forgotten as the restaurant did not want to lose their custom each Monday and by the middle of the week normal relations had been restored.


The young George Melly was much taken by Mesens, and even took him to stay with his parents in Liverpool. Melly’s parents were less impressed by Mesens’ three-hour morning toilet, during which he hogged the bathroom, but by the end of the weekend it had been arranged that George would work for Mesens at his new gallery on Brook Street and that George’s father would give him £900 to invest in paintings. Magritte’s Le Viol was his first purchase. Even though this is an iconic Magritte work it is unusually misogynistic for him: by replacing her face with her sex organs the woman’s entire personality is stripped away, rendering her nothing but an object for men’s play. Sybil Mesens did not like the painting and refused to allow Mesens to hang it at home; this did not mean, however, that she was puritanical about sex. In 1946, during one of George Melly and Mesens’ long discussions about sex – the surrealists believed that they should have the right to act out their desires without the constraints of bourgeois society – Sybil interrupted the seemingly endless conversation by telling George: ‘For Christ’s sake, stop going on about sex. If you want a fuck, George, come in the bedroom.’ George looked at Edouard, who gave a Gallic shrug of the shoulders and said: ‘Why not?’ Up until that moment, George had been exclusively homosexual, but he had been informed of what to do by his fellow shipmates and found that everything went according to plan. At one point Mesens entered the room, naked except for his socks, and in a state of arousal. ‘You are fucking my wife!’ he bellowed, with delight. George and Sybil managed to achieve a simultaneous orgasm, whereupon George was replaced by Edouard. Watching him in action renewed George’s desire. He wrote: ‘I was particularly impressed by his orgasm, during which he shouted French blasphemies and rolled his eyes like a frightened bullock cornered in the market place. Indeed for some years I consciously affected this performance until Mick Mulligan persuaded me that it looked absurd rather than convincing.’ 23
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