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 No mask like open truth to cover lies,


 As to go naked is the best disguise.   


 WILLIAM CONGREVE, The Double Dealer, 1694
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 East Third Street






I may look all right on the surface but I’m falling apart underneath. My foot hurts. I have a hernia.


QUENTIN CRISP TO ANDREW BARROW, 4 October 1998












There is no uniformed porter, no doorbell or any kind of entry system at 46 East 3rd Street. Visitors have to telephone from the street corner and then make their way across the road to a semi-basement doorway and wait to be admitted. I have been through this procedure before and know the ropes.




As I peer through the glass panels of the front door, I wonder what Quentin Crisp will look like. I have not seen him for eight years and have been disconcerted by recent photographs in which he looks like a little old witch – or would wizard be a nicer word? I do not know what to expect. What do eighty-nine-year-old men look like anyway? Will I find a stick insect?




In the event, it is his feet and legs that I see first as he slowly descends the stairs to let me in. For a moment I wonder if Quentin Crisp, the great stylist, has graduated to the trainers and tracksuit bottoms beloved by octogenarians largely because they are so easy to get in and out of. But no – he is properly dressed in smart black shoes, grey flannels and a tailored grey worsted jacket which I learn later has been given to him by the famous fashion model Lauren Hutton. His only exotic adornments are his coloured neckerchief and the badges on his jacket. He seems smaller, perhaps a little portlier than when I last saw him, but his great beehive of upswept white hair is as buoyantly bouffant as ever.




I learnt long ago that Quentin does not like to be kissed, let alone embraced – though I once saw Germaine Greer hugging him from behind at a London party without causing him undue dismay. I am excited and heartened to see him again – he is a precious part of my past – but I am not sure we even shake hands before he leads the way in slightly jerky, sideways movements to the second-floor room where he has lived for the last eighteen years.




I have been to this room before, in 1990, but not lingered or quite taken it in, only recalling that the door opened onto a narrow passageway, five or six feet in length, which leads into the room itself. Now I am exposed to the place in all its glory. It is extremely small, as small as a prison cell or hospital cubicle, and so crowded with boxes and packing cases that there is scarcely space for the bed and armchair. Two windows look onto the darkened well of the building and in its gloom the room feels more like a small disused factory or workshop than someone’s home. Everything seems to be caked in an oily black debris worse than dust. On the left is a filthy old-fashioned sink with a dirty mirror above it. In the middle of the room there is a small fridge and a TV. On the floor beside the bed is a telephone. On various shelves and surfaces there are discarded kitchen utensils and even a sort of frying-pan on a hob. On the windowsills there are cups and other drinking vessels, including a large brown mug adorned with a sprawling nude male figure of a classical style. I have seen this mug before in London, thirty years earlier, and am amazed that Quentin has bothered to transport it across the Atlantic. Everything else seems to have been accumulated in New York. A bookcase beside the sink is stuffed with useless books which he is too polite or lazy to throw away, and on the floor are dozens of bottles of make-up, fixative and medicine, along with a discarded rumpled shirt such as you might find in any student’s room across the world. Only the presence of a bottle of champagne and an unopened bag of luxury groceries give a clue that somebody far from run-of-the-mill lives here.




Quentin Crisp once said of the dirt and dust in his London room, ‘It’s just a question of keeping your nerve.’ To survive in this terrible place on East 3rd Street must require nerves of steel, iron and flint. He also has to cope with the horrified reactions of visitors who do not understand his lifestyle or the strength of his resolve to stay on the bottom rung of society. The police have been called here three times and a few years ago he was dragged off to hospital though there was nothing wrong with him.




Perhaps squalor is, as he has claimed, his natural setting. And perhaps lately the whisky has helped him cope. In the old days when I knew him, he drank Guinness at dawn, even when he was staying with his relations, but now he is sloshing neat Chivas Regal into two mugs, doling out in a rough and ready manner the largest measures I have ever seen. How are we going to sit? Quentin soon settles on the bed, on which a mammoth crossword puzzle is laid out, and I take the armchair, so close to him that, as we squeeze into the available space, our knees keep touching.




My excuse for coming to see Quentin Crisp is to write an article for the Independent celebrating his forthcoming ninetieth birthday and the opening of his one-man show in an off-Broadway theatre. But this is not an interview. Like many celebrities, Quentin Crisp does ‘the one interview’ and says the same thing to everyone. I have heard it or read it all before. The same phrases, witticisms and observations crop up all the time, polished with age. I am not interested in how much he loves America or his impressions of Elaine Paige’s dressing-room. I am not interested in his recent appearance on the Charlie Rose TV show, which New Yorkers have been talking about, or how they responded to him in Berlin where against his principles he appeared on a Gay Pride march – ‘There was even a gay dog on the parade.’ I already know that he has been celibate for half a century and that this is the room where he recharges his batteries and is his ‘horrible unique self’. I already know that he longs for a significant, meaningful death, that he believes ‘It would be nice to be murdered’ and that ‘Modern medicine is so unkind that many of us may live to be a hundred.’




Quentin Crisp has been pretending to be old for most of his life. Thirty years ago, when he was not even an old age pensioner, he wrote in The Naked Civil Servant, ‘To survive at all was an adventure. To reach old age was a miracle.’ And many years earlier, he had perceived himself as ‘the survivor they hoped they would not find’. Now, at last, he really is old, though he attaches no importance at all to his imminent birthday. Or so he says.




Everything about Quentin’s public persona is complicated and contradictory. He proclaims that certain events cause his tears to fall yet also boasts that he is icily unsentimental. He is a master of the double bluff. He says he has no secrets and can be read like an open book – ‘What you see is what you get’ – yet his inner life is wrapped in mystery. The American academic Paul Robinson has written about Quentin Crisp’s ‘comedic aggression directed against himself’. He has done more for homosexual liberation than anyone on the globe yet claims to despise the movement and goes out of his way to offend its leaders, describing them as ‘corroded with envy’. In his view, homosexuality is an illness and he wishes he had never been born. He believes in God but not in a God ‘susceptible to prayer’ and, as we shall see, God features a lot in his conversation and even his poetry. He never says the word ‘love’ without giving it a mocking twang yet believes it is his duty to love everybody, to extend his hand in particular to the unlovable: I have not been in his room long before he is quoting from St Teresa of Avila – ‘We must treat all people as at least better than ourselves.’ Somewhere inside him is a potent moral code, yet it is masked by a sense of fun.




Over the years, he has inspired innumerable fanciful descriptions. When I first met him in January 1967 I thought of him as a heraldic beast and then as an anthropomorphic character out of children’s fiction or even an invention of his old friend and collaborator Mervyn Peake. He has described himself as ‘a stopped clock’ and ‘a funny old gentleman’. Michael Holroyd has called him ‘a vehicle for delight’. He is said to resemble ‘a retired Latin master’ and ‘a Persian cat’. According to the journalist Quentin Letts, he is ‘half Margaret Rutherford and half child’.




As always, I want to get behind the façade, engage with him, get down to brass tacks and the practicalities of his current life. As always, it is uphill work. He spends a lot of his time travelling about America, addressing audiences in places like Dallas, Texas, and Phoenix, Arizona, but when at home spends a lot of time asleep. ‘I’m slightly narcoleptic,’ he tells me. ‘I fall asleep involuntarily.’ He has only to face the prospect of an afternoon at home and start wondering how he’ll fill it before he has nodded off. He acts out the nodding-off process for my benefit. He talks excitedly about the recent death of his agent Connie Clausen, whose body was found in her office, and not at all excitedly about playing Elizabeth the First in the film Orlando: everyone raved about this performance but he was concerned only about the weight of the costumes and the corsets which bit into his stomach. He talks bitterly – yes, bitterly – about the Broadway musical about his life that was never made, in spite of the enthusiasm of two impresarios to do it. And he talks about the one-man show that will open on Christmas Day, his ninetieth birthday, and how he will ‘cast around to find something to make the audience squeak’.




I ask him about his family. He tells me he has a new great-great-nephew living in New Jersey who has been christened Ian Quentin. I try to talk about our few mutual acquaintances. Does he ever hear from Mr York or Mr Melly? Does he know that Miss Campbell has had a baby? On hearing this last bit of news, he throws up both his hands in a staccato gesture of fake amazement. And then I ask him if he knows that Mr O’Connor, the man who gave him his first radio broadcast back in 1964, died a few months ago. Yes, someone had sent him an obituary in which he was mentioned. I am embarrassed to pursue the topic but I ask him what he feels about Mr O’Connor now. He says, simply, ‘Nothing.’




As we squeeze together in that tiny room, I remark on how extraordinarily well he looks. His fingernails are dirty and unpainted but his face in the half-light seems to have no lines. He may have been a weak and weedy child but long ago he acquired considerable gravitas. His wrists no longer flap. His face is full of strength, his jaw is steady and he gives an overall impression of firmness, dignity and peace. He tells me this is all a delusion. ‘I may look all right on the surface but I’m falling apart underneath. My foot hurts. I have a hernia.’ He also has problems with his left hand. But, in spite of these afflictions, he has not lost the actor’s ability to ‘turn it on’. His gestures remain deft and unhesitant. His haughty demeanour may bear a passing resemblance to his hero Lady Thatcher but his head turns attentively and his concentration on me is absolute. His voice has been said to resemble that of ‘a well-mannered tortoise’ and he himself has ascribed to it the ‘jarring’ or ‘jangling’ quality of a disused or broken piano. Yet it also carries great authority. The actor John Hurt, who portrayed Quentin Crisp on film, said years ago, ‘He knows what he is going to say, when he is going to say it and how he is going to say it.’ To me, his voice is as full-throated as it was when I first met him thirty-one years ago.




And so are his views. In the last few weeks, he has frightened those following the O. J. Simpson murder trial by saying that killing your wife is ‘justifiable homicide’. He has also pronounced that all the women involved in the scandal currently engulfing President Clinton deserve to be ‘put together and chopped up like parsley’. Finally, he has gone right over the top and declared that the late Princess of Wales was ‘trash’ and ‘got what she deserved’. These last statements have generated hate mail. From beside his bed he produces a letter saying, ‘I now see that you are a bitter, lonely old queen.’




Is Quentin Crisp bitter and lonely? Is he even a queen? On this last point he tells me with some bemusement, ‘It’s now been explained to me that I’m not a homosexual. I’m a trans-something.’ One suspects that all sexual classifications are quite absurd or irritatingly irrelevant to him. As far as bitterness and loneliness are concerned, I don’t yet know the answer.




Anyway, the whisky is working and I am feeling relaxed. Some of the stress and strain of New York is evaporating in the company of this ancient friend from London. After forty minutes or so in this notorious room, we set off for lunch. Quentin puts on a cowboy hat, with brass buttons on it which complement the badges on his jacket, then an overcoat, into which he has difficulty fitting his left arm. As we descend the stairs he winces and whimpers in pain. We then shuffle together to the Bowery Bar & Grill, two blocks away, watched by passers-by who nod and bow to him as if he were a sacred relic – his joke, not mine. He is tired by the time we reach the restaurant and exclaims, ‘Very strange!’ when his poached eggs and mashed potatoes arrive decorated with chopped-up bits of red and green pepper. And then he says, with a rather surprising hint of irritation, ‘There’s no butter.’ Thanks to the piped music, our conversation is a bit watered down and I am depressed when Quentin tells me there is now a website in his honour. He is at his most alert, most dextrous when imitating himself, sending himself up or mocking his own progress. ‘When I was young, I was ill-equipped for living. Now I walk into a hotel brazenly and say, “Where’s the dining room?” ’ At one moment he grabs a spoon and pretends it is a dagger. We end the meal with glasses of amaretto – his idea, not mine – which Quentin says is ‘like drinking Italian wedding cake’.




On this rich, evocative and festive note, our conversation ends. Someone has joined us at our table, a man who is going to the cinema with Quentin that afternoon. Quentin’s diary seems unwisely full and he, who once loved any sort of attention, seems irritated that this man wants to take photographs. I try to help him on with his overcoat but his bad arm is difficult to manoeuvre and we give up. There is a muddle about which film they will see. Surely Quentin longs to be back in his room, on his bed, asleep? He now seems exasperated, speechless at the man’s lack of efficiency. The three of us hobble towards the yellow cab which will take them away. Even now the man is taking photographs. ‘No! No more photographs!’ Quentin exclaims in almost physical pain. But he gets into the cab without assistance. Now he is sinking back into his seat. As the cab pulls away, he looks snug in his seat but his despairing final words still ring in my ears, ‘No! No more!’
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 Fontarèches






They make him sound a bit like Tintern Abbey – a Gothic monument! And I can hear him laughing . . . I never laughed with anyone as much as I laughed with Philip. The rest is nothing.


JOHN BERGER TO PANNA GRADY, 11 July 1998












If you take the subway to East 77th Street and head across Central Park, you will eventually see through the trees a particularly distinguished and slightly forbidding building. It is tall and massive, constructed mainly of pale yellow brick and has high, pinnacled roofs. It was built in 1884 and was here long before the others in the area. It is called the Dakota and according to the writer Stephen Birmingham is ‘New York’s Most Unusual Address’.




The cracked paint on the ground-floor shutters and air of gothic gloom are slightly misleading. Here live and have lived some of the most interesting if not the richest people in the world. Leonard Bernstein lived here, so did Judy Garland and Boris Karloff and Syrie Maugham. In 1980, John Lennon was shot dead at its gate and his widow Yoko Ono still lives here, gradually acquiring more space at an estimated million dollars a room. Another long-standing resident is the actress Lauren Bacall, who has been here since the 1950s.




I do not know who now lives in the third-floor apartment with four or five windows looking onto Central Park, but in the early 1960s this was the home of an elegant and demure young woman called Mrs Grady, then in her early twenties. She had moved into the Dakota on learning of its well insulated walls and three-foot-thick floors. She wanted to give parties without disturbing the neighbours.




Few people remember Panna Grady today. Her name does not appear in Stephen Birmingham’s history of the Dakota, published in 1979. She is mentioned in a caption under a photograph in a book about Andy Warhol but not in the text. But one of the poet Charles Olson’s books is dedicated to her and so are a number of fringe publications from the underground press. And there is a page or two about her in Ted Morgan’s book about William Burroughs, Literary Outlaw. And didn’t Mick Jagger write a song about her? It hardly matters. In the early 1960s, Panna Grady was one of the leading patronesses of the counter-culture, certainly the youngest and the most beautiful, with the longest legs. Her apartment in the Dakota was enormous, even by Dakota standards, large enough for five hundred people to pass through comfortably. Writing in the Sunday Times some years ago, Anthony Burgess made a passing reference to those evenings as ‘literally fabulous’ and went on to explain, ‘Literally, because the big modern sources of fable were there – Lowell, Warhol, Ginsberg et al.’




This is history now – there is no mention of Panna Grady in the most recent biography of Allen Ginsberg – and the woman Mick Jagger may, or may not, have called the Queen of the Underground has not been seen or heard of in New York for many years. Her reign ended suddenly, her court evaporated. In 1965, she fled to England in the footsteps of William Burroughs and on the arm of Charles Olson. For a while she continued her hectic, hospitable life in London – Ginsberg lived under her roof in Regent’s Park – and then in the autumn of 1967 she met a derelict writer called Philip O’Connor and disappeared with him to France.




Up to that point Philip O’Connor’s life had been hair-raising and his reputation as a madman was considerable. He slapped elderly ladies on the bottom, claimed descent from the kings of Ireland and had fathered seven or eight children by different women. At various times he had tramped around England. In the literary world he was renowned not only for his early surrealist poetry and gifts as an autobiographer and radio interviewer, but also as ‘the Man Who Stood behind the Door and Said Boo to T. S. Eliot’. Some found him dreadful. Panna Grady found him irresistible.




Panna Grady and Philip O’Connor never married but they lived together in France for more than thirty years. I met Philip for the first time in 1972 on one of his rare trips to London and was utterly beguiled by him. During the 1970s I visited Philip and Panna often when they lived on the coast near Boulogne but much less often when they moved south to the Avignon area. Their last home together was a small house in a village called Fontarèches, in the area of the South of France known as the Gard. Here on 29 May 1998, Philip O’Connor died peacefully aged eighty-one after a wild and extraordinary life to which Panna Grady had brought a degree of happiness and stability.




Panna now lives at Fontarèches alone, with four or five sheepdogs and a cat or two for company. Her two sons by O’Connor live elsewhere in France, and so does Ella, the daughter from her marriage to a poet called Jim Grady, born when she was living in the Dakota. It is a small, neat house, with one room downstairs and two bedrooms and stands like a lodge at the gate of an old chateau that belongs to a Canadian family whose fortune is said to have something to do with airline food. The fir trees cut out too much of the sun in the winter but make the place cool in the summer.




It is in the summer, a few weeks after Philip O’Connor’s death and a few months in advance of my visit to Quentin Crisp in New York, that I have called to pay my respects to Panna Grady. The yard where I once sat drinking with Philip O’Connor is empty. Panna is in the doorway surrounded by barking dogs. When I try to give her a hug, she pushes me away quite forcefully but she is otherwise welcoming. She is tall, slim, wearing a chic woollen dress and her American voice is as soft and wistful as when I first heard it. But, as always, she is distracted. ‘I really have to settle these dogs down, Andrew. I really must feed them.’




Inside, I find the house as alluring as ever. The downstairs room, with sink, stove and fridge at one end, is full of tapestries and antique screens. Pride of place is given to the large oval gate-legged table that has come all the way from her family home in Connecticut and which graced both her apartment in the Dakota and her house in Regent’s Park. Upstairs, in her bedroom, there are more treasures – pearl caskets, porcelain vases, snuff-boxes, bangles and beads. These are the remaining crown jewels of a Queen in Exile, Panna Grady’s last barricade against poverty and a gentle reminder of the splendour she once knew. On a corner of her dressing-table is a photograph of Panna giggling and glowing at the head of a restaurant table in New York, Burroughs and Warhol beside her. Burroughs has his arm around her, Warhol is responding to a guest across the table.




Panna has no regrets about her change in circumstances or the manner in which she squandered her fortune. ‘I had as much as Peggy Guggenheim to start with but Peggy Guggenheim bought paintings and I paid for books to be published,’ she says but doesn’t explain what happened to the Jackson Pollock she once owned or why she didn’t follow through the projects she paid for. She helped a man called Irving Rosenthal start a publishing house which flourished, but admits, ‘I didn’t follow it up, Andrew, I was too harassed.’ Nor does she regret her thirty years with Philip O’Connor or the money she threw away on cars he smashed up and houses he grew bored with, though she does tell me twice that it has cost her ten thousand francs to get Philip into his coffin. She also tells me that she never read Philip’s masterpiece Memoirs of a Public Baby or anything else he wrote. She didn’t have time. They were always moving house. Philip was so demanding. Also, she says, she wanted to preserve the fun of hearing Philip reading aloud from his works. Anyway, whatever she thought of Philip’s writing, she saw through it to the person within. As Philip once pointed out, it was poets Panna loved, not poetry. And she’s been equally neglectful about Burroughs’s books. ‘I didn’t have time to read properly,’ she says. ‘But I’ll do it now. I’ll get a pair of glasses.’




But Panna’s love for Philip is undying and has now been whipped up by the public and private responses to his death. On the gate-legged table there are photographs and press cuttings about him, obituaries in all the English broadsheets, the New York Times and the local French papers, many of which mention Panna’s part in his life and Philip’s role in putting the hitherto unknown Quentin Crisp on the map for the first time. My attention is caught by an item from a Welsh newspaper headed ‘A Genius Who Lived Among Them’ focusing on O’Connor’s five years in a village in Snowdonia, with a girl half his age. ‘To me, she looked like a schoolgirl,’ a local character, Edgar Parry Williams, is quoted as saying. ‘It caused quite a scandal.’




And then there are the letters of sympathy. The writer John Berger comments on the obituaries themselves and goes on to say how much he laughed with Philip, adding, ‘The demon in him was very lovable.’ A couple called the Blegvads write from an address in Fulham Road beginning, ‘Such sad news in all the papers in London’, and go on to touch upon the complexity of Philip O’Connor’s nature. ‘Some of his behaviour was uncomfortable to obnoxious but his preoccupation and insight into the nature of man and society as he knew it were exemplary and make him a noble cause. May the will work its selective effects on his memories and ameliorate his tyrannies.’ The actress Anna Wing, who lived with Philip for seven years and bore him a son, writes thanking Panna for making him so happy. Martina Thomson, widow of Philip’s closest friend and the man who produced most of his radio programmes, writes saying, ‘Surely you are the only being who could have held Philip enthralled ad infinitum?’ The bookseller Stephen du Sautoy declares, ‘Philip was one of the most extraordinary men I have ever met.’ From Imperia on the Italian Riviera, the artist Diana Pollitt writes of Philip’s ‘red pepper temper’ and tells Panna, ‘You replaced his mad mother.’ From Cumberland, the poet Nick Rawson explains, ‘He never became the immobile monolith of accepted letters. He remained within the lutte, the skirmishes and sheer fracas of words.’ And then there’s a letter from Ann Wolff, who long ago made a film called Captain Busby, in which both Philip O’Connor and Quentin Crisp acted. ‘In a funny way,’ she writes, ‘I think Philip’s spirit had escaped us and that he was too complicated and mercurial for us to catch him and he had slipped away from us.’ There are also conventional sympathy cards, two from the remote Welsh village. One is signed ‘Aunty Gwen’ and the other is from ‘Nellie and family’.




Panna’s gratitude for these messages and pride in the newspaper tributes are mixed with indignation on Philip’s behalf. So many publishers, she says, let him down and not enough people, she says, called on him as he lay dying in the wooden shed at the back of the house. On the last score, I wonder how much he minded. The room where he slept, worked and eventually died was a private place where visitors were usually unwelcome. Philip enjoyed entering and creeping about the ground-floor room at Fontarèches, shouting at its occupants and cooking at the stove, but he needed his place of refuge and in every house he lived had his own private quarters. I had visited him in his various fastnesses and if not rejected at the door had been treated to music from his gramophone or extracts from his journal which he read with far more gusto than he showed at poetry readings in front of an audience.




Panna has made no attempt to tidy Philip’s room at Fontarèches though I notice a pile of discarded items outside the door, including the padded white coat with sheepskin trimmings that he had often worn twenty-five years earlier, and the chair with gnarled arms and ancient tacks in which he had sat and roared. Panna calls it Philip’s ‘throne’ and says it may be thirteenth-century – or does she mean Louis the Thirteenth? Inside, the hut or former garage is unchanged. It is a long narrow room, sixteen feet in length and about seven feet wide. In a hollow on the large double bed where Philip died there is an old grey cat with half its tail missing. ‘It was always here with Philip,’ Panna says. Underneath the desk are a pair of recently discarded shoes and near them on the floor a large man-size disposable nappy. Panna grabs this with a humorous gesture. Philip had died of cancer of the rectum and had worn nappies at the end of his life, a completion of the cycle that may have appealed to him in some ways. There is also a shelf of medicines and ointments, mostly with French names, which were used to ease the pain of his final days.




And all around the room there are the bookshelves Philip put up with his own hands when they moved here in 1991 and still crammed with his favourite volumes. Many of these are classics like Cobbett’s Rural Rides and Mayhew’s Characters. There are also rows of books by his friends Michael Hamburger and John Berger and Stephen Spender and a whole shelf about Oscar Wilde. There are dullish-sounding ones like Social Life in Britain from the Conquest to the Reformation by G. C. Coulton and interesting ones like The Art of Growing Old by John Cowper Powys and Madness and Civilization by Michel Foucault. Lying loose on the floor is The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne and tucked in tightly somewhere is my own first novel, The Tap Dancer. On a high shelf by the door are two bumper volumes of poetry by Charles Olson – Philip had a habit of requisitioning Panna’s possessions – and close to his desk are some battered copies of his own works. A first edition of Memoirs of a Public Baby is still in its yellow dust-jacket but split open at the spine and covered with his notes. The Lower View is here and Living in Croesor but there’s no sign of Vagrancy, the Penguin Special that includes an account of his own time on the road. Like Panna, I have never read any of Philip’s books properly and know them best by the blurb and critical acclamations on their covers: I know Dorothy Parker’s comment on Memoirs of a Public Baby by heart: ‘Philip O’Connor, always outside society, saw into it with blinding clearness. As to his writing there can be no calmer word than superb.’




Hanging from these shelves – which also house an urn containing Philip’s ashes – or heavily glued onto the wooden walls are familiar pictures and photographs. There is the controversial picture of Philip with his mother, of which more in a moment, and the portrait of Beethoven which hung above the gramophone in the house in northern France where I first visited him. There is a pin-up of Stephen Spender beside his bed and the picture postcard of Charlie Chaplin I sent him a few weeks before his death. Under Panna’s instructions I take down or peel off these images to send to Philip’s son Peter, who now lives in Japan and was reconciled with his father a few months earlier.




There are also files of papers and letters in various drawers and loose on top of his desk. Philip sold a lot of his papers to American universities – old BBC scripts, submitted synopses and chunks of journals he hadn’t tried to find a publisher for. He also sold his letters from Stephen Spender and Quentin Crisp but there are still some here from Peter Levi, Alex Comfort, Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy and other luminaries – and messages of goodwill from the mothers of his children. ‘Take it easy,’ orders Anna Wing and ‘I can’t bear you being ill,’ writes Maria Scott with whom he lived in Fitzrovia half a century ago. And here is a letter that has arrived since his death from an unknown fan of Vagrancy. ‘I know I cannot hope to convey successfully the impact your book has had on me,’ his admirer begins stumblingly, and concludes movingly, ‘I write of course as someone who has lived as a “vagrant” for years at a time.’ There are also bundles of press cuttings about himself and other people. I find a piece about Quentin Crisp from the Herald Tribune, in which Philip’s old sparring-partner is described as ‘an international treasure’ and ‘a master practitioner of public relations and self-mocking self-promotion’.




Here and there lie fragments of Philip O’Connor’s last handwritten attempts to write something. Some are easy to read. ‘Nothing funnier, Lord, than the prospect of dying,’ he writes. ‘Lord how funny, how weirdly funny is the ending of the stupid adventure.’ Others are only scribbles but the few words that stand out indicate that he was still working away at the themes that had gripped him all his life – ‘family’, ‘mother’ and ‘madness’.




Panna leaves me alone in Philip’s room, where I even attempt a short snooze on his bed, but soon we are together again and amidst the barking dogs talking about mutual friends in London she has not seen since the 1960s and others I do not know but whom she would like me to get in touch with. ‘Oh, it’s so dull here without Philip,’ she says suddenly and she is still talking about him and their semi-separate existences as I start to drive away. Finally, she says pleadingly, ‘We hid from each other.’















 PART TWO
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 A Terrible Child






Star quality on the stage is indefinable; it roughly means that its possessor has a magnetic, even a mesmeric power which holds the audience immediately and maintains that grasp whatever that performer may be saying or doing. Lauder had that quality to the full.


IVOR BROWN ON SIR HARRY LAUDER, Dictionary of National Biography












It may seem far-fetched to begin the story of Quentin Crisp with a quotation about a performer he never met, never saw on stage and probably wouldn’t have liked if he had. Quentin Crisp had little time for the music hall, though he became a friend of at least one distinguished vaudevillian. But the links with Lauder exist – and links are partly what this story is about. Throughout his life, Quentin was interested in the concept of stardom and in the presentation of himself as a star and, during the last part of his life, he too gave a stage performance of magnetic and mesmeric power. And a century earlier, the two men were also connected by a thin but not entirely negligible geographical proximity.




When Harry Lauder was First Citizen of the Variety Stage, he lived in Longley Road, Tooting, in South London. His plain brick villa, paid for out of pantomime earnings and now distinguished by a blue plaque, was only a few yards away from the house where Quentin Crisp’s father was brought up and just across the road from the house where Quentin Crisp’s mother spent part of her childhood. Family origins can make tedious reading. Many readers skip those early pages devoted to the ancestors of the subject with which so many biographies and autobiographies kick off, but in the case of such a fanciful and intangible figure as Quentin Crisp, some probing into his background, some attempt to anchor him as a member of the human race seems desirable if not essential.




And this is all the more necessary because Quentin has revealed almost nothing about his background. In his autobiography, he states only that he was born in 1908 at Sutton in Surrey, the youngest of four children, and that his parents lived beyond their means and incurred the attention of bailiffs before any of the children were born. Later on, he reveals that his name was Denis, not Quentin, but he doesn’t bother to tell us that his original family name was Pratt, not Crisp.




I do not object to this discretion, the broadness of these brushstrokes or the caricature of ‘middle-class, middling, middlebrow’ family life that he provides in The Naked Civil Servant. In fact, I feel uncomfortable about tampering with the many lacquered images and picturesque pieces of self-portraiture that Quentin offered in all his writings and most of his conversations. Yet this very elusiveness, this jokey gloss on everything is what has prompted me to scrabble away behind the façade and unearth a few facts, however banal they may seem at first glance.




There is not a lot to tell. Quentin Crisp was a product if not an invention of the suburbs. His Englishness is unquestionable and there seems to be nothing at all exotic about his background. In later life he seemed unaware that his mother and father grew up in the same street in Tooting, which is described in a contemporary guidebook as ‘a region of villas and nursery gardens, very pleasant and, apart from the common, very commonplace’. Charles Pratt was born in 1871 at Lynton Villa, New Road, Tooting, son of a certain Spencer Pratt, who is variously described as a ‘sugar manufacturer’ and as a ‘traveller to a sugar merchant’ and had himself been born in Woolwich in about 1845. Charles Pratt also had a sister, Agnes, never mentioned by Quentin and perhaps never met by him, who will not appear in this narrative again.




By the early 1880s the Pratt family had settled in Longley Road, along with two live-in servants. The house they lived in, double-fronted, white-bricked and on the south side of the road, is still standing today and its name ‘Rothsay House’ appears written in gold letters in the half-light above the front door. In the front garden, what look like the original zigzagging tiles still hem in the small flowerbeds. From this pleasant enough abode Charles Pratt was sent, like thousands of boys from the semi-prosperous suburbs, to boarding school. In 1884, at the age of twelve, he was despatched to one of the newer public schools, Bloxham’s, near Banbury, where he won his football colours and according to the school’s records was ‘losing finalist in an inter-dormitory fives competition’. He left Bloxham’s at the tender age of fifteen in order to become articled to a firm of solicitors.




By this time, or very soon afterwards, a family called Phillips had also moved into Longley Road. Their house, across the road from the Pratts, is also still standing though the gilded lettering proclaiming its name ‘Melrose’ has almost faded away in the intervening century. The Phillipses, who had previously lived in Holloway, Highbury, and other ancient suburbs of London, consisted of Henry Phillips, who is described as ‘a hop factor’, and his Lambeth-born wife and four children. According to the 1891 census, these consisted of young Henry Phillips, known as Jim, twenty-one at the time, and grandly described as a ‘manufacturing chemist’, and three girls, Frances, Katherine and Mabel. In the background, living elsewhere, there was also an Uncle Oram, said to have been a lighterman on the Thames.




I know little of the personalities of Katherine and Mabel, known in the family as Kay and May, or how they spent their early life but have now learnt a lot about Frances Phillips. She did well at school, in spite of disliking mathematics on the grounds that there was only one right answer, and had intellectual and social aspirations and what her son later described as ‘a corrected cockney accent’. She got on well with everyone, however, and had close schoolfriends to whom she would write letters for the rest of her life. According to Quentin, his mother had ‘a genius for making and keeping friends’. He also made much of the fact that in early adult life she worked as a governess, viewing life from ‘the mezzanine floor’ between the upper and lower classes and sharpening her social awareness in the process. One of the families Frances worked for were the Turners, who lived at Tring in Hertfordshire and had a business called Spencer Turner, wholesale haberdashers whose London headquarters had dozens of telephone lines.




Between jobs Frances Phillips must have returned regularly to Longley Road and participated in whatever social activities – tennis parties and the like – were on offer there. In due course, her sister Mabel would marry John Washbourne, whose family lived in an identical house next door to the Pratts, and near the close of the century, Frances became engaged to Charles Pratt, now a qualified solicitor with an office at 46 Cannon Street in the City of London. Their subsequent marriage certificate indicates that Frances Marion Phillips was twenty-six, and Spencer Charles Pratt twenty-eight at the time of their wedding and that this took place on 24 November 1899 at St Mary’s, The Boltons, in Kensington. The bridegroom was living temporarily at 53 Drayton Gardens, a newly built block of flats a few minutes’ walk from the church.




There is not a great deal to add to these bald details except that Charles Pratt had ginger hair and, then or later, a ginger moustache and that Frances Phillips considered that she had made, by what her son later called ‘Lady Bracknell standards’, a good marriage. By marrying into the professional classes, ‘she considered she had done as well as she could’. The choice of St Mary’s, The Boltons, for the nuptials was perhaps an indication of the social pretensions of the young couple. The Boltons, which consists of two crescents of vast white stuccoed mansions, with the church in the middle, was and is one of the grandest addresses in London, much favoured today by the very rich and currently the home of my literary agent Gillon Aitken.




Anyway, the Pratts were never to live in Kensington, or Chelsea for that matter. Their first married home, which I have bothered to visit, was called Westdene on the west side of Beeches Avenue, Carshalton, between houses called Sandhurst and Aviemore. It is an unprepossessing property, in spite of its large bow windows and the communal pathway and hedge which protect it from the road, but Charles Pratt was already living beyond his means. If Quentin is to be trusted, Westdene was soon visited by bailiffs and the Pratts moved on to 4 Kestrel Avenue in Herne Hill, where the Pratts’ first child, Phyllis, was born on 10 January 1901, then on to a house called Nethercroft in Grosvenor Road, West Wickham, where a son Gerald was born the following autumn. The family’s financial problems remained unresolved and the death of Mr Pratt’s father – leaving £413 – did not alleviate matters. On 3 November 1902, Charles Pratt was pronounced bankrupt and the following week faced a public examination in Carey Street.




It is interesting to note that this calamity did not prevent him practising as a solicitor, though it may have accounted for his frequently moving house and office. He was soon in new offices at 73 Queen Victoria Street and in a newly built house called Wolverton in Egmont Road, Sutton. This house is still there today and though now known simply as 52 Egmont Road appears a distinct improvement on the family’s previous homes, offering three storeys and plenty of room for an expanding family. Here on 10 November 1907, a second son Lewis was born and, thirteen months later on Christmas Day 1908, lunch was interrupted with the news that Mrs Pratt had given birth to a third son. He was given the names Denis Charles and would be known as Denis until he reached his late twenties and changed it to Quentin Crisp.




This narrative can now be enriched or dolled up or actually distorted by what Quentin has written about his childhood and by what he told me about it in conversations and pseudo-interviews during the last thirty years of his life: I say ‘pseudo’ because I became an interviewer long before I published my first interview and it could almost be said I was practising on Quentin Crisp, who was a born interviewee. Whenever he spoke or wrote about his childhood he was at pains to emphasize, exaggerate and make jokes about his sickliness. ‘I was frightened from the word go,’ he told me. A few days old, he caught pneumonia and was ‘literally as well as metaphorically wrapped in cotton wool’. For the first twelve years of his life, he suffered from continuous illnesses and spent a lot of time in bed, initially in a cot in his parents’ room from where he witnessed ‘the long despairing groan’ which accompanied his father’s sexual climax. Being in bed pleased him. ‘It made me feel sacred in some sort of way.’ In later life, he boasted that his early ambition was to be ‘a chronic invalid’ and that he cried ‘almost all the time, out of grief and self-pity, all reproach seemed unjust’. When I asked if he was suicidal, he replied, ‘All the time. I wished I was dead.’ He also had what his governesses called ‘accidents’, which he subsequently described as attempts to draw attention to himself, exacerbated by his particular susceptibility to ‘anal stimulus’ and the pleasure of retaining his faeces.




In appearance, he was, he claims, ‘a frail, pale, hopeless child’. He was ‘very plain’, had ‘rich mouse hair’, ‘filthy brown eyes’, ‘crooked teeth’ and was soon to wear spectacles. To this unappealing self-portrait he adds, with the benefit of a sort of hindsight, that he was ‘disfigured from birth by the characteristics of a certain type of homosexual person’. He also claims or boasts that he was from birth ‘an object of mild ridicule’ and ‘the wettest of weaklings’. In How to Become a Virgin, he explains, ‘I was the youngest child and consequently the butt of mockery almost from birth.’ This may be so but it was partly his movements, the flutter of his hands and partly his voice, which he described as ‘an insinuating blend of eagerness and caution’, which apparently inspired people to ask, ‘Why is he so feeble? Why is he so wet? Is he ill?’




These lively, semi-comic and oversimplified questions are only Quentin’s perception of how he imagined people reacted to his childish self, not what he actually heard them say, and we will meet many more of these self-mocking or self-simplifying projections in the course of this story. This is not to deny that Quentin was a very odd child who may indeed have looked wet and ill. ‘I was conspicuously absurd,’ he says. ‘I went on as though I was a beautiful princess.’ When he was not lying flat out and motionless on the hearthrug while his mother and sister sat busily sewing or writing letters in front of a ‘threadbare fire’, he was swanning around the house in an ‘exotic swoon’. Into these games, this world of make-believe involving beautiful ladies and brave knights, he sometimes succeeded in dragging his brother Lewis, but he never ever, he insists, played with any other boys. ‘I knew I would get hurt and not win,’ he says.




And here we run into the first of many contradictions in the character of Quentin Crisp. Like many superficially inadequate individuals he had considerable inner reserves and his outer drippiness concealed a great deal of pride and haughtiness, assertiveness and an independence which is the opposite of wetness. Even the text of The Naked Civil Servant abounds with these contradictions. Describing his life in Sutton, he states that he was far too timid to go beyond the garden gate. Two pages later, he tells us that he thought nothing of going alone to the end of the road and getting a lift off a rag-and-bone man who dumped him on Sutton Downs, two or three miles away. In later life, he could only explain this anomaly by referring to his lust for attention. ‘I was a monstrous show-off,’ he told me. ‘I had this terrible lust for attention, every hour of every day. I ought to have been an only child. I should have gone on the stage but I was very plain.’




Fortunately, or unfortunately, there was a full household at Egmont Road, a governess and other servants to flatter as well as two parents and three siblings to show off to. Young Denis – his family continued to use this name for the rest of his life – danced incessantly for the servants and made up poetry, which he inflicted on everyone present. Pressed to explain what this poetry was like, he replied, ‘I imagine it was romantic, dreamy, sad, pseudo-poetic and misspelt.’ Other showing-off behaviour included rushing into a room where his mother was talking to a visitor and saying, ‘Look, I can stand on one toe!’ and if these tactics failed, he had more unpleasant ones up his sleeve – ‘I’ll cut the tablecloth, shall I?’ he once asked – which prompted his sister Phyllis to tell him in later life, ‘You were a terrible child.’




How much Mrs Pratt shared this view is difficult to discern. Though lively and chatty and with a gift for friendship, she was herself a pretentious woman, whose way of speaking was sometimes made fun of, especially when she lapsed into cockney by calling her sisters May and Kay ‘My’ and ‘Ky’. Her experiences as a governess had reinforced her class-consciousness. According to Quentin, his mother could spot the difference between real and false diamonds at a distance and she was inclined to speak with ‘ostentatious condescension’ about ‘servant gals’ and ‘suffragettes’. When people arrived on the dot of three for a tea party, she protested – ‘screeched’ is the word Quentin uses – that no one should be so ill-bred as to arrive at the right time. In an interview, Quentin described his mother as very good-looking but in How to Become a Virgin he tells us that she had ‘a high bridge to her nose, hooded eyes and lips that were made for sucking a lemon’. At Sutton, she kept Pekinese and each week she got two books out of W. H. Smith’s Lending Library in Sloane Square rather than the local free library, explaining, ‘I don’t want my books covered in coffee and blood.’




How much of a conspiracy was there between Mrs Pratt and her youngest child? In many respects, she was a conscientious parent. In later life, Quentin told me that his mother never deceived her children by saying, ‘This won’t hurt’ or ‘I’ll be back soon’, and her initial bewilderment over Denis was followed by years of worry about him. But she also had problems of her own. A frustrated woman with a sociable nature, social pretensions and fashionable ideas, she was restless in the company of her husband and later spent time in various nursing homes coping with the pressures of the marriage. Was the ‘exotic swoon’ that her son had entered close to her own secret ideal? Quentin Crisp wrote in the autobiographical synopsis submitted to the publishers Jonathan Cape, that he spent his early life dreaming that he was a woman, and adding, ‘Either my mother led me into this dream or she sustained me in it.’ She certainly seems to have encouraged him to believe that dressing up in female clothes and playing the part of an upper-class woman was, as Quentin puts it, ‘a taste we shared’. Or was it just a way of keeping him quiet? And did the social-climbing aspect of her son’s ‘gauzy internal dream’ mean more to her than its sexual ingredient? Certainly Mrs Pratt swung between upbraiding and cosseting him and from time to time she had fits of indulgence, such as buying him a pair of blocked ballet shoes in the vain hope that he might become a dancer. The relationship remains a mystery. When, years later, I asked if he loved his mother, Quentin characteristically sidestepped the issue by replying, ‘In the beginning I depended utterly on her. Today I try to love everybody.’ But he was frank in admitting that he enjoyed his mother’s company – both of them longed to talk – and may have encouraged her in some of her excesses: he remembered begging her as a child to wear gold shoes at a local wedding. Mrs Pratt – known to her family and friends as ‘Baba’ – was certainly a strong character in her own right and had a cultural influence on Denis which would continue into his teenage years and beyond. ‘It could be said,’ he remarked magisterially in later life, ‘that I inherited something from my mother.’ On another occasion, he stated with a certain proud peevishness, ‘If anyone shaped my character, I suppose it was my parents, particularly my mother, and regretfully I admit because of them I am invincibly middle-class.’




So what of Mr Pratt? Again, Quentin uses broad brushstrokes to paint a picture of a man who was already exceedingly oblique. In The Naked Civil Servant, he tells us that his father was a ‘fastidious’ man who would dust a chair before sitting down on it and eat a banana with a knife and fork – ‘to modern minds a dead giveaway if ever there was one’. Of what, exactly? At other times, Quentin described his father as ‘a cypher’ and ‘a shadow’, and adds ‘One wished he wasn’t there.’ According to Quentin, his father was not an authoritative figure, ‘just grim’ and ‘occasionally very angry’. Did he ever hit his youngest son? ‘He couldn’t afford to. He would have killed me.’ In later life, Quentin denounced his father as ‘a shyster lawyer, who got money off old ladies’, but from the perspective of a child he simply appeared as an excruciatingly solemn city worker, complete with silk hat and ginger moustache, who kissed his wife ‘as though she was the Bible’ as he set off each morning for the half-hour walk to Sutton station, where he would catch a train to his office in the City of London. In the evening, Mr Pratt had dinner – Quentin calls it ‘evening meal’ – and then slept, snoring loudly, with the bridge cards still in his hand. At weekends, he retreated to the garage to fiddle about with a broken-down, second-hand car, which was his only outdoor interest besides mowing the lawn. ‘He was mechanically-minded but by no means a wizard,’ says his son succinctly. Occasionally, he took his family out for a spin, purposeless trips to the surrounding countryside often punctuated by shouts of ‘Can you hear a rattling?’ Writing many years later to the film director Denis Mitchell, Quentin says of his father’s misplaced love of machinery, ‘His car was the only thing my father showed any affection for.’ But he also acknowledges that his father was the only member of his family who never teased or ridiculed him – ‘He went on as if nothing unpleasant had happened’ – but adds that this was perhaps because his father hardly ever spoke. In Resident Alien, Quentin Crisp also writes that his father had taught him to walk ‘in the excruciating armour of self-restraint’, thus partly equipping him for his future martyrdom.




But just how accurate are all these impressions? Quentin’s sister Phyllis remained devoted to her father, even to the extent of denying that he was ever a bankrupt, and there is a photograph in the family’s possession which contradicts the image of Mr Pratt which his son put out. He is tall, good-looking and athletic and wearing tennis clothes. He smiles quizzically towards the camera. Beside him stands his oldest son, Gerald, smiling shyly and also in tennis clothes, and between them in a deckchair sits Baba Pratt, posing prettily under a parasol with her eyes shut.




Quentin admits that his parents suffered on account of his selfishness and seems to have eliminated happy images of them from his mind. ‘They were miserable,’ he says firmly and the main source of their misery was money. ‘They never raised their voices. They never had a row. But she was forever asking him for money.’ Mrs Pratt had no money of her own and no bank account, and often had to remind her husband as he set off for the City that the coalman or some other tradesman would be calling that day and she had nothing to give them. Denis later noted the arrival of dustmen, postmen and ‘other public servants’ who came ‘knocking on the door and wishing the householder a Merry Christmas until they were given a reward’. Underneath his conventional façade Mr Pratt was, according to Quentin, ‘in no sense a realist’. The only thing that kept his parents together – and perhaps binds many couples – was their shared social aspirations. ‘Keeping up with the Joneses was a full-time job with my mother and father,’ writes Quentin Crisp in his autobiography and goes on to make his famous joke about it being much cheaper to drag the Joneses down to one’s own level. On other occasions he remembers how his mother ordered him ‘Money is never to be spoken of’, how she forbade him to play in the front garden on Sundays and how she dragged her husband off to church even though he had ‘no religion’.




Certainly the Pratts did not act as if they were poor. Mr and Mrs Pratt once went on a day trip to Boulogne – their only experience of the Continent – and regularly took the whole family on seaside holidays to places like Brighton and Bognor where they stayed in rooming houses. ‘I realize now how much I hated it,’ said Quentin years later. The house in Egmont Road, where they lived until the outbreak of the First World War, seems to have been comfortable and well run, typical of others in this area, most of which had fancy front gates, verandahs – ideal for conversion into a stage for Denis’s early amateur dramatics – and boxrooms or attics containing dressing-up boxes full of clothes, sometimes dating back more than one generation. At Egmont Road, there was a ‘rug box’ in the hall, linen baskets elsewhere and a telephone, used for ordering groceries. There were also Mrs Pratt’s Pekinese and there were cats. Quentin’s sister Phyllis owned a camera and someone else in the family may have possessed a movie camera: I was told by one of Quentin’s nieces that a home movie existed showing Mrs Pratt in bed, surrounded by cats, with her youngest child prancing barefoot in the background.




And of course there were the servants. None of their names will be known until the contents of the 1911 census are unveiled but Quentin remembered a governess named Miss Birmingham: ‘She ruled us.’ It says something for the Pratts that, whatever their inner struggles, the household presented a united front. Never at this time or at any time in the future were there any feuds in the family and although Denis came in for lots of teasing from his brother Lewis, it did not come, he says, ‘in a form that was hard to bear’. When I asked if Lewis was fond of him, he replied simply, ‘I wonder.’ Occasional visitors to the house also added some amusement. Mr Pratt may have had no friends and his few relations may have made no appearance, but Mrs Pratt made sure that her children kept in touch with her family. Denis met his aunts May and Kay and was ‘formally introduced’ to his mother’s mother, who wore black. Aunt May’s husband John Washbourne died at an early age and she was left with a son called Morris to bring up alone. Mrs Pratt urged Lewis and Denis to be kind to Morris when he came over to play but the two brothers decided to give their cousin ‘hell’, which suggests a certain comradeship existed between them. This was less evident when the two brothers were taken, in matching sailor suits, to a photographer’s studio in Sutton. Denis was in his element, ‘posing and posturing’ for the camera, but Lewis hated the experience, especially when told to hold hands with his little brother. Sadly, those particular photographs have not survived but another picture of Denis’s three siblings does exist, in which they look well dressed and well fed. Writing of this period later, Quentin Crisp also makes much of the relationships he formed with various neighbours’ children, all girls of course, with whom he played the same rather repetitive game which involved him dressing up in female attire and saying things like ‘I am very proud and very beautiful.’ More conventional parties, where games involved kissing, Denis approached with great reluctance, avoiding the fray on one occasion by sitting in another room and playing patience with a pack of card she had ‘thoughtfully’ brought along with him.




Each Sunday, Denis was forced into the same heavily starched sailor suit and taken along the road to worship at Christchurch, an oppressive Gothic-style building that had gone up in the 1870s and is still there today. When he was a bit older, Mrs Pratt went a great deal further and dolled him up in a green tulle dress and a wreath of roses – was much persuasion needed? – and got him to play a fairy in a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream being staged at Sutton Town Hall; his sister Phyllis was also involved and so was a family friend called Miss Benmore. On stage Denis danced himself silly and fought with another fairy for the most prominent place – again revealing some of the assertiveness that lay behind his feeble, tearful façade. ‘Fancy my mother allowing it,’ he mused later. In The Naked Civil Servant, Quentin further titillates the reader with the information that the actor who had directed the production, and on whose knee he had perched, was promptly arrested for seducing one of the boys and was seen on Sutton station in handcuffs.




Life at Wolverton – the name of the house in Egmont Road has a coy flatness without the utter absurdity of those around it which gloried in names like Wyuna, Glenmore and St Columb – seems to have been oriented towards vaguely mind-improving activities. Denis’s ‘exotic swoon’ was hedged in with family prayers, which he says he ‘rattled off’, and other rituals. He was taught to play the piano but says he had ‘no musicality whatsoever’ and would indeed profess a lifelong hatred of music. There was chess, which Quentin Crisp continued to play all his life and with increasing viciousness, and there were card games. When we met in New York in 1998, he became particularly animated at the mention of Bolivian canasta and told me this is ‘played with three packs with two jokers each’. But does his dedication to these pastimes – and later to crosswords, which had not yet hit England – and his subsequent career bear out his aphorism, ‘Those who play games seriously always lose in life’? And how much did Quentin Crisp owe to his mother’s literary interests? According to his niece Frances, with whose parents Baba Pratt would live in later life, she was ‘extremely well read’. There was her steady stream of library books and there were the books she read out to her children. ‘She read in a “poetry voice” but she read extremely well,’ Quentin recalled, ‘partly perhaps because she was made to read the same pieces so often.’ Favoured pieces were The Lady of the Lake and The Idylls of the King and these undoubtedly fuelled her son’s erotic dreams. She also read aloud ‘quite difficult books’ like Night and Morning by Bulwer Lytton, of whom the Pratts possessed the entire works. On one occasion, Denis would catch his mother dusting these volumes, taking each off the shelf as she did so. ‘I wouldn’t do all that,’ he told her, prompting his mother’s witty reply, ‘I know you wouldn’t. That’s why I must.’ In later life, Quentin declared he grew up on the works of Rider Haggard – but perhaps we are jumping ahead too fast.




In 1914, when Denis was only five years old, the Pratt family made another of its moves, leaving Wolverton in Egmont Road, whose next occupant was a certain Brigadier-General Wilkinson, for a rather smaller house a few minutes’ walk away in Cornwall Road. This new home, in a newly built road on the edge of open countryside, rejoiced in the rather babyish name Cotlands and was between houses called Buckhurst and St Ives, all with integral garages and pebbledashed walls. From here Denis followed his brothers to a private school in nearby Belmont where he found himself ‘the constant object of amused attention’. By now his brother Lewis was racing around Sutton on a new bicycle but Denis was becoming increasingly zestless. The First World War had begun. ‘Death was everywhere,’ he wrote later. ‘It also floated on the air in the form of Spanish influenza. Even I in my tinsel tower became aware of it.’ He was also aware of the soldiers billeted in various private houses in the area and, in a way he could not quite understand, found them ‘emotionally disturbing’.




For most of the First World War the Pratt family seems to have continued its middle-class ways, taking holidays in a rented cottage at Pett on the Romney Marshes, a mile from the sea. With uncharacteristic sentiment, Quentin Crisp later recalled ‘the jolly, busy seaside resort of Hastings’ and ‘the romantic cliffs of Fairlight’. Most days the family carried a picnic to the wasp-infested Fairlight beach. Reverting to his more familiar tone, Quentin tells us, ‘I squeaked with feigned delight when I caught sight of the sea’, and would later surprise me with the information that he could swim. During these excursions, he also claims that they could hear the guns across the Channel as ‘the brave and the beautiful died like stampeding cattle’. Of the war itself he says, ‘I remember it all horribly well’ and describes it as ‘a desperate folly’ and ‘a horrible affair’.




Eventually, financial worries must have weighed down again upon Mr Pratt. In September 1916, his oldest son Gerald would follow him to Bloxham’s, where he eventually became captain of the school. School fees and other pressures now forced Mr Pratt to move his family to an even smaller house, called Pemberth, on the other side of Cornwall Road. Quentin Crisp makes much of this ‘first defeat in the presence of the Joneses’ but says that the only disadvantage of the move from his point of view was there were ‘no rooms and presumably no money’ for servants. He had lost his captive audience. In this humble new abode, the family lived till the end of the war. Here Denis displayed his taste for danger by begging his parents to wake him up if the Zeppelins came over – they broke their promise – and also experienced ‘an inkling of my terrible fate’ when he found some men digging up the road outside the new house. Denis was so transfixed by these working-class men and stared at them so hard, that one of them protested, ‘Look at him – he’s all eyes! Clear off!’ with such violence that his companion was moved to say, ‘For heaven’s sake, Bill. He’s only a kid!’




At about this time, Denis also had his first exposure to another happier aspect of his future. As soon as he was old enough not to be sick there, he was taken to the cinema. In a spirit of ‘ostentatious condescension’ – the second time we have met this phrase – Mrs Pratt accompanied her youngest son to various films at the two picture houses in Sutton. One of these was very small indeed and showed films by Chaplin and Buster Keaton. The other was big and glamorous and called The Futurist. The films his mother allowed him to see were carefully chosen and Quentin said later, ‘I got nothing out of it, then.’ He preferred the ballet in those days even if part of its charm, or so he claimed, was that one of the dancers might break his neck.




By 1919, Mr Pratt’s financial situation must have improved: he was now in new offices at 139 Cannon Street and was able to move his family to a much larger house in Epsom. Number 11 Ashdown Road, which then went under the ridiculous name Wanganni but is today called Heathfield Lodge, is a large three-storey building with six or seven bedrooms, two gates, and tall trees in its spacious garden. In 1919 there was a tennis court, on which even Denis was able to play – ‘in a hopeless sort of way’ – though the physical grace and coordination that came with his mature years were still a long way off. When challenged by two girls with a skipping-rope, he had found he was unable to skip – a disability I remember suffering from at the same age. In this new house, there were servants again – a maid in a black dress served meals – and ten-year-old Denis danced up and down the staircase to entertain them. The only cloud on the horizon was Mrs Pratt’s ‘nerves’. During the next four years, she went in and out of various nursing homes and hospitals and in her absence the household was run by Denis’s sister, Phyllis, now in her late teens. Mr Pratt’s presence is again shadowy and Quentin Crisp would issue typically conflicting statements about his father’s role in his life. In How to Go to the Movies, he writes of being ‘pushed towards boyhood’ by his father but elsewhere he claims, ‘My father never took the slightest interest in me or my education.’




With the move to Epsom, Denis also changed schools. In January 1920, he became a pupil at a boys’ school called Kingswood House, which had been founded in Ashley Road, Epsom, at the turn of the century. According to local tradition this establishment prided itself on not admitting any boy whose father was in trade and dressed its pupils in red blazers adorned with green piping, and red caps on which the school’s monogram was intertwined in green. The school also claims to have had a strong music, art and drama tradition and one of its famous old boys is the artist John Piper, some five years Denis’s senior. Closer contemporaries included Desmond Walter Ellis, later an actor, and Austin Duncan-Jones, later a professor of philosophy, who joined the school the same day. Denis’s progress in this new environment is hard to evaluate. He was bad at all games, frightened of being hurt, didn’t see very well and lacked strength, but these disabilities did not stop him becoming a Boy Scout and even attending a scout camp at Shanklin on the Isle of Wight. In academic terms, he may have seemed ‘very bright’ but argues that education in those days was ‘just a question of memory’. Somewhere inside him lurked a perverted, even violent form of ambition. ‘I wanted to shine, which was mistaken for a passion for learning,’ he told me years later. ‘I wanted to be first and I wanted to be praised.’




It was perhaps in this frame of mind that he wrote the pseudojingoistic and remarkably prophetic poem which appeared under his name, D. C. Pratt, in the March 1920 issue of the Kingswood House school magazine.










Keep up to the mark and don’t get slack,


Intelligence here we ought not to lack!


Never be feeble and never be slow,


Girls and women are that you know!


Sums and French are a bit of a fag


When you feel you’d rather be having a rag,


Of course you know this cannot be done,


Out of School is the time for fun;


Drawing’s the nicest thing in the day,


Hours and hours at that I could stay!


Other lessons are not so bad;


Used up are our brains so when finished we’re glad,


Still it’s all right, not too much to do,


Everyone else ought to come and try too!
















There is some outrageous bluffing in these fourteen lines and signs of an obeisance to the school spirit – note that the first letters of each line spell out its name – which seems utterly out of character. His adverse comment on ‘girls and women’ is comically priggish and disloyal to the woman inside himself, yet the whole poem seems to have the dictatorial quality which coloured some of his later pronouncements. Was it, like so many of his later utterances, a big joke? Or was it a misguided last attempt to embrace boyhood? Only his mention of drawing sounds straightforward and there is an implication that this was an activity he did alone while ‘everyone else’ was elsewhere. In later life, Quentin Crisp told me, ‘I was good at drawing. I could do that from the dawn of history. It’s something I knew from the beginning.’ His skill with the pencil – he was still only eleven – may have represented a lifeline for him and certainly gave his mother grounds for hoping that her son would one day become an artist.




Kingswood School was run by a certain Revd Kenneth Sandberg who, according to Quentin, ruled his pupils by their nerves. ‘When he was not browbeating us, he was kissing us. Both these forms of punishment reduced me to tears.’ In the spring of 1920, Mr Sandberg moved the school from its stifling and inadequate premises in Ashley Road to new ones at the top of West Hill, Epsom, which had once been occupied by a girls’ school called Tanglewood. Here in the garden during the summer of 1921, Denis and thirty-six other boys posed for a school photograph. The twelve-year-old youth who eventually became Quentin Crisp stares bleakly, haughtily, towards the camera, cap pulled down over his brow. Compared with the smiling, healthy-looking boys who surround him, he resembles an ugly ornament whose small mouth, pointed chin and sticking-out ears give him the look of a sad little elephant, or elf, who is still doing his best to conform. There is no flicker of a smile about his lips or hint of the show-off about his demeanour. Nor is there any flavour of effeminacy about him. At this stage, the future Quentin Crisp was still deeply buried. In later life he said of this period, ‘I feigned not to be angry and eventually became entirely free from indignation.’




From what little we know of him, the young Denis Pratt seems to have already led something of a double life. During the holidays, he had glimpses of happiness and excitement, and ‘nearly fainted with delight’ when his mother took him, sometime in 1920, to see the famous West End show Chu-Chin-Chow which had been running for several years at His Majesty’s Theatre in the Haymarket, starring Lily Brayton. The show featured live camels on stage and was the first ‘adult entertainment’ the boy had seen. He was equally delighted to see at this time a film called The Rift, starring Pauline Fredericks. At school, there were few pleasures outside the art room though it may have been a consolation that he went home for lunch each day to Ashdown Road. In the classroom he was forced to read Hereward the Wake – ‘Did you like it?’ ‘No’ – and underwent more of the torture he had already become accustomed to. The staff also tried to score off him, subjecting the ‘corrected cockney accent’ which he shared with his mother to what he called ‘limp ridicule’. In spite of these ordeals, he eventually sat his Common Entrance exam and won what he describes as a very poor scholarship to a public school in the Midlands. His reaction to this small but significant step forward was rather refreshing. Lapsing briefly into the jargon of an ordinary schoolboy, he thought to himself, ‘Well, that’s a relief!’




The school to which he was sent in the autumn of 1922 was called Denstone but is only identified in The Naked Civil Servant as ‘a public school on the borders of Staffordshire and Derbyshire’. Why the Pratts chose it instead of Bloxham’s, where Denis’s brother Lewis had recently followed his father and older brother, isn’t clear. If Quentin’s claims that his father never took any interest in such matters was true, then the school must have been Mrs Pratt’s choice – or was the scholarship or ‘exhibition’ an important factor? The unanswered and unanswerable questions in this book are numerous.




Denstone College had been founded in 1868, on a fine site on top of a hill five miles north of Uttoxeter and not far from Alton Towers, where a famous amusement park stands today. The school, still very much in existence and proud of its past, is built in the Gothic style of what Professor Pevsner calls ‘the middle pointed kind’ and is devoid of ornament. According to Quentin Crisp, ‘It looked a cross between a prison and a church and it was.’ The school motto is Lignum Crucis Arbor Scientiae, which translates uninterestingly as ‘A Branch of the Cross is the Tree of Knowledge’. In 1922, there were 350 boys in the school and the fees were £40 a term. Denis Pratt’s ‘poor scholarship’ would have been worth £30 a year, which knocked a quarter off the fees. According to a Public School Year Book of that time, all pupils attended gymnastic classes and the school’s cadet force competed at Bisley. Arts were not a priority in those days, which the current secretary of the Denstone Old Boys’ Association suggests may have accounted for some boys taking them up rather forcefully on leaving school.




Before setting off for Denstone for the first time, Denis had ‘a routine fit of weeping’ and possibly the last flood of tears or outburst of any form of emotion until the very end of his life. From then on ‘the armour of self-restraint’ seems to have fallen on him and he somehow managed to cope with all the ensuing humiliations, even claiming that these provided him with a ‘dress rehearsal’ for the treatment he would receive on the streets of London. ‘If I had gone straight from home to adulthood, it would have been like falling off a cliff. At school, you learn how to bear injustice.’




He also learnt how to be anonymous. ‘It’s a very small entry,’ said the current headmaster’s secretary on finding the name of D. C. Pratt on the files. Nor are there any surviving school photographs to show him as a teenager. In The Naked Civil Servant, Quentin tells us that he spent a lot of his time at boarding school lying low under fire and in a subsequent article in Vogue he reveals that he even tried to keep his Christian name a secret ‘as though it was a secret vulnerable part of my body’.




He also learnt how to bear being ‘half-starved, half-frozen and humiliated in a number of different ways’. Just how much he suffered is hard to tell. ‘At public school of course I never had a moment’s rest,’ he told The Times three-quarters of a century later. In his autobiography, he claims to have been ‘very unpopular indeed’ and refers to the tiny mark that still existed on his wrist where boys tried to saw through the flesh with a jagged ruler. At night, he told Vogue readers, he longed for death and once went to bed with a handkerchief stuffed into his mouth in the hope that he might suffocate. Yet he never tried to escape and never seriously questioned the system that he was part of. Whatever the degree of unpopularity – Quentin Crisp’s inclination to exaggerate, bluff and confuse his readers should always be borne in mind – it derived only partly from the wetness and oddness we have already noted. It was also the result of his swottishness. ‘I worked hard at lessons,’ he said later. ‘Or at least hard enough to shine. I was openly eager to take exams.’ When the French master announced that Pratt was ‘the cleverest boy at Denstone’, a very likely claim in view of his eventual triumphs, the other boys sneered and perhaps planned further humiliations.




Looking back on these days at boarding school, Quentin could recall only one friend, and not a particularly close one at that, a boy called Webb who occasionally called on him during the holidays. There was only one boy of this name at the school at this time, a certain Humphrey Gerald Webb, who came from Streatham in South London and would spend all his working life as an employee of the National Provincial Bank, ending his days at a branch in Southampton in 1965. With his other fellow pupils, Denis Pratt ‘forfeited all friendship’ while beadily judging them from a distance. He became particularly incensed by a departing head prefect who ‘in the middle of the corniest speech I had ever heard’, broke down and said he was actually sorry to be leaving the school. With the teaching staff he had no problems and may have even formed some bonds. The headmaster, Dr Grier, who offered ‘a mixture of menace and flirtation’, he disliked from the start but an English master named Douglas Laughton, ‘tall, painfully thin and very nice’ and a cousin of the actor Charles Laughton, won his respect by remarking one hot day, ‘This is ridiculous. Why don’t we go for a long walk?’ As walks in the country were never one of Quentin’s priorities, his response to this remark is of double interest. Reflecting later on the staff at Denstone, he also said, ‘When you look back you realize they were going mad.’




How lonely was he? Did he miss his brother Lewis, now flourishing at Bloxham’s where he was due to become both captain of boxing and captain of swimming and something of a star on the school stage? Lewis Pratt’s performance as Sir Toby Belch in Twelfth Night was said to have got ‘a good press’ in 1924. And did Denis miss his parents? We know only that at the beginning of each term Mrs Pratt accompanied him to St Pancras Station in silence. ‘We hardly spoke,’ he would recall later. ‘Perhaps she felt guilty. I felt sick.’ During his four years at Denstone, Denis received no visits from his parents though this was not unusual at the time and Mrs Pratt doubtless wrote her son scores of letters each term. There were also parcels of tuck from Selfridges department store, which was close to the basement flat at 106 Clarence Gate Mansions, where the family moved in 1924, after a spell in a lodging house in Queen’s Gate. This temporary address belongs in this story not because it is near where I live today but because it was here, in the bath, that one day Denis discovered the rewards of masturbation, which he would later describe as ‘the only fact of life that I have ever fully understood’.




In his autobiography, Quentin states that by this age he had begun to see sex as ‘a weapon to allure, subjugate and if possible destroy the personality of others’. He also claims that he longed to be ‘the subject of a school-shaking romance’ and ‘lure some boy to his doom’ but he failed in this ambition, thanks partly to the combination of his physical disadvantages and tin-rimmed spectacles, which formed ‘a natural chastity belt’. In The Naked Civil Servant, he tells us, ‘I think I can say that effeminate homosexuals are those who indulge least in sex acts with other boys at school’ and informs us that he went to bed with only one boy during his schooldays.




This incident took place on the last night of one term. Quentin later described the other boy as ‘strange’ and ‘the only coloured boy in the school, a half-caste from India or worse’ who was ‘hell-bent on having some kind of sexual experience other than masturbation, which he already knew about’. For Denis, ‘all that mattered was that I had got into bed with a man’, and from this limited point of view the event was ‘a great triumph’. For the rest of his schooldays, he was content to lead a voyeuristic role, admitting later that ‘the love life of the prefects’ was one of his ‘abiding preoccupations’. He devotes several paragraphs in his autobiography to a ‘brutish and mocking’ individual who eventually got beaten by the headmaster in front of the entire school. He describes this ‘disgusting’ event with uncharacteristically unambiguous indignation and tells us that his distaste for Dr Grier turned immediately to hatred. ‘In our menagerie, our headmaster was the most outrageous gargoyle of them all,’ he told Vogue readers. ‘He walked with a slight limp, to increase the appearance of grandeur, and he was the personification of pompous but cunning cruelty.’ Dr Grier, an Old Denstonian himself and father of four sons, later put down his cane and became Provost of St Ninian’s Cathedral, Perth, and author of The Scottish Kalender of Saints. On his death in 1940, he was described as ‘somewhat remote and austere’ but a former school chaplain, the Revd C. K. Thacker, would remember him for his ‘unfailing kindness and complete understanding of boys’.




During his time at boarding school, Denis Pratt – or is it easier to call him Quentin Crisp? – seems to have succeeded in learning the rules and conforming on many levels. He tells us that he ‘splashed about in the mud’ on the playing field, without ever going near the ball, and cheered from the touchline with his mouth open but uttering no sound. More remarkably, he also served in the Officers’ Cadet Force, properly dressed in puttees, handling a rifle, on occasion commanding the squad, and was eventually promoted to lance-corporal. In academic terms, he initially did well, passing his School Certificate and reaching the sixth form when he was only fifteen. He then gave up, having reached what he describes as ‘the limit of my educatability’, to the disappointment of his teachers. ‘I had a good memory,’ he claims, ‘but no capacity to reason.’ For the rest of his life he would masquerade as a ‘dunderhead’ and repeatedly claim that he had only ‘a crossword mentality’.




Such mock-modesty needs to be taken with the usual pinch of salt and Quentin’s boast about his ‘crossword mentality’ deserves looking at in more detail: the crossword craze had only just arrived from America and the Pratt family had become early addicts. After puzzling all night over a difficult clue, Mrs Pratt once appeared at breakfast and simply announced, ‘Porcupine’. Quentin became a lifelong crossword fanatic, and it is easy to argue that some of his wit, verbal precision, alertness, articulacy and even his emotional detachment may have derived from his addiction to this pastime. It is also very likely that Denis Pratt was far better informed about artistic matters than most of his fellows. During the holidays in Epsom and later in London, Mrs Pratt continued her youngest son’s cultural initiation. Quentin reminds us often that his mother had ‘mildly highbrow pretensions’. During the summer holidays of 1925, when Denis was sixteen, she would take him to the Royal Academy summer show, where he would have seen works by William Russell Flint and Henry Tuke. In his autobiography, he writes that ‘Lord Leighton’s classical mock-ups’ were the first pictures he had eyed with real interest. His theatre-going had also become more sophisticated. With his sister Phyllis he had been to see Sybil Thorndike in the title role of Saint Joan which had opened in 1924 at the New Theatre in St Martin’s Lane, up the street from the theatre where one day he would appear in his own one-man show. He also saw Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars, which opened respectively in 1925 and 1926. His reading had now graduated to Rider Haggard and Katherine Mansfield, though he would later say of the latter, ‘I now realize she was an excruciatingly feminine writer.’ These cultural discoveries were accompanied by further family events. In 1925 the Pratts moved to 9 York Mansions beside Battersea Park, though not actually looking onto it, and were to remain there for two or three years. On 10 June 1925, Phyllis Pratt, now twenty-four, fulfilled her long-term ambition in marrying a clergyman, John Payne, who had been educated at Boston Grammar School and St Edmund’s Hall, Oxford, and was soon to become vicar of East and West Anstey on the foothills of Exmoor in what Quentin would repeatedly call ‘darkest Devonshire’.




It seems that Denis was allowed time off from Denstone to attend his sister’s wedding at St Barnabas’s Church in Clapham, South London, at which Mrs Pratt wore a chiffon frock in autumnal colours and Lewis Pratt sang a solo. Whether Denis’s heart was in the ceremony is another matter. He later wrote, ‘I withdrew my ambassadors from God at the age of fifteen.’ At any rate it is unlikely that his absence from Denstone would have been greatly regretted or noticed. During his last few terms at the school, he says he gave up all pretence of work and ‘sat in a Nissen hut reading the trashy novels of Susan Glaspell’. And with his schoolfellows he now set out to be provocative, to make a career out of his unpopularity. Deliberately or not, Denis Pratt had become something of a spectacle. ‘The other boys pointed me out to their parents. By then, I had given up trying to be a schoolboy,’ he says. Already ‘hooked on exhibitionism’, a phrase which would gain greater meaning in the future, he flopped about the school saying things like ‘What is cricket?’ Waiting at Derby station with four or five other boys also heading for London, he even started ‘jigging about’, moving one of those with him to declare, ‘My God, you’re dancing!’ At the age of seventeen, his mousy hair went curly and his thoughts about the future darkened. Hearing from the Indian boy about the existence of male prostitutes, he even asked himself bleakly, ‘I wonder if I could do that?’




Denis Pratt left Denstone in July 1926 at the age of seventeen. On the last day of that summer term he walked jauntily down the school drive towards the outer world. ‘I did not yet know that it was but a larger prison where I would serve a longer sentence,’ he wrote later in Vogue. As he sauntered by, a boy lying on the grassy verge called out at him, ‘You’ll be back. They all say they’re leaving before they really do.’ Denis turned and looked at the speaker coldly but said nothing. Whatever his outer demeanour, he must have felt extremely apprehensive about the next stage of his life. Earlier that term, Mrs Pratt had persuaded her husband to write a desperate letter to the school’s elderly classics master, Mr Darwin-Swift, asking what was to be done about the boy. Darwin-Swift had replied that the boy did not have the makings of a scholar but showed some ability to write. His strange suggestion was that Denis should take a course studying journalism. ‘I was totally unsuited to this profession,’ writes Quentin Crisp in The Naked Civil Servant. ‘Above all, a journalist must be able to get on with people.’ The suggestion did, however, delay what he calls his ‘terrible confrontation with the outside world’.
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 A Comparatively Rare Bird






Philip O’Connor is that comparatively rare bird, a second-generation bohemian.


ANTHONY POWELL, Punch, 3 January 1958












Quentin Crisp may have come from a ‘middle-class, middling, middlebrow’ background but his mother and father were unmistakably if unsteadily ‘upwardly mobile’. The families from whom Philip O’Connor was descended, on the other hand, had elaborate pretensions, if shrouded in a good deal of mystery and make-believe. In the first sentence of Memoirs of a Public Baby, Philip proclaims that his mother was ‘a Fallen Gentlewoman’ and two pages later he is content to repeat a suggestion that his father was descended from the last High King of Ireland.




The facts about Philip’s father are hard to establish and his son’s attempts to investigate them proved largely unsuccessful. According to Philip’s mother, Bernard O’Connor was educated at Downside and Oxford, studied medicine, and early in the First World War was conscripted into service as a naval surgeon only to die at sea a few months later. Downside has a record of a certain Bernard O’Connor, born 1880, who was briefly at the school around 1893 – but neither the Admiralty, Oxford University nor the various doctors’ registers are able to authenticate the other claims. If unfounded, they certainly lend weight to the idea perpetuated by Philip’s mother that the man she had married was ‘riff-raff’ and ‘a cad’. The portrait of Philip’s father that emerges from Memoirs of a Public Baby is nonetheless beguiling. According to his wife, Bernard O’Connor had ‘a passion for clothes, for travelling, for jewellery and for women – and for cleanliness’. He wore bracelets, a monocle, continually changed his watches and ‘always inspected the corners of hotel rooms and raised hell about any dirt he found therein’. He preferred China above all other countries.




It is possible that Philip O’Connor may have injected some of his own pernicketiness into this account. He too very occasionally wore a monocle and he too professed a lifelong love for China, which he never visited. He also informs us that his father was supported by his mother all the time he was with her – another taste of things to come – and ‘was frequently and openly unfaithful, bringing his women home’. In an early draft of his book, part of which was published in Encounter, there are suggestions, later expurgated, of homosexual activities by his father. And there is the claim, not expurgated, that O’Connor senior would drown in a bucket ‘any male child of his issue’. This boast is of course impossible to challenge as it is fairly clear that Philip never met his father, who died or disappeared before he was born, leaving his wife, or widow, to bring up Philip and his older sister Desirée on her own.




Mrs O’Connor was a resourceful and desperate woman, who made equally far-fetched claims about her own background. Born Winifred Xavier Rodyke-Thompson in Limerick in 1889, she sprang from a fervently Roman Catholic family of mixed distinction. It is difficult to substantiate her claims that her grandfather had been born into the Spring-Rice family and changed his name – years later Philip O’Connor tried to broach this matter with the head of the Spring-Rice clan, Lord Monteagle – but perfectly true that others in her family had done well in India, in spite of marrying more than once into Asian families. According to Philip, one of them had become Governor of Bengal, another had won the VC.




Philip O’Connor was proud of his background, claiming to be of Irish-Dutch-Burmese ancestry, even boasting on one occasion that he was ‘partly coloured’. He was also proud of his mother’s darkish skin, tiny monkey-like figure – she was barely five foot in height – her small hands and feet and ‘liquid-oriental’ eyes. Whatever her origins – when Lord Monteagle failed to reply, Philip decided that the Spring-Rice family was ‘not very noble’ after all – Mrs O’Connor was apparently ‘distinctly lady-like’, showed signs of ‘authentic refinement’ and had even possessed ‘the remains of nice silver before it all went away’. Claims by others that Winifred Rodyke-Thompson had been presented at Court and become a student at the Slade only add to the mystery. After marrying at the age of nineteen, she seems to have operated on two different levels. Philip writes of her ‘hallucinated business acumen’ and ‘infantile irresponsibility’. Apparently, she had quickly embarked on various money-making schemes – later ones included putting slot machines in trams and importing second-hand typewriters from France into Belgium – all of which had foundered, while remaining ‘remarkably child-like’ in herself and ‘devoid of civic consciousness’. Philip O’Connor makes much of his mother’s ‘infantile giggle’ and ‘utter lack of British social seriousness’. Shortly before the First World War, Winifred O’Connor had given birth to her daughter Desirée – Philip says that this event took place on a train entering Paris, Desirée herself later stated that she was born in the Paris Ritz, delivered by her father, who was suffering from oyster-poisoning at the time – but these new responsibilities had failed to stabilize her. The war itself, the dwindling of her resources and departure of her husband can have only increased her precariousness.




In the summer of 1916, the threat of Zeppelin attacks on the capital – so exciting for the young Denis Pratt – drove Mrs O’Connor to take refuge at Leighton Buzzard in Bedfordshire, where she found rooms on the very edge of the town. Number 25 Clarence Road is a confusingly tiny two-bedroom, red-brick villa, offering a bow window and other decorative refinements you might find on a much larger house. It was here, on 8 September 1916, that Philip Constant Marie Bancroft O’Connor was born. These names, which he later described as ‘reminiscent of a Gilbert and Sullivan opera’, are characteristically ornate. So were his mother’s subsequent claims that ‘the King’s physician’ assisted at the birth.




Anyway, Mrs O’Connor and her two children were not long in Leighton Buzzard. They soon moved to Pinner in Middlesex and then Yeovil, where Desirée attended a local convent and Philip crawled down the stone steps of their house to offer his beloved toy piano and then his toy train to passers-by. While in Yeovil, Mrs O’Connor founded the Somerset Cigarette Agency and secured a government contract to make an inferior brand of cigarettes to be supplied to the troops.




The fact that she had the resources for these enterprises may owe something to her new friendship with a London character called Robert Haslam Jackson, a man of some means, to whom she had apparently been introduced by her uncle Sebastien, the supposed VC winner, at the time of her husband’s disappearance or recruitment into the navy. Haslam Jackson, as he seems to have been generally known, had been born near Barrow-in-Furness in 1880 and was said by Philip O’Connor to have had Spanish-Jewish blood. He had come to London at the turn of the century and become a dandified figure – ‘the last fag-end of the Edwardian mashers’ – mixing in theatrical and journalistic circles, forming an ‘association’ with the Daily Herald and the Daily Chronicle and attending meetings of the Playgoers’ Club. He was said to have been a friend of the popular playwright Henry Arthur Jones and a worshipper of Dr Johnson, after whose cat he called his dog. In 1914, Haslam Jackson had moved into comfortable quarters at 3 Essex Court, Middle Temple Lane, and been ‘invaded’ here by Winifred O’Connor, who would start what was to become a lifelong relationship with him. In Memoirs of a Public Baby, Philip O’Connor immediately raises the possibility that Haslam Jackson, rather than the pernickety doctor, was his father, partly on the grounds of his closeness to his mother and partly on the grounds of physical similarity. Photographs of Haslam Jackson certainly bear a resemblance to O’Connor in later life. Philip would talk and write of mannerisms they shared, not least ‘a brief upper lip slammed tight on a jutting lower one’. Others have argued that the dates don’t fit and such a thing would be quite out of character with what they knew of Jackson. What is incontrovertible is that Haslam Jackson was half-besotted with Winnie O’Connor and willingly and credulously invested several thousand pounds in her unlikely business schemes. At this stage, he could perhaps afford to do so. At Christmas 1916 he was vain and self-confident enough to send out a coloured cartoon of himself, smiling and pipe-smoking, with a Life of Johnson in the background.




When the war was over, Mrs O’Connor brought her two children to London where they stayed in a hotel ‘with magnificent pillared porticoes’ and then in a flat in Cromwell Road which Philip remembered for its ‘huge settee’, ‘embedding arm-chair’, ‘thick carpets’ and ‘low luscious lights’. His mother soon embarked on another venture making cheap cigarettes, in a room in Whitehall Court, near the Savoy Hotel, an enterprise which quickly foundered and would lead to Mrs O’Connor suing ‘one of the five big banks’ and being declared bankrupt.




In Memoirs of a Public Baby, Philip O’Connor writes that it was ‘probably in 1919’ that his mother, sister, nurse and he crossed over by night to France on a rough sea. He does not mention the creditors on his mother’s tail or the small weekly allowance provided for her by Haslam Jackson but he describes the whole journey with outstanding vividness: ‘the two funnels of the boat dutifully belching clouds of illuminated smoke’ and the flat in Paris where he slit open a bright silk cushion to find out what was inside, and then the Hôtel du Louvre, where ‘the sheets were silk or at least extremely soft’ and where he woke up with his head on his mother’s breast for the last time. He also remembers that his mother took a police-whistle with her and a boxful of papers relating to her business battles, two valises and a big trunk containing saucepans, a coffee-pot with an unscrewable handle and the effigy of baby Jesus, whose face had lost its colour by being kissed so much, behaviour which Philip would later describe as ‘infantile and idolatrous’.




Eventually the family headed north and came to rest in Wimereux, a seaside town between Calais and Boulogne. This was then a flourishing, rather genteel little resort where many English people stayed, just across the Channel from Fairlight beach. You pass Wimereux on the train a few minutes after leaving Calais and by ship a few minutes before you arrive at Boulogne. Until quite recently, there were people living in Wimereux who remembered men and women in evening dress wandering from the Rue Carnot between the casino and the resort’s one or two big hotels. The railway station is high above the town and it was in ground-floor lodgings near the level-crossing that the O’Connors started their life here. Philip recalls these quarters with affection, the muslin-curtained window onto the street, his mother’s sewing-machine – had this too travelled in the trunk? – and the first gramophone or phonograph he had known. In the sunny walled garden he was photographed clinging to his mother – or so he claims. The photograph still exists, and was pinned to his bedroom wall at the end of his life, but the woman in it looks more like a sullen servant than the dainty creature he has depicted elsewhere and there is doubt too about the identity of the boy. Much of this narrative is wreathed in mystery and make-believe.




Perhaps like all children without a permanent home, Philip took refuge in his mother’s personality, in her trunk and even – a theme he was to return to in later life – in the coffee-pot that always travelled with her. In later recollections, he writes that the world ‘already shook with impermanence’ and that he felt frightened for his mother in her difficulties, though ‘creditors’ were still a vague commodity. ‘She and I,’ he explained, ‘lived in a dark cave of fearful cosiness, which fresh air would destroy, in which the sounds and movements of others are hideous.’ He also recognized in himself the first signs of a nervous condition shared with his mother. ‘I’ve always been bad-tempered,’ he would tell me later. ‘When I was three or four I used to have what they called brainstorms. They had to dose me with brandy and milk. It’s hereditary. My mother had a screaming, shrieking temper.’




Did the relationship with his sister Desirée, some years older than him, also provide some security? Desirée was ‘a very pretty, volatile girl’, who had had the dubious advantage of knowing her father, who had carried her on his shoulder and of whom she always spoke with the greatest affection. Up to this point, Desirée had been a ‘subsidiary and adoring mother’ but in Wimereux she would apparently adopt ‘a martial vivacity’ and become more interested in acquiring ‘frilly dresses and matching knickers’ than in looking after her little brother. She would also become her mother’s confidante as they discussed ‘the difficult tactics of survival’.




After a few weeks in the house by the level-crossing, this strange threesome, with the teenage nurse Dora still in tow, moved to lodgings in Madame Tillieux’s ‘ruddy’ tea-shop in the Rue Carnot. This building is still standing today and still functioning as a pâtisserie, with pastries in the left-hand window and jars of sweets on the right just as they were eighty years ago. Shortly after the O’Connors arrived here, the largely unpaid nurse was sent back to England, after dropping Philip from a window and then pulling him out of a hot bath by his hair. A few weeks later, Mrs O’Connor suddenly told her son that she, and his sister, would also be leaving. ‘I’ll be back quite soon,’ she promised.




She did not return for two and a half years. During this period, which haunted Philip O’Connor for the rest of his life, he suffered extraordinary grief and grievous anger at the loss of his mother and ‘the embryo of an ideal of delicacy’ that she had planted in his mind. He brooded for ever afterwards about his mother’s movements – ‘only approached in finely articulated music’ – and the touch of her hands which were ‘like living leaves’. His disappointment when people other than his mother touched him would eventually develop, he writes, into ‘a neurasthenic noli me tangere’. But he was also to form a passionate relationship with the ‘lion-hearted’ Madame Tillieux, and with Wimereux itself, which strengthened when he eventually left the town. And while blaming his mother for treating him like a king and then abandoning him with a social class she despised, he acknowledges that she had left him with ‘the best woman in the world’. He also claims that these two and a half years of his childhood were the only time during his whole existence when he had a ‘normal’ or ‘regulated’ life and when he knew where he was; not a hard claim to believe in the light of his subsequent experiences.




If his mother had ‘breeding’, Philip says jokily, Madame Tillieux had ‘bread’. The proprietor of the pâtisserie came from a peasant family in Armentières, near Amiens, and was a war widow with four children – her husband had died in the trachée des baïonnettes at Verdun. She supported herself and her offspring by means of her tea-shop, which catered largely for English visitors with a sumptuous range of gâteaux-bateaux, Calais cakes and éclairs. Without hesitation, Madame Tillieux immediately and lovingly incorporated young Philip into this ‘heavy heaven’ – and into her bed. He slept beside her, irritated by her bottom-pinching but reassured by the ‘crash’ of her urine into an enamel pail. Elsewhere, he describes Madame Tillieux as moving in a comical manner, ‘like a badly packed parcel, but a parcel full of strange things never to be discovered by one outside her own family’.




The town and its wide, white beaches – unlike Quentin, Philip never learnt to swim – and the trams that rushed clanging down the Rue Carnot had their particular appeal for the boy. So did the regular routines in Madame Tillieux’s three interlocking salles à manger. Of the family, his favourite was Berthe, the youngest daughter, who gave him his weekly bath in a tub in front of the cherry-red stove, and from whom he learnt ‘bliss – a great sea of bliss in the safety of women’ and to whom he devotes many paragraphs of joyful description in his autobiography, best read in the original. His principal playmate and first friend was Pierrot, three years his senior, the younger son, with whom he fished for eels through cracks in the bridge at the other end of the town. In a letter to Stephen Spender nearly three-quarters of a century later, Philip O’Connor mentions Pierrot as one of the boys he loved. He was also passionately fond of the pork butcher’s daughter, who lived next door and wore a pink frilly dress. ‘Marie-Thérèse, je t’aime,’ he would say, kneeling beside her, but never got a reply.




But Philip’s time in Wimereux, the description of which provides some of the most emotional, most evocative writing in Memoirs of a Public Baby, went beyond human encounters. Looking back on these years, he sounds ecstatically oversensitive and overobservant. The horizon ‘brimmed with tears, an ecstasy of horizontality’, and the surface of the river was ‘so exactly like laughter as to make one feel laughter at the sight of it’. In Madame Tillieux’s third salle à manger he first sees beauty, a perfect shape, in the form of a boiled egg: ‘its mound slowly undressed of the wavy-edged petticoat of steam, and where the rope-shaped edge of steam left the matt wall of the egg was perfection; and then again where it towered to its final self-enclosing apex’. He also loved the hen that produced the egg and spent a lot of time lying in the hen run in the backyard, even trying to sleep there because he enjoyed the smell so much. He loved the hens for ‘their sharp, matronly scrutiny out of eyes like the slits in castles, their eccentric movements expressing an uncompromising thoroughness of purpose’. There was also an old dog, Folette, with eyes ‘like old people’s’, whom he loved to hug.




Other encounters and experiences at Wimereux were less agreeable. Philip much preferred the back of the house to the public rooms where customers excited his fury when he watched ‘their big white teeth dipping sheerly into the creams and biscuitry, their lips proudly curve and pensively fold over the sweet crumbles, their cream-coated tongues dart like acquisitive rabbits from red hutches’. And there were more frightening figures in the town: a madman called Cartouche, who liked chasing Philip and Pierrot through the streets, and a crazy old lady, ‘like Miss Faversham [sic]’, who lived above the Paradis des Enfants toyshop opposite and peeped from her lace-curtained window extending a knowing finger at the children in the street below. Even more frightening were the screams that came from next door, where pigs ‘shrieked like babies’ as Marie-Thérèse’s father slit their throats and let them bleed slowly to death. Philip’s worst ordeals along these lines – he hated violence – came when Madame Tillieux’s oldest daughter Jeanette entered the salle à manger with a cockerel whose neck she had just wrung. Philip, who loved hens more than humans, sobbed and shrieked and cried dementedly. Such constant vulnerability on Philip’s part would inspire Madame Tillieux to describe her charge as ‘jamais content’.




During the summer of 1921, Philip got a glimpse of his future when the tea-shop was visited by a tall, shy, slow-moving Englishman with an artificial leg. His name was Albert Joseph Camden Field. He was a civil servant, in his late twenties, apparently on holiday but actually with a deeper purpose in mind which was not at this stage revealed. During his two-week visit to the town, the visitor drank Bass in the bars and saw quite a lot of Philip, took him along the coast to Le Touquet to watch polo, bought him expensive sweets and an expensive pair of shoes. In his company Philip felt ‘drugged and exalted’ and showed off continuously, marching in Madame Tillieux’s yard with a tray on his head and imitating his benefactor when he fanned the sand with his stick before sitting down on the beach. But when this mysterious character eventually returned to England he quickly forgot about him.




The next visitor caused Philip far more confusion. One morning he was playing in the yard, when Madame Tillieux summoned him in to meet an elegant woman dressed in a blue costume with silver threads, a white fox fur and a picture hat. In the paroxysmic shrieking and shuddering that followed, Philip clung to Madame Tillieux and refused to recognize this ‘gracious lady’ as his mother. Much has been made of this scene – including a highly effective radio play – during which it emerged that Mrs O’Connor and her daughter Desirée had returned to the flat near the railway-crossing and were anxious to claim the boy back. During the next few days, Philip made a series of heart-wrenching journeys between the shop and the flat, and slowly rediscovered his attachment to his mother, her softness, her silks and the aroma of her face powder and eau de Cologne. He also, guiltily or not, entered into a new conspiracy with her. During her two-and-a-half-year absence, Mrs O’Connor had sent no money to Madame Tillieux and, still unable to pay the bill, decided to wriggle out of it by accusing the tea-shop owner of mistreating her child, hitting him and starving him. In this horrible atmosphere, Philip was whisked or stolen away, to spend the rest of his life ‘prosecuting an unending hangover from a sojourn in an Eden that time painted in colours ever lovelier as it receded’. Of Madame Tillieux, he would say, ‘Elle m’a donné une carte de visite à l’humanité’ and of the town itself, he wrote, ‘Memories of twilight in Wimereux return home in a glass of wine; little beans of warmth from the heart’s pod pop through the network of nerves to the mnemonic nerve-stations; I inhale accompanied by the sound of the sea in recession, exhale with the sea coming in.’




Mrs O’Connor took Philip first to Calais, where in a hotel near the Gare Maritime she slept ‘crucified’ between her two children and in the morning regaled them with stories of her romantic past in India and elsewhere. After a few months here they moved to nearby lodgings in a brewery, where Mrs O’Connor again abandoned her son, this time in the care of his sister and a woman called Adèle who gave Philip massive enemas and took him to see John Barrymore in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, the transference scene in which gave Philip nightmares and led to him acting out the sequence in front of the mirror. While at the brewery, there was a further visit from the gentle, one-legged Mr Field, who said he would try to find the children’s mother.




Early in 1923, she seems to have returned and the family then set off, apparently pushing their belongings in an old pram, towards Belgium. From Ostend, they sailed for England. In Memoirs of a Public Baby, Philip O’Connor makes no comments on the actual crossing but has a lot to say about the subsequent journey from Folkestone to London and the ‘unusual hushedness and comfort’ of the train and the presence of other passengers oddly at ease with themselves yet deeply withdrawn. He has much to say, too, about the bus journey in London. In his autobiography he says that they caught the bus at Waterloo. On other occasions he mentions rolling out of Charing Cross and seems undecided about whether it was a number 1 bus or a 48. He is less ambiguous about the vehicle itself and the ‘meaningfully private English curve of its outer staircase and red and black check seats’. In his Memoirs he says that they sat on sideways seats and claims – how can he remember such details? – that he spoke in ‘rudimentary and guttural English’, causing the other passengers to turn and stare, which encouraged or frightened him into further gesticulations of the sort which would soon become a permanent part of his repertoire. At Tottenham Court Road – or was it Charing Cross Road? – they eventually alighted and made their way to a basement in Dean Street, Soho. This foreign, bohemian area at the heart of central London was to feature prominently in Philip O’Connor’s subsequent life and his encounter with it at such an early age – he was still only six years old – is highly significant.




The cellar in Dean Street consisted of two rooms and was approached by a smelly staircase. The front room had a large dirty window through which a feeble light entered and from a grating came a continuous rattle of passing feet. In the morning occupants would also hear the clatter of milk cans and occasionally caught snatches of the latest music – ‘The Sheikh of Araby’ or ‘Yes, We Have No Bananas’ – from a distant barrel organ. This establishment had recently become the home, or bolthole, of Robert Haslam Jackson. Now in his early forties, Jackson had recently suffered what Philip would call his Fall, losing his money, battling with his creditors and giving up his elegant quarters in the Middle Temple. In these new surroundings, which he shared with his dog Hodge, Haslam was now ‘a very dirty man’, washing out of the saucepan in which he cooked and rarely, if ever, having a bath, but up on the street he was still ‘astonishingly dandified’, usually appearing in spats, opera cloak, silk hat and other remnants of his brilliant youth. And in spite of everything, Haslam Jackson was still hopelessly in awe of Winifred O’Connor and easily intimidated by her.




And, in and out of the gloom of the Dean Street cellar, Mrs O’Connor was still preoccupied with her business schemes and still played the grown-up ‘in an artful masquerade’, mentioning impressive sums like ‘thirty thousand pounds’ in a loud voice as she walked the West End streets. Haslam Jackson responded to her ideas with some admiration, great scepticism and much pedantry. Savage rows often erupted between them. Philip tells us that his mother ‘seemed to undress, or split down the middle; and from the chasm a strange shriek would proceed’. On some occasions she would beat Haslam’s dog with the back of a brush and Haslam himself would surrender to animal rages, pick up one of his favourite pipes and break it with a yelp, then moan about his vanished fortune. ‘Your mother,’ he would hiss or roar at Philip and Desirée, and then with greater emphasis, ‘Your mother has got the lot, got the lot, spent the whole sad, sorry, bloody lot!’ After such declarations, he would turn in upon himself, ‘Poor old Bingo! Poor old, bloody old Bobby Bingo!’, which was met by icy reproofs from Mrs O’Connor or threats that she would go and throw herself into the Thames.




The effect of these scenes on Philip was to make his heart race. He had his own troublesome omniscience to cope with, his own ‘internal babble’. At the age of seven, he had little sense of his own identity. In Memoirs of a Public Baby, he writes, ‘I was – and am – like a cup of water without the cup and dangerously flowed into other people’s ways of being’ and claims he was cruel to people only to stop himself becoming absorbed into them. Besides this, he felt that everyone was his enemy. He missed France desperately, felt ‘sensorily undernourished’ in England and had already developed ‘a long, long nostalgia’ for his foreign past and ‘a pretty Anglophobia’ which he shared with his mother, who was inclined to talk about ‘English pigs’.




Philip estimates that they remained in the Dean Street cellar for about a year, living off Heinz Tomato Soup, Prichard’s sandwiches and various home-made snacks. Mrs O’Connor was keen on a sweetmeat made by grinding up coconut, Nestlé’s canned milk and cocoa powder. She bought shrimp paste and gingerbread but rarely ‘the basics’. Every night, around midnight, Philip and Desirée would be woken up from their perches in the cellar and trotted over to a bug-infested house in nearby Rathbone Place run by a Mrs Meaty – or Mouty – where Mrs O’Connor and her children would spend the night. During the day, Philip’s education began at the Notre Dame de France School in Leicester Square, which he would enter through the boys’ entrance in Lisle Street, close to where the Prince Charles Cinema stands today.




Philip O’Connor was still only seven years old when this strange and unsatisfactory regime was replaced by one of quite different oddness. One evening in the early summer of 1924, the Dean Street basement was visited by the civil servant with the artificial leg who had twice called upon Philip in France. Mr Field now asked Mrs O’Connor if he could adopt her son. While this arrangement was discussed, Philip claims to have stared with delight at the grey and silver texture of the visitor’s coat, his size thirteen boots and aura of freshness. Haslam Jackson looked cordially at Mr Field, while Mrs O’Connor sat crumpled and stunned by the doorway leading to the street. Philip was impatient to be gone in ‘the nice new vehicle’ that Camden Field represented and screamed to that effect. Only Desirée, who said afterwards that she believed the family should stay together, distrusted Mr Field and disapproved of the plan. There was a brief interlude. Mr Field went off, bought some gumboots for his new charge and returned. Philip then kissed his mother briefly, ignored her tears and set off up the basement stairs in a state of exhilaration and relief to be rid of ‘a gathering bric-a-brac of confusion’. Hand in hand, the man and boy set off together through the back-streets of Soho.
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 The Black Cat






The ‘Chat Noir’ with its black cat mascot in the window, in Old Compton Street, seems to be becoming more of a family resort in the French style. Men and women go in and sit for hours together, not simply to have some French coffee. It is their parlour. Even the men who lounge across the mahogany bar seem to be there because their homes are uncomfortable. They come to be at home.


STEPHEN GRAHAM, London Nights, 1926


Day after uneventful day, night after loveless night, we sat in this café buying each other cups of tea, combing each other’s hair and trying on each other’s lipsticks.


QUENTIN CRISP, The Naked Civil Servant, 1968












Au Chat Noir was one of several café-bars in the back-streets of Soho. Their furniture featured marble-topped tables and a horseshoe-shaped bar of scrubbed wood. They were mostly fantastically named: Roma, the Wooden Soldier, Round the Clock, or prosaically just by their street number. Au Chat Noir had opened on the north side of Old Compton Street close to Wardour Street in the middle of the First World War. By the late 1920s, it had acquired a manager called Mancini, a black-and-white check linoleum floor, ornate mirrors and a fairly dubious clientele that included male prostitutes. According to the writer Stephen Graham, who had been living at 60 Frith Street since 1913, the Black Cat, as it was commonly known, was as much a place for conversation as sustenance. For Quentin Crisp – or Denis Pratt, as he still was – it would prove a place where he could at last begin to be himself.




Quentin Crisp’s progression from a respectable minor public school to the mixed delights of a notorious Soho café was fairly rapid. He had left Denstone in July 1926 and in October of that year had started the journalism course at King’s College, London, in a mood of increasing anxiety. In his autobiography, he writes that he was beginning to feel ‘really uneasy’ about the future and ‘filled with misgiving’ about his sexuality. On one level he feared that he would never be able to earn a living. On another, darker, level he was bewildered to find he had no sexual interest in girls and suspected he was on ‘a tiny island’ and ‘quite unlike anyone else in the world’.




His plight may have been emphasized by the fact that his siblings were now growing up. His sister Phyllis had married her clergyman and his brother Gerald had gone to work for the Asiatic Petroleum Company in Shanghai, where he would marry a woman called Natalie, said to be a Russian princess, and lead a wild life. The only one still at home in the Battersea flat was Lewis, now six foot, red-haired and, according to his younger brother, ‘slightly rude to his elders’ and ‘determined to be an adult as soon as possible’. Mrs Pratt remained nervous and vulnerable. York Mansions was a nice enough address, with an aunt of the actor John Gielgud living upstairs, but Mrs Pratt constantly complained about the sunlessness of the flat and remained extravagant in her habits. ‘My father was in debt so she should have spent nothing,’ tut-tutted Quentin in later years.




However awful he felt in himself, Denis still went through the motions of conforming. He acquired his first suit of his own. He was visited by his schoolfriend Webb, now working for the National Provincial Bank. He took his mother’s dog for walks in the park and occasionally ‘socialized’ with his brother Lewis’s friends. And each morning, he took a tram along the Embankment to King’s College where he ‘dreamed’ his way through lectures on journalism by a tall, thin, ‘triangular-faced’ man called Professor Reed. A different sort of person might have formed useful friendships with some of the people on the same course, who included Joost de Blank, later Archbishop of Capetown, Lord Edward Hay, son of the Marquis of Tweeddale, and Robert Robertson-Glasgow, land-owning brother of a famous cricketing correspondent. But it says something for Denis that he did make friends with a fellow student named Maurice Lovell, who was to join Reuters and lead an adventurous life as a war reporter. All of these former colleagues are now dead. Lord Edward Hay memorably died in the Guards Chapel, when a bomb descended on it in 1944.




One imagines that Denis felt closer to his real self and better prepared for the life that awaited him when in the theatre or cinema. During this period, he saw The Girlfriend danced by Louise Brown. He saw Anton Dolin, whom he found ‘staggering’, at the Coliseum. He saw Florence Mills in the revue Blackbirds in London, where she sang a famous song that began ‘I’m a little black bird looking for a blue bird just like white folk do.’ He saw Pavlova in The Dying Swan and was entranced by the way she took her bouquets at the end. He also saw many Hollywood films – which made America seem wonderful to him. He saw the Greta Garbo film Flesh and the Devil and explained later that he didn’t react at all to the men in the film but swooned over Garbo herself – ‘Or, rather, the accoutrements of her beauty, the sumptuous settings, the huge fur coats, the heavy diamond jewellery.’ At this stage he claimed to be totally absorbed by every film he saw. But so, he says, was everyone else.




Denis Pratt’s inner dream of himself as a woman, partly sustained by these outings, remained in stark conflict with the prevailing moral climate. This was a time when, as Quentin puts it, ‘men searched themselves for vestiges of effeminacy as though for lice’ and when public or official outrage over books like the lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness, published in 1928, knew no bounds. Of course there were rich, upper-class dandies and ne’er-do-wells who flaunted their sexuality no matter how deviant and there were also individuals like the butcher’s son and music-hall artiste Fred Barnes – Quentin Crisp would later describe Barnes as ‘the divine image of homosexuality’ – who somehow got away with it. But Quentin came from an oppressively middle-class background where there was ‘wall-to-wall puritanism’ which made him excruciatingly aware of what he calls the ‘sin of homosexuality’. In his autobiography, he writes, ‘A homosexual person was never anyone you actually knew and seldom anyone you had met’, and he later revealed that when he started at King’s College even the word ‘homosexual’ meant nothing to him.
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