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Foreword

Waking at dusk, I saw from our balcony the gondola of my London gallery-owning friend Arthur Jeffress with his handsome gondoliers in their time-honoured yellow-and-white livery, propelling their precious cargo, pashalike in the little black armchair, towards Harry’s Bar for his regular evening Bellini…



These brief lines from my memoir, Redeeming Features, make me, even now, vividly recall the scene – the eighteenth century incarnate in the twentieth – from the Gritti just as I’d surfaced from a long day’s journey into siesta, one hot summer in Venice: and, as gondolas move gently, deliberately, the picture is somehow like a film-clip, each frame a haze of glassy water around the dark silhouette; it was also, sad to recall, now, the lasting image I would have of Arthur.

We had met, a couple of years earlier, in London, introducd by mutual friends – Bunny Roger perhaps, or maybe Frederick Ashton. I’d just left school and had fallen happily into the artistic and largely gay set that these people had created in the decade following the war. There were parties and weekends in exotic houses galore, but it was quite a rarity for someone as young as I, a callous youth clearly the antithesis of older, rougher partners he desired, and still having scant knowledge of the fine-art scene in which he was so major a contributor, to be asked to Arthur’s. Other friends had taken me to his new gallery in Davies Street, I think to a show of ravishing miniature paintings by the great jeweller Fulco Vedura, but I was unaware of his previous involvement in such avant-garde galleristes as Erica Brausen at the Hanover. So I was, and still am, puzzled as to why he asked me to dine.

I had also written: ‘Arthur was an American who hated the land of his birth and lived in splendour in Eaton Square, his walls hung with nineteenth-century portraits of aquiline bearded Persian wazirs, whom – had he not been clean-shaven, short and quite tubby – Arthur with his big liquid eyes, somewhat resembled.’ I should have added that in contrast to his precise, almost effete manners and what would later be called camp speech, he liked to give the impression that these pashas were actually his forebears, rather than plainer German-Jewish and Virginian stock as this book tantalisingly reveals; such a fantasy, perhaps fatal, is germaine to the duality of Arthur’s enigmatic personality.

The lives of most of the people in this set were open books, and would be fascinatingly discussed – their childhood, their families, their loves, their work, and their wartime exploits. Arthur, almost sphinx-like, was the opposite. I was never aware that he had an entirely English upbringing, had been to Harrow, followed by Cambridge, where he excelled in playing female roles in the Amateur Dramatic Club (ADC). Indeed so excellently that a critic suggested that Shaw might have written the play especially for him. Nor did I ever hear of his once-infamous ‘Red’ party – at which he carried a muff fashioned from narcissi flown from Kenya – with red costumed guests, red decor, red food … and, as I read recently in Alan Pryce-Jones’s diaries, red lav paper, quite a coup in those Bronco-only days. He never spoke of past lovers, of the country house he bought to house his growing collection, let alone his extraordinary experience of being captured, in 1942, in the mid-Atlantic by the German navy.

But like that last image of Arthur in his gondola, I can still see the opulence of his surroundings in Eaton Square. An elegantly comme il faut drawing room, a couple of superbly dressed, understanding, wives on silken sofas, lights above the pictures, shaded lamps. The dining room a shimmer of white napery, gilded candlesticks, the swarthy, bejewelled satraps’ dark eyes staring from their massive frames onto porcelain dishes of food equally rich and dark. Arthur’s surroundings were deeply important to him, and Gill Hedley describes his various houses in vivid detail, the friends and artists he loved to fill them with, particularly Graham Sutherland in that awning-shaded, garden-surrounded house in Venice. It is a pleasure to read of his eventual friendship with Peggy Guggenheim, his neighbour across the Grand Canal. One can imagine them, in Peggy’s low white palazzo … two Anglophile expatriate Americans, both with German-Jewish forebears, both rich enough, both sharp as tacks … dishing on their day, their adopted city, their staff, their passion for art; and perhaps, by now, their lovers?

It was rumoured that Arthur took his own life by poison from his ring, one last flamboyant and mysterious gesture. That the truth is more prosaic, while no less tragic, adds another paradoxic layer to Arthur’s inscrutable nature. So resolute a decision leads to the conclusion that he saw the secretive world he had created for himself disappearing, the style of art he admired being overtaken by a more brutal movement, the finesse of his chosen surroundings, even friends, becoming démodé. He would have found the following decades not to his taste; the noisy, the ill-kempt, the brazen were his bêtes noires. Yet, deep in this oblique man there remained a trait that attracted him to an uncouth element, a dangerous glamour. That it should be exposed was his nemesis.

Judged by today’s culture and humour, the stories and ‘smart remarks’ about Arthur which were later to swirl around the circle in which I had first met him now seem cruel and flippant. Arthur’s enigmatically tragic life needed to be told with all its astonishing contradictions and variety. This book has achieved exactly that.

NICKY HASLAM




Introduction:
Who was Arthur Jeffress?

Arthur Jeffress’ reputation has survived as a caricature in footnotes – flamboyant American millionaire, eccentric and exotic collector, tragic homosexual, suicide – within the memoirs of those much more famous than Arthur himself. He evokes a note of glamour and pity. The art critic Brian Sewell told me that Arthur was neither a good Englishman nor a good American, not making a moral judgement but rather explaining that Arthur was out of step with the conventional version of each nationality, the country of his birth and that of his ancestors. Arthur’s education at Harrow and Cambridge gave him an entrée into Englishness but he spent much of his thirties in America and served the United States during World War II. He later turned against his parents’ country quite forcibly, yet asked for his ashes to be scattered in the Jeffress’ home state of Virginia. He was always contradictory about his links with America: he often spent holidays with his wealthy family in California and Virginia but was close to very few of his relations.

Arthur came out as a homosexual to his friends in the comparatively safe environment of Cambridge University. For the rest of his life he took risks in paying for sex and lived only briefly with another man. He always holidayed in countries where homosexuality was tolerated while manoeuvring his way through the everyday double life that a queer man of his generation was forced to adopt.

He was, as most people are, contradictory in very many ways. He was mean with money on a daily basis but often hugely generous to friends and guests. He was rich but deliberately ran his art gallery at a modest profit and wanted – but could not afford – to buy a larger house in Venice. Yet most people recall him as fabulously wealthy with a palazzo on the Grand Canal, and his final home in London is described invariably as exotic, hung with works of Middle Eastern art that implied Persian ancestry. He was a ‘cracking snob’ as he cheerfully admitted, but did not attempt to make a place for himself in aristocratic circles. His friends all worked, not dabbled, in the worlds of fashion, theatre, art, design and journalism. He has been described as a misogynist but while he certainly made very nasty remarks about women, mostly to ‘entertain’ other queers, he had many good women friends: his closest of either sex was the artist Edna Fleming. His employee the (heterosexual) art critic Robert Melville was also a very close confidant. Arthur always admired his intellectual superiors.

Friends and family called him Arthur and those who knew him in Venice often addressed him as Arturo. Graham Sutherland’s wife used the nickname A. Pinkerton Nightingale in the context of Arthur’s failed trips to Japan in search of love, like Mme Butterfly’s false American sailor husband. More affectionately, to old Cambridge friends he was Ag after the role he played as a Pirandello heroine in amateur dramatics. Wartime friends from the United States sometimes called him Art, an abbreviation that is popular only in America (like Art Tatum). Arthur occasionally signed himself off in letters with a pun that knowingly echoed his nationality and his lasting passion: Love, Art.
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1

Virginia and New York

Arthur Tilden Jeffress said he was born in Toilet Seat, Idaho, to avoid revealing that he had actually been born to American parents in the unremarkable London suburb of Acton.1 Although he grew up in London and lived in England for most of his life, he was always described by others as American. He had a very English accent and only ever spelled the word American without its capital letter, in the French style, though America shaped much of his life.

His Californian cousin Henry Hill wrote to him in May 1960: ‘Have been up at the University of Oregon in Eugene for two weeks. What a fabulous state it is, completely unspoiled. Have never seen anything like the colour and grandeur! You would HATE it!’2

Jeffress often said he did hate America, especially New York, and Peggy Guggenheim sent him a postcard with an image of her Uncle Solomon’s museum on the front saying she quite agreed.3 His dislike of New York might have something to do with the awkwardness of relations with his mother’s family, although a violent mugging there probably with a sexual context has been given as an understandable explanation.4 His mother’s parents seem to have been comfortably off during her early childhood at least, but a note on the Jeffress family tree says that Arthur’s mother Stella Rosenfield met her husband Albert Jeffress ‘in a bar like My Fair Lady’5 emphasizing a social division between the two families.

Arthur Jeffress was born in 1905 to Stella and Albert Gustavus Jeffress II, who had married in 1899 in New York. In November 1901, Albert, aged twenty-six, Stella, about twenty-one, and their first baby, Randolph, sailed to a new job in England; Charles Tilden Hill, their friend and Albert’s colleague, travelled with them. Mr and Mrs Herbert Hoover, who would become President and First Lady of the United States from 1929 to 1933, were on the same voyage, all of them travelling first class from New York to Liverpool, on the SS Cambroman.
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Figure 1.1   From left to right, photographers unknown: Arthur’s mother Stella Rosenfeld at the time of her marriage, 1899; Arthur’s father, Albert Gustavus Jeffress, mid 1920s; Bertram Park (1888–1972) photographer, Arthur’s mother Stella, mid 1920s.


Hoover was returning to the London branch of a metal mining company as a partner, while Albert and Charles were both taking up employment as accountants in England in the new British American Tobacco Company (BAT). Albert had joined the American Tobacco Company as a clerk aged twenty-one, became an assistant auditor and was being sent to Liverpool to take over Thomas Ogden’s tobacco company – a pivotal move in the American Tobacco Company’s attempts to dominate the English tobacco industry.

Just before they left for England, Albert and Stella were living in New York at 337 West 23rd Street in Chelsea, ten blocks away from Stella’s mother and stepfather. Arthur’s brother Joseph Randolph, named after Stella’s late father but always known as Randolph by his family, was born there on 3 May 1900. Randolph and Arthur were never close and the brothers dealt with their Virginian heritage in their contrasting adopted English ways.

Albert was thought of back home as a gay young blade and Stella is believed by his family to have tricked him into marriage by saying, although it might have been true, that she was pregnant and threatening suicide if he did not marry her.6 Nothing much is known about how the family as a whole assimilated Stella’s family background but Jeffress family tradition places her on the wrong side of the tracks, as a kind of Eliza Doolittle, implying her accent and upbringing were made to fade away.7 That same Jeffress tradition remembers that Albert ‘taught her to be a lady, bought her clothes and did everything for her. She depended on him utterly and he transformed her into a stunningly beautiful woman’ but clearly her beauty was there from the beginning.8 Stella was a very dark, strong-featured woman with thick hair and dramatic eyes, all inherited by their youngest son (see figure 1.1). 

Albert and Stella’s first marital home was located about a mile and half away from The American Tobacco Company’s headquarters on 5th Avenue. The novelist Edith Wharton was born on West 23rd Street herself and, in her novel The Age of Innocence, set in the 1870s, gave Countess Olenska a home ‘far down West Twenty Third Street’ in a ‘peeling stucco house with a giant wisteria throttling its feeble cast-iron balcony’.9 It was not a fashionable neighbourhood, and its inhabitants were ‘small dress-makers, bird-stuffers and “people who wrote” ’.10

Later in the nineteenth century, that part of 23rd Street was a forerunner of Broadway with theatres and ‘continuous daily vaudeville’ across the street from what became the Chelsea Hotel. A pioneering film by Edwin S. Porter, What Happened on 23rd Street, made for Thomas Edison’s production company in 1901, records the place and time when Stella and Albert lived nearby. The film offered a glimpse of a woman’s skirt suddenly blown up by a draught from a hot air shaft, to her horror and the amusement of passers-by.11 In 1955 (the year Arthur Jeffress opened his Mayfair art gallery) Billy Wilder released The Seven Year Itch, the film in which Marilyn Monroe’s iconic scene echoed what had happened on 23rd Street back in 1901 but with lots of added sex appeal.

The Jeffress family has a long history in Virginia in the southern United States, where their money was derived from farming, particularly tobacco, supported by slavery. Following Albert’s move to London to join BAT, he quickly rose to be on its board and finally became a Deputy Chairman in 1913. Descriptions of his son usually refer to Arthur’s family wealth and American nationality; Arthur is often described as ‘exotic’, too.

Stella Rosenfield Jeffress’ family history is less clear than that of her husband, but unravelling the complexity reveals a significant aspect to Arthur’s life. His Jeffress
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