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        Looking for someone is, as psychologists
            have
observed, perceptually peculiar, in that the world is
suddenly organized as
            a basis upon which the
absence of what is sought is bodied forth in a
ghostly
            manner. The familiar streets about my
house, never fully to recover from the
            haunting,
were filled with non-apparitions.

        
            Iris Murdoch
        

        You don’t disappear, you reappear, dead.

        
            Ed Dorn
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PREFACE: SMOKE AND MIRRORS

She told us there was a disappearance every eleven seconds
and taped everything we said.

DON DELILLO

At first it was cats and dogs. Snapshots blown up and pinned to trees, municipal noticeboards: ‘Bodger. I am a tanned male Staff with white chest and little black nose, much loved by my family and friends.’ London is a kennel city populated by vanished animals, kidnapped domestic pets. Self-published, premature obituaries have been wrapped around surveillance poles, pasted to electrical junction boxes. Killer mutts killed in the course of duty: as if one dog had eaten another until there was only a single beast, the dog of dogs, left in town. Dog-shaped absences are felt as a warm wind playing around your ankles. Snatched pooches. Porn-star poodles. Privileged pussies converted into winter gloves or given over to laboratory technicians for evil experiments, scent extraction. Extraordinary rendition. Extinguished darlings can be cloned and replaced. They leave their traces everywhere. Under and around a bench, beside the Regent’s Canal in Hackney, I notice a thick mat of grey fur; the site of an epic grooming session. Animals, heard at night, yelp in empty buildings. Tooth marks can be found in the branches of trees where pit bulls once hung, strengthening their jaws for combat: the obscene fruit of twilight.

Now the temperature has changed, pit bulls are forgotten. Their patrons, bereaved, have retreated deeper into Essex. Photographs of disappeared humans, victims of the latest outrage, multiply across plywood fences that protect the latest grand project. Life drains from the image like hope from a dying eye. Memory-prints of the lost are arranged, in the hope that such a ritual will restore the missing person, the loved one: daughter, brother, husband, father. The disappeared of the First War were named and published on English memorials because they were not here; their bodies, what was left of them, could not be returned from the battlefield. In our present climate of shoulder-shrugging amnesia, we have memorials to memorials, information posters telling us where the original slab has been stored. Heritage replaces the memories which should be passed on, anecdotally, affectionately, from generation to generation, by word of mouth.

It is difficult to explain, this conceit: a ‘city of disappearances’. J. G. Ballard thinks of the centre of London as a redundant mausoleum; he can’t understand why anyone would concern themselves with its erasure. He has never set foot in Spitalfields or visited Wapping. Why should he? Better to promote an accident of civil engineering like the Westway, a fairground ramp enlivened by tired fictions. What disappears, driving west, is not the road but the landscape that surrounds it: overbuilt, undermanaged. The ramp is the skeleton of a theme-park dinosaur. A fairground ride closed by safety inspectors: too predictable, too boring. A concrete folly in a skateboard jungle of cranes and diggers. A government-sanctioned sprawl of retail colonialism dumped between slip roads. Better this fancy, Ballard suggests, three minutes skimming above the houses, Hilton hotels, railway lines and stadia, than whatever happens down below in the dirty human streets. Three minutes of nervous reverie before the weight of things, the impossibility of escape, strikes us dumb once more.

By soliciting contributions to an anthology of absence, I hoped that the city would begin to write itself (punningly, in both senses): a Canetti fabrication, a documentary chronicle with a multitude of anonymous authors. A revival of the ‘Mass Observation’ project, perhaps, without the greedy voyeurism of poverty snoops and Home Counties elitists infiltrating northern industrial towns. You have to belong to a place before youare qualified to speak. I am a tolerated provincial who has outstayed his welcome, the liberties of Hackney (where we are all passing through). London: City of Disappearances was a book I couldn’t construct, except by proxy. I nudged potential contributors. I made suggestions: paintings that had been stolen or destroyed (like Graham Sutherland’s Churchill portrait fed into the boiler), bombed libraries, persons who stepped out for a newspaper and never returned, dusty reputations, found objects for which, as yet, no satisfactory explanation has been forged. Poets – I have a weakness for poets’ prose – responded warmly, they would start that very day: underground rivers, the Odeons of childhood, detective work on the careers of fellow poets of even more fabulous obscurity. The promised pieces never surfaced and I was not cruel enough to harry denizens of the netherworld. It was their decision, to hold back, to keep their discoveries from prying eyes. If they had succeeded in teasing out the history of some junkie angel, published in heaven, the integrity of the initial disappearance would be threatened. Better to leave well alone. One celebrated and prolific London author, pestered beyond endurance by my invitation to dredge, yet again, into the old memory sludge, replied by postcard: ‘Alas, I have nothing.’

The poet Lee Harwood, from whom I bought paperbacks in his days in Charing Cross Road, at Better Books (or so I think I remember), cannot substantiate Paul Buck’s claim to have worked in the same shop. ‘I guess Paul must have been there when I was away somewhere.’ He does however recall Buck’s attempts to fascinate young women: ‘I’m a sadist.’ ‘Ah, the murky past,’ Harwood muses. While Buck, infiltrating the same city of shadows, believes that Harwood was out of circulation, in hospital. Harwood, challenged, pictures the scene: ‘I was locked up in that hospital just east of Mile End tube. (The chief psychiatrist was an ex-concentration camp victim. He seemed to have learned a lot from his captors in the way he treated his patients! A Burroughs nightmare.) So the pieces of the puzzle at times fit together.’

More frequently, they do not: we revise, talk ourselves up, airbrush the shame. Tale-tellers, those with a gift for public relations and self-promotion, take over the production, fabricate a mythology and sell off the doctored footage. Alexis Lykiard’s role in the celebrated 11 June 1966 poetry readings at the Albert Hall remains woefully under-described. Jeff Nuttall, an inspirational figure to his peers, never made it on to the stage. With John Latham (the intense, mad-eyed sculptor/philosopher), Nuttall had got himself up in an Aztec costume stitched together from books. They were going to fight a duel. Alex Trocchi, the master of ceremonies, forgot to signal their entrance. Latham, suffering from heat exhaustion, fainted in the wings. An attendant barred Nuttall’s path. Later, in what must have been a very bad night for this functionary, he discovered the two artists soaping each other down in Sir Malcolm Sargent’s private bathroom.

The book of disappearances assembled itself as a deflected autobiography, scripted by an automatic pen in an end-of-the-pier booth in an out-of-season resort. Friends and friends of friends sent me the missing chapters of a book I was incapable of writing. With a Charing Cross Road dealer, I visited Nuttall in Hebden Bridge, helping to clear his library (a not infrequent occurrence). He was on the move again, evacuating the trash of identity: magazines, lavishly inscribed (and stained) booklets from other poets, multiples of his own samizdat titles. Hebden Bridge, on the road between Halifax and Rochdale, was an outstation of the reforgotten, a penal colony of cancelled creatives, drift-culture marginals. The London poet and publisher Asa Benveniste, a significant figure at that golden moment in the 1960s when books from presses such as Trigram, Goliard and Fulcrum outperformed their mainstream rivals, opened the front room of his terraced house as a shop: personal holdings and the relics of his press were offered for sale. I would have to revise Ed Dorn’s tag: youdon’t reappear, dead – youreappear in Hebden Bridge; rolling a thin cigarette, peddling your most precious possessions. And sporting a metaphorical beret.

When I listed some of Nuttall’s books in a (long-vanished) magazine put out by an equally long-vanished book-runner, Driffield, I was contacted by a man who worked for a fast-food franchise in Gloucester Road. The burger joint was obviously a front for other, even speedier activities. This man, pock-marked, chivalrous, struck me as an exemplary customer. He crossed town to collect his purchases, paid cash on the nail (no haggling), brought cookies (he was known to my children as the ‘Cookie Man’) and champagne. What’s more, he left the best of the books behind him, in my safe-keeping. I have them still, a complete run of Nuttall’s My Own Mag (with all the Burroughs contributions). Then he vanished. Into South America, so he hinted. Once, after a number of years, he returned: more cookies, more champagne, a private viewing of his holdings. A handshake at the door and out into the night. Never heard from again. My wife thinks the Cookie Man might have perished in the newsreels of the Mexico City earthquake. I can’t convince myself that he had any corporeal existence. The literate burger-slave bailed me out at a point when I was frantic to get a big book finished. And then, charity performed, he stepped from the frame: a shape-shifter with a carrier bag of goodies and a roll of crisp, high denomination banknotes.

For the bookish, London is a book. For criminals, a map of opportunities. For unpapered immigrants, it is a nest of skinned eyes; sanctioned gunmen ready to blow your head off as you run for a train. When the city of distorting mirrors revealed itself, through its districts and discriminations, I discovered more about London’s past as a reworking of my own submerged history. Stephen Smith’s investigation of Paul Raymond, skin impresario and property speculator, brought back one of my more unlikely occupations from years spent taking on anything and everything as a way of learning about the metropolis. I was a short-lived stagehand at Raymond’s Revuebar. A mature student (lifelong) from the School of Art and Technical College, where I had been teaching in Waltham-stow, got me in. I wanted to experience the difference between the public face of Soho entertainment and the back door (pit, sweatbox, slum). The glitz of front of house, where the businessmen and Japanese tourists eased their elbows and sharpened their gaze, was balanced by the narrow quarters allocated to the stage staff, the (un)dressing rooms of the gravy-coloured dancers. My fellow labourers, efficient, diminutive, muscular, were mostly Australians in green-striped T-shirts, puncturing cans and sitting around a small television set.

Smoke machines. Dry ice. Wet leather bikinis. Motorbikes on stands. The drench of steaming bodies and industrial perfume countered cigar fug, the testosterone soup of the unseen punters. We were the ashtray of the vanities. Pounding sound, cracking whips, coloured lights flashing on chrome: androids of the night. We darted forward, as the curtain closed, to pick up discarded wisps of costume that were like skin changes, surgical dressings improvised from unsuitable materials: vinyl, peeled dog, diamanté. We skidded on sweat pools.

Will Self’s lively account of a street incident outside the pre-transported Charing Cross Hospital (where he was born in 1961) keyed up recollections of a different order. I accompanied my wife, eleven years after the yowling novelist’s first appearance in the city, for the birth of our first child. We got a booking up West because the Natural Childbirth antenatal classes we attended were held there: yogic exercises that might have been developed by Mike Leigh, a dummy babe of sinister aspect and a comprehensive account of everything that could possibly go wrong. Instruments of delivery laid out for inspection. The classes were like a suburban wife-swapping club, licensed to go no further than inflicting Chinese burns on the smooth thighs of potential partners, to whom you had just been introduced. Raw biology, immortal longings and a mug of hot sweet tea: the English way.

The ambulance carrying us from Hackney – another discontinued courtesy – broke down, half a mile shy of its destination. We walked, with our bundle of nightwear (sponges to suck, soap, warm socks), down the middle of the street, into a building where assorted junkies and headbangers were lying on the floor, waiting for admittance. We stepped over them and on, eventually, to a room where we were left alone: to come to terms with this improbable but inevitable situation. What a privilege it was, being so close to the heart of things, watching the cockroaches crawl across damp plaster, with someone to call on if required; within the throb and pulse of the nocturnal city, the ghosts of empire. A daughter, disgruntled, red-faced, came into the world. I slid home, on private rails, finding London an altered landscape. I saw, that one time, more truly into the dream of things: Strand, Fleet Street, Smithfield, Bunhill Fields. A route that became a mantra for the years that would follow.

[image: Image]

I’m haunted by the way more vivid memories overwrite my own. Ann Baer visiting the exiled German painter Ludwig Meidner in Golders Green: a young woman having her portrait painted as an act of patronage, in order to keep a difficult artist afloat in difficult times. Meidner’s terrifying visions, made before the First War, demonstrated the tremble that lies beneath the confident fabric of long-established cities. Future detonations are experienced by neurotic seers before they actually happen: crumpled buildings, crushed humans, the sun like a melting eye. Meidner left Germany for London, with his wife, Else, also a painter. A fretful relationship. They held a joint exhibition, years later, which I saw, at the Ben Uri Gallery in St John’s Wood. I copied a couple of lines from the catalogue into my notebook: ‘Since their art did not make enough money for the Meidners to survive in London, they were dependent on assistance from well-wishers and charitable organizations. Else eventually accepted a position as a servant with an elderly woman in Sydenham.’ That catalogue has now vanished. There must be a library somewhere – like the Gray’s Inn Road cellar that Malcolm Letts describes – where all the missing books of London are assembled, three-deep on the shelf, welded together by subterranean ooze: a single volume, the great compendium of disappearances. Meidner caught that instant of fracture, the rip in the temporal membrane, before it was obvious to less agitated citizens. Trapped here, reputation occulted, he studied Blake and began to write. I was honoured to have his painting Apokalyptische Landschaft (1913) on the cover of the first edition of my novel Downriver.

The most deeply buried of all the mind-dramas reactivated by contributions to the anthology started with Chris Petit’s account of Kim Philby’s house in Crowborough. Philby was a professional of disappearance, presenting a false self, keeping his doctored script afloat on alcohol: living with the strangeness, in his circle, of not being a walking disaster, not coming visibly apart as the years rolled on; not having the underworld of predatory homosexuality, class on class, still proscribed, as a smokescreen. Petit uses that ghost, spook of spooks, James Jesus Angleton, as his posthumous dreamer: the world is a conspiracy of the ungodly. Life and career: a futile attempt to write himself out of the story. Angleton’s visit to Philby’s wife, Aileen, in Crowborough, the Strindbergian theatre of that two-hander, brought it back. A rented flat in Sandycove, alongside Joyce’s tower, on the southern rim of Dublin Bay. Early 1960s. We didn’t know what we’d walked into: all the loose ends of unresolved literary and cultural projects that needed somewhere quiet in which to atrophy or resurrect themselves. Xeroxes of late Modernism in a provincial backwater, still hag-ridden by the Church and the well-oiled machinery of political corruption. Casualties of the peace treading water, watching the horizon: runaways and failed suicides. You couldn’t talk about disappearance in this context. We were off the map in a place that held resolutely to its fabricated past. A willed disappearance, a voluntary submersion, doesn’t count. At the top of the house was a poet, escaped from South Africa, biding her time, plucking a guitar, waiting for the move to Hampstead. Beneath her, a nurse, battered mistress of a northern novelist whose books were being turned into films, plays. A convalescent putting her life back together, after experiencing the torrid integrity of this man’s acted-out Lawrentian dynamic. She had the bruises, the limp, to prove it. And then, in the spacious ground-floor flat, the sprawled daughters of a shadowy American presence in Ireland (military, diplomatic, CIA). They were picking up the graces of an undemanding education, inquisitive about alien lifestyles, innocently promiscuous.

Stepping away from material too eager to be transcribed, I came out of the garden gate and down to the rocks. A gaunt woman in Bermuda shorts, legs drawn up, was already sitting there; our neighbour. She nursed a permanent glass of something iced and clear, vodka. It was my first taste and I learned to appreciate that the spirit was better not taken by the tumbler if there was still business outstanding in what remained of the day. Even among the electively lost, this woman was the paradigm. Unlike the rest of them, people were actually looking for her; journalists, investigative teams, ghost-writers with mousetrap chequebooks. She hadn’t disappeared, not this time, she was hiding: and therefore, more than ever, aware of herself, her difficulties, a life snatched away, without explanation, one January night in 1963. Here, in the next house, was Eleanor Philby, the third wife of the Third Man: dark glasses, headscarf for the street (she never went out). Beirut had just happened, the headline disappearance. When there is a choice, for the woman left behind, London or Moscow, she makes an instant decision: Dublin. What Eleanor noticed about the men in the secret world was ‘their watchfulness, but also a surprising tenderness’. ‘You tend to compensate,’ she wrote, in her account of her marriage, ‘by the intensity of your sex-based relationships.’

The blinds were permanently down, the television was on. The vodka kept coming. They must have been doing an afternoon series of Preston Sturges movies; it was hard to tell, reception was hit and miss. Drift footage, mirthless high spirits on trains: The Palm Beach Story. ‘Films,’ wrote W. G. Sebald (in ‘Kafka Goes to the Movies’), ‘far more than books, have a way of disappearing not just from the market but from the memory, never to be seen again.’ I didn’t watch a Preston Sturges film, from that time in Eleanor Philby’s flat, until June 2005 – when I dug up a DVD of Sullivan’s Travels. Our television seances were a ruse for holding a three-way conversation (the Third Man silent as a Buddha); the pearly-grey screen became a window into an American past about which I knew nothing. Glamorous figures exchanging quips. Hollywood plutocrats toying with Marxism, boasting about meeting Brecht and Greta Garbo at a dinner party in Salka Viertel’s Santa Monica salon. Things Eleanor said, my film-buff remarks: they allowed us to avoid any form of direct interrogation. ‘Communism, communism, this picture is the answer to communism.’ ‘With a little sex in it.’ Veronica Lake, tactfully robed and framed, pregnant, was cast against the wishes of the studio bosses. There is a black cook and a big-time director, played by Joel McCrea, who decides to go hobo, on the road, Grapes of Wrath with following caravans and attendants. ‘What do youknow about garbage cans?’ barks the money man. And when at last McCrea takes his place – chain gang, swamp convict – with the wretched of the earth, they are all redeemed by viewing some Disney slapstick. The American dream: the point at which savagery gives way to sentiment. The paradox of fang-rotting sugars and perfect white teeth.

Eleanor Philby, if she successfully erased her memories, clipped the labels from her clothes, stayed out there on the rocks, might have been a figure to set beside the ‘Piano Man’ of Sheppey. People cannot simply disappear, abdicate from the soap opera of the city; they must reappear: even the ones who have never been seen before. Like Kaspar Hauser, the changeling of Karlsruhe, or the peasant poet John Clare adrift in London, figures with no history continue to arrive out of some black hole: space-time anomalies. On a beach in the Thames Estuary, a man is discovered, in a wet evening suit with all identifying marks removed: one of the drowned, walking out of the river. His hair is erect, spiky; he hasn’t shaved in a couple of days. White shirt, no tie. The look seems to be calculated, borrowed from David Lynch – but the expression contradicts any facile explanation. A second life for a person who has avoided the preliminaries.

Here, and more convincingly present than the magician David Blaine in his high glass coffin, is a being to trouble the imagination. Blaine’s performance was mired in banality, he made himself a target; he was attached by an umbilical cord to City Hall and the media hose. A volunteer for the virtual pillory, the soft crucifixion of tabloid headlines, this self-hostaged American floated on the sweet stink of narcissism: underwritten by burger sweat and bad electricity. Too many safety lines, too many cables. It took the novelist Nicola Barker to redeem the project (before moving on, I’m sure, to the Piano Man).

The revenant’s expression tells us nothing, a passenger from nowhere. He is lodged in the Medway Maritime Hospital at Gillingham, where he draws detailed impressions of a grand piano. Unhesitating marks on paper, found in later times, will be a passport to the City of Disappearances. There are so many achieved and aborted quests, our soundtrack is as busy as a screwball Preston Sturges comedy. But, as noise fades, we are left with a gazetteer of erasures, each disappearance represented by a random object or image: a cabinet of curiosities. The military hairbrush that once belonged to Franz Kafka (as recorded by Kathi Diamant). Paul Buck’s photograph, pigeons in Trafalgar Square, from which his mother has been excluded. Kiki Benzon’s Camden Lock shoes, the ones that can’t be found a second time. Jeff Nuttall’s daughter, in his story, running away to London: how was that episode resolved? Marius Kociejowski’s discovery of a ‘blank Gretna Green marriage certificate’. A fading VHS tape of a deleted Channel 4 documentary, The Cardinal and the Corpse, in which dead London writers like Derek Raymond and Alexander Baron (along with the Kray associate Tony Lambrianou) keep on talking, still at the pub table, trying to fix the topography of forgotten films.

I thought the book might, in the end, be defined by pieces that didn’t appear. Nicholas Royle’s extended tale, a novella, was promised but it didn’t arrive. As deadline followed deadline, I considered publishing his postcards, the teasing hints of what was to come: Picasso etchings, Soho drawings, a promotional card for Baby Oil and Ice (an account of ‘striptease in East London’). And then, story delivered, Royle discovers, in a secondhand paperback of Kafka’s The Castle, a folded, photocopied poem: ‘The Disappearing City (Prague, 1938–London, 1988)’ by Nicholas Drake.

‘At dawn the storm troops execute the clocks.’

Another search is initiated. Everyone is keen to point out – as is the poet of ‘The Disappearing City’ – that he is not that Nick Drake, the suicided lyricist, the one whose sister played the woman in the first (television) version of J. G. Ballard’s Crash. Another person entirely, stroke victim, so they say, prizewinner. (The poet, run to ground by Royle, denies it. The confusion here is with yet another Nick, the playwright Nick Darke.) Did Drake do a book on Yeats for Penguin (author’s details not on file)? I met the original, the now celebrated singer/songwriter, my first time on radio, late 1960s, The John Peel Show. I had an 8 mm Bolex in my woolly shoulder-bag, I was keeping a film diary, but security wouldn’t let me shoot while the show was on air. No images of Peel or Drake, just the empty studio, an associate playing the various parts, faking it: an unreliable memory. The show was taped – it might have some value now – but that tape is lost. Too much time has been wasted searching for it, for all the other photographs, poems, totems. Never go back. Emulate Basil Bunting and burn the letters before the pests get at them. Free up the researchers. At the finish, even the cabinet of curiosities will betray us; all we can ever know is the shape the missing object leaves in the dust – and the stories, the lies we assemble to disguise the pain of an absence we cannot define.

[I. S.]


WEST END FINAL
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THE STALKING GHOST

In the late 1930s, as an ex-art student, I was often in the West End of London, a frequenter of galleries and exhibitions. I became aware of a man who attended the same events. From the first moment I noticed him, I felt that his face was familiar. He was a man of medium height, black haired, black eyed, with a look so ravaged by horror and grief that it was startling. He surely had been to hell and back. So regular were his appearances that I light-heartedly referred to him as my Ghost. I do not wish to imply that he was in any way pursuing me, nor I him; the encounters (barely that) were quite by chance, and not always in art exhibitions.

One evening, having a drink with friends at the Café Royal, I noticed him, melancholy, dark and tormented, at the next marble table. On another occasion, alone in the Lyons Teashop in Piccadilly, engrossed in what I was reading, I felt a slight chill. I looked up to discover my Ghost sitting at the pink glass table, directly in front of me.

Again, I was travelling with a friend to stay with her relatives in Coventry; a gloomy journey on a gloomy November evening. We took a corridor train with sliding doors that gave access to each carriage. As the train rattled through the Midlands, the door to our compartment was slid open; my Ghost stared in, shut the door immediately and disappeared.

War came. Lives were in upheaval. One evening, back in the Café Royal, I saw my Ghost, this time in uniform. Years passed, the war was over. I was walking down Shaftesbury Avenue with the friend who had shared my train journey. ‘He looks familiar,’ she said. A man in the crowd, in civilian clothes. ‘It’s my Ghost,’ I replied, ‘out of the army.’

No further sightings took place until 1952, at the private view of the Mexican Exhibition at the Tate Gallery. Passing from one room to another, I recognized my Ghost in dinner jacket and black tie. He approached me, as if to shake my hand; realizing he did not know me, he dropped his hand and sidled off. ‘Ah,’ I thought, ‘if he’s been haunting me all these years, perhaps I’ve been haunting him.’

Next day, I spotted him coming out of the post office on the corner of Knightsbridge and Wilton Place. A few weeks later I saw him in Southampton Row. I was then working for the Ganymed Press, near Holborn, and thought that, sooner or later, as he seemed to be in the ‘art world’, my man would be sure to turn up. He did. One day, returning to the office after lunch, I was confronted by my Ghost sitting at the desk. My assistant was on the phone to my boss, who was upstairs. ‘Mr Roberts,’ she said, ‘Mr Mervyn Peake is here to see you.’

[Ann Baer]

ANN OF OXFORD STREET

Being myself, at that time, of necessity a peripatetic, or a walker of the streets, I naturally fell in more frequently with those female peripatetics who are technically called street-walkers. Some of these women had occasionally taken my part against watchmen who wished to drive me off the steps of houses where I was sitting; others had protected me against more serious aggressions. But one amongst them – the one on whose account I have at all introduced this subject – yet no! let me not class thee, Oh noble-minded Ann —, with that other order of women; let me find, if it be possible, some gentler name to designate the condition of her to whose bounty and compassion – ministering to my necessities when all the world stood aloof from me – I owe it that I am at this time alive. For many weeks I had walked at nights, with this poor friendless girl up and down Oxford Street, or had rested with her on steps and under the shelter of porticos…

One night, when we were pacing slowly along Oxford Street, and after a day when I had felt unusually ill and faint, I requested her to turn off with me into Soho Square. Thither we went; and we sat down on the steps of a house, which to this hour I never pass without a pang of grief, and an inner act of homage to the spirit of that unhappy girl, in memory of the noble act which she there performed. Suddenly, as we sat, I grew much worse. I had been leaning my head against her bosom, and all at once I sank from her arms, and fell backwards on the steps. From the sensations I then had, I felt an inner conviction of the liveliest kind that, without some powerful and reviving stimulus, I should either have died on the spot, or should, at least, have sunk to a point of exhaustion from which all re-ascent, under my friendless circumstances, would soon have become hopeless. Then it was, at this crisis of my fate, that my poor orphan companion, who had herself met with little but injuries in this world, stretched out a saving hand to me. Uttering a cry of terror, but without a moment’s delay, she ran off into Oxford Street, and, in less time than could be imagined, returned to me with a glass of port-wine and spices, that acted upon my empty stomach (which at that time would have rejected all solid food) with an instantaneous power of restoration…

Some feelings, though not deeper or more passionate, are more tender than others; and often when I walk, at this time, in Oxford Street by dreamy lamp-light, and hear those airs played on a common street-organ which years ago solaced me and my dear youthful companion, I shed tears, and muse with myself at the mysterious dispensation which so suddenly and so critically separated us for ever…

About fifteen shillings I had employed in re-establishing (though in a very humble way) my dress. Of the remainder, I gave one-quarter (something more than a guinea) to Ann, meaning, on my return, to have divided with her whatever might remain.

These arrangements made, soon after six o’clock, on a dark winter evening, I set off, accompanied by Ann, towards Piccadilly; for it was my intention to go down as far as the turn to Salt Hill and Slough on the Bath or Bristol mail. Our course lay through a part of the town which has now totally disappeared, so that I can no longer retrace its ancient boundaries – having been replaced by Regent Street and its adjacencies. Swallow Street is all that I remember of the names superseded by this large revolutionary usurpation. Having time enough before us, however, we bore away to the left, until we came into Golden Square. There, near the corner of Sherrard Street, we sat down, not wishing to part in the tumult and blaze of Piccadilly. I had told Ann of my plans some time before; and now I assured her again that she should share in my good fortune, if I met with any; and that I would never forsake her, as soon as I had power to protect her…I hoped to return in a week, at furthest, and I agreed with her that, on the fifth night from that, and every night afterwards, she would wait for me, at six o’clock, near the bottom of Great Titchfield Street; which had formerly been our customary haven of rendezvous, to prevent our missing each other in the great Mediterranean of Oxford Street. This, and other measures of precaution, I took; one, only, I forgot. She had either never told me, or (as a matter of no great interest) I had forgotten, her surname. It is a general practice, indeed, with girls of humble rank in her unhappy condition, not (as novel-reading women of higher pretensions) to style themselves Miss Douglas, Miss Montague, &c., but simply by their Christian names, Mary, Jane, Frances, &c. Her surname, as the surest means of tracing her, I ought now to have inquired; but the truth is, having no reason to think that our meeting again could, in consequence of a short interruption, be more difficult or uncertain than it had been for so many weeks, I scarcely for a moment adverted to it as necessary, or placed it amongst my memoranda against this parting interview; and, my final anxieties being spent in comforting her with hopes, and in pressing upon her the necessity of getting some medicine for a violent cough with which she was troubled, I wholly forgot this precaution until it was too late to recall her…

I quitted London in haste, and returned to the Priory; after some time I proceeded to Oxford; and it was not until many months had passed away that I had it in my power again to revisit the ground which had become so interesting to me, and to this day remains so, as the chief scene of my youthful sufferings.

Meantime, what had become of Ann? Where was she? Whither had she gone? According to our agreement, I sought her daily, and waited for her every night, so long as I staid in London, at the corner of Titchfield Street; and during the last days of my stay in London I put into activity every means of tracing her that my knowledge of London suggested, and the limited extent of my power made possible. The street where she had lodged I knew, but not the house; and I remembered, at last, some account which she had given of ill-treatment, from her landlord, which made it probable that she had quitted these lodgings before we parted. She had few acquaintances; most people, besides, thought that the earnestness of my inquiries arose from motives which moved their laughter or their slight regard; and others, thinking that I was in chase of a girl who had robbed me of some trifles, were naturally and excusably indisposed to give me any clue to her, if indeed they had any to give. Finally, as my despairing resource, on the day I left London I put into the hands of the only person who (I was sure) must know Ann by sight, from having been in company with us once or twice, an address to the Priory. All was in vain. To this hour I have never heard a syllable about her. This, amongst such troubles as most men meet with in this life, has been my heaviest affliction. If she lived, doubtless we must have been sometimes in search of each other, at the very same moment, through the mighty labyrinths of London; perhaps even within a few feet of each other – a barrier no wider, in a London street, often amounting in the end to a separation for eternity! During some years I hoped that she did live; and I suppose that, in the literal and unrhetorical use of the word myriad, I must, on my different visits to London, have looked into many myriads of female faces, in the hope of meeting Ann. I should know her again amongst a thousand, and if seen but for a moment. Handsome she was not; but she had a sweet expression of countenance, and a peculiarly graceful carriage of the head. I sought her, I have said, in hope. So it was for years; but now I should fear to see her; and her cough, which grieved me when I parted with her, is now my consolation. Now I wish to see her no longer, but think of her, more gladly, as one long since laid in the grave – in the grave, I would hope, of a Magdalen; taken away before injuries and cruelty had blotted out and transfigured her ingenuous nature, or the brutalities of ruffians had completed the ruin they had begun.

[Thomas De Quincey]

BRIDGE OF SIGHS: THE RAYMOND REVUEBAR

Paul Raymond shifted fractionally in the hot tub, and a droplet of perspiration fell from a ringlet. His signature bouffant had thinned a little at the crown, it was true, but it still flowed to his shoulders like al dente vermicelli. (What was it about purveyors of gentlemen’s entertainment and their barnets? Stringfellow was the same.) ‘More Krug, Steve?’ offered Raymond, propping himself on an elbow and reaching for the sweating bucket.

I raised a wrinkled thumb. ‘Be rude not to, Paul,’ I said. Not for the first time, I reproached myself for misjudging my host. Like many others, I had been ready to believe the caricature of the publisher as a miserly misanthrope, passing his declining years by stroking gold bars in his lonely condo. Through the wreaths of my cigar smoke, I considered the still-vital octogenarian in front of me and wondered that anyone could doubt his credentials as a liberator of post-war London, who had brought a welcome dose of honesty to our confused and hypocritical attitudes to sex.

At that moment, the Japanese doors sighed ajar, and stepping towards us through the nimbus of moisture and tobacco came Lorelei and Roxanne, shrugging off their robes, and then Susie and Lucy, and Tammy and Sammy…

Dear reader, it wasn’t like that. No, it wasn’t that way at all. I’ll admit that when I began to chronicle the disappearance of the Raymond Revuebar, Britain’s original strip joint, I half expected – do I mean hoped? – to wind up in a steamy spot alongside its founder. But in the event, the clinch I found myself in with Paul Raymond was a long way from the pleasures of the assisted Jacuzzi. On the contrary, I felt the hot breath of the powerful Raymond organization on the back of my neck. The business of the Revuebar was titillation, the tantalizing withholding of juicy material. In this respect, Raymond and his people had a holistic approach, as much a feature of the boardroom as of the dimly lit cockpit of the stage itself. A man by the name of Carl Snitcher, who is chief executive of Raymond’s property empire, Soho Estates, has a practised way of saving your time and his when you inquire whether Mr Raymond might be willing to – ‘No, he wouldn’t,’ says Mr Snitcher, before you’ve even finished asking if Raymond would speak to you in person. Despite this, I was soon standing in the lobby of a mansion block in Piccadilly that didn’t look worth the money it must cost to live there: I knew that Raymond had a bachelor pad near the Ritz Hotel and by chance I had stumbled on the right place at the first time of asking. In the hallway, which had been camouflaged in a colour scheme of sub-fusc, I secured the displeasure of the doormen, and indeed others on the Raymond payroll, with a patently under-rehearsed story about ‘an appointment’. Nonetheless, I found myself returning more than once to Arlington Street, SW1, blowing on my hands and stamping my feet and hoping for a glimpse of the man who had revolutionized London’s nightlife, not to mention the opportunity to snatch a word, if you’ll overlook the expression.

But all of this lay ahead of me when I set out to chart the decline of Raymond’s fleshpot. It was due to be reincarnated as a gay bar. Out were going all the trappings and appurtenances of the old hetero mosh pit, one supposed: the hoppy kegs in the cellar; the desultory puck of air-freshener in the well of the urinals, the Velcro carpets. And in were coming toney, tongue-in-cheek fixtures and fittings, as demanded by a more sophisticated clientele. I wondered what all this reminded me of, and realized hotly that it was what youread about in every other phonebox in London. The Revuebar was pre-op.

From the south, the club was approached by way of Shaftesbury Avenue, which was effectively the grid reference of the magical destination ‘London’s West End’. Turning off this theatrical thoroughfare into Rupert Street, the visitor all at once beheld the scintillating signifier of the Revuebar itself: the name of the gaff, spelled out in neon. There was talk of preserving this throbbing masthead, but it was out of sight behind scaffolding in 2005 and Westminster Council said it had no knowledge that the sign would be listed. The northern means of access to Raymond’s pleasuredome was from Berwick Street, a tributary of mighty Oxford Street. People from out of town were well advised not to go too far to the west along this strip before making a left, and in any case a change of direction was overdue by the time one reached Marks & Sparks, coincidentally the site of the pox doctor where Thomas De Quincey bought his first wrap of opium. Assuming that you were safely proceeding along Berwick Street, the sight of market barrows and the nosegay of fruit on the turn announced that the Revuebar was close at hand. Strictly speaking, it was not on Berwick Street itself but at 11–12 Walker’s Court. The revamp of the venue saw not only its name removed but also proud armorials such as ‘The Festival of Erotica’ torn down. The onlooker found his eye drawn to a relic of an earlier life, a plaque for ‘Maurice House’. It was little wonder that the old name had fallen into disuse: ‘Maurice House, Walker’s Court’ had the ring of warden-controlled accommodation rather than an amphitheatre of unwithered flesh. The plaque had come to light on the club’s one architectural conversation piece, the bridge over Walker’s Court. The bridge is an enclosed walkway, suspended above a narrow strand of sex shops and Italian caffs, and as far as I can see it’s the only reason for calling Walker’s Court a court at all. It is a low bridge, so low that a man standing on the pavement beneath might almost brush the underside of it with his outstretched fingers. In any other setting, this squat rampart would be ugly, laughable: a dirty cladding of concrete which attempts to imitate stone without remotely coming close. The whole thing is too heavy for the supporting buildings to bear, aesthetically if not structurally. With its leaded bay windows, it is a mockery of a romantic fantasy, Ivanhoe’s penthouse. But by virtue of its very improbability, it casts a strange spell. A folly such as this might awaken in a man’s breast a courtly daydream of a beautiful exotic dancer trapped in a tower, who offers to let down her hair extensions to any punter bold and trim enough to shin up them and claim her.

Despite Soho’s renown or notoriety as London’s red-light zone, history shows that it took a while to get the old girl in the mood. As late as Elizabethan times, Soho was nothing but water-meadow, and the story goes that it acquired its name only in the late seventeenth century, when the Duke of Monmouth, who had a place in the West End, uttered the rallying cry of ‘So-hoe!’ at the Battle of Sedgemoor. When Casanova himself had digs in Greek Street, the Soho we know today was still no more than a twinkle in his roving eye. In fact, it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the place got a reputation for carnal pursuits. Prostitutes working the Strand and Haymarket repaired to rookeries with their temporary patrons. These comings and goings were recorded by Robert Louis Stevenson in The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Not only a horror classic but also a prototype account of Soho low-life, the story notes that the typical thoroughfare boasted ‘a gin palace, a low French eating house, a shop for the retail of penny numbers and twopenny salads, many ragged children huddled in the doorways, and women of many different nationalities passing out, keys in hand’. By the end of the First World War, Soho had determinedly made its bed, and has been lying in it ever since. Girls were to be found on the streets from the late afternoons, as shops and offices closed for the day. From midnight until cockcrow, a shift of heavily made-up older ladies patrolled Glasshouse Street, no more than a garter’s throw from the Revuebar. As the novels of Graham Greene remind us, many of Soho’s prostitutes between the wars were French or Belgian, known locally as Fifis. Gangsters set up stables of girls on Rupert Street and Brewer Street. Ed Glinert, a one-man gazetteer of London, says that coitus was frequently interruptus thanks to ‘men with cameras bursting in and taking shots that could be used for blackmail’. By the 1950s, there were an estimated 5,000 working girls in Central London. A policeman walking up Shaftesbury Avenue one evening encountered 100 girls soliciting before he’d got as far as Cambridge Circus. These scandalizing antics were not to be endured. The forty-shilling fines handed down to prostitutes were having no effect, so these sanctions were reinforced by the big stick of imprisonment for third-time offenders. The result was that working girls were swept off the street overnight.

This was the hygienic, hosed-down scene that confronted the new owner of Maurice House, the thirty-three-year-old Paul Raymond. In the late 1950s Raymond was a former comb salesman and a failed mind-reader. But he had experienced a eureka moment on the variety circuit when he realized that he could persuade a couple of girls who were sharing the bill with him to take their tops off for an extra ten shillings each, an outlay which he more than recouped at the box office. Raymond was born Geoffrey Quinn in Liverpool in 1925: he shared his birthday with the noted authors J. G. Ballard and Tibor Fischer. Chalk it up to healthy adolescent curiosity, if you will, or to a precocious talent for his future line of work, but at fourteen Raymond was peeping through a keyhole as his aunt undressed. He was educated by the Jesuit brothers at St Francis Xavier’s College in Liverpool, the alma mater of Gerard Manley Hopkins. ‘If there’s any spanking on the curriculum of Raymond’s clubs and his magazines,’ said the Liverpool Post, ‘we know where he got the idea from.’ Raymond left school at fifteen and went to work as an office boy with the Manchester ship canal before a brief spell down the mines (he lasted a week).

Wartime found him doing his best to avoid national service by force-feeding himself sandwiches of saccharin before his medical. A pal had told him that chain-eating sugar butties would fool the unsuspecting stethoscope into picking up signs of a heart condition. But Raymond was passed ‘A1 fit’ and joined the RAF as a bandsman. During his two years in uniform, he supplemented his forces pay by flogging grooming products as well as nylons and petrol coupons. ‘I was a total spiv,’ he has said of this period of his life. The demobilized Raymond made a living of sorts in show business, first playing the drums in a dance band and then setting up as a clairvoyant after buying the act from a clown on Clacton Pier. The fee of £25 included a book of secret codes, a crib of apparently workaday phrases with which the mystic’s assistant could guide the great Raymond to his uncanny insights. Not that he went by that name on stage: if he and his then partner had been lucky enough to have their own dressing room, the name on the door would have been Mr and Mrs Tree (as in ‘mystery’). Poor takings suggested that Raymond had no future in the mind-reading business. The masterstroke of putting topless women in front of a paying audience came to him not a moment too soon. In 1951, he went on the road with the Festival of Nudes, his own personal tribute to the rather better-known carnival which was then attempting to raise post-war spirits.

The Revuebar, which opened in 1958, was not the first London venue to feature nude shows. Around the corner at the Windmill, women had stood and shivered in the altogether for years: famously, the Lord Chamberlain had decreed that the models were not allowed to move. Raymond spotted a loophole in the ruling and registered his Revuebar as a club: the striptease had arrived. Raymond and his activities excited the loathing of papers such as the Daily Mail from the outset. In 1961, Raymond was fined £5,000 for keeping a disorderly house. The judge censured the ‘filthy, disgusting and beastly’ Revuebar. But the business was an unstoppable success: by 1965, its owner had made half a million pounds. Raymond grew rich on membership fees, as Soho’s old faces duly noted. ‘Made millions out of standing orders,’ the underworld figure Billy Howard told his son as they stood in Walker’s Court, admiring the photos of ‘attractive showgirls, scantily clad in feathers and sequins’. ‘To get in youhave to be a member. Most of the customers have got a few bob, they’re down here for conferences or meetings, they have a few drinks and end up here. Fill in the membership form with their bank details and every year it comes out. Most of them only ever go in the place once, but they just keep on paying.’

Carelessness, or embarrassment, kept the bankers’ drafts rolling in. According to Michael Connor, who wrote a biography of Howard, The Soho Don, ‘Bill obviously thought the way Paul Raymond had achieved this cash flow was a clever angle. The operation itself…was stylish. Not only were the sets a talking point, Mickey Spillane, the American thriller writer, had remarked that the Girl in the Golden Fish Tank was the sexiest girl he had ever seen.’

The terrible burden of conceiving and bringing to the stage Paul Raymond’s increasingly spectacular productions was borne for half a lifetime by the Revuebar’s former artistic director, Gerard Simi. ‘I have lived with spangles, with glitter, but I am not duped. I see through it.’ I found Simi taking some time off at his home in north-west London before committing himself to new projects. He was telling me about video directors with whom he’d recently had some dealings. ‘They are so pretentious,’ he went on. ‘You meet them and they are all talking about “my work”. Well, here is my work, thirty years of work.’ Simi ran a hand over transparent wallets of photographic prints, a fraction of the 3,000 images he had saved from the Revuebar and which he hoped one day to bring to the public between the covers of a coffee-table book. One snap captured a pair of young women in minimalist sportswear apparently under-going a searching workout. Simi was ‘persevering’ with a text to accompany his glossy souvenir. ‘I write better English than I talk,’ he said, the accent of his Corsican childhood unmodulated by long exposure to the stews of Soho. In the bearded middle-aged man it was possible to descry the young hoofer who had arrived penniless in London. ‘I had a saucepan, to cook food in the hotel. I suppose it was illegal.’ Simi has calculated that the curtain rose 22,000 times on his shows. ‘More than The Mousetrap,’ he said. In excess of two million people came to gawp at his productions. How many routines had he choreographed at the Revuebar? Pah, too many to count, perhaps 1,000. Raymond, the former vaudeville turn, had prided himself on being an impresario. As well as the Revuebar, he bought the Whitehall Theatre and transferred a successful farce called Pyjama Tops from the United States, throwing in added nudity. Its success led to a run of shows including What, No Pyjamas? and Yes, We Have No Pyjamas. Despite their emphasis on bare skin, the plays were judged to be oddly wholesome by the critics. Sex was on show but it was also sent up. Raymond’s most ambitious production was the Royalty Follies of 1974, which cost £300,000 to put on, a princely sum thirty years ago. The climax saw a live dolphin removing a woman’s bikini with its bottlenosed snout. Like Raymond’s other blockbusters, the Follies was rolled out to what might be called the legitimate theatre, and the dolphin played for many nights at the Royalty on Kingsway, now the Peacock Theatre. The responsibilities of backstage staff included installing a tank for the mammal, and lowering semi-naked models through trapdoors in the proscenium arch, which had been purpose-built to allow airborne entrances: ‘tart traps’ as they were inevitably known. The official history of the Peacock claims that the dolphin failed to adapt to its new life in showbusiness. ‘Sadly, the conditions proved far from congenial for poor Flipper, who passed into legend as the only ghost the theatre boasts: a spectral squeaking, not unlike a crying baby, to be heard desolately wailing in its now abandoned and rusted prison…’

Gerard Simi’s role behind the scenes was recognized in 1997 when Raymond sold him the Revuebar. ‘I made money out of it, £7 million a year,’ Simi told me. Around us were some of the fruits of his labour. Tropical fish pouted like showgirls from behind their glass. Simi’s living room was dominated by a huge television set. Behind its shutters, it was like a deserted chateau. The money had bought Simi time to develop his gifts as a portraitist. On an easel, a work in progress celebrated an unabashed gym-rat who was entwined in a sash or perhaps a bedsheet. Yes, the money had been good, but where had it gone? ‘By the end of Saturday night, we had all this money,’ said Simi. ‘By Monday, most of it had disappeared, on this and that.’

By the time Raymond had unloaded the Revuebar, it was the centre of his empire in name only. He had enriched himself by diversifying into men’s magazines. At the self-consciously classy end of his adult library – I’m thinking of titles such as Mayfair and Men Only– editorial was shoehorned between the pin-ups, in an echo of Hugh Hefner’s Playboy. Heartbreakingly, this convention is observed to the present day, as though the staff have a touching faith in the taste and breadth of interest of their readership, or simply cannot bring themselves to break it to the old boy about the unconscionable charcuterie that is the mainstay of rival publications.

Not even Raymond’s portfolio of one-handed journals could compare with the property business that he was building. Ironically, his opportunity came after a crackdown on the proprietors of sex boutiques, the successors of Conrad’s Adolf Verloc and his ‘dim shop with its wares of disreputable rubbish’ in the London of The Secret Agent. The purge drove many tenants out of Soho in the mid 1970s. In their wake, property prices fell, and Raymond followed along behind, buying up Soho by the street. By the time he was done, it was estimated that he owned between a third and a half of the area. In recent years, his assets have included the freehold to Ronnie Scott’s, Sugar Reef and Soho House. Nor had he severed his ties with the Revuebar entirely, it turned out. In one of the last interviews he gave, he told the Estates Gazette in 1990 that he had made his initial venture into property as long ago as 1958, to prevent his club from falling into the hands of Soho villains. ‘It was the time of Jack Spot, Billy Hill and other gangsters. The wrong type of people were beginning to encroach on me. The protection racket said I wouldn’t last more than three weeks, so, to safeguard my interests, I bought the freehold.’ Raymond said that it was the best deal he ever did. There was still one last little drink in it for him in 2004, when he put up Gerard Simi’s rent from £150,000 a year to £275,000.

It would have been even more but Simi managed to talk Soho Estates down from their original figure. However, the landlord wanted the new rate backdated to cover the nine months it had taken to conclude negotiations. ‘It was an astronomical sum,’ Simi told the Independent at the time. ‘But still I managed to find it. I was only two or three days late. But they sent the bailiffs round one night, saying, “We are coming to close your place.” That was the thanks I got for keeping the Raymond Revuebar alive. I was very, very disappointed.’

Carl Snitcher pointed out that the rent rise at the Revuebar had been agreed, not imposed. ‘So we agree it between us and then that’s the rent, and so it does go up. But that’s the real world. And then what do yousay, as a landlord, in circumstances in which everyone has agreed a rent? That, for sentimental reasons, youwon’t enforce it?’

Simi didn’t want to talk about it any more, he said, about how he came to sell up and the Revuebar finally closed its doors after nearly half a century. The far Finchley Road was a susurrus through his French windows. ‘It’s not about finding work. I could go and work in Austria now.’ Simi snapped his fingers. But he mourned the sophistication that had been the hallmark of his shows, the choreography, the sparkle. ‘There is no market for striptease today. The boys all used to come down to see us in Soho on a Saturday night but they don’t come any more. They think it’s all one big gay village now. Lap-dance bars have taken a lot of the business away, so have the sex shops. People go in there for a quickie, as I call it.’

Simi told me that he still spoke to his old boss on the phone. But later he admitted that it had been several years since they’d had a conversation. ‘He lives very quietly, counting his money,’ he said. ‘You know the customers always used to ask me, “Show me the seat where Paul Raymond sits,” but the truth is that we hardly ever saw him. He liked to give the impression that he loved the club, arriving in his Rolls Royce, but really all he was interested in was the bottom line.’ Raymond became one of the richest men in the world, with a personal fortune estimated at £600 million in 2004. But his personal life was less enviable. His relationship with his two sons had been strained. A famous affair with the former porn star Fiona Richmond was a distant memory. ‘She has a family now,’ Simi said. Raymond’s daughter, Debbie, who had seemed likely to inherit the empire, died of a drugs overdose in 1992, and the old man was seldom seen in public again after that. John Walsh of the Independent, covering the funeral of the writer Jeffrey Bernard at Kensal Green five years later, reported that Raymond had turned up to pay his respects to a fellow Soho legend. Walsh found him ‘unrecognizable’. Carl Snitcher of Soho Estates wrote to the Evening Standard in January 2004 to correct a story that the paper had run about Raymond. ‘Although he doesn’t come into the office all that often, he is still the chairman of the company and is involved on a daily basis with matters pertaining to the business,’ wrote Snitcher. ‘To say that he “spends most days in his dressing gown, dyes his shoulder-length hair yellow and doesn’t cut his fingernails” is untrue. Last week he attended his granddaughter’s eighteenth birthday party in fine form. His fingernails were cut, he was not in a dressing gown and his hair was certainly not yellow.’

Raymond didn’t lack for posh grub, living as he did between the Ritz and Le Caprice. He could take his constitutionals in Green Park. When I went into his apartment building and said, ‘I’m here to see Paul Raymond,’ one of the doormen dialled the penthouse. But it was no good. ‘I’m afraid he’s not in,’ said the doorman, giving me a wary look. I thought of the long-running Private Eye cartoon strip which had celebrated Bernard and the Coach and Horses in Soho, with its invariable caption: ‘Jeff been in?’ I wrote to Paul Raymond care of his condo and I’m still waiting for a reply.

The day came when the Revuebar was reopening. It was a fully-fledged gay bar now: it was post-op. I hesitated to tell Gerard Simi that I had an invitation to the launch party but he said he wanted to hear all about it. He made me promise to ring him and tell him how it went.

As is often the way with these things, the grand opening of Too2Much became a last-minute rush. The boys and girls who had been taken on behind the bar and in the cloakrooms arrived on time, but their hot pants didn’t turn up. I heard all this from a strapping cigarette girl called Joy, a nice lad in leopard skin and a stovepipe hat. The essential layout of the Revuebar, and many of its fixtures, had been retained. In the red plush of a wall, I made out what looked like a circular panel. Had it once held a lifebelt, for use in emergencies in the dolphin tank? I opened the panel to find a rack of fuseboxes. In the larger of the two bars, Gerard Simi’s beloved proscenium arch had been preserved – would I really call him and tell him this, I wondered – but the curtain would not be rising that night. There would be no writhing floor show, no naked motorcycle display team. Instead, there was a metal pole on either side of the bar, as though what everyone was actually attending was the launch party of a fire station. Pole-dancing! The stainless shafts were as infra dig as a teasmade in the bedroom of a country house. In the small upstairs bar, beneath a mirrored ceiling, I selected a cocktail and a seat. Woody Allen’s professed wish to be reincarnated as Warren Beatty’s fingers came to mind: there must be men out there – sad men, if youlike – who wouldn’t mind coming back as the Naugahyde on the Revuebar’s storied banquettes. The club was at the back of the mind of every fond survivor of the Swinging Sixties, and anyone else who toasts that era. Its bump ’n’ grind revues, which anticipated ‘live bed shows’, were like a photographic negative of John and Yoko beneath a coverlet the colour of innocence. (The connection between Raymond and the Beatles was cemented in 1967, when scenes for The Magical Mystery Tour were filmed at the Revuebar.) In the States, home of Playboy, the girls had large hair and good teeth and all lived with Hef on a bunny ranch. In London, after air raids and rationing, our sexual proving ground could hardly fail to be less sunny, less redolent of vitamins in the milk, and so a different kind of menagerie had emerged. Pigeon-chested, gyrating in their ‘birdcages’, the girls of the Revuebar might have been strutting their stuff in a wheezy-making coop or loft. It was all of a piece, somehow, when a 1970s television series inspired by Raymond’s Soho was called Budgie.

I might add that it took me a long time to make my way from the main bar to the smaller one. Between the one and the other, I pushed through a door and was transfixed to find myself floating above London in a glass gondola, just as high off the ground as a man’s outstretched fingers could reach. From my aerial bathyscaphe, I looked down in wonder on the serried blazons of Soho. There was the sign for Slinkys – ‘for the liberated and enslaved: corsets, rubber, leather, lingerie, SM equipment…’ – and over there, the fluorescent earnest for the Café Roma (the classic espresso bar was another threatened tenant of the West End). I was on the bridge over Walker’s Court, now revealed as the bridge of sighs at the University of Life. Not unlike Leonardo DiCaprio in Titanic, youmight think, I travelled on through the night in the prow of Paul Raymond’s abandoned flagship.

Each man kills the thing he loves, as a Soho low-life might tell you in his cups. Then he would wake up and scrounge a cigarette and remind you of the punchline, the unillusioned motto of red-light districts the world over: what’s love got to do with it?

[Stephen Smith]

HEART OF THE MATTER

Charing Cross Road, I must have walked up and down it two or three thousand times. Perhaps ten thousand. Who knows? How to calculate a figure with any form of accuracy when it traces back forty years to my early teens? Can’t I make a stab in the dark, like Simenon when he purported to have had sex with 10,000 women in his ‘need to communicate’? A figure later reduced to around 1,200 by his second wife. Whatever the number, this dynamic road plays a major part in my autobiography. It has been a spine to my life, as it is to Central London. Or, alternatively, the aorta, the main artery of the body. My life would have been very different if Charing Cross Road hadn’t been there to support and launch me.

As a young child my grandma used to take me to Trafalgar Square to feed the pigeons, followed by tea in Lyons Corner House. The photographs, reinforced by family stories, tell me that’s what we did. I have absolutely no memory of those events aside from the images. Did we only go that far? What else did we do? Didn’t we set foot in the Charing Cross Road? I could ask my sister, she’s a wealth of information on childhood memories. But I won’t. I don’t need to remember the forgotten.

To walk. Always that pleasure. Even now. Another street will just not do; if chosen, it’s for the exotic nature of the detour, not to experience the pulse of my life. This street has become an addiction. I’ve needed it ‘to communicate’ with myself, to make me understand the complexities and confusions of my life, though I cannot say that I realized that point until I was around nineteen. I had chosen a college in Chelsea because of its image, a sense of ‘bohemia’ – the Chelsea Set, with their Chelsea boots, those Cuban-heeled wonders bought from Anello & Davide, the theatrical footwear shop that was once to be found in Charing Cross Road. I had also chosen Soho as another fixed point for its sense of risk and sexuality – enhanced by its Italian delicatessens (my mother came from south of Rome), though probably as a ruse to cover my sexual awakenings and leanings.

Great Newport Street came to my attention as a jazz home for Ken Colyer’s Studio 51. Not that I favoured that form of New Orleans ‘Trad Jazz’ – but I was aware, each time I walked past, a few yards away in Charing Cross Road, that jazz was played there. I did get to visit it later when a friend of mine, the poet Pete Brown, formed a band, one of many, that included the then session musician Johnny McLaughlin.

Studio 51 was to catch my eye again when I came across Patrice Chaplin’s book Albany Park (the area of Sidcup that borders on where I live). I discovered that she grew up a couple of streets from where I’m now sitting at my desk. Her story plots the course of an escape from the suburbs to the wider world, via early trips to London to visit Studio 51 and other nearby jazz haunts and all-night cafés around Soho. Later she was to venture to America, to the West Coast, and marry – into the famous film family whose surname she now bears.

More in keeping with my mood was Ronnie Scott’s, at that time in a basement in Gerrard Street. I was too young to visit the club, and the knowledge that it was in Chinatown didn’t help. Any image of Soho, no matter how sordid, I have always felt comfortable with, but all images of Chinatown spooked me in those days, and perhaps still do.

Charing Cross Road was where people in the music business could be seen, walking to Denmark Street or elsewhere. Heads turned when someone like Hendrix in his multicoloured clothes would pass. On one occasion, in June 1967 at the Saville Theatre, round the corner in Shaftesbury Avenue, Hendrix opened his set with the title number of Sergeant Pepper. The album had been released that week. The audience, which included the Beatles, were amazed. Perhaps Hendrix had heard it
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