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Bohemian rhapsody

Soho's bohos return in a stage event celebrating
the district’s raffish heyday, writes Paul Willetts

M =ntion Soho and you'll inevi-
taly conjure up a gallery of
vivid images. For the elderly,
it's redolent of a vanished

world of seedy basement jazz.

clubs, afternoon drinking
dives, aromatic delicatessens,
arty pubs, and French prost-
itutes accosting passers-by
from upstairs windows. For
the middle-aged, it’s inextric-
ably associated with the neon-
lit sex shops, peep shows, and
blue-movie fleapits that colo-
- nised those same narrow
streets in the 1960s and 1970s.
For the young, it's synon-
ymous with gay bars, chic res-
taurants and well-groomed me-
dia smoothies, attracted by the
area’s fashionable aura.

Soho’s much-mythologised
heyday as the English equiv-
alent of the Left Bank in Paris
or Greenwich Village in New
York lasted from the early
1920s to the late 1950s. During
that period, visitors to this
easy-going, cosmopolitan en-
clave, where eccentricity and
unconventional behaviour
flourished, could mingle with
- its colourful cast of painters,
writers, actors, musicians, book-
ies and small-time ‘crooks.

Regulars included the paint-
ers Augustus John and Francis
Bacon, the Satanist Aleister
Crowley, Dylan Thomas, the
self-styled horse-racing tipster

VISITORS COULD
MINGLE WITH A
CAST OF PAINTERS,
WRITERS, ACTORS -
AND CROOKS

Zulu Prince Monolulu, the jazz
singer George Melly and the
gay exhibitionist Quentin
Crisp. Yet none led a more
flamboyant or rackety exist-
ence than the writer Julian
Maclaren-Ross (1912-64), au-
thor of the classic, soon-to-be-
reissued Memoirs of the Forties,
which has done more than any
other book to define the dis-
trict’s raffish allure,

Dressed in an outlandish
costume evocative of both a
Hollywood gangster and an
1890s dandy, his pale suit aug-
mented by a carnation in his
buttonhole, a brightly pat-
terned tie, a malacca cane, and
dark, American aviator-style
sunglasses,  Maclaren-Ross
was invariably to be found at
the bar of the Wheatsheaf on
Rathbone Place,

Nawadays this falls beyond
the informal northern perim-
eter of Soho, marked by Ox-
ford Street. From the late
1930s until the end of the fol-
lowing decade, however, the
Wheatsheaf was the headquar-
ters of the bohemian set that
convened in what was known
as North Soho. Besides produc-
ing intermittently brilliant
work which earned him the
admiration of Evelyn Waugh
and raham Greene,
Maclaren-Ross endured drug
addiction, alcoholism, insan-
ity, homelessness, imprison-
ment and poverty, his prob-
lems compounded by an
obsession with George Or-

well's rous widow
Small wonder, then, that he

has been adopted as the pa-
tron saint of the recently
founded Sohemian Society
(www.sohemians.com), dedi-
cated to celebrating Soho's
louche past. Its founders, Marc
Glendening and lan Farrow,
host a programme of events,
appealing to an audience that
ranges from nostalgic twenty-
somethings to ravaged veter-
ans of the scene. The latest of
these events provides a chance
to hear George Melly’s remi-
niscences, which promise to be
as garish as his colourful suits. .
With its atmosphere of hard-
drinking bonhomie, the Sohe-
mian Society offers its devo-
tees a taste of a lost era.

An Audience with George
Melly, followed by a screening
of Love is the Devil, the
Francis Bacon biopic, is being
staged on Thursday, 7.30pm,
at the Everyman Cinema,
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