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FOREWORD

To the scion of an aristocratic Viennese family on the verge of his sixteenth birthday, the sight of a pretty housemaid’s delightfully rounded breasts made Johann Gewirtz more determined than ever to cast off his unwanted virginity . . . .

And after these first sensuous adventures, in the late 1890s and early 1900s Count Johann – or Johnny as he was later to be known to his many friends in Great Britain and the United States of America – Gewirtz of Galicia was known as one of the most notorious ladies men in Europe.

This first book in his graphic, uninhibited autobiography begins in 1886 on the verge of his sixteenth birthday. The scion of an aristocratic family living in Imperial Vienna, Johann is more determined than ever to cast off his wanted virginity. His initial amatory experiences began in the company of his friend Carl Hildebrand during a summer holiday in Stettin. Soon afterwards, much to his delight, he fulfils this goal with Marielle, a pretty circus performer and shortly after an erotic afternoon spent with two raunchy teenage girls, the lucky lad meets Natasha, a charming gypsy girl who will do anything – but anything – for Johann if he will help her gain employment in his parents’ household in Vienna.

Let me flesh out and slightly correct a brief biography of Johann written by my fellow historian Sir Jeremy Allandale when an abridged selection from these memoirs was published in London fifteen years ago.

Johann was born on February 17, 1870 and was the eldest son of Graf [the German equivalent of Count] Benjamin Gewirtz who owned a substantial estate in Galicia, an area north of the Carpathians which includes the cities of Krakow and Lvov, now divided between Poland the Ukraine but which was a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire until the end of World War One in 1919.

Like many aristocrats, the well-to-do Gewirtz family made their home in faraway Vienna, the bustling, fashionable capital of the Empire and the Graf rarely Galicia, leaving the management of his business affairs in the hands of a local overseer. However, the Graf was not a totally absentee landlord and Johann was fortunate enough to enjoy some further fun and games with Wanda, a young maidservant, when he accompanied his father on one of the Graf’s infrequent trips to his mansion in Pinczow. However, when his parents were alerted to their son’s liaison with Wanda, they decided that he should continue his education abroad.

Both the Graf and his Dutch-born wife Henriet were staunch Anglophiles and all members of the family were competent speakers of English. So Joann was sent to Harcourt Academy, a small private school run by Dr. Nicolas Grafton-Austin, a progressive educationist who eschewed the fashionable ‘muscular Christianity’ of the time. Johann’s journey to England and his adventures at Harcourt Academy form the basis of books two and three in the Count’s autobiography and although this first volume is concerned solely with his initial teenage sexual shenanigans, readers may care to know a little more about our hero.

After two years at the Harcourt Academy Johann [or Johnny as he was happy to be known by his British school chums] completed his education at Merton College, Oxford where he gained a first class degree in Modern Languages – a commendable achievement although it should be noted that English, German, French and Dutch were all widely spoken in the cosmopolitan Gewirtz household.

In August 1894 Johann assumed the title of Graf Gewirtz after the death of his father. As the eldest son he inherited a sizeable fortune but Johann was not interested in managing the family estates and he passed over the rights to these lands to his young brother Rudolf who was more than happy to accept this generous gesture as he preferred living in the country rather than in the hothouse atmosphere of Vienna.

There was more than enough money in Johann’s bank account for him to embark on an Epicurean lifestyle of wine, women and song throughout the capital cities of Europe. In 1902 he purchased a house in the heart of the fashionable West End of London. This house in Green Street, Mayfair quickly became the venue for many lavish receptions and dinners attended by the cream of London Society. Very soon later he was introduced to the exclusive Cremornite Dining Society, a raffish group of well-heeled ladies and gentlemen who held regular luncheons at the smartest restaurants in town.

As the noted social historian Maureen Muswell-Hill notes in her seminal study of Victorian erotica His Mighty Engine [University of Lancashire Press, 1969]: “Membership of the Cremornites was highly prized not merely for the feasts prepared by Auguste Escoffier but also for admission to the semi-secret wild parties that were held in the luxurious homes of such luminaries as the Portuguese Ambassador the Marquis de Soveral; Lord Ronald Dunn of Stamford Bridge, a noted financier and philanthropist; the renowned courtesan Catherine ‘Skittles’ Walters; and the infamous dilettante Nicholas ‘Mad Nick’ Clee whose large blue eyes could be found in many a stately late Victorian nursery.”

The graphic details of one such party held in 1898 in Johann’s Mayfair house was recorded in Cremorne Gardens, one of the licentious underground magazines [which of course were never on open sale] that circulated amongst the free-wheeling set of young people in the gilded loop of upper crust society.

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Johann, or Johnny as he was known to King Edward VII and all in his wide circle, spent as much as four or five months of the year in London. His financial acumen was much sought after by the King and other members of the Royal Family although much credit should be given to his numerous friends in America and Continental Europe who kept the Count informed of any significant economic trends.

In the early summer of 1908 Johann contracted pneumonia and at his doctor’s suggestion he recuperated for six weeks at his house on the French Riviera in the company of his long-time paramour the famed Italian operatic soprano, Signora Vazelina Volpe.

Forbidden to leave his sumptuous villa on the outskirts of Cannes except for short morning and afternoon walks, Johann passed the time by writing his ribald memoirs which, as he later explained to his friends, were never intended for publication. However, he gave his reluctant consent when his close friend Lord Michael Glynn – who was in desperate financial straits after losing a considerable sum at the casino in nearby Monte Carlo – asked for twenty-five per cent of the publishing royalties if he could find a willing publisher for Johann’s life-story.

Such was the success of the resultant book published by the Parisian firm of Haimovici & Cie in German, French, Spanish and English that more than 69,000 copies of the English language edition alone – which was translated from the German by Count Gewirtz himself – were sold in America and Great Britain. Johann posted a leather bound copy of the book to King Edward VII who wrote an effusive letter of thanks in which he suggested Johann should read an extract from his memoirs at his birthday party the following month in Green Street “when I certainly hope to be present!”

In later life this letter was proudly displayed in a silver frame on the wall of his home in California which was sadly destroyed by a forest fire in the summer of 1973.

Alas, his sybaritic lifestyle came to a shuddering end in July, 1914. A true cosmopolitan, he was devastated by the outbreak of World War One, particularly as the tinder had been lit by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. On early September 1914 he wrote to the Swiss financier Reinhart Tauber that “I am filled with horror by the thought that all over Europe my friends will soon be slaughtering each other,” and in the same month he moved to Switzerland where he had prudently banked most of his liquid assets. He purchased a house in Zurich and through the nationality of his late mother [who had died in 1911] he was able to secure a Dutch passport which was to stand him in good stead in later years.

Johann saw out the war in neutral Switzerland spending much of his time in the company of pretty women although his name is briefly mentioned in the recently published diaries of the British diplomat-cum-spy Maurice Ashenden as being one of the well-connected group of people in Zurich who unsuccessfully attempted to bring about a truce between the combatants in February, 1917 through the mediation of diplomats from the neutral countries of Sweden and the Netherlands.

He began travelling again after the Armistice but unable to adjust to the turmoil of post-war Central Europe following the break-up of the Habsburg Empire, Johann decided to take a trip to New York, a city he had not visited since 1904 when he assisted in the founding of the BeesKnees Fraternity. The BeesKnees was set up as a sister club to the strictly private Jim Jam Club of London whose upper crust members cavorted with their mistresses and willing showgirls who performed in the Club’s outrageous Victor Pudendum contests.

In June, 1919 Johann booked a passage on the Majestic, the largest liner in the world at over 51,000 tons. The ship was built in Germany in 1913 and was originally named the Bismarck but did no service for the Hamburg-America line and at the end of the war, it was awarded to Britain as a part payment of war reparations. On board the Majestic, he struck up a friendship with a would-be immigrant to the United States, Samuel Lupowitz, a young diamond cutter from Antwerp who was travelling to America in the hope of setting up a high-class jewellery business in New York with his cousin who had emigrated from Belgium two years before.

This friendship began when during a break in a high-stakes game of poker, the watching Lupowitz whispered to Johann that two players were cheating not only by switching their cards with ones they had hidden but false dealing to the confederate. After Johann had satisfied himself that these suspicions were justified, he pulled out a Derringer pocket revolver and the guilty men were forced to pay back their ill-gotten winnings to the Count and to the other players.

To show his gratitude, Johann insisted on providing the finance for Lupowitz to set up shop on Fifth Avenue for a quarter share in the proposed company. This spontaneous gesture proved to be a wise investment because Lupowitz’s store prospered during the Roaring Twenties and in the fall of 1924 Johann was happy enough to be bought out for three times his original fifteen hundred dollar stake.

Although professing no head for business, Johann nevertheless foresaw the collapse of the American stock market and in early 1929 sold most of his substantial shareholdings except for a large block of shares in Warner Brothers which he kept, according to his diary, “because the company had produced the first talking picture in 1927 and would probably in the forefront of the next cinematic innovation which would be to film in true life-like colour”.

Now over sixty years of age, the restless Count decided in the summer of 1932 to return home to Vienna although both his sisters had left Austria. Emilia had married the French artist Henri Déclassé and was living in Paris whilst Anna, after a passionate affair with Prince Sheiss of Bavaria, married Sir Arthur Daley-Thompson, an English diplomat based in Vienna and spent most of her life in South America after Sir Arthur was appointed the British ambassador first to Argentina and then Brazil.

Meanwhile his brother Rudolf had married an Austrian girl but at the end of the war in 1918 he was almost destitute because the family estates in Galicia were incorporated with only minimal compensation from the newly established Polish state. To his credit, Johann immediately paid off his brother’s debts and gave Rudolf a considerable sum of money to buy a large farm near the border with Czechoslovakia.

However, disgusted by the rise of Hitlerism in his native land, in 1934 he divested himself of all his remaining commercial interests in Europe and a year later he returned to America accompanied by the beautiful Austrian actress Elise Berger. They stayed in New York for six months whilst Elise was given a crash course in English and then the couple decamped to California. As a major shareholder, the Count had little difficulty in persuading Warner Brothers to give Elise a screen test and she played minor roles in a small number of movies.

For some years he had urged his brother to leave Europe for the New World but in 1938 Rudolf was arrested by the Gestapo and sadly neither Rudolf, his wife nor any of his three children survived the war.

Back in California, Elise and the Count finally married in March, 1939 and the couple lived quietly in their sumptuous home in Beverly Hills until Johann’s death at the age of ninety four in 1963.

A less devil-may-care man than Johnny Gewirtz would never have allowed such intimate details about his sexual antics to be published. And one would imagine that his many lovers all over Europe who took part in these lusty escapades must have been extremely shocked that the Count made no attempt to shield any person in his erotic narrative with the cover of a pseudonym.

Perhaps he did seek prior permission to use real names although it is very difficult for anyone in 2012 to think that even the closest friends of the Count would have allowed him to reveal their identities in his ultra-explicit memoirs. Yet it should be remembered that in the 1890s there were no radio or television stations nor any tabloid newspapers and the attitude of mainstream journalists was well summed up by Lampard Cole, the editor of The Harmsworth Magazine who wrote with pride in 1898 that “I claim for the newspaper press of Britain that it refrains from publishing news calculated to needlessly injure or offend.”

A good example of this fawning attitude to the rich and the powerful is that during his reign King Edward VII and his favorite mistress Mrs. Keppel [the great-grandmother of Prince Charles’ wife and the present day Duchess of Cornwall] every April spent two weeks together in Biarritz living quite openly as man and wife, unworried by the thought that any reports of their adulterous affair would appear in the press.

So hard as it is for the twenty first century reader to believe, nevertheless it is quite feasible that the jeunesse dorée of the time thought themselves to be in such an insouciant exclusive coterie that no-one outside their charmed circle would ever hear even a whisper about Count Gewirtz’s scandalous autobiography.

But when his book first saw the light of day, I wonder whether anyone regretted his or her name in the manuscript, for without doubt the lusty writing contains some of the frankest descriptions of a wide variety of sexual activities to be found in any gallant literature of the era. Interestingly enough, although Count Gewirtz enjoyed a wide variety of sexual pleasures, he never resorts to bullying his way into the bedroom. As he writes several times in his autobiography, “however frustrating it might be, when a girl says ‘no’ she means ‘no’ and her wishes must always be respected’.

We are indeed fortunate that the complete uncensored manuscript of these ribald reminiscences were recently discovered in the archives of the University of California. They will not only amuse and intrigue the contemporary reader but will also confirm that there was an opposite side to the starched, unyielding respectability which characterizes Victorian Society. For here is lively writing, explicit in its detailed celebration of sensuality which informs that beneath the solemn waistcoated worthiness there existed an eager and inquisitive sexuality that refused to submit to the conventional manners and mores of the age.

Professor Lorraine Rose

University of Nevada

August, 2012


OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Volume 1: Beginner’s Luck

« ANONYMOUS -





