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Bisexual heiress
who took Jazz Age
London by storm
When Emily Bingham began to delve
into the history of her Great Aunt
Henrietta, she hoped to shed light on
why other relatives had, over the
years, seemed so reluctant to talk
about their ancestor.
Bingham, an American biographer,

found buried in her family’s past a
tormented, taboo-shattering bisexual
seductress who enchanted and
scandalised London society in the
1920s and 1930s and “ripped through
the Jazz Age like a character in an
F Scott Fitzgerald novel”.
In a new book, Irrepressible: The Jazz

Age Life of Henrietta Bingham, she
chronicles the rise and fall of the
privileged white debutante from
Kentucky whose father was to be
Franklin Roosevelt’s ambassador to
Britain in the 1930s.
“I feel that telling her story now is

giving her another chance at life. She
didn’t die at peace and, in an odd way,
I feel I’ve been able to offer an oppor-
tunity to get people to understand her,
to give her this redemptive chance,”
Bingham said.
Henrietta was born in 1901 into one

of the most powerful families in the

that I had no voice for her— she didn’t
leave diaries and the people to whom
shewrote letters didn’t keep them. So to
put the story together, I had to rely on
the reflections and responses she
generated in others,” Bingham said.
“For all these decades, Henrietta

Bingham’s story was swept under the
carpet. Now she’s a member of my
family like sheneverwasbefore.There’s
an appreciation of the fact she was
brave in her time.”
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Henrietta
Bingham, left, in
the early 1920s
when she arrived
in London to
cause a stir in the
Jazz Age, above.
Her great niece
has released a
book about her
rise and fall

American South. Turning down a posi-
tion in her father’s publishing empire
she instead hit the social scene, earning
a reputation on both sides of the Atlan-
tic for her sexual effervescence. She
spentmuch of the 1920s in London as a
muse to the Bloomsbury Group, the
influential coterie of writers, philoso-
phers and artists that included the
author Virginia Woolf and her sister,
the painter Vanessa Bell.
Riding the wave of social and sexual

permissiveness that the Bloomsburys
espoused, she beguiled men and
women with her violet-blue eyes and
“audacious physicality”, taking lovers
who included the artist Dora Carring-
ton, the world’s No 1 tennis
championHelenHull Jacobs, and the
actor producer John Houseman.
As public tolerance for suchuncon-

ventionality waned, however, she
found herself marginalised and dis-
owned. She descended into drug and
alcohol abuse and died in 1968.
Papers obtained by her great niece

from the British Psychoanalytic Asso-
ciation have revealed how the psycho-
analyst Ernest Jones was encouraged
by one of Bingham’s female lovers to try
to “cure” theheiress ofher lesbianism in
the 1920s. “Henrietta is a special case in
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