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‘A degenerate nobleman is like a turnip. There is nothing good of him but that which is underground.’


Anon.
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Introduction


It used to be very simple being an aristocrat.


To begin with, you were born into a family whose genetic health had been seriously impaired down the centuries by its habit of marrying first cousins. You would probably have an annoying surname whose pronunciation bears no relation to the spelling – Cholmondeley (Chumley), Featherstonehaugh (Fanshaw), Fotheringay (Funjee), Marjoribanks (Marshbanks) and so on. You would be ignored by your emotionally dysfunctional parents until you were old enough to carry a shotgun, having been packed off to a public school at the age of eight so they could spend more quality time with their dogs. You would have grown up to be socially inept, hopeless around girls (or boys, if you were a girl) and probably unable to tie your own shoelaces without the help of a servant. Then you would marry well, preferably into yet another aristocratic family you were already related to, or one of less impressive pedigree but vast wealth.


When you eventually inherited your grand, hereditary title you would preside over an impressive agricultural estate, which would provide you with a massive income to fund your work-free lifestyle. Meanwhile you would find ways of coping with superhuman levels of boredom. You might sit in parliament, or add to the family’s art collection, or join a club, where high-stakes gambling would allow you to show off both your extraordinary wealth and your even more extraordinary nonchalance as you lost it. Meanwhile, your calendar would be divided between your country mansion, where winter was spent killing wild animals, and the London pad, where your unmarried daughters were matched with eligible bachelors they were already related to, etc. etc. Then you’d die, whereupon respectful servants and tenants would mourn you and you could expect, as a mark of eternal gratitude, a carved tomb in the family mausoleum.


That was then. It’s rather different for the aristocracy now. They are still with us, against considerable odds, having survived the perils of inbreeding, agricultural decline, estate taxes and world war. Some of them are still fabulously rich. Others are pretty ordinary people with regular jobs who just happen to have inherited a grand-sounding title from a distant ancestor.


How did they get here in the first place? Their original titles were handed out by grateful monarchs as rewards for support in battle. Later, they were awarded for good work in politics or public service. Others were due to someone’s sterling efforts in the sack. King Charles II may have been the first British sovereign ever to use a condom, but there are dozens of dukes, earls and barons today who can trace their good fortune directly back to the king’s failure to wear one. He had no legitimate heirs but fathered at least seventeen bastards and was happy to recognise many of them by giving them titles. For example, the current Duke of Buccleuch, one of Europe’s largest private landowners, acquired his title via royal mistress Lucy Walter, who died of syphilis aged twenty-eight. Some ennoblements came about, as the late Earl of Onslow put it, ‘simply because someone’s forebear got tight with the Prince Regent’. The Prince’s younger brother William IV, as Duke of Clarence, rewarded his mistress, the actress Mrs Jordan, who bore him ten illegitimate children, by giving the eldest, George, the title Earl of Munster. The ungrateful son was so annoyed by the thought that he really should have been Prince of Wales that he shot himself in 1842. Nobody ever said it was easy being a bastard: ask William I.


The lion’s share of this book is given over to the British aristocracy. With all due respect to those interested in, for example, the Transylvanian nobility there is a good reason for this.* Since the late 1700s, the British aristocracy has been overwhelmingly the most exclusive, richest and powerful elite in Europe. Why did this happen in Britain and not Germany? Or Italy? Or Spain? It was largely thanks to the ruthlessly clinical rule of primogeniture, which means that the eldest son won the jackpot, inheriting both the land and the title. This was really tough on his younger brothers and sisters, who only got token handouts (or in some cases, nothing at all), but it ensured that the estate and the money remained intact. In Europe, on the other hand, the noble estates were repeatedly divided up among all the family on the death of the owner, which led to lots of small, less wealthy estates and a massive number of relatively worthless titles.* So, relatively speaking, European aristocrats really are two a penny; or as the 18th-century Irish writer Oliver Goldsmith put it, ‘I have known a German prince with more titles than subjects and a Spanish nobleman with more names than shirts.’ Which, I hope most people would agree, makes them slightly less interesting in terms of their wealth and power than their British counterparts.


So, what have the aristocracy ever done for us? Apart from the Derby, safari parks, Earl Grey tea, the Queensberry Rules, cardigans, the Elgin marbles, polo, fair play, pig sticking, association football, stiff upper lips, rugby, wellies, cricket and sadism? And sandwiches, let’s not forget those.


To be fair, the aristocracy has also supplied some great characters in fiction, such as the upper-class twit Bertie Wooster whose skills are restricted to stealing policemen’s helmets. There’s Nancy Mitford’s Uncle Matthew, who would ‘hunt’ his children with a pack of bloodhounds, and Jilly Cooper’s Chessie France-Lynch, who liked to backstroke topless just to shock the servants. And of course there’s also the sentimental Downton Abbey world of the upper class in their country estates where happy, kindly aristocrats are lovingly and gratifyingly served by well-fed, contented domestic servants.


Fiction has never quite done justice to the real deal. There’s no literary equivalent of Victor, 6th Marquess of Bristol, who was given to taking potshots at his houseguests from the upstairs windows of his home and once fired into the ceiling of a London pub. Or Sherman Stonor, 6th Baron Camoys, who once rebuked Harrods’ pet department because they didn’t stock baby elephants when he wanted one for his wife’s birthday. Or the 5th Earl of Hardwicke, whose only claim to fame, apart from losing his entire family fortune on the horses, is that he invented a preparation that gave his top hat extra shine. Or the 4th Lord Oranmore and Browne, who raised pigs in his drawing room in the hopeful expectation that livestock reared in posh surroundings would fetch a better price on the market. Or for that matter William Eden, 7th Baronet of West Auckland in the County of Durham, who insisted on having a wall of the Cavendish hotel in Piccadilly knocked down so that he could enjoy his own private entrance. And let’s not forget Angus Montagu, 12th Duke of Manchester, who once served time in the US for fraud but was let off by an English judge on the grounds that if intelligence were to be ranked on a scale up to 10, the duke would struggle to reach 1.


This book is about how some of the more colourful characters in the upper classes marked time between cradle and grave: the mad gamblers; the absurd duellists; members of clubs with silly rules; braying, tweed-clad grotesques; inbred, constipated upper-crust duffers; and, just occasionally, clever men and women who did something really useful with their time and their money.


For want of a better way of organising things I have arranged them by theme – hellraisers, gamblers, duellists, eccentrics, adulterers and so on. The Sutherlands get a chapter all of their own, partly because they were the wealthiest of all the European aristocracy and partly because, where I grew up, at one time they owned more or less everything as far as the eye could see, including a magnificent country palace, Trentham Hall, which they could apparently afford to maintain, fully staffed, despite hardly ever going near it; then, when it became an inconvenience, they offered it to the local council, who turned it down because it cost too much to run, so the Sutherlands simply had it bulldozed (because they could). The 13th Earl of Eglinton also gets his own chapter because he has a strong claim on the title Upper-Class Twit of the Nineteenth Century.


Finally, a few words of explanation about what for most people is an unfamiliar and frankly baffling subject: aristocratic status and titles (if you have a maze in your garden, you can skip this bit).


The five ranks of the British peerage are, in descending order of importance, duke, marquess, earl, viscount and baron.* In Western Europe, the equivalent of a British earl is a count. Dukes are one rung down from royalty in the social pecking order and are the most rare. At the time of writing, of over 800 hereditary titles in Britain today, there are just 24 dukedoms.* They are much more likely to become extinct than be created; the last non-royal dukedom was created for the Duke of Fife by Queen Victoria in 1900 and it’s very unlikely there will ever be another one. Because of complex inheritance laws there are also a few grey areas. For example, a peer’s eldest son would have a courtesy title of Lord so-and-so. For example, the eldest son of the Earl of Bedford was known as Lord Tavistock, although technically he remained a commoner until his father died and he succeeded to his title in his own right. A peer can also hold several titles at the same time. This is because it could take a family several generations to reach the top of the aristocratic hierarchy by a gradual accumulation of wealth, land and status. For example, the 1st Duke of Ancaster and Kesteven was also the 4th Earl of Lindsey and the 17th Baron Willoughby de Eresby. The original barony was a Norman title and his family had steadily moved up the ranks to a dukedom.





__________


* There’s better news for fans of this genre in Chapter 10.


* The French aristocracy also followed the rule of primogeniture until the Revolution abolished it.


* In 1611 James I introduced the baronetcy, which was basically offered for sale as a fundraiser for the monarchy and a replacement for the grossly devalued knighthood. This could be purchased at the knockdown price of £100 each.


* Not counting six royal dukes (seven including the Queen) – that is, those with titles granted to members of the monarch’s family.
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Dirty, Rotten, Rich Scoundrels


‘I like the sound of breaking glass’.


That is the motto of the Bullingdon Club, a top-secret drinking society drawing its membership from Oxford’s super-rich. In order to join, it is alleged, club members would often have to burn a £50 note in front of a beggar.* Once enrolled they were enticed to a life of hard-core drinking and ritualised chequebook vandalism. The club was once banned from entering a fifteen-mile radius of Oxford after all 550 windows of Christ Church were smashed in one night. At one Bullingdon party, the club invited a string band to play, then proceeded to destroy all of the instruments, including a Stradivarius. At another club event, plates, glasses and bottles of wine were smashed into the walls of a pub leaving a trail of debris that was compared by eyewitnesses to a scene from the Blitz. Their motto was particularly true of one member who, at a restaurant in Berkshire, took it upon himself to eat his wine glass rather than his Michelin-starred meal. Recent Bullingdon members have gone on to hold some of the most powerful and influential offices in the country.


The ‘Bullers’ are pale imitators of a tradition of upper-class yobbery that has existed for centuries. Their spiritual forefathers were called rakes, a shortened version of rake-hell, a term first used by playwrights of the late sixteenth century to describe ‘an aristocratic man of dissolute and promiscuous habits’. In his 1755 Dictionary, Samuel Johnson defined a rake as ‘a loose, disorderly, vicious, wild, gay, thoughtless fellow addicted to pleasure’.


The gold standard of English rakery was set at the Restoration court of King Charles II by a group of decadent upper-crust delinquents known as the ‘merry gang’, who tore around London on a reckless Clockwork Orange-like spree of bad behaviour ranging from loutish pranks to the genuinely criminal. One of the gang’s leading lights was Sir Charles Sedley, chiefly known for a notorious stunt at the appropriately named Cock Tavern in Bow Street when he and several cronies stood naked on the balcony, pretended to sodomise each other, then hurled bottles of urine at the crowd below. Sedley ended this piece of street theatre by ordering a glass of wine, ‘washed his prick in it’, drank it and then called for another with which he drank the king’s health.


Sedley once hired a gang of thugs to viciously beat up an actor called Edward ‘Ned’ Kynaston because the thespian bore a resemblance to him (clearly, being a ringer for someone else was a serious affront to the Restoration code of gentlemanly honour). Even Samuel Pepys, who knew a thing or two about bad behaviour, was appalled by the merry gang’s antics.


Like the Bullingdon clubbers, the merry gang’s acts of criminality went largely unpunished. In 1662, another high-profile member of the gang, Charles Sackville, 6th Earl of Dorset, and several drunken noble cronies, robbed and murdered a tanner named Hoppy. In defence they claimed they had mistaken him for a highwayman and the case was dropped. On another occasion Sackville got into a fight at Epsom, which resulted in the death of a night watchman; again, no charges were brought.


When it came to Restoration bad-boy behaviour, John Wilmot, 2nd Earl of Rochester, took the biscuit, or rather the whole barrel of biscuits. He was a wit, poet and playwright, duellist, philanderer and suicidally heavy drinker, not necessarily in that order. He first appeared at court in 1665 as a precocious eighteen-year-old, having returned from his Grand Tour with a souvenir – his first dose of the pox. He was described as ‘one of the handsomest people in England’. Well-mannered, witty, with immense personal charm, Rochester was hugely popular with both women and men, especially the king, who saw him as a surrogate son of sorts, due to the unstinting support of the 1st Earl, Henry Wilmot, for the exiled royal court, and also for Rochester’s own valiant service in the Second Anglo-Dutch War.


It wasn’t easy to shock the hard-living bunch of revellers at the court of King Charles II, but Rochester gave it his very best shot. First and foremost on his mind was sex. In his spare time he wrote eye-popping pornographic poems and plays, including the obscene Restoration closet drama Sodom, first published in 1684. Subtle it was not; the play’s characters included Bolloxinion, King of Sodom; his queen, Cuntigratia; Buggeranthos, general of the army; and a trio of maids of honour called Fuckadilla, Cunticulla and Clytoris. He even wrote an obscene poem mocking the king himself.


For all his celebrated charm and wit, there was a dark, deeply unpleasant side to Rochester as a brutal and quite cynical exploiter of women. He once seduced a miser’s pretty young wife, persuaded her to steal her husband’s money, then when he’d had enough of her, passed her on to one of his friends. The husband, who had lost his money and his wife, hanged himself, much to Rochester’s amusement. When he wasn’t debauching the young women of court, he was downing ridiculous amounts of any alcoholic beverage at hand (he once admitted being continually drunk for five years) or fighting duels.


King Charles turned a blind eye to the young earl’s excesses because of his entertainment value, but Rochester couldn’t help pushing his luck. Impatient of slow negotiations for the hand in marriage of the wealthy fifteen-yearold heiress Elizabeth Malet, whom Rochester hoped would solve his mounting debt problem, he had her abducted. The furious king clapped him in the Tower for three weeks to cool his heels. It was a pattern often repeated; time and time again the cocksure Rochester would overstep the mark and Charles would banish him from court like a naughty child, then when the dust had settled he would be forgiven and permitted to return.


The last straw came in 1675. Charles had a priceless glass astronomical instrument erected in his palace gardens, his pride and joy. A sensible courtier might have admired it from a distance and steered well clear. Neither sensible nor sober, Rochester smashed it to bits. He was banned from court permanently and Charles stopped his allowances. From then on it was all downhill. His innards pickled by alcoholism, his body raddled with multiple varieties of venereal disease, his nose eaten away by syphilis, he died blind, incontinent and in agony aged thirty-three.


SNOBBERY WITH VIOLENCE



Being a member of the aristocracy in the seventeenth century was a licence to get away with acts of extreme bad behaviour, violence or actual murder. In 1664 a nobleman from Sheffield was let off after beating a man, putting a bridle in his mouth and riding him for half an hour. In 1681 the Earl of Eglinton walked away scot-free after killing a man called Maddox in an alehouse in Doncaster because the victim had made an offhand remark about the Scottish peerage. In 1684 a night watchman, John Sparks, was found murdered in London after accidentally bumping into an unidentified nobleman in a dark alley. There were dozens more stories of aristocratic violence, including the well-born ‘Mohocks’ who were supposed to have attacked prostitutes on the streets for fun in London in the early 1700s. Historians have been unable to find any evidence that the Mohocks were ever more than a popular myth, but the fact that so many people were prepared to believe in them shows how ingrained the idea was that the well-connected could behave as badly as they wished and still bribe their way out of any scrape. Well, almost any scrape.


The Shirleys were an ancient and noble English family who counted among their number a couple of famous warriors, including Sir Ralph Shirley, who was one of Henry V’s commanders at Agincourt, and his great-grandson, another Sir Ralph, who fought bravely at the Battle of Stoke in 1487. The 7th Baronet Shirley, raised to the peerage as Earl Ferrers in 1711, was said to have fathered fifty-four children, half of them legitimately. However, it is for a record held by his psychopathic grandson that the Shirleys are chiefly remembered.


Laurence Shirley, 4th Earl Ferrers, inherited his title from his insane uncle in 1745 and with it estates in Leicestershire, Derbyshire and Northamptonshire. He was a heavy drinker with an uncontrollable temper. In 1752 he married Mary, the younger daughter of William Meredith, but she left him after he kicked her unconscious in front of the servants. Mary obtained a legal separation on grounds of cruelty, an extremely rare ruling at the time. Ferrers also stabbed one of his servants in the chest with a knife, hit him over the head with a candlestick, then kicked him in his groin so hard that the man was unable to control his bladder for several years afterwards – all because of a delivery of bad oysters. In January 1760 his temper got the better of him again and he shot dead through the chest a manservant called Johnson. An eyewitness to the crime noted that after shooting Johnson, Ferrers ‘remained querulous about the performance of his pistol’.


Ferrers was confident that his status would protect him from prosecution and was astonished to find himself arrested. Tried for murder by his peers in Westminster Hall, he conducted his own defence, pleading insanity. He did such a good job that the court adjudged him sane. On 5 May 1760, dressed in his wedding suit, Ferrers was hanged, as opposed to decapitated, a privilege normally reserved for the peerage. He had petitioned the king to be beheaded, as befitting a man of his rank, but George II rejected his appeal, fearing that if he was afforded any special treatment it would reinforce the widespread (and entirely justified) view that the justice system in England had one law for the poor and another more lenient version for the rich.


The hanging of a nobleman attracted even bigger crowds than usual and a special new gallows was constructed at Tyburn for the occasion. Ferrers asked to be dispatched with a silk rope – another belated nod to his noble status – but he had to suffer the indignity of hemp, thus becoming the first and last member of the English aristocracy to be hanged as a common criminal. The hanging was botched and he took several minutes to die, during which an unseemly squabble broke out between the assistant hangman, to whom Ferrers had given five guineas to finish him off quickly, and the hangman, who thought the money should be his.


TOASTING CATS AND DEFLOWERING MAIDENS



Clubs were an essential aspect of the eighteenth-century nobleman’s lifestyle.* For the truly hard-core rake, however, the gentlemen’s clubs of St James’s were much too civilised. In the early 1700s several exclusive gatherings for well-heeled reprobates sprang up in Britain and Ireland, later dubbed by the ever-hysterical Victorians as ‘hellfire clubs’.


Probably the first organisation to bear the name Hellfire Club* was founded in 1719 by the 1st Duke of Wharton, a complicated character described by one biographer as ‘two men: one, a man of letters, and two, a drunkard, a rioter, an infidel and a rake’. Wharton’s debauchery was the stuff of legend. Throughout his life he accumulated vast debts and squandered entire fortunes, one of which came from selling his title back to King George I. He lost around 600 times the average London income in the South Sea Bubble stock market crash of 1720. It was said that he was only sober for one month of his life and that was what killed him.


Wharton was an atheist and liked to ridicule religion by presiding over mock-Christian gatherings with ‘satanic’ trappings in a room over a London pub. Members indulged in daring blasphemies such as playing cards on Sunday, reading Lucretius and eating pigeon pie. After just two years Wharton’s club was outlawed by an act of parliament – probably the only club in world history to have been so. To have worried the establishment that much in such a short time was quite an achievement.


The ‘hellfire’ label was subsequently revived several times as a designation for upper-class debauchery. Another hellfire club was founded in Ireland in 1735 by Richard Parsons, 1st Earl of Rosse, a hedonistic character whose drink-fuelled lifestyle constantly courted public outrage: he supposedly once stripped naked to receive the eminent Samuel Madden, clergyman and Dublin Society improver. Club members, known as ‘bucks’, met in the Eagle Tavern in Dublin where they drank whiskey and gave themselves to ‘eccentricity and violence’, including the odd satanic cat burning. One evening a member was caught cheating at cards. A ‘court’ was convened and the verdict was that the guilty member should be hurled through the window of the third-floor gaming room: he died in the fall, impaled on the railings below. One of the club’s leading lights was Colonel ‘Handsome Jack’ Hayes St Leger, a disastrous gambler who was said to be so obsessed with Mary, the Duchess of Rutland, that he used to drink the dirty water she had bathed in.


One of the more sinister members of the club was the 4th Lord Santry, once accused of murdering a sick sedan chairman for a prank. Because of his aristocratic connections, Santry was never charged with any crime in that instance, but in 1738 he did stand trial for the murder of Laughlin Murphy, a club porter he had stabbed in a drunken rage. He was found guilty, pardoned and forced into exile in England, where he lived out his days plagued by depression and crippled by gout, abandoned by his former friends.


Another infamous ‘buck’ was the wealthy landowner Richard Chappell Whaley, known as ‘Burn Chapell’ after his Sunday morning habit of riding around the countryside setting fire to Catholic churches. During one typical evening of drunkenness a footman accidentally spilled some drink on Whaley’s coat. He reacted by pouring brandy over the footman and setting him alight. The man fled downstairs clutching at a tapestry hanging by the hall door, trying to douse the flames. Within minutes the whole house was ablaze. Many people died in the fire but Whaley survived by leaping out of a window.


The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Whaley’s son, Thomas ‘Buck’ Whaley, inherited a large fortune at the age of sixteen then won, and lost, an even greater fortune in bizarre wagers. He took £25,000 from the Duke of Leinster by riding to Jerusalem and back within a year – no mean feat in 1789 – and, for a bet of £12,000, rode a horse in a death-defying leap from the drawing room on the second floor of his house over a carriage parked outside the door and onto the street thirty-odd feet below. He won his wager, surviving with a broken leg, but killed the horse. Whaley was once said to have set a mantrap, which caught a farmer’s daughter: according to legend, he had her killed and smoked ‘like a side of pork’ and served to his friends.


The flamboyant Whaley died at the age of thirty-four, either from alcoholism or a chill, or he was stabbed in a jealous rage by a woman, depending on whom you believe, following a masochistic squandering of his personal fortune estimated at £400,000 in his lifetime. With his demise the Dublin Hellfire Club closed its doors for the last time.


The most famous hellfire club, allegedly out-debauching all others, was founded by Sir Francis Dashwood, 15th Baron le Despencer, in 1749. Like many ‘facts’ about this most secret society, the truth is hidden from view. The club’s real name was the Order of the Friars of St Francis of Wycombe and it started out as a collective of young aristocrats who had visited Italy on the Grand Tour. Horace Walpole, 4th Earl of Orford and author, said the nominal qualification for membership was to have been to Italy, but the real one was ‘being drunk for most of the time during their stay there’.


The club’s original forty members met on the first Sunday of every month at the Bedford Head Tavern in Covent Garden, London, or at the nearby George and Vulture. They had a rule that their members had to have their portrait painted in oils by the resident artist George Knapton. Most of them chose to do so wearing fancy dress. The most famous portrait in the series shows the club’s founder Dashwood, dressed as a Franciscan monk while leering at the pudenda of the Medici Venus.


Dashwood was born in 1708 into a family of turkey merchants who had raised themselves into the ranks of the aristocracy by a combination of political cleverness and strategic marriage. His mother died when he was two years old and he was soon packed off to Eton where, at sixteen, on hearing of his father’s death, he locked himself in a cellar for a week to get drunk. In 1726, the fledging rake left England for his Grand Tour of the Continent. During his travels abroad he picked up an interest in Turkish erotica and allegedly seduced the Empress Anne of Russia while impersonating King Charles XII of Sweden – quite a feat, considering that Charles was already long dead at the time. Dashwood’s next prank caused considerably more uproar. In 1740 he went to Rome for the conclave that would elect the new pope. On Good Friday it was the custom for penitents to flagellate themselves in the Sistine Chapel. Fortified by large amounts of wine, Dashwood tested the faith of the pious locals himself by thrashing them with his horsewhip.


Dashwood’s new club started out modestly enough, as a forum for some silly dressing-up, binge drinking and rowdy behaviour combined with the odd bit of vandalism that caused some heated comment in the press. In time, however, the members decided to look for somewhere more private, away from the prying eyes of the public. Dashwood acquired a tumbledown thirteenth-century abbey at Medmenham, a few miles from West Wycombe, a site that could be easily accessed from London by sailing up the Thames on a barge. He rebuilt the abbey and had a motto from Rabelais, reading ‘fay ce que voudras’ (‘Do what thou wilt’), carved over the door. The club was partly an excuse for Dashwood to act out his sexual and religious fantasies. In his quieter moments, in between serving as Postmaster General, he was co-author of a revised version of the Book of Common Prayer, but, somewhere along the way, he became an avowed atheist with a fixed contempt for religion. As for Dashwood’s sex drive, Walpole said he had ‘the staying power of a stallion and the impetuosity of a bull’.


He spent a fortune on turning his new property into a garden of earthly delights. He commissioned a landscape artist to produce pornographic topiary shrubberies including hedges sculpted into giant erect penises. There were also loveseats, in the literal sense, scattered around the gardens so that aroused couples could act on their impulses while taking a stroll. The grounds around the abbey were honeycombed with caves, lavishly furnished with couches of silk and velvet, and the walls were festooned with pornographic tapestries and oil paintings.


What exactly went on in the abbey’s grounds is mostly speculation because all of the club’s original documents were destroyed or disappeared (during Queen Victoria’s reign the minute book kept by the club’s steward was burned, supposedly because it was considered too obscene for publication). At the time and since, there were rumours of black masses and sundry wildly blasphemous ceremonies culminating in drunken orgies involving pliant women dressed as nuns and, at least on one occasion, a baboon which had been brought over from India. These orgies were said to have been enjoyed by at least one prime minister, a Chancellor of the Exchequer, a First Lord of the Admiralty and sundry cabinet ministers. The sounds of drunken revelry and general mayhem coming from the caves around the abbey were interpreted as human sacrifices and it was said that animals that had been set alight were seen running from cave entrances. Whether the stories were true or not, the terrified locals kept their distance, leaving the club’s members to get on with their vices in peace.


Truth be told, it is unlikely that Dashwood’s Hellfire Club completely lived up to its wild reputation. Some early accounts about the goings-on were written by his political enemies, so the activities attributed to him are at best exaggerated. His club fizzled out some time in the early 1760s, although according to local legend it went literally underground, as the nearby caves were still being used for ‘strange rites’ for years afterwards. None of this seems to have done Dashwood’s career much harm, because he was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer in June 1762, despite confessing that he had such a poor head for figures that he struggled to add up his bar bill.


UPPER CRUST



In eighteenth-century England, a reputation for being one of the most notorious debauchees in the country was no bar to a serious political career. One of the most high-profile members of the Hellfire Club was Dashwood’s good friend John Montagu, 4th Earl of Sandwich, immortalised by the meal of that name. In popular legend the idea came to him during a marathon session at the gaming table when he ordered his servants to fetch him some roast beef stuck between two pieces of bread*: someone shouted, ‘I’ll have the same as Sandwich’, and a convenience snack was born. It seems rather harsh on a man who had such a long career in public service (First Lord of the Admiralty on three occasions between 1748 and 1782, Postmaster General 1768–71) that he is only remembered for discovering the delights of hand-held comestibles, but there you go.


In his day Sandwich was better known for his sexual appetites. In appearance he was quite odd. A tall, ungainly figure who was said to walk around as though he didn’t have total control over his limbs, he had a long, thin face, described as ‘that of a man who had been half-hanged and cut down by mistake’. His character references weren’t very flattering either. Horace Walpole, who knew him at Eton, said there was ‘a darkness, a design and cunning in his character which stamp him as a very unamiable young man’. Another contemporary said he was ‘mischievous as a monkey and lecherous as a goat’. In fact, he seems to have been universally disliked, by men, anyway. Women didn’t appear to have found his half-hanged look too much of a problem. Among his private papers are letters from dozens of female admirers who found him irresistible. He kept numerous mistresses, many at his place of work, so he didn’t have to waste time leaving his desk (his lordship was very much into convenience). His habit of taking home prostitutes probably contributed to the break-up of his marriage to Dorothy Fane, the daughter of an Irish peer, in 1740. She suffered from mental illness and was declared insane in 1767. In the meantime he hooked up with seventeen-year-old milliner’s daughter Martha Ray, twenty-five years his junior, having allegedly seduced her with spiked champagne. From 1759 onwards she lived as his full-time mistress.* Despite the age difference and their informal status theirs was a comfortable arrangement. Martha bore Sandwich at least five (and possibly as many as nine) children and they appeared everywhere in public as a couple. The earl, meanwhile, sponsored her education and subsequent successful career as a soprano on the London stage.


Their story did not have a happy ending. Around 1775 Martha Ray met a young army lieutenant called James Hackman. Although she was almost twice his age, Hackman became infatuated with her. Whether or not Martha had feelings for him is not clear; certainly many people at the time suspected that they became lovers. Hackman sold his commission in the 68th Foot Regiment and joined the Church, hoping that his new, more respectable status would impress Martha and woo her away from Sandwich. However, when he proposed marriage, she replied with a curt message requesting that he should pester her no more. On 7 April 1779 the jilted Hackman shot her dead at point-blank range with a pistol on the steps of the Covent Garden Theatre, then turned a second weapon on himself in an apparent suicide attempt. It either misfired or he lost his nerve and failed to pull the trigger; in any event according to several astonished eyewitnesses he then proceeded to beat himself around the head with the pistol butt.


Hackman’s trial, barely a week after the shocking murder, was a sensation. The whole of London was riveted by details of the ‘girl meets boy, boy shoots girl’ romantic tragedy involving a high-profile government minister, a vicar and an actress. Hackman pleaded not guilty due to temporary insanity, claiming that he had only intended to kill himself. His plight attracted a great deal of sympathy but it wasn’t enough to get him off the hook and, before the week was out, he was dangling from a Tyburn noose before a huge crowd. His last words, reported by the diarist James Boswell, were ‘Dear, dear Miss Ray.’


The man who gave his name to the sandwich died of a digestive disorder in 1792.


YOU SCREAMED, M’LORD?


Beating up the night watchman and stealing doorknockers were among the more wholesome pastimes enjoyed by the young noblemen of the eighteenth century. The true rake was also a compulsive brothel-botherer and, if he lived in London, he wasn’t stuck for choice.


By the middle of the century prostitution was the single most important industry in the capital of the strongest economy in the world and worth an estimated ten million pounds a year – at least one billion pounds today. Luxury brothels in and around Mayfair attracted wealthy businessmen from the city, politicians from the nearby parliament and aristocrats from the adjacent gentlemen’s clubs of St James’s. A visiting Dutchman joked that the money spent in the Mayfair brothels in a single evening would keep the Dutch economy going for six months. There was never a more lucrative time or place in history to be a whore.


The heart of the aristocratic red light district was an alley just off Pall Mall called King’s Place, where establishments featuring London’s liveliest and most beautiful girls charged prices only the very wealthy could afford. One of the Georgian über-madams, Sarah Prendergast, grew rich on the takings from her most regular customer, William Stanhope 2nd Earl of Harrington, known to the girls of Mayfair as Lord Fumble. The earl appears to have had an astonishingly high sex drive: he was described in Westminster Magazine as ‘a person of most exceptional immorality’. In addition to the small harem he kept at his mansion, he and his wife, Lady Caroline, visited Sarah Prendergast’s brothel in King’s Place together up to four times a week.


Like most madams of high-class brothels, Mrs Prendergast kept only a handful of resident girls and sent out for reinforcements when they were needed. When business was slow, for example during the summer when their wealthy clientele went to the country or to a spa, the madams would close shop and follow, taking their choice girls with them. One evening in 1778 the fifty-nine-yearold earl turned down the three resident whores Sarah offered him, so she sent out for a couple of ‘fresh country tits’ from another establishment, Mrs Butler’s. He paid the girls three guineas apiece for ‘manual dalliance’, which was rather less than they were expecting for their services. When the disappointed ladies returned to Mrs Butler’s she demanded her cut of 25 per cent of the takings; the girls refused to pay up, so she hid their clothes. The police were called and both Mrs Butler and her husband were arrested.


Lord Harrington was furious when details of his two girls’ four-times-weekly habit were leaked to the press. Mrs Prendergast, desperate not to upset her best customer, bought up all the copies of the paper she could manage and paid the whores five pounds to drop all charges. To cheer up the old earl she threw a grand ball at which ‘the finest women in all Europe’ would appear ‘puris naturalibus’. The earl, to show there were no hard feelings, so to speak, chipped in with fifty pounds towards the cost. The ball was a huge success. Mrs Prendergast made a profit of one thousand pounds: in all the excitement Lord Fumble fell down dead a few weeks later.


One of Mrs Prendergast’s rivals was the Mayfair-based Irish prostitute Laura Bell, known as ‘the Queen of London Whoredom’. She and the visiting Prince Jang Badahur, ruler of Nepal, were participants in what may have been the most expensive one-night stand in history, in 1850, when Ms Bell charged him a quarter-of-a-million pounds for services rendered. The super-rich prince paid up without a murmur. The India Office, learning of the amazing outlay, instead of hurrying him out of the country before he completely ruined himself, as might have been expected, reimbursed him in full in the interests of maintaining good British–Nepalese relations. Ms Bell used the money to retire in luxury to a large house in London’s fashionable Grosvenor Square with her new husband, the eccentric Captain Augustus Thistlethwayte, nephew of the Bishop of Norwich. The marriage ended four years later in unusual circumstances. When Thistlethwaytes wanted to summon his valet, instead of the more traditional method of ringing a bell, he fired his revolver through the ceiling. On 9 August 1887 he was found dead in his bedroom after accidentally shooting himself while trying to alert his manservant.


DEGENERATE DOUGLAS



For more than sixty years the biggest single contributor to the financial success of the London sex industry was William Douglas, 4th Duke of Queensberry, known simply as ‘Old Q’. His career as a rake was long and unrelenting. In his youth he was famous as a successful gambler. His reputation was sealed after a famous ‘chaise match’ in 1750, when he bet a thousand guineas that a carriage could carry a passenger nineteen miles in one hour at Newmarket. This bet was billed as ‘the race against time’ and many thought it a wildly optimistic undertaking, given the terrible state of the roads and the bulky, cumbersome carriages without springs or tyres, which would surely struggle to do it in twice the time. With typical cunning and ingenuity, Queensberry stretched the definition of ‘carriage’ to the limit with a purpose-built stripped-down vehicle shell made from lightweight materials pulled by specially trained horses and won the wager with ease. The only blot on his otherwise unstoppable trajectory up the social ladder was that his success at gambling made him so many enemies that he was blackballed for membership of Boodle’s and Almack’s.


Queensberry also acquired an unrivalled knowledge of the turf and he formed a successful racing partnership with the jockey ‘Hellfire Dick’ Goodison, so called for his scorching finishes in Queensberry’s racing colours of red and black. He had a famous racing rivalry with the young Irishman Richard Barry, 7th Earl of Barrymore – ‘Hellgate’ to his friends in recognition of his reputation as a hard-core rake. Barry was the eldest of four siblings. His younger brother Henry was born with a permanent limp and was known by all as ‘Cripplegate’. Another brother, Augustus, was a prolific gambler known as ‘Newgate’ – it being the only debtors’ prison he had not been inside. Their sister Caroline was known as ‘Billingsgate’ because she swore like a fishwife.


Not that Hellgate minded his nickname – in fact he wore it with pride. Apart from his wild lifestyle he was also known as a sportsman. He rode his own horses to victory and was passionate about boxing, both as a participant and as a gambler. He bet heavily and was said to have lost £300,000 by the time he was twenty-one. In 1788 the Duke of Bedford bet Barrymore a thousand guineas that he couldn’t eat a live cat. The wager attracted a lot of public attention and there were several letters in the press on the subject of cat-eating; one reader claimed he had seen a Yorkshireman eat a live black tomcat to win a bet of two guineas. Barrymore was said to have fancied his chances, having previously dined on kitten, but in the event he got cold feet and wrote to the editor of The World claiming that they were mistaken in their report; he had only bet that he could find ‘a man who would eat a cat’. Sadly there is no record as to whether or not he ever found a cat-eater to bail him out of the wager.


Facing bankruptcy, Barrymore married, but to everyone’s amazement, not for money. In 1792 he eloped with seventeen-year-old Charlotte Goulding, the daughter of a sedan-chair man: like her husband, she too was a bare-knuckle boxer. Hellgate’s short and frenetic existence ended suddenly at the age of twenty-four. While driving in his carriage, a loaded gun propped against the side accidentally went off, shooting him in the eye.


Queensberry’s gambling career alone would have earned him a footnote in history, but even this was eclipsed by his startlingly dynamic libido. He was a debaucher of girls as young as fifteen, especially dark, Italian-looking ones, many supplied by the London madam Mother Windsor. On his regular visits to brothels he was accompanied by his friend, the society wit George Selwyn, whose tastes were more morbid. He was sexually aroused by public executions, which he occasionally attended in women’s clothing. Selwyn was also suspected of having necrophiliac tendencies. His forgiving friends laughed off his lifelong obsession with death and corpses as nothing more than a harmless idiosyncrasy.*


Queensberry was fifty-two when he inherited the dukedom in 1778 and was described at the time as a small, slightly built man with a large, beaky nose. He never married, although his name was linked to several society women, including Lord Pelham’s sister Frances. Pelham was appalled at the prospect of Queensberry copping off with his sister and had her suitor thrown out of the house. Queensberry’s response was to buy the adjoining property at 17 Arlington Street where he constructed a bow window so that he could spy on her. By the time Pelham died two years later and Frances was free to marry, Queensberry had moved on and was living with his latest squeeze, Marchesa Fagnani, a successful singer and dancer who had married into the Italian aristocracy and whom he shared with her many lovers including Selwyn and Lord Pembroke. It was said that Queensberry paid off her husband’s gambling debts in exchange for his wife’s sexual favours. He also annoyed Lord Nelson by paying too much attention to his mistress Emma Hamilton. The hero of Trafalgar once wrote to her a testy note: ‘As for Old Queensberry, he may put you in his will or scratch you out as he pleases, I care not.’


It is as an incontinent seducer of young women well into his dotage that Queensberry is chiefly remembered. The elderly roué was a regular fixture on the balcony of his London house, No. 138 Piccadilly, where he spent his days ogling women who passed beneath, occasionally dispatching his runner, a man called Jack Radford, to proposition any pretty victim that took his fancy.


Although he had lost the sight in one eye, his hearing and most of his teeth and was severely arthritic, Old Q was still harassing women into his early eighties. He maintained his sex drive with a strict fitness regime and the help of the former physician to Louis XV, Père Elysée, who, it was rumoured, was paid a bonus every time his lecherous patient could manage an erection. Old Q’s death, it was said, was eventually hastened by eating too much fruit. His deathbed was covered with more than seventy love letters, some from women he had never even met. Remarkably, he had managed to avoid venereal disease throughout his life – an exceptional feat for an eighteenth-century rake. He was said to bathe in gallons of milk in the belief that it was good for his libido. J. H. Jesse, writing in 1843, thirty-three years after the duke’s death at eighty-six, recalled that in London there was still an almost universal mistrust of milk in case it had been used in one of ‘Old Q’s’ baths.


Queensberry liked to boast that he had more ready cash than any man in the country, so his will was one of the great talking points of the age. In his final year alone he added thirty-five codicils and his estate took years to unravel – so long that many of the beneficiaries, including Emma Hamilton, died without receiving a penny. By the time the final settlement from his will had been made in 1831 it was calculated that £1.5 million pounds had been paid out (about one hundred million pounds today). Although he denied paternity, he left the bulk of his inheritance to the girl he believed was his daughter, Maria, known as Mie-Mie, by the Marchesa Fagnani. Mie-Mie was considered quite a catch because she came with considerable wealth, as ‘Old Q’ and his perverted friend George Selwyn had both left her fortunes, each in the belief he was her father. Remarkably, she went on to marry a Regency rake who threatened to out-debauch even Queensberry.


When she was twenty-one Mie-Mie eloped with Francis Seymour-Conway, 3rd Marquess of Hertford, known as ‘red herrings’ on account of the bushy growth of ginger whiskers framing his bald head. Their open marriage was the scandal of the age. At one point he maintained a nonexclusive ménage with a married woman and all three of her daughters. Hertford’s valet, Nicholas Suisse, acted as pimp and procurer, supplying him with prostitutes of either sex.


Hertford was said to have paid the nineteen-year-old Tuscan Comtesse de Castiglione, by repute Europe’s most beautiful and accomplished courtesan, the sum of one million francs to spend one night with him on the understanding that she indulge his every whim. Afterwards, she was confined to bed for three days and thereafter they gave each other a wide berth, it was said, out of mutual respect. In his final years, Hertford became grossly fat, swollen with gout, infected with venereal disease and unable to speak due to paralysis of the tongue – most likely the effects of a stroke – meanwhile living with a company of prostitutes. One account of his last days has him being driven around London, and then carried every afternoon by two footmen up the steps of a brothel. He died in 1842 aged sixty-five, just days after taking part in an orgy at an inn in Richmond. The diarist Charles Greville wrote: ‘There has been, as far as I know, no example of undisguised debauchery exhibited to the world like that of Lord Hertford.’ He also left an estate worth two million pounds, much of it in priceless art, the basis of what is now thought to be one of the world’s finest private art collections on public display at Hertford House, London.


BYRON’S HERO



According to Dr Samuel Johnson, the most extraordinary event of his day was the mysterious death of Thomas, 2nd Baron Lyttelton of Hagley Hall near Birmingham, in 1779.


Lyttelton was straight from Georgian-rake central casting. He ran up enormous gambling debts, fought duels, debauched women and succumbed to drug and alcohol addiction.


At the age of sixteen Lyttelton was already being linked with various ‘unsavoury’ women and was packed off on a Grand Tour by his disappointed father with the hope that travel would bring some maturity. It didn’t. In 1772, in order to pay his ever-mounting gambling debts, he married Apphia Peach, the wealthy, much older widow of the governor of Calcutta and owner of a fortune of twenty thousand pounds – roughly £1.2 million today. The marriage didn’t get off to a good start; as they left the church after the wedding ceremony, Lyttelton strode off to his carriage alone, leaving his new bride behind. When he realised what he’d done he went back to apologise, then compounded his error by addressing her as Mrs Peach. Within three months he deserted her for a barmaid with whom he absconded to Paris, then spent the next few years touring Europe’s brothels. When he returned he got into a brawl over an actress in Vauxhall pleasure gardens, then decamped to the continent again to wait for the scandal to blow over. Soon afterwards his father died (of despair, it was said), elevating Thomas to the peerage.


The responsibility of running a large estate did nothing to slow down his reckless lifestyle and throughout the late 1700s the antics of the ‘wicked Lord Lyttelton’ continued to entertain readers of the popular London scandal sheets. At one time his name was linked with the actress Mary Robinson, known as Perdita, who achieved celebrity status as a mistress of the Prince of Wales. Lyttelton, it was widely reported, had sex with her inside a closed horse-drawn carriage while Mr Robinson rode behind on horseback.


Although evidently unsuited to political life, he was granted a lucrative sinecure, the ancient post of Chief Justice in Eyre beyond Trent. He was on the verge of being dismissed from his position when he collapsed and died unexpectedly at his home in Surrey aged thirty-five. According to legend, his death was foretold by a bird that flew into his bedroom and warned him that he had three days left to live. The cause of his death wasn’t known, but given his long-standing drink and drug addiction, it is probably much less a mystery than was commonly supposed at the time.


Thanks to his notoriety and the apparently strange circumstances of his premature death, Lyttelton remained in the public imagination and in print to achieve legendary status. Sex scandals and aristocratic vice were great news for the publishing industry, especially when they involved a sinner like Lyttelton who had been punished with a dramatic and early death. A book, Letters of the Late Lord Lyttelton, became a bestseller, running to six editions. In fact Lyttelton’s frank correspondence with his relatives revealed the much-traduced libertine as a highly likeable character with natural charm and a great sense of humour. Whether he deserved it or not, his reputation as a hellraiser had a much greater significance because of the influence he had on a much more legendary rake born nine years after his death: George Gordon Noel, 6th Baron Byron.


THE WICKED LORD #2


There was more than a little madness in Byron’s family. Lord George Gordon, a distant ancestor of Byron, organised massive Protestant riots against Catholics in London in 1780, then converted to Judaism after being confined in the Tower of London. Gordon’s mother, meanwhile, liked to ride through the streets of Edinburgh on a pig. When her husband died she developed an unrequited passion for King Stanisław of Poland and once invited him to tea, despite never having met him before.


Byron’s title and inheritance came to him from his great-uncle William, the 5th Lord Byron, variously known as ‘the wicked Lord’ and ‘the Devil Byron’ after his reputation for settling disputes violently. In 1765 he killed his cousin William Chaworth in a so-called ‘duel’ – more likely a drunken brawl – fought over a difference of opinion on how to hang game correctly. William Byron was convicted of manslaughter and forced to pay a small fine; he celebrated by hanging the sword he used to run through Chaworth’s stomach on his bedroom wall. On another occasion he had a disagreement with his coachman and shot him mid-journey. He dragged the man’s body into the coach next to his wife and took the reins himself. Eventually Lady Byron fled, leaving her husband to his reclusive life at Newstead Abbey with his mistress, a servant known as Lady Betty. Despite his own somewhat unconventional life, when his son, another William, eloped with his own first cousin Juliana, Lord Byron was horrified. He wanted his son to marry into money to wipe out the family debts and Juliana didn’t live up to his financial expectations. When William junior made it clear that he was going to marry his lover in spite of his father’s wishes, Byron decided to take revenge by ruining the family completely, leaving his heir with nothing but debt and dereliction. He allowed his stately pile to crumble into disrepair, slaughtered thousands of deer and decimated the local forestry. By the time the disappointed and malevolent 5th Lord Byron died in 1798, the estate was almost worthless.


His vindictive plan backfired, because the son he had come to despise never got to inherit the debt that was due to become his burden. William Byron junior died in 1776 and his son, Lord Byron’s grandson, was killed in battle in 1794. The debt was inherited instead by his great nephew, George Gordon, with whom William Byron had no quarrel at all.


The 6th Lord Byron was an only child raised by his mother in Aberdeen. The poet’s absentee father, a rake known to his cronies as ‘Mad Jack’, died in penury in France when his son was only three, a suspected suicide, having abandoned Byron’s mother, Catherine, soon after Byron was born. Catherine Byron was a domineering and somewhat hysterical woman who may have passed on to her son the family tendency towards mental instability: one of Byron’s most recent biographers makes a case that he probably suffered from an inherited manic-depressive illness.


Byron’s sex life got off to a flying start when he was seduced by his teenage nanny, an alcoholic, Calvinist Bible teacher called Mrs Gray, when he was just nine years old. He was ten when he succeeded his great uncle and inherited the vast Gothic pile of Newstead Abbey. It was a mixed blessing; the building was dilapidated and there were no funds for its upkeep, but Byron loved the idea of being a baron. He was already beginning the process of moulding his own bad-boy image.


When Byron was a boy he read about the adventures of the ‘wicked Lord Thomas Lyttelton’. It clearly left a mark on him and he seems to have been thrilled by the idea of being an aristocratic rebel (at Cambridge, he responded to a regulation forbidding dogs by keeping a pet bear in his room). In letters to his friends, he liked to sign off as ‘the wicked Lord Byron’. In 1835 the editor of Byron’s works noted: ‘There is here, evidently, a degree of pride in being thought to resemble the wicked Lord Lyttelton.’ Indeed, there would be striking similarities between their respective careers. As precocious heirs to a barony, they both ran up huge debts in their youth, slept their way through half the British aristocracy and had disastrously brief marriages, followed by dramatically early deaths.


Byron was a very unlikely candidate for Regency pin-up. He was born with a deformity his contemporaries described as a club-foot, a condition most modern medical experts prefer to view as a dysplasia, a failure of a body part to form properly, which left him with an abnormally small and inward-turning foot and a pronounced limp. When a gentleman is noted for his Byronic looks you would expect him to be dark, handsome and brooding, in a sexy sort of way, but most of the time Byron was quite chubby and pasty-faced. At five-foot eight-inches tall his weight varied from a hefty fourteen-stone six-pounds down to nine-stone eleven-pounds. Byron battled with his weight all his life, piling on the pounds to the point of self-disgust, then methodically starving himself with various fad diets, including one comprising red cabbage washed down with cider or hock. By 1821 he was eating just once a day, taking quantities of vinegar to lessen his appetite and dosing himself with Epsom salts, magnesia and strong laxatives. In between, he boxed and played cricket, wearing several layers of clothing to try to sweat the weight off.


Although short, fat and disabled, his verse made him a nineteenth-century rock star; while women swooned over his dark, smouldering looks, men imitated his moody, brooding silences and even his limp. Females everywhere were anxious to throw themselves at this most famous of writers and he was more than happy to oblige. He was married briefly to an aristocrat’s daughter, Anabella Milbanke, but they were separated within the year; according to gossip he continued to sodomise his wife far into the advanced stages of her pregnancy.


The eccentric Lady Caroline Lamb, wife of the politician William Lamb, Lord Melbourne, was one of his easier conquests. The jilted Caroline returned to haunt Byron by spreading a highly damaging rumour that the poet was gay; at the time convicted homosexuals could expect to be publicly hanged and most likely pelted with dead cats. In fact, Byron’s attraction to boys had been known since his time at Harrow public school, where he referred to his entourage of adoring younger pupils as his ‘Theban band’. He liked sex with boys, or women dressed as boys. One night he smuggled a mistress past the reception desk of a London hotel by dressing her as a boy and passing her off as his younger cousin; there was some confusion among the hotel staff when the boy miscarried in Byron’s room. In addition to Byron’s estimated five hundred heterosexual conquests (he spent so much on female prostitutes that the owner of a brothel once advised him to slow down a bit) there were homosexual flings with various men including his fellow Harrovian the Earl of Clare, a fifteen-year-old choirboy John Edleston, his fencing master Henry Angelo and the famous pugilist, ‘Gentleman’ Jackson, not to mention sundry Greek youths.


Byron’s appetite for sex scandalised London, but he overstepped the mark with his incestuous relationship with his half-sister Augusta Leigh, which he flaunted in his poem ‘The Bride of Abydos’.* He became a social pariah and briefly considered suicide. ‘I should, many a good day, have blown my brains out,’ he reflected, ‘but for the recollection that it would have given pleasure to my mother-in-law.’


In 1816, he left England never to return, leaving in his wake a trail of broken hearts, illegitimate children and greatly boosted sales.* In Venice, he kept up his reputation for exotic sexual experimentation and his expensive taste in whores, procured for him by his gondolier. Byron kept lists of his lovers and apparently slept with more than 250 women in one year alone. When Percy Bysshe Shelley visited him he found him indulging in sexual practices which ‘are not only not named, but I believe seldom ever conceived in England’. Another friend who visited him in Italy in 1818 wrote that Byron ‘could not have been more than thirty, but he looked forty. His face had become pale, bloated and sallow. He had grown very fat, his shoulders broad and round, and the knuckles of his hands were lost in fat.’


For all great pin-ups, dying young was unfortunately part of the deal. Bored with his self-imposed exile from England, Byron went off to join the war for Greek independence but became ill with a violent fever. The favoured medical practice of the day, blood-letting, weakened him further. He developed a severe infection caused by unsterilised equipment and died in 1824, leaving his military action and several of his literary works unfinished. Byron requested that his body should not be disturbed after his death, but almost as soon as he had taken his last breath his corpse was hacked open by the attending doctors. Part of his skull and his internal organs were removed for souvenirs, then he was stitched up again so ineptly that friends who saw his body when it was returned to England couldn’t recognise him.



TAINTED LOVE



While Byron was making waves in London, another louche literary figure was being laid to rest in France, leaving behind the questionable legacy of lending his name to the ‘S’ in S&M.


The Marquis de Sade, Paris-born aristocrat and writer Donatien Alphonse François (1740–1814), spent much of his life either locked up in prisons and lunatic asylums, or doing things that would get him put in prisons and lunatic asylums. In popular folklore he is regarded as the wickedest man of the eighteenth century, but he was largely a man of his time. As his biographer, Francine du Plessix Gray, has pointed out, casual cruelty and sexual deviance among the French aristocracy were pretty much the order of the day.


Sade had sexual depravity in his genes. His father, a diplomat, was arrested for picking up boys in the Tuileries Palace gardens in Paris. Another unsuitable role model, his uncle, the very unclerical Abbé de Sade, in whose house he spent many of his early years, slept simultaneously with two women, a mother and daughter.


During this time the young Sade was allowed to have the run of his uncle’s vast library of fashionable erotica. One of his father’s mistresses, the Princesse de Charolais, had her portrait painted in the habit of a Franciscan nun, not out of piety but as a way of arousing her lovers. Her brother, the Comte de Charolais, was arguably the most depraved of the bunch. He shot peasants (not pheasants) for sport and took pot-shots at workmen repairing roofs in a neighbouring village. The resulting murders were excused by a pardon from the indulgent Louis XV, although the Comte had to beg for it. The Comte once invited Madame de Saint-Sulpice to dinner, got her drunk, inserted a firework into her vagina, lit the blue touch paper and retired. She was badly burned.


In person Sade was small and fat, but nonetheless something of a hit with the eighteenth-century ladies. After a spell in the army, where he gained a reputation for philandering and high-stakes gambling, he was pushed into an arranged marriage with the rather plain daughter of a wealthy bureaucrat. Within three months of the wedding Sade had returned to his bachelor ways, setting up an alternative address where he would take prostitutes. His first major scandal took place in 1768, when he invited a woman back to his chateau, imprisoned her, then physically and sexually abused her until she escaped through a second-floor window.


Most unusually for an age of rigid class distinctions, Sade didn’t much like the company of his fellow aristocrats. He never fought a duel and didn’t seem to be at all interested in hunting. He much preferred to go whoring with his faithful valet Latour, taking it in turn to be pleasured by one another with prostitutes as spectators. In 1772 Sade and his manservant were sentenced to death for having sex with each other and for poisoning several prostitutes with Spanish Fly, a supposed aphrodisiac designed to put someone in the mood (if by ‘in the mood’ you mean ‘severe abdominal pain’). The guilty parties fled to Italy to avoid prosecution.


Fortunately Sade had a very sympathetic and accommodating wife, who helped organise orgies and haggled with prostitutes on her husband’s behalf. Unfortunately, his wife came with baggage – specifically, a mother-in-law who didn’t very much approve of her daughter’s marriage to the man who invented sadism. Incredibly, his wife continued to stand by him, even when he ran off to Italy with her younger sister, a virginal nun, although this was the last straw for his mother-in-law, who used her influence to have him put away for a long stretch. In 1777, he was placed in the dungeon at Vincennes prison, later moving to the famous Bastille in 1784, where he began to write.


Sade’s taste for writing pornography was not unique; writing porn for profit seems to have been a well-beaten path among hard-up members of the French aristocracy. His most infamous work, The 120 Days of Sodom, which the author boasted was ‘the most impure tale that has ever been written’, was completed in just over a month on a continuous roll of paper smuggled into the prison. There isn’t room to list all the forms of debauchery he wrote about; suffice to say it was a catalogue of six hundred depraved sexual acts, committed by four libertines who lock themselves in a castle with several dozen victims (including their own daughters).
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