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In the notes he wrote for Nana, his novel about a courtesan in Second Empire Paris, Zola imagined ‘a whole society hurling itself’ at her body, ‘a pack of hounds after a bitch, who is not even on heat and makes fun of the hounds following her’. This might also describe the life of Harriette Wilson, whose unguarded pursuit by the leaders of the British aristocracy, the army, the government and opposition made her the most desired, and then the most dangerous, woman in Regency London.


As a courtesan, Harriette Wilson belonged to a sexual underworld whose existence is rarely admitted to in the lives of the nineteenth century’s great men, and as a blackmailer all but a few of her letters have been destroyed. So erased from the annals of history had she become when my interest in Harriette Wilson began that she threatened to remain for me the figure of fantasy she had been in her lifetime. I owe the fact that I have found such rich material to the help and support of many people. Julian Loose, my editor, encouraged the project from the very start, as did all those at Faber and my agent, Lisa Darnell. Their enthusiasm was a great motivator, particularly at the beginning when Harriette (as I call her for simplicity’s sake, her name having changed so often in her career) was stubbornly refusing to show in the books and boxes of letters which were piling up around me like pillars. Working with Faber is a great pleasure.
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Across the broad continent of a woman’s life falls the shadow of a sword. On one side all is correct, definite, orderly; the paths are strait, the trees regular, the sun shaded; escorted by gentlemen, protected by policemen, wedded and buried by clergymen, she has only to walk demurely from cradle to grave and no one will touch a hair of her head. But on the other side all is confusion. Nothing follows a regular course. The paths wind between bogs and precipices. The trees roar and rock and fall in ruin. There, too, what strange company is to be met – in what bewildering variety! Stone-masons hobnob with Dukes of the royal blood – Mr Blore treads on the heels of His Grace the Duke of Argyll. Byron rambles through, the Duke of Wellington marches in with all his orders on him. For in that strange land gentlemen are immune; any being of the male sex can cross from sun to shade with perfect safety …


 


VIRGINIA WOOLF, ‘HARRIETTE WILSON’  
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Mayfair
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Harriette Wilson’s Memoirs omit both time and place; there are no addresses given, no locations described, no elections, diseases, or wars. ‘Dates make ladies nervous and stories dry,’1 she wrote. Her scandalous book liberates us from established order and event and presents instead a form of utopia where great men wait in the rain for courtesans, gold watches are left by lords beneath pillows, and the French Revolution passes over the heads of the English aristocracy without stirring so much as a hair. But time and place are essential to an understanding of Harriette Wilson because she could not have existed anywhere other than Mayfair, in the heart of London, at any time other than the dawn of the nineteenth century: her story would simply not have been possible. Mayfair was in Harriette Wilson’s very being; she was as vital a part of its body as the Church of St George in Hanover Square or the Dog and Duck at the foot of Hertford Street. So grounded were the events of her life in the streets of her childhood that it is tempting to think that she owed her refusal to be put down, her scorn of authority, her insolent wit and bawd and insistence on pleasure above all else, to the ghost of the annual spring carnival that gave its name to her kingdom and on whose site, on 22 February 1786, she was born. Harriette Wilson was the May fair’s spirit incarnate, its Queen of Misrule.


One hundred years before her birth, Great Brookfield, where the fair laid down its roots, was a meadow. It lay on the far side of Piccadilly, which ancient artery stretched out of the clutter of Soho and reached westwards, past St James’s Church, past taverns, courts, and stable yards, past Clarendon House and Berkeley House and up to the toll gate at Hyde Park Corner. Here the paved road ended with such abrupt rudeness that the edge of a cliff or even the edge of the world might have been reached. Leaving behind the stench and smoke of the city, Piccadilly now fell into pastures, hamlets, and isolated farms; herds and herdsmen, brick kilns and dung hills speckled the landscape. Great Brookfield lay where London became Middlesex, and every May Day holiday for sixteen days revellers poured here from the Strand, Lambeth, Spitalfields, and Charing Cross and from the surrounding villages of Kensington, Hampstead and Marylebone. Here they sang, danced and drank, saw fire-fighters and rope-dancers, midgets and albinos, giants and mermaids, bearded women and obese men, mock executions, jugglers, wild beasts and performing animals. It was a fortnight of drunkenness, debauchery and disobedience.


But as the eighteenth century rolled by, the land over which the May fair spread itself became the most coveted in the country and the open pastures were gradually eaten up by a body of muscular streets and squares that were finer and more handsome than any other part of London’s swelling corpus. Only the name adopted by the new village and the names of the roads that now rippled over the old farmland, ‘Farm Street’, ‘Brook Street’, ‘Hill Street’ and ‘Mill Street’, revealed its humble origins. ‘When do you come?’ Horace Walpole asked a friend in 1759. ‘If it is not soon, you will find a new town. I stared today at Piccadilly like a country squire; there are twenty new stone houses; at first I concluded that the grooms that used to live there, had got estates and built palaces.’2 In the 1760s the Earl of Coventry moved into one of the Piccadilly palaces, and his first act as a resident was to get rid of the fair, which moved itself eastwards to Bow.


London had never felt more magnificent; it was the largest city in Europe and Mayfair, enclosed to the north by Tyburn Road (now Oxford Street) to the south by Piccadilly, to the east by Swallow Street (now Regent Street) and to the west by Tyburn Lane (now Park Lane) was the jewel in its crown. The titled and the super-rich moved westwards here from Covent Garden, Soho, St Giles in the Fields, Leicester Fields and Golden Square to build their piles. It soon contained, Sydney Smith believed, ‘more intelligence, human ability, to say nothing of wealth and beauty than the world ever collected in so small a place before’.3 Years of intermarrying had turned the ‘people of fascination’ into one incestuous tribe and here they all lived, an extended family of dukes, earls, admirals and generals, cheek by jowl with drapers, breeches-makers, hosiers, fishmongers, coal merchants and stocking-cleaners.4


In its transformation from fields to fashion, Great Brookfield became Shepherd Market, Mayfair’s commercial centre. Behind the old Dog and Duck Inn lay a pond shaded by willows and surrounded by a gravel walk; here crowds gathered to send spaniels after ducks and place wagers on the winner. The noise of splashing, flapping, barking, quacking and cheering from the garden drowned out the other market activities. In one of the houses overlooking the pond, Harriette’s newborn cry broke into the flickering light of a freezing black night. Or perhaps her first breath pierced the watery sunlight of the steely February dawn. She says she was born at ‘ten minutes before 8 o/c’ but we do not know if this event took place at the start or the close of the day. It seems appropriate, however, that the scene take place in semi-darkness as she would live her life in the shadows. She was raised in the full glare of Mayfair when it felt itself the centre of the world, but along with the city’s other Cyprians and Great Impures, as the courtesans were called, she lived in its twilight realm. In her youth she was ‘as familiar in the streets as the bill of the play or the walking advertisement of a lottery office’,5 but Harriette can never come fully into focus for us; despite the blaze of her prose she will always remain a figure of myth. She formed the fantasies of her age and slid back, when her role was over, into the city’s dusk.


Harriette’s birth followed a bitter winter. Yellow crocuses could be seen speckling the city’s parks and the songs of the hedge sparrow, thrush, chaffinch, skylark and yellowhammer could be heard. February 1786 was a month of violent storms, brisk west winds, frost, fog and ice. The winter sun forcing its fingers through the blanket of smog gave the city an artificial, orange glow as though you were looking at it through a Claude glass. On her first night the temperature fell to well below freezing and there was thick ice on the panes. She was delivered by Dr Merriman, a local apothecary who delivered each of her siblings and who in later years would sell her a pennyworth of Spanish liquorice over the counter of his shop. General Burgoyne’s play, The Heiress, was performed that evening in Covent Garden; Mayfair was at its fullest since before Christmas, the aristocracy having returned to town from their country seats, ready to continue the business of government. It is doubtful that there was great jubilation at Harriette’s birth: she was the sixth girl born in just over eight years to her mother, Amelia Dubouchet, who was no more than twenty-four years old. Another daughter to keep until she could keep herself or be married off, another dowry to find.


The child was baptized Harriot Dubochet in the fashionable Church of St George, Hanover Square. All month the sky had been overcast, with piercing winds and sleet pelting at the windows, and the nineteenth of March, the third Sunday in Lent, was the first fine day. It is reported to have been ‘fair, still and pleasant’, with snow on the open plains, seagulls crying over the Thames, bees buzzing round crocuses, brown and brimstone butterflies, flowers on the apricot and almond trees, and the dwarf daffodil in bloom. Perhaps the family walked the by now familiar route to St George’s (where all the Dubouchet children were baptized) along Curzon Street, across Berkeley Square, over Bond Street and down George Street, with Amelia carrying the bundle in her arms. As all the Harriets in the parish register are transcribed ‘Harriot’, we cannot know whether this was the spelling the Dubouchets wanted for their daughter’s name, or whether it was her own choice to go for the seemingly more sophisticated ‘Harriette’.


One of the mysteries of Harriette’s life is why she exchanged her father’s Swiss name for that of ‘Wilson’. Courtesans tended to use names other than that of their family, but why might Harriette, who was proud of her paternal heritage and liked her French Christian name, trade in Dubouchet, with its air of glamour (and subliminal echoes of debauchery), for a name as solidly, unromantically English as Wilson? Harriette seems never to have known a man called Wilson whose wife she could have passed for. Nor can we be sure when the change took place, whether it was an immediate act on leaving home or a decision reached several years later. Julia Johnstone, her former friend and fellow courtesan, said that Harriette dropped her father’s name out of respect for him as long as he lived in England. While Harriette scoffed at this remark, it is true that when John Dubouchet returned to his native Canton de Berne, she signed herself ‘Du Bochet’ once more. But his departure coincided with her own retirement, and she may have reverted to her former name because she was no longer a professional courtesan. Whatever the circumstances, it was assumed by all except those who watched her grow up that Wilson was Harriette’s real name and the name also of her infamous sisters.


Harriette says in her Memoirs that she was born in Queen Street, a more prestigious address on the other side of the market, but the family did not move there until she was five years old. The house in which she began her life, 2 Carrington Street, has now been pulled down to make room for a mansion block and a car park, but rate records show that there were thirteen houses in the road, and maps show a stable yard at the end. It was not glamorous in comparison with Curzon Street, where the Earl of Chesterfield had built his great pile, or Charles Street or Berkeley Square, but it would have been a handsome house: the antiquarian Samuel Carte had lived there; so too had Kitty Fisher, the most popular courtesan of the mid-eighteenth century, ‘the most pretty, extravagant, wicked little whore that ever flourished’.6 Kitty Fisher was painted by Reynolds and Gainsborough, racehorses were named after her, a fall in the park became national news and she was immortalized in the nursery rhyme ‘Lucy Locket dropped her pocket, Kitty Fisher found it.’ When Casanova came to London he sought her out, but as he offered only ten guineas for an hour of her time, she turned him down. Tales circulated about her placing the fifty-pound note the Duke of York had paid for the pleasure of her company between two pieces of bread and eating it. Immensely rich, Kitty Fisher could choose the best accommodation. She died aged twenty-nine, two decades before Harriette was born, but there were residents who remembered the gilded butterfly who came to and fro in her sedan chair, and their encounters with her, actual or imaginary, had solidified into neighbourhood myth.


The players in Harriette’s story all lived within shouting distance of her childhood home, in a few select streets and squares, but Harriette inhabited the half-world of the demi-mondaine with its own hierarchy and rules. She was in the peculiar position of being at the same time Mayfair’s most and least visible character. She never moved too far from home; Harriette became the courtesan not of strangers but of those she grew up around; her neighbours, the cousins and companions of childhood friends. She was not received in society but her familiarity with the aristocracy gave her the misplaced sense of belonging she carried throughout her life, and her air of superiority. She never doubted that she was the equal of those whom Byron called the ‘twice two thousand, for whom earth was made’;7 she is never found bowing and scraping and is endlessly mocking of male egotism, describing her evenings with the Duke of Wellington, when he was the nation’s hero, as something like sitting up with a corpse. She never doubted the brilliance of her conversation; it is her own luminous remarks her Memoirs record for posterity; the trivial tittle-tattle of others is brilliantly impersonated and sent up. Nor did she adopt airs; she rather played, with great pride, the anarchic, anti-authoritarian, carnival queen and enjoyed mobilizing this version of herself against the Establishment figures she lived among.


Nor did she have any vanity about her, but rather a quiet, solid confidence in her appeal. Some contemporaries confirm Harriette’s acceptance of her own attractiveness; Julia Johnstone, who had no cause to flatter her rival, admitted to being ‘fascinated by Harriette’s lovely features’, and concedes that in her youth Harriette had been ‘superlatively lovely’.8 Harriette seems never to have been painted in the style of a goddess like the endlessly reproduced Emma, Lady Hamilton, or to have been mythologized as were other courtesans by the leading artists of the day. Lord Yarmouth, the model for the gruesome Lord Steyne in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, was at one point keen that Harriette and her sisters should all sit to Sir Thomas Lawrence for a large family picture, which he would then place in his private collection, but regrettably this never happened.9 Harriette was considered too notorious for her image to be displayed on the public walls of private homes, but she was painted in miniature for discreet enjoyment and many knew her from popular prints. These prints represent her as having dark, curled hair, strong eyebrows, white skin, deep brown eyes, a good straight nose and a small neat mouth. It is the eyes to which the viewer is drawn. Sir Walter Scott, who met her once, never forgot Harriette’s ‘good eyes’,10 and years later, when they were ‘sunken’ and the ‘crow’s feet’ were ‘wide-spreading beneath’ them, Julia Johnstone conceded that those once famous eyes still ‘gleamed with faded lustre through her long dark eyelashes’.11 Harriette had a large bosom, small waist and little hands and feet, all that was considered admirable in a woman’s body. And yet her more obvious feminine charms seem not to have constituted her allure.


Walter Scott remembered her as ‘a smart saucy girl’,12 ‘ugly’ but ‘remarkably witty’.13 One cannot help feeling that, for some, Harriette’s wit undid not just her beauty but also her femininity, hence Scott’s remark that she had ‘the manners of a wild schoolboy’.14 Scott’s observation picks up on Harriette’s androgyny, as does the compliment paid to her by Lord Ponsonby, who ‘used to say of me that my advantage over other sweet fair ones was that besides my pretty bosom and effeminate qualities, softness of temper etc, I really was “an excellent fellow”’.15 Other of her lovers also called her ‘little fellow’ and to all of them she was known as ‘Harry’. She called herself a ‘tom boy’ and Julia Johnstone called her a ‘masculine heroine’, quoting a remark made of her that she ‘would make an excellent sailor’s wife, she swears such good round oaths’.16


Harriette Wilson had sex appeal, an elusive quality that manifested itself in her energy, smell, smile, gestures, gait and, most importantly, the force of her personality. She was ‘courted’, Walter Scott believed, ‘for her mental [rather] than [her] personal accomplishments …’17 and The English Spy agreed: ‘She was, when at her zenith, always celebrated rather for her tact in love affairs, and her talent at invention, than the soft engaging qualifications of the frail fair, which fascinate the eye and lead the heart captive with delight: her conversational powers were admirable; but her temper was outrageous, with a natural inclination to be satirical: – to sum up her merits at once, she was what a connoisseur would have called a bold, fine woman rather than an engaging handsome one.’ Harriette, it was concluded, resembled more Bellona, the Roman goddess of war, than she did the Venus de Medici, the ideal of classical sexuality.18


Because she valued herself so highly, Harriette generated respect and admiration. It was always, she insisted, a pleasure for people to meet her.




Notes


1 Harriette Wilson’s Memoirs of Herself and Others, with a preface by James Laver, London: Peter Davies, 1929, p. 26. Hereafter cited as Memoirs.


2 Horace Walpole, quoted in Peter Thorold, The London Rich: The Creation of a Great City from 1666 to the Present, London: Viking, 1999, p. 134.
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CHAPTER 2


John and Amelia Dubouchet
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There were many fantasies about the origin of Harriette Wilson. One rumour supposed her the offspring of a market porter and herb vendor; another declared her the child of a shoemaker turned Methodist lay preacher, yet another claimed she was the daughter of an eminent Lincolnshire farmer.1 Julia Johnstone said that Harriette’s father had been a captain who kept them all in near poverty on his meagre commission and an article in The English Spy suggested that he was the son of the wit and statesman, the Fourth Earl of Chesterfield, by his mistress, Elizabeth Dubouchette.2 Most recently it has been supposed that John Dubouchet, being Swiss, was a watchmaker.3


But the myths circulating about Dubouchet are put in the shade when compared with his own yarns, and Harriette would inherit her father’s gift for story-telling. A handsome raconteur with brilliant white teeth, a Swiss accent, and eyebrows that, Harriette said, ‘used to frighten us half out of our senses’,4 Dubouchet saw himself as the dashing hero of a swashbuckling adventure. Finding domestic life restrictive and dull, he regaled his daughters with tales of his misspent youth. He was ‘a scholar’ who hailed from Vevey, a small town by Lake Geneva in the Canton de Berne. His family was ‘the most respectable in Switzerland’ and his ancestors, so he said, ‘distinguished themselves in the politics of Europe’. ‘I could furnish my readers with an account of the former feats, armorial bearings, etc., of the late Barons Du bochet,’ Harriette wrote, ‘but that I should be afraid of sending them to sleep, and therefore I briefly proceed to inform them that my grandfather was the worse tempered man in all the Canton and my father … at the age of thirteen left his parents’ roof in search of adventures, never to return. His two brothers followed his example and were not afterwards heard of. My father joined a recruiting party journeying towards Holland, who refused to take him into their service on account of his extreme youth. Charmed, however, with the beauty of his countenance, and his intelligent discourse, they supported him on his journey and suffered him to partake of their meals.’5


Dubouchet’s beauty continued to attract notice in high places and his daughters heard how he became secretary to a colonel of a Swiss regiment and seduced the colonel’s mistress, how the colonel discovered the lovers in each other’s arms and how, in the subsequent duel, Dubouchet killed first the colonel and then the guard who tried to arrest him; how in his escape to ‘half the known world’ his charm and appearance once again enabled him to triumph. On his way to England his ship sank but, an expert swimmer, he swam to shore; in Portugal he became a professor of algebra, maths, German, French, fencing and dancing. After dazzling his students he arrived in London and became acquainted with General Burgoyne (whose play, The Heiress, entertained London society on the night of Harriette’s birth) whom he then accompanied, as private secretary, to America, where Burgoyne was fighting the Revolutionaries. At the time that the General was disgraced and captured by the Americans, Dubouchet had the good fortune to be drinking Burgundy many miles away, and thus to be spared either imprisonment or the shame of association with the humiliating defeat.6 On his return to England he ran away with the fourteen-year-old Amelia.


Harriette could not remember if her father was working when he wooed her mother – it is most likely, given his future record, that he was not. Nor did she know how her parents met, but ‘it is certain’, Harriette wrote, ‘that he had art, and wit, and beauty enough to induce her to elope with him’.7 Her mother agreed to a ‘private’ marriage with the thirty-four-year-old foreigner and she kept her changed status secret for several months afterwards.


It is unlikely that Harriette knew much about her maternal past. She told very little in her Memoirs and very little seems to have been told to her. Amelia Dubouchet’s life was the sort that could have gone in several directions and as it was it went in none; her achievement was to produce daughters who refused to live as she had done. She was born in 1762, the illegitimate child of a schoolgirl named Gadston who had been seduced and abandoned by a country gentleman named Cheney. This was all she knew about her heritage, or all she told her children. Harriette spoke only once in her Memoirs of Amelia’s half-brother, General Robert Cheney of the Guards, who by chance, between fighting in Holland and dealing with the Irish Rebellion, lodged with the Dubouchets when they lived in Queen Street. Cheney, who had been aide-de-camp to George III, was ignorant that his landlady was his sister and thus unaware, in the years to come, of his avuncular relation to the courtesan all London spoke about.


Miss Gadston’s seducer, also called Robert Cheney, became Sheriff of Derbyshire in 1765. He had four sons, all of whom were distinguished soldiers.8 Their uncle was the MP and respected essayist Isaac Hawkins Browne; son of the Isaac Hawkins Browne who was for Dr Johnson, ‘one of the first wits of this country’.9 This is the same Hawkins Browne who is parodied by Mary Crawford in the seventh chapter of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park. Through her mother’s relationship with the Cheneys, Harriette was directly attached to the solid core of eighteenth-century English cultured society, but the Cheney sons and the Dubouchet daughters knew nothing of the others’ existence.


The baby Amelia was left by her mother in Mayfair, in the care of a young married couple called Cook. Miss Gadston then bought herself a passage to America, taking with her a hundred-pound bill sent to her in a letter from Cheney. ‘Take that,’ he wrote, according to Harriette, ‘the wages of shame, and never let me hear from you more.’10 Harriette Wilson’s grandmother was indeed never heard of again.


John Cook and his wife had lived in their three-storey house at 23 Queen Street since 1756, when the street plan of Mayfair was largely laid out and Shepherd Market, only ten years old, was still being plagued by the May carnival. Harriette’s previous biographer calls her the daughter of a stocking-mender,11 but Cook, who divided his business with Amelia and Dubouchet after they married, was a stocking-cleaner, and the two trades were considerably different. Stocking-mending, like other needle trades such as mantua- and dressmaking, was one of the few trades open to women. As with all women’s work it was hardly possible to make a living from the paltry wages. Harriette was disparaged as a mere stocking-mender even during her lifetime, and repeatedly stated that she ‘should be proud of possessing such useful talents, and have always been ashamed of my deficiency in the proper, feminine occupation of needlework’.12 Stocking-cleaning was an industry of a different kind; John Cook was not a worker but an employer, with ‘a very extensive business amongst the first nobility’.13 It was a profitable business too, when sartorial elegance was considered of the utmost importance and white and pale-blue stockings were worn by all gentlemen. Not only were the streets mud baths (‘New London is no less entombed in mire than old London,’ noted a traveller in the 1760s) but one hundred tonnes of horse manure were deposited on the cobbles each day, making it impossible to suppose that you might ever arrive at your destination with your legs and footware unsoiled. A gentleman would thus need to change his stockings several times a day and Cook, Harriette estimated, was making over £1,000 a year, at a time when the average yearly income of a lord was £8,000, a baronet £3,000, a knight or esquire £1,500, a gentleman £700, and a shopkeeper, farmer, or clergyman under £200.14 Cook was bringing in enough to enable him to have nothing to do with his business, which operated in his outhouse, to pay high rates for a well-furnished home, to rent at least two other Mayfair houses, and to have servants wait on his family. He took on another business as well, and in 1792 Cook established himself as a coal merchant in premises at 8 Park Street, off Grosvenor Square.


Amelia lived with the Cooks, who seem to have been a childless couple, until she was five and a neighbour, the recently widowed Lady Ferrars, took ‘a fancy’ to her and ‘begged permission to incur the sole charge of the child for a few years’.15 Amelia was treated by her patroness ‘in every respect as a daughter’; she shared the countess’s bed and enjoyed her influence and instruction.16 A few years later, Lady Ferrars married Lord Frederick Campbell, the third son of the Fourth Duke of Argyll. Until she was fourteen, Amelia was mixing in polite company. She had developed into a handsome young woman with strong brown eyes, a pale, clear skin, white teeth, ‘a nose such as sculptors might have sought elsewhere in vain’ and ‘dark, polished, and silky’ hair.17


Had she made a respectable marriage to a professional man, Amelia might have cast off the stigma of her illegitimacy and grown plump on a life of leisure. In choosing instead to throw in her lot with Dubouchet she displayed the kind of recklessness Harriette admired. Lady Campbell, when she discovered the marriage, disowned her charge, horrified at Amelia’s ‘binding herself, thus clandestinely, to a wild, rakish foreigner, whom nobody knew’,18 and Mrs Cook’s health apparently never recovered. Mr Cook, realizing that the best he could do for Amelia would be to give her a good start in married life, took a house for the couple in Mount Street, which ran from Berkeley Square to Park Lane, where it looked on to the tree-lined reservoir in the huge green expanse of Hyde Park.


John Cook gave Amelia and her husband half of his stocking-cleaning business. Dubouchet was embarrassed by the trade but Amelia, Harriette said, ‘possessed too much real pride to be ashamed of any honest way of bettering the condition and prospect of her children’.19 As stockings began to be sent to the common wash and the era of Jacobinism replaced aristocratic breeches with democratic pantaloons (‘Those damned breeches were the ruin of my poor sister, the Queen of France,’ the Archduchess Christine complained), business suffered. Silk stockings were still worn with enough regularity at court and by aristocrats to give the Dubouchets some sort of an income, but money was tight and Dubouchet was increasingly extravagant, becoming, Harriette said, something of a ‘bon vivant’ and developing a ‘predilection for expensive dinner-parties’.20 With the help of Cook and some of his influential customers, Dubouchet established himself as a coal merchant, leaving Amelia to supervise what was left of the stocking-cleaning. His work involved attending for ‘an hour or two, in a morning, at a coal-wharf in the city’ after which ‘we saw no more of him’.21


Harriette was brought up surrounded by silk stockings. Delivered by valets, they were washed, dyed pale blue, green or pink, treated for stains and hung to dry in the outhouse. They were then collected and returned to their owners. She would always like stockings on men. Worn with skin-tight knee-high leather breeches they added to a daring form of clothing, revealing every aspect of the male anatomy from the waist downwards. When she became a celebrity, Harriette’s preferences in male attire held more sway in some circles than the dictates of the dandy Beau Brummell, and when it was heard that Harriette Wilson commended silk stockings, white waistcoats and straight hair, this was how the young bucks dressed, regardless of the recent changes in fashion.


The Dubouchets’ was an unhappy marriage. ‘It was impossible for two minds or dispositions to be more widely different, or more unlikely to agree than my parents,’ Harriette wrote. While conceding that the ‘tameness of married life … but ill suited my father’s ardent spirit’22 – and she would sympathize with him in this – Harriette’s loyalty lay with her mother, abandoned, worn out, and washed up. ‘My poor mother,’ she recalled, ‘as she counted the tedious hours of his absence, which afforded her time for reflection, almost to madness, deeply repented of her thoughtless disobedience, to her more than parents.’23 What Harriette says about the influence of her parents’ marriage on the future she would choose for herself has about it a directness that contrasts with the irony and evasion that otherwise defines her literary style. ‘My dear mother’s marriage had proved to me so forcibly, the miseries of two people of contrary opinions and character, torturing each other to the end of their natural lives, that, before I was ten years old, I decided, in my own mind, to live as free as air from any restraint but that of my own conscience.’24


Despite her observations of their relationship, Harriette idealized her parents. ‘My mother’s beauty was that of mind and spirit alone,’ she wrote. ‘It was not earthly … so pale, so still, and so expressive. In the whole course of my life, I never saw my mother anxious, even one instant, unless for others; and yet I have nursed her in the bitter pangs of child bearing, and have often seen her tortured with bodily pain.’25 Her father she loved ‘almost romantically’. It reveals a great deal about Harriette that while she championed her mother she eroticized her father. What drove her was a horror of becoming Amelia, but while she consciously avoided re-enacting those choices her mother had made, John Dubouchet was Harriette’s sexual ideal: good-looking, irresponsible, idle, remote. She was always drawn to men who lived hard and fast, the self-destructive types who gambled their futures on the throw of a dice or a night with a whore, and when she married, her husband’s history was as shadowy and mysterious as her father’s had been, and as fabulously reconstructed.




Notes
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CHAPTER 3


Queen Street
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Lady Campbell eventually forgave Amelia her marriage and stood godmother to the Dubouchets’ first child, who died aged two. Their second daughter, Jane, was born in the spring of 1779. Jane, whom Harriette would call her ‘Diana’ in her Memoirs, never married, staying in love ‘with a very stupid brother of a very stupid lord’ for twenty years.1 She was musical and the only one of the children whose education was properly attended to; it was Jane who taught Harriette to read. Two years later, in 1781, John and Amelia moved with their family from Mount Street to Carrington Street. Here a third daughter was born who was christened Amelia and known as Amy. Fanny, who arrived the following year, was Harriette’s favourite sister. Mary, dubbed ‘Paragon’ – ‘very sharp, very dark, very clever’2 – came next, following a winter that was so cold that trees froze and split. Harriette’s playmate as a child, Mary was possibly the only one of the girls to have a conventional marriage and children born within wedlock. Harriette followed, and soon after her birth, appearing roughly at two-yearly intervals, came Sophia, the second and last daughter to die in infancy; John Emmanuel; Charles Frederick; another Sophia; George; Julia; Rose; Charlotte, and finally, Henry Cook, named after Amelia’s adoptive parents.


Rates records show that the year in which Charles Frederick was born, 1791, John Cook swapped houses with John Dubouchet. The Cooks’ house on Queen Street was larger and this must have been a major reason for the move, but it was also here that the stocking business was based and as her step-parents grew older, Amelia’s role in managing the cleaning became more prominent. Queen Street was in a prime position, running between two other smart addresses, Curzon Street and Charles Street. Number 23, where the growing Dubouchet girls would sit all day at the window and watch the young men saunter past, was at the Curzon Street end of the road. At the other end and on the opposite side was a dairy with a large golden cow in the window; girls in poke bonnets would appear from the door to sell milk from buckets. Their new neighbours were Dr Merriman, the apothocary, Lord Craven, Lord Lucan, Lord Whitworth, the Dowager Countess of Granard, Captain Hadfield, and the Bishop of Oxford and Throckmorton. Beau Brummell later moved there too, as did Lord Frederick Campbell, after Amelia’s patroness, Lady Campbell, was burned to death in 1812 at a fire in their country house.


It looks as though John Cook gave Amelia and her husband everything he had and more besides; rate records show that Dubouchet had the lease on another house in Queen Street between 1788 and 1793, which was let to tenants. This was presumably a gift from Cook and it provided the family with an extra income until Dubouchet took up as a coal merchant, a year before the second Queen Street lease came to an end. Living in Queen Street was more expensive than living in Carrington Street; the Cooks’ house was rated at £24 a year rather than the £17 the Dubouchets paid for the smaller house, but it was in a smarter, more exposed, road. Carrington Street had no titled residents; it was a dead end and so no one walked through. It led only into and out of the market, which would be frequented by servants rather than their masters.


The household in Queen Street was tough, busy and energetic. Harriette had no solitude as a child; the sisters slept in two adjoining rooms at the top of the house where they squabbled, cold-creamed their freckles, and divided themselves into gangs. When the space got too small they would feed the crows from the roof or go to the local parks. Growing up as a middle sister and with an ever increasing number of demanding, mostly female, siblings taught Harriette to be rivalrous and competitive. As an adult, she resisted forming close and trusting connections; she disliked the demands of intimacy, the commitment, weakness and exposure it entailed, and preferred the company of men to that of women. ‘The fact is’, Harriette later wrote, ‘I was never much amused in ladies’ society. I ought not to confess this, perhaps; but I never happen to be so fortunate as to meet with pleasant women.’3


Harriette was an ambitious child, and the focus of her drive was to better anything done by Amy, her elder sister. Amy Dubouchet was ‘a fine dark woman with a Siddonian countenance and a masculine spirit’,4 which description could also fit Harriette, likewise compared with the actress Sarah Siddons, likewise seen as boyish. Even Harriette’s wit seems to have been developed to rival Amy’s; in a throwaway remark Harriette described her sister as ‘really very funny, however spitefully disposed towards me’,5 and it was Amy’s company that was sought by the wits of the day, Luttrell and Nugent. Amy appears also to have been musically gifted and ‘an excellent linguist, speaking the French, Spanish and Italian languages with the greatest fluency’.6 Harriette and Amy would not have suffered such enmity were they not both jockeying for the same position; they were too similar – in profession, appearance, temperament and character. Harriette gives little space in her Memoirs to the rise of her sister, whose fame as a courtesan preceded her own. All we are told about Amy is that she was a miser, and yet the parties she threw were for years the focal point of what would become known later in the century as the demi-monde. Amy seems to have been every bit as popular as Harriette, although she courted less controversy and kept a lower public profile. Throughout their lives the two sisters circled cautiously around one another, never getting too near or moving too far away, neither one shifting her gaze from the other.


Fanny, the second of Harriette’s sisters to become a courtesan, was the peacemaker, loved by everyone and sufficiently different from Amy or Harriette to present no threat or challenge to either. Harriette was to Fanny as the fiery Elizabeth Bennet in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice was to her elder sister Jane. Harriette’s refrain was that Fanny, with ‘that laughing dark blue eye of hers’ was the most beautiful of them all, ‘the most popular woman I ever met with. The most ill-natured and spiteful of her sex could never find it in their hearts to abuse one who, in their absence, warmly fought all their battles, whenever anybody complained of them.’7 Julia Johnstone described gentle Fanny as ‘a poor timid, good-natured   thing, incapable of doing either harm or good, she scarcely knew the distinction between virtue and vice, when she did good, it was from accident, when she committed evil, it was from want of knowing better, and she had a vacant, see-saw way of thinking that everything happened for the best’.8


Amelia, permanently pregnant, raised her family while she ran the business; John Dubouchet, rarely there, beat his daughters when he was irritated. Aged five, Harriette tore up one of his mathematical problems to make a fly-trap and sooner than apologize she let her father birch her until she was senseless. She recalled being ‘thrown on the bed and whipped, till my body was disfigured from head to foot’, all the time hearing from behind the door the desperate cries of her mother. Harriette was stubborn and maddening, she recalled, and concedes that her father ‘acted from principle, for he was not habitually cruel to children’.9 However much she apologized for her father’s violence, fear of Dubouchet played a major part in Harriette’s running off when she did.


As soon as she could read, Harriette ‘began teazing everybody for books’. Her birth coincided with that of the romantic novel, which she scorned but her sisters brought home from the circulating libraries by the dozen. Nor could Harriette ‘endure story books about naughty boys and girls, &t’.10 Her childhood reading suggests that she was being bred as a lady; the books she re-read were Gil Blas, The Vicar of Wakefield and The Speaker, an anthology of extracts taken from popular plays, essays and prose, compiled with the aim of educating the youth of Warrington in taste and elocution. The Speaker contained, Harriette recalled, ‘scraps of Shakespeare, and other great authors, which delighted me, especially Cardinal Wolsey’s speech [which] … I read … over and again, and asked Diana the meaning of every line.’11 Gil Blas, Alain-René Lesage’s great comic work of seventeenth-century France, was the book Harriette returned to throughout her life and knew ‘by heart’.12 It became her ambition to write the female Gil Blas much as Charlotte Lennox had written the Female Quixote. A picaresque novel, Gil Blas tells the story of a rogue who has many adventures, including joining a band of robbers, who becomes a corrupt politician and is rewarded by being made a lord, living a life of luxury and ease. Harriette’s affection for the novel tells us a good deal about her; Byron, who was obviously much influenced by the picaresque, says that men liked the book but women hated it because it lacked the sentimentality which is their only empire. But Harriette had no real interest in sentimentality, always preferring the variety and surprise of the picaresque, and it was the spirit of adventure she enjoyed so much in Gil Blas that she later recaptured in her Memoirs.


‘Morning, noon and night,’ she recalled of her early teens, ‘I heard nothing but the softness of Tom Sheridan’s hand, the brightness of Berkeley Craven’s eyes etc etc.’13 Her sisters talked endlessly of their ‘conquests, the kiss that Tom Sheridan had given Fanny, the appointment that Paragon had made to walk with Ned Jess, etc.’ Fanny read aloud every evening the love letter she had received from one of her Swiss cousins until Harriette could stand it no more and stuffed it under the lid of a meat pie she was taking to the baker. She pronounced herself ‘disgusted’ with her sisters’ conversation and their ‘desire to be followed and made love to in the streets’, and was thus made to feel like a ‘spy amongst them, and only because I could not enter into their feelings’. She was naturally shy, Harriette says, and she repeats this claim throughout her life. She seems to have been the type whose shyness was eased in a crowd, who felt happiest performing and most vulnerable when the public mask was removed. She was teased by her sisters for being a ‘tell-tale brown, straight-haired figure of fun’, and believed herself to be ‘ugly and in every way uninteresting’.14 Harriette presents her subsequent development into an accomplished flirt not, as it had been with Amy and Fanny, as the result of an awakened sex drive, but as one of the predicaments of the Romantic movement: the natural, innocent self threatened with corruption by pressure from the artificial world of codes and manners. ‘Now, I will ask my readers whether it be possible for a child to listen for months and years together, to a set of gay young girls, for ever raving on their love, their lovers, their sensations, without having her curiosity just a little bit excited? At length I began to look slyly under my bonnet at these lovers they all made such a fuss about, and as soon as I took the trouble to curl my hair, I was beset with a host of admirers, who sent me messages, and pretty copies of verses by our maid servant, for I appeared much older than I really was.’15 Another version of Harriette’s reception at this time is given in a letter to The Times written in 1825. The writer, signing himself ‘An Old Rake’ and claiming that Harriette will know who he is, recalled ‘a little dirty girl, whose name was Du Bouchet, who was five and twenty years ago a regular tramp in St James’s Street’. The child was, he recalled, ‘bunch backed with a shuffling gait’, which description does little to account for Harriette’s rise to sexual celebrity.16


She had decided by the age of ten that she was not going to follow the same path as her mother and might have absconded sooner had Amelia, aware of the ‘admiration’ Harriette ‘excited in the street’, not sent her away to the Ursuline Convent in Rouen to keep her out of harm’s way.17 Harriette had been at school for a while prior to this and returned home when she was eight years old, it being clear to all that she ‘could only learn what struck my fancy and nothing that any person might wish to drive into my head’.18 The Dubouchets were proud and could afford it and so they sent their girls to boarding schools, but the education Harriette received there was little better than that of the daughters of artisans or poor tradesmen who went to local day schools. The staple diet of reciting the Lord’s Prayer and the catechisms and learning the basics of writing and arithmetic was of no real use to Harriette, who could read already and whose father was a mathematician. She may have picked up her French, which was fluent if imperfect, from the Ursulines, but again she could have learned this at home, her father being from the French-speaking region of Switzerland.


Her journey to the Convent of St Ursula with John Dubouchet (spiced up in her own account with a tale of attempted seduction during the crossing) was the first time that Harriette had been out of London (‘I was, however, disappointed in the pleasure I expected to derive from a first view of the country’19) and she was to be the school’s first and only English pupil. During her two-year sojourn, the convent failed to influence her religion, education or virtue; the Abbess found the new pupil ‘too ignorant even for the third and lowest class … so I was an outcast, and I used to amuse myself with drawing horses and cows on my slate’ while the other pupils diligently took dictation.20 Harriette continued to be delinquent. She teased, misbehaved and generally bemused the nuns, making no friends and learning nothing.


She returned home to Queen Street in 1800, her schooling complete, to find that Amy and Fanny ‘had both ran off; – one with Mr Trench, the other with Mr Woodcock’.21
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Courtesans
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How did John and Amelia feel about the departure of Amy and Fanny? Were they proud or ashamed that two of their daughters were now kept women? Did the actions of the Dubouchet girls mean a move up or a slide down the social scale for the family?


Harriette does not record her father’s reaction to the fall – or the rise – of Amy and Fanny, but his dry insistence that her own schooling now finished and being ‘nearly fourteen years of age’, Harriette must, ‘instead of eating the bread of [her] younger brothers and sisters’,1 earn her own livelihood, suggests that John Dubouchet wanted Amy and Fanny out of his pocket and did not much mind how they went about it. ‘From the heedless mode of education’, wrote the radical tailor Francis Place on the virtue of the daughters of tradesmen, ‘and the want of correct notions of propriety in their relatives, want of chastity in girls … was common.’ What Place calls ‘debauchery’ in young women such as Amy and Fanny was not considered too disreputable.2 Girls in their early teens were considered adult and able to support themselves at the same time as they were still regarded, until they married, as the property of their fathers. Francis Place recalled that several of his father’s friends got rid of their daughters by selling them to rich men in the West Indies. All classes of family used their daughters for barter; daughters have been traded, taken, given, bought and sold the world over for centuries. It was assumed that girls would be exchanged for money one way or another, whether in or out of the marriage bed, and either way Dubouchet would benefit from his daughters’ value. It seems that he made it impossible for Amy and Fanny to stay at Queen Street and that they opted for Mr Trench and Mr Woodcock as alternatives to working long, dreary hours for next to nothing.


Courtesans and prostitutes could be clearly distinguished. Although some prostitutes rose to become courtesans and some failed courtesans turned to prostitution, there was generally little crossover between the two and there was nothing to compare between the lifestyles. Courtesans were idolized figures who belonged to the elite, but London was teeming with prostitutes. A police magistrate, Colquhoun, calculated that there were 50,000 prostitutes in the city in 1793, when London had a population of 1 million. The courtesan lived in comfort and dressed in the finest fashions while most prostitutes lived in poverty and plied their trade, so Francis Place observed, in ‘ragged dirty shoes and stockings and some no stockings at all … their gowns were low round the neck and open in the front, those who wore handkerchiefs had them always open in front to expose their breasts … but numbers wore no handkerchiefs at all in warm weather, and the breasts of many hung down in the most disgusting manner, their hair among the generality was straight and “hung in rat tails” over their eyes, and was filled with lice, at least was inhabited by considerable colonies of insects. Drunkenness was common to them all.’3 As a child in 1785, Place was apprentice to a leather breeches-maker in the Strand, all of whose daughters were prostitutes of various types. ‘At the time I was sent to him, his eldest daughter was and had been for several years a common prostitute. His youngest daughter who was about seventeen had genteel lodgings where she was visited by gentlemen, and the second daughter, who was a fine handsome woman, was kept by a captain of an East India ship, in whose absence she used to amuse herself as such women generally do.’4 These girls had few options. If they could not sell their labour as domestic servants or in the few trades such as haberdashery that were not the exclusive preserve of men, they had nothing to sell but their bodies. And once a woman’s reputation had been lost, her chances of ever gaining respectable employment were more or less over. They belonged to the city’s ‘twenty thousand miserable individuals of various classes who rise up every morning without knowing how, or by what means they are to be supported, during the passing day; or where, in many instances, they are to lodge on the succeeding night’.5


The Dubouchet daughters were faced with different but equally limited choices, which boiled down to marriage or teaching, neither of which would protect them from poverty. When Harriette anticipated a probable future incarcerated as a schoolmistress in a chilly establishment for young ladies, it was a life spent without ever ‘having loved and been beloved’ which she found unimaginable. She and her sisters preceded the later nineteenth-century insistence that women were without sexual instincts or drive, martyrs to the cause of procreating the species. John and Amelia Dubouchet had married for love and however grim the consequences of their choice, nothing erased for Harriette the liberality of the act. Did the courtesan pursue sensuous pleasure for its own sake or was her object the acquisition of wealth? What made her a suspicious and troublesome figure was that neither goal was acceptable and to pursue both was a violation of the sexual and economic order.


Prostitution was a trap into which women fell, whereas a courtesan could expect to have a career including perks, promotions, pay rises and a certain amount of job security. A courtesan could charge from £50 to £500 where a prostitute might be paid a few shillings, and that for giving what a mistress or a wife would give for free. Courtesans were sought after rather than soliciting their clients; a few became the wives of their protectors – the highest promotion of all – while others received lifetime annuities from those men by whom they had been abandoned, thus enabling them to face retirement without anxiety. As well as an income, all could expect to receive from their ‘protectors’ a furnished home with servants, a wardrobe, and jewels of the highest order.


Courtesans were purchased by the rich for their style, reputation and conversation; their companionship went well beyond sex. The company of certain courtesans was so coveted that they received banknotes simply for playing cards. Courtesans sold relationships as opposed to anonymous single encounters and they flourished at times when the economy was strong. Prostitutes operated outside society, but the courtesan belonged to an elaborate courtly culture of manners, obligation and discretion. It was for ‘her tact in love affairs’ that Harriette Wilson was ‘celebrated’;6 the courtesan’s loyalty, like that of any respected courtier, could be depended on. She was a status symbol, a sign of wealth and style. Harriette complained once of a guardsman who ‘insisted on falling in love with me, merely to prove himself a fashionable man’. Courtesans were in vogue at a time when the cut of your coat either made or broke your reputation. Beau Brummell boasted that he had repaid a debt by walking down St James’s with his arm linked through that of the man to whom he owed money; such was the power of being seen with the right people. Courtesans were women with whom to be seen; an acquaintance with one of the leading Cyprians of the day finished many a young man’s education. ‘It was the fashion for young men to procure letters from any celebrated demirep’, the courtesan Julia Johnstone wrote, ‘and shew them amongst friends, boasting of their success.’7 Courtesans had their clothes, coaches and companions chronicled in the papers under headings such as ‘Cytherian Intelligence’; the very names ‘Cytherian’, ‘Cyprian’ or ‘Paphian’ showing how these figures were draped in classical splendour.


None the less, courtesans were also known as Great, High or Fashionable Impures, oxymoronic terms that coupled the untouchable and the elevated with what was dirty and contaminating. ‘High Impure’ captured precisely the ambivalence of the courtesan, her position as somewhere between the classical icon, raised above the common people, and the low, sensuous germ-spreading body. Men were as likely to catch syphilis from a courtesan as from a prostitute and any children born of the relationship, despite being given the honour of their father’s name, were generally acknowledged only so long as the relationship survived, at which point it fell to the mother to ensure that they were clothed and fed. Like the courtesans Mrs Armistead, Fanny Murray, Harriet Powell, Nancy Parsons, and her own sister, Lady Sophia Berwick, Harriette remained childless all her life. She was almost certainly infertile; it is hard to imagine how she could have avoided pregnancy had she not been, and most of her lovers went on to have children with other women.8 Venereal disease and abortion could induce sterility,9 but infertility has always been common among women and in many cases this must have been a blessing. Pregnancy and child-rearing could only interrupt a courtesan’s career. Early nineteenth-century contraception consisted of withdrawal, douching after intercourse, sponges that absorbed semen and condoms made of sheep gut which were tied with a ribbon at the open end and rinsed out for future use. None of these methods was foolproof.


For all their exclusivity, courtesans belonged to a massive sex industry that was so much an accepted part of the culture that since the middle of the eighteenth century Jack Harris, son of a good Somerset family, had published Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies, a kind of Which? guide to the flesh of the town. Harris’s List continued to run for thirty years after his death in 1766. The names of around a hundred and fifty women were listed in alphabetical order, each followed by a brief description of her person, merits and price. Harris had emissaries throughout London looking for eligible women to include in his pages, agreements with madams to ‘place into High Keeping’ any of the women he procured, and contracts with aristocratic clients to provide fresh new ‘tits’. Higher-class prostitutes sought to be included by Harris; it was clearly good for business.


In her Memoirs, Fanny Murray – forced into prostitution aged thirteen after being seduced and abandoned by Jack Spencer, grandson of Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough – recounts how in 1746 Harris had put her on his list and improved her fortunes.10 She became mistress to George II and thus, having ensnared a coveted royal, she reigned over the demi-monde. Harris’s description of Fanny Murray illustrates the acreage between the marketing of an available courtesan and the untouchable status she attained having once been purchased: ‘Perfectly sound in wind and limb. A fine Brown girl rising nineteen years next season. A good Side-box piece, she will show well in the Flesh Market and wear well. May be put off with a Virgin at any time these twelve months. Never common this side of Temple Bar but for six months. Fit for High Keeping with a Jew Merchant … If she keeps out of the Lock she may make her Fortune and Ruin half the Men in Town.’11


Harris’s List was by no means the first publication of its kind; nor was it alone in the field. Information about courtesans was available in a variety of forms to satisfy public curiosity, all of which made them seem more fictitious than actual. In 1779, a two-volume book of anecdotes appeared called Nocturnal Revels, Sketches and Portraits of the Most Celebrated Demi-reps and Courtesans of the Period. The next year saw the publication of ‘Characters of the present most Celebrated Courtezans’, in which thirteen women, all courted by high society, were described. Three years later, the Rambler  magazine contained a list of ‘The most Fashionable Votaries of Venus’, including a group of courtesans known as ‘the Avians’: Sarah Adcock, ‘the Goldfinch’; Mrs Irvine, ‘the White Swan’; Gertrude Mahon, ‘the bird of Paradise’; Polly Greenhill, ‘the Greenfinch’, and Mrs Corbyne, ‘the White Crow’.


The Dubouchet girls were never included in lists of this sort. They began their careers at the top. They were well known among their clientele and so did not need to advertise, and nor were they ever without protectors for long enough. Harriette was ‘so much sought after’, she wrote, ‘both by young and old, there could have been no necessity for me to tramp the streets, nobleman hunting’.12 Harriette and her sisters were also too expensive; women in Harris’s Lists were charging £1 for services rendered while Harriette Wilson would charge £50 for an introduction alone.


The ambivalent position of the kept woman and the problem of whether she was moving ‘up’ in the world or ‘down’, was ‘in’ the world or ‘out’ of it, independent of her lover or condemned to him, was personified by Maria Fitzherbert, whose relationship with the Prince of Wales made her one of the central women in English society. Twice widowed and a Roman Catholic, she was wooed by the Prince when he was a young man. Refusing what she considered the vulgarity of being his mistress, she agreed to a secret marriage in 1785. He was certainly aware, and perhaps she was too, that their union was null and void due to the Royal Marriage Act of 1772, which rendered invalid any marriage by an underage royal undertaken without the king’s consent. So Mrs Fitzherbert was married in the eyes of God but not according to the law; she was at the same time a future queen, a commoner, a wife and a whore. Having never been strictly wed she could not be divorced; nor was she ‘unwed’ from him when her husband married another. And she stayed in this limbo for the rest of her life.


Mrs Fitzherbert was at the top of the peculiar pecking order in which women of unofficial status were arranged. This hierarchy was every bit as subtle and complex as that of the English class system. There were steadfast mistresses who lived off royal lovers but would never be called courtesans; there were celebrity courtesans, such as Kitty Fisher and Nancy Parsons, who were also royal mistresses; courtesans such as Mary Anne Clarke, who was a royal mistress and a popular agitator; high-class prostitutes who were not courtesans but neither were they streetwalkers; actresses who were courtesans of a kind; professional kept women who did not see themselves as courtesans but strictly were; serial mistresses who were not courtesans but were seen as such; courtesans who were not mistresses but were seen as such. Courtesans with their own property were above those in rented houses; those living in Somerstown were beneath those who lived in Mayfair. The courtesan Fanny Temple, William Hickey recalled in his Memoirs, ‘inhabited an excellent house in Queen Anne Street, and had besides neat lodgings in the country, pleasantly situated near the waterside just above Hammersmith, and kept her own chariot, with a suitable establishment of servants’.13 She had reached the very top of her profession.


And what of the life Harriette turned her back on, that of respectable wife? What might have become of her had she not found her way into the demi-monde? Her sister Mary (‘Paragon’) can be used as a template for one of the alternatives Harriette refused. As a young woman, Mary broke the heart of Sir Harcourt Lees, after which she married a Mr Boroughs, whose uncle, Sir Richard Boroughs, was an Irish contractor who lived in Grafton Street. They had several children, raised according to the principles of family affection suggested by Rousseau, and lived quietly in London. Mr Boroughs was not wealthy but respectable. The Dubouchet family’s good connections would ensure that, despite being tradesman’s daughters and having notorious sisters, it was possible for those Dubouchet girls who wished to do so to make good marriages. Mary entered the middle classes when she became Mrs Boroughs. She would have received polite visits from neighbours, done nothing out of the ordinary, employed a handful of servants and never been thought of again.


What kind of life would an irreverent, adventurous and energetic girl who hated boredom and disliked female company have led as a spouse, visiting somebody’s wife or waiting for somebody’s wife to visit her? What role was there in conventional life for a woman of character, like Harriette Wilson? It is unlikely that she would have married well enough to enable her to use her wit and character to the full, as the society hostesses Lady Melbourne or Mrs Armistead, the wife of Charles James Fox, had done. And more typical of society wives anyway was Kitty, Duchess of Wellington, whose diary entries as a young bride record the deadening monotony of her days:




July 31st 1809


I fear indolence is again creeping about me. I am fatigued by a regular course of insignificant occupations & dissatisfied with myself when idle.


August 2nd


Ill & idle. I have nothing to say to this languid day.


August 5th


Much as yesterday, languid and dawdling.


August 6th


Too late for church.


August 7th


Very shamefully late. This will never do. Finished my accounts of the week.


August 8th


Still too late.


August 10th


I am tired. This unvaried life fatigues but must be endured.14





Wellington at least married for love, or might have done had his marriage not taken place twelve years after his initial proposal. Otherwise unions tended to be dictated by what Thackerary called the ‘grim workings of marriage capitalism’, where two estates were joined together in the names of two people who barely knew one another.


‘Chastity in woman’, Dr Johnson observed, ‘is all important because the whole of property is involved in it’, and so long as this was the case there was a role for the society courtesan. The attitude of most wives to their husbands’ infidelities is expressed by Lady Frances Shelley in her diary of 1807: ‘There is one rule from which I have never deviated during the whole course of my married life. I have made it a point never to interfere in any way with my husband’s mode of life; and I never kept him from the society even of persons whose conduct I would not admire … In this I feel sure that I acted wisely.’15 When the young Queen Victoria asked the older Lord Melbourne why so many marriages crumbled, he explained that ‘a gentleman hardly knows a girl till he had proposed, and then when he has an unrestrained intercourse with her he sees something and says, “This I don’t quite like.”’ Melbourne’s mother-in-law, Lady Bessborough, put it differently: ‘In the way Girls are often married, hardly knowing their Husbands or what marriage is, how many there must be who would gladly separate, and still more gladly chuse again, if they could do so without ruining their characters.’16 Upper-class marriages were permissive, but divorce was rare, scandalous, complicated and expensive; women lost their children and their reputation. Husbands of unhappy partnerships could of course find solace in the demi-monde; wives had to be more discreet.


Courtesans were in the unusual position of being able to take on a variety of sexual partners while at the same time increasing their marketability; they became part of a reverse sexual economy whereby rather than losing their value along with their virginity, with each distinguished lover they had they saw their price and appeal increase. Thus were they able to avoid becoming middle-class wives while improving their chances of marrying – if they so chose – into the aristocracy. They were able to live in a style they would not otherwise have known, to experience an independence otherwise not available to women of their backgrounds, while gaining a level of celebrity they would never otherwise have achieved. But they never lost their curious social ambiguity. Growing up as the daughters of a tradesman in Mayfair, the Dubouchet girls had always occupied a liminal position. Did they, as courtesans, move up or slide down the social ladder? In a sense they stayed exactly where they already were, neither in nor out.




*





Amy and Fanny did not in fact run off with Mr Trench and Mr Woodcock at the same time. Amy was ‘the first to set us a bad example’, Harriette recorded. ‘We were all virtuous girls when Amy, one fine day, sallied forth, like Don Quixote, in quest of adventures. The first person who addressed her was Mr Trench, a certain short-sighted pedantic man, whom most people know about town. I believe she told him that she was running away from her father. All I know for certain is, that when Fanny and I discovered her abode, we went to visit her, and when we asked her what on earth had induced her to throw herself away on an entire stranger whom she had never seen before, her answer was “I refused him the whole of the first day; had I done so the second, he would have been in a fever.”’17


Amy did not stay long with Mr Trench. He sent her back to school to complete her education, settled £100 a year on her for life, gave her a fifty-pound note with which to go shopping and never saw her again; off Amy ran with General Madden, recently returned from leading the 15th Foot in Portugal. Fanny left home with Mr Woodcock shortly afterwards, and she stayed with him – in a fairly loose sense – for seven years. She took his name but there was another Mrs Woodcock as well, and it was with his legitimate wife that Fanny’s protector lived. He died in 1807, leaving Fanny with three children and no further income. ‘Everybody was mad for Fanny,’ Harriette said, ‘and so they had been during Mr Woodcock’s life; but it was all in vain. Now there was a better chance for them perhaps.’18 Fanny was soon under the protection of Lord Yarmouth, son of the indomitable Lady Hertford, mistress of the Prince of Wales.


When her father wanted Harriette out of the house, it was Amelia, with her thirteenth child Rose still not yet weaned, who helped her to get a respectable job. Raised by pillars of the Establishment and anxious to maintain, as far as she could, her family’s good name, Amelia found her daughter a situation as a music mistress at an elegant girls’ boarding school in Bayswater, on the north side of Hyde Park. Here Harriette remained for three months before running home one night after the French mistress, happening to see Harriette’s breast uncovered, exclaimed that she had ‘strongly suspected that [it was] not the bosom of a virgin’.19 John Dubouchet, unmoved by the insult, offered Harriette no option but to find another position and this time she accepted a post as teacher and music mistress to the pupils at Ketridge House, a girls’ school in Newcastle upon Tyne. She undertook the journey in the mail coach with her friend and neighbour Tom Sheridan, who was going to join his regiment in Edinburgh. Tom had dark hair, a sallow complexion and dreadful health. And he was the only son of the most popular playwright of the age.


Tom Sheridan was typical of the men who would surround Harriette Wilson. While other courtesans were kept by weighty politicians and statesmen, she initially attracted handsome, charming lightweights with little application, the playboy offspring of considerable parents. Tom’s schoolmaster described him as having ‘great acuteness, excellent understanding, wit, and humour, but not a particle of knowledge’.20 His wit made him the idol of his schoolfriends. Told by his father to take a wife, Tom replied, ‘Yes Sir, but who’s?’ Told by his father that he would be cut off with a penny, Tom asked whether he might have the penny now.


On the journey north, Tom suggested that he and Harriette establish a correspondence. ‘If I had not wished to act rightly, I should not have gone to Newcastle,’ Harriette replied, ‘as I found no lack of admirers in London, who wished to get me under their protection’,21 but other remarks she made imply that she did not act rightly during the two days and one night they were together. ‘I will not trust myself in a hackney coach with you,’ Harriette told Tom at a later date, after he tried to kiss her. ‘There was a time’, he replied, ‘when the very motion of a carriage would …’22 Before she was deposited at Ketridge House, Tom Sheridan agreed to send Harriette love letters with which she could torment Fanny.


Consider the change about to take place in Harriette’s life as the coach left London and began its onerous journey. She was used to being at the heart of a city that did not stir before ten o’clock in the morning, when the shops began slowly to open and the milkmaids to knock on the doors. ‘Not a single drum – not a cart are seen passing,’ Louis Simmonds wrote of London mornings. ‘The first considerable stir is the drum and military music of the Guards, marching from their barracks to Hyde Park, having at their head three or four negro giants, striking, high, gracefully, and strong, the resounding cymbal.’ She was used to the day then falling silent once more until three or four o’clock when she would see the fashionable world emerge briefly to shop and pay visits before disappearing to dress, to then re-emerge between six and eight o’clock for dinner and the theatre. At this point the city would rise up and resound with the creak of coach wheels and the clack of hoofs, and Harriette would watch ‘a multitude of carriages, with two eyes of flame staring in the dark before each of them, shake the pavement and the very houses, following and crossing each other at full speed. Stopping suddenly, a footman jumps down, runs to the door, and lifts the heavy knocker – gives a great knock – then several smaller ones in quick succession – then with all his might – flourishing as on a drum, with an art, and an air, and a delicacy of touch, which denote the quality, the rank, and the fortune of his master.’ Silence would follow while the inhabitants of these great establishments absorbed what mysterious entertainment was on offer, and then the ‘great crisis of dress, of noise, and of rapidity’ ensued once more, ‘a universal hubbub; a sort of uniform grinding and shaking, like that experienced in a great mill with fifty pair of stones; and if I was not afraid to exaggerate, I should say that it came upon the ear like the fall of Niagara, heard at two miles distance!’23 This was the night world to which Harriette aspired.


She arrived at Ketridge House to be offered a ‘small beer, which was very small indeed’ and some ‘uninteresting little Dutch cheese’, neither of which could tempt her.24 Harriette now rose at six in the morning and, perched on a seat so far from the fire that she grew numb with cold, she tried to sew buttonholes in shirts. Her pupils, most of them older than herself, began to ‘croak … their vile French in my ears, in their broad Scotch accents’. At other times, ‘nailed to my chair, by the side of the pianoforte’, she would sit, ‘from nine to three every day, while the whole school in turn practised their dull lessons out of tune and out of time’.25 The school was silent save for chanting of verbs and militaristic roll calls; Tom Sheridan’s flirtatious letters were Harriette’s only entertainment. He said that she looked like the actress Sarah Siddons, a white-skinned and black-eyed beauty, and suggested that she go on the stage. This gave Harriette some hope; she loved the theatre and even if she had not seen Mrs Siddons perform, the great actress’s likeness was reproduced all over London.


Instinctively anti-authoritarian, Harriette was as ill-suited to teaching as she was to learning; she needed to work but hated institutions and would no more be told what to do than a miser would part with his purse. She survived Ketridge House for six months before returning to face her father’s wrath. She never again worked for somebody else or saw the inside of a school. When she reappeared in Queen Street, Amelia Dubouchet was about to give birth to her fourteenth child, a daughter called Charlotte.


Back home again, Harriette stuffed a cushion into her dress and performed Falstaff to Tom Sheridan. While he thought the tones of her voice well adapted to tragedy, he agreed that she also had a ‘turn for low comedy’.26 It was always as a comedian that Harriette would shine. She was a smart mimic and irreverent observer, ever alert to the humour of a situation. There is no doubt that she would have been a success on the stage; she had a gift for entertaining. She was the kind of woman whose wit increased with the decline of her virtue and as such she belongs to a strong tradition of female wits. ‘I am sorry to say’, the bluestocking Elizabeth Montagu wrote, ‘the generality of women who have excelled in wit have failed in chastity; perhaps it inspires too much confidence in the possessor, and raises an inclination in the men towards them, without inspiring esteem; so that they are attacked and less guarded than other women.’27 Witty women ‘make a shipwreck of their reputation, and sometimes of their virtue’, Thomas Browne believed. Harriette was not a wit in the eighteenth-century sense of the term; she was not learned, rational, verbally concise. She was a satirist, what we might call today a ‘good laugh’; her personality was a reaction against seriousness and anxiety. John Dubouchet, however, ‘fell into a violent passion’ at the prospect of his daughter’s having a career in the theatre (actresses being no better than prostitutes), ‘and declared he would rather see me in my grave’.28 As it was, Harriette’s career did eventually take off in the theatre, but in the auditorium rather than on the stage.


Her father’s veto left Harriette with little option but ‘to teach the verbs “avoir” and “être” from fifteen to fifty years of age, and then to retire withered and still more forlorn to a work house … What chance on earth have I of marrying a man of polished refinement? … who will scale the walls of any of these high dried academies, to propose marriage to me?’29 These ideas ‘tormented’ her for three months. In a final attempt to placate him, Harriette prepared John Dubouchet’s favourite dish for supper. It was ready by ten o’clock that night, at which time she was expected to go to bed, but in order to prevent the food being spoiled she sat up watching it until he returned. Furious at Harriette’s disobedience, Dubouchet boxed her ears and Harriette, indignant and hurt, determined to leave home. She planned her escape with typical pragmatism, looking no further than the end of the road. Harriette combined driving ambition with the desire to employ minimum effort. At 16 Charles Street, a few doors down from the home of Beau Brummell, stood a large, handsome house fronted by obelisks, whose prospect faced Queen Street. Here lived Tom Sheridan’s friend the Honourable Berkeley Craven, whose bright eyes had so engaged Amy and Fanny. ‘I loved no one amongst those who sought to seduce me, but the Cravens were our near neighbours, and old acquaintances, and they were gentlemen,’ Harriette reasoned. She later said that it was Berkeley Craven with whom she ran away, and rumour agreed with her. He had clearly also been her lover, but it was Berkeley’s elder brother on whom Harriette now cast her own bright eye: ‘I was less afraid of them than any other men, so I became the mistress of Lord Craven.’30


It was the winter of 1800, and Harriette had stepped over to the far side of the sword.
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