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Preface


Notions of what is scandalous vary from age to age. What would seem quite shocking to the modern mind would conspicuously fail to shock someone living in the seventeenth century. In that century, matters of religious faith, much of it close to superstition and magic, were much more in evidence than they are in our own age. That age’s sensitivity, on the other hand, to violence, poverty, pain and to sudden death, was much less. In much the same way, the strictness of the Victorian code of morals is markedly in contrast with the lax standards of our own ‘permissive age’. For example, the Victorians have the reputation of being reticent and prudish about sex. They did not, however, swear off sex simply because they were building an empire: indeed, the merest glance at the population statistics will show that they did not swear off sex at all. Likewise, even a glance at Victorian pornography will reveal it to be of the most explicit and carnal variety, and quite repulsive to the modern reader.


It is not that the Victorians were more strict, or the Tudors less strict, than us. It is rather that in both cases the strictness was about different things. Today we tend to reserve our strictness for matters to do with political and economic equality, the humane treatment of the handicapped and the disadvantaged, consideration and equality for women, and – that bugbear of modern social manners – political correctness, whilst they aimed at different targets. All the same, people of every generation know a scandal when they see one, and get their teeth into it with a fair relish.


The scandals dealt with in this book are divided into eight broad categories:


1. Scandals relating to sex. These perhaps come first in many people’s minds when they are considering scandals.


2. Scandals involving murder or similar violence. These, because they are gruesome, run sexual scandals a close second.


3. Financial and associated scandals. A popular third, since wealth is almost as fascinating as death. They are not confined, however, to run-of-the-mill dishonesty over financial matters.


4. Political scandals. Because there are public figures involved in them, these seem to have a perpetual fascination for ordinary people.


5. Royal scandals. Likewise, even when less than salacious, these have a lively and never-ending appeal.


6. Religious scandals. Like sex, religion seems all the more interesting when it is on the smutty side.


7. War scandals. There have always been cover-ups relating to wars, and here are some of them.


8. Scientific scandals. Even technical and scientific matters have not always been exempt from popular rumour and sleaze.


The authors apologise for any omissions of what you may consider equally obvious scandalous examples, but considerations of the space available have required us to limit the number of entries this book contains.


Ed Rayner


Ron Stapley




SEX SCANDALS


Was W.E. Gladstone a whited sepulchre?


The curious story of the frequent encounters between one of the greatest of Britain’s elder statesmen of the nineteenth century, William Ewart Gladstone, and the common prostitutes of London in the middle years of the nineteenth century, though successfully hushed up then and afterwards, was one of the strangest scandals of Victorian and of modern times. Or perhaps ‘non-scandal’ would be a better term for it, since the greatest of his admirers Mr (later Viscount) John Morley in his multivolume biography of the great man, completely ignored it, and later biographers, such as Philip Magnus and Roy Jenkins, presented it in such a sanitized version that not even the tenderest of susceptibilities could be disturbed. Yet Gladstone’s own diaries, fourteen vast volumes each dealing with a few years or less of his long and eventful career, contain ruthlessly honest (if not entirely explicit) details of the whole scandal. There the facts of his dealings with these street-women, if not his motives, are set out in full, and his own guilty feelings amply illustrated, not only in the tone of self-reproach in which repeated episodes are described, but by his frequent use of a symbol in the margin (ζ) bearing a striking resemblance to a whip, which has suggested to many that the great man practised self-flagellation to control his carnal urges. Do these facts reveal a new and entirely unexpected side to the statesman’s character?


There is no doubt that Gladstone was a highly intelligent man, of wide and cultivated interests, deeply committed not only to politics and religious affairs, but to philosophical and artistic matters as well. He took a brilliant double first at Oxford. When he entered politics, he worked sometimes sixteen hours a day, doing twice as much as any other man, keeping extensive written records of his progress and achievements, as well as writing innumerable letters in his own hand. He read voraciously everything he could get hold of, reading upwards of a dozen books at the same time. He never wasted a moment, but filled in his time writing even during his lengthy train journeys. Like many gifted people he had a tremendous energy, and this perhaps helps to explain his sexual as well as his intellectual drive.


At the same time he was often uncomfortable in the company of women, though there is no suggestion that he was anything other than undeviatingly faithful to his wife Catherine, whom he married in 1839. The pair of them were high-principled, religious and rather uncommunicative people who baulked at close intimacy. At the same time he believed he had powerful sexual urges, and suffered severe pangs of moral guilt as the result of them. Before his marriage he had already undertaken a number of liaisons with possible spouses: one of them a pleasant and well-connected young lady called Caroline Farquhar, whose family did not consider him enough of a gentleman (her mother also, strangely, objected to the way ‘he carried his bag’ – though whether it was because of the way he carried it, or whether because he carried it at all, she never made clear); another was with Lady Frances Morton, the pretty eighteen-year-old daughter of the Earl of Morton, who remained friendly with Gladstone for the rest of her life, though her family did not think enough of him to agree to the match. At the same time, Gladstone remained rather stuffy and off-hand with the wives chosen by two of his brothers (one of them on the grounds that she was a Unitarian). It appeared to the rest of the world as if Gladstone was over-choosy and difficult to please, yet he always reproached himself for having what he thought were lustful and improper longings after females, and passed through a phase at about the same period in which he considered himself deserving of punishment because of his unhealthy interest in printed pornography – in one case French and English verse which to any normal observer was not even marginally salacious. It seems likely from his sensitivity to such matters that his highly developed religious sentiments had created what was not unusual in a man of his time and class – feelings of moral guilt.


At the same time he showed another and even more remarkable tendency: that of showing concern for what were known at the time as ‘fallen women’. He first evinced this when at Oxford in 1827, and developed it in 1846 when he took an interest in the society that dealt with these unfortunates operating from the Margaret Street Chapel north of Oxford Circus, later beautifully rebuilt by William Butterfield as All Saints, Margaret Street. After 1849 Gladstone took to the practice of seeking these women out in the course of the late-night walks which he maintained were so beneficial to his health, engaging them in conversation and even taking them back to their rooms for a sustaining cup of cocoa. He made no attempt to keep these meetings secret, though the practice did raise eyebrows among those who knew about it, and led to ribald speculation about whether his motives were as moral as he pretended, or whether perhaps he simply ‘liked his bit of rough’.


Some of these women he sought out many times, developing close relations with them, though what their opinions were of the unusual civility he bestowed on them history does not relate. Some remain anonymous and appear in the diaries only fleetingly. Others appear over a period stretching into months. One such was Elizabeth Collins, regarded by Gladstone not as a mere whore, but astonishingly as ‘a most lovely statue, beautiful beyond measure’ (a judgment he chose to couch in Italian). Another was a woman called Emma Clifton, about whom he wrote rather cryptically: ‘I made I hope some way – but, alas, my unworthiness!’ A third was a young woman called Lightfoot (his diaries call her P. Lightfoot, but Gladstone never tells us her first name). Of her he observes that she ‘did him more harm than good’ and that ‘my trysts are carnal, otherwise the withdrawing of them would not leave such a void’. All these episodes were in the period from 1849–52, but others continued later – with a Marion Summerhays in 1859, and at least one other young woman whilst he was holidaying in Naples. In the 1870s, too, he became acquainted with the famous Victorian adventuress Catherine Walters1 with whom he corresponded regularly and to whom he gave occasional presents. None of this involved even the slightest effort at secrecy or concealment; indeed, one of his regular ‘beats’ was outside the Argyll Rooms in great Windmill Street, off Piccadilly Circus – a place which even more in Victorian times was synonymous with being thronged with people (he was a public figure, and could have been easily recognized). His political friends seem to have been perfectly aware of his odd habits, though practically all of them knew him well enough to avoid putting any lewd construction on his behaviour.


But they also knew that this behaviour could be interpreted less generously, and from time to time tried to persuade him to desist. Indeed, in 1882, when they were his cabinet colleagues in his second ministry, Lord Rosebery and Lord Granville tossed a coin to decide which was to tackle him about his unacceptable conduct: Rosebery lost, and bearded the Grand Old Man with his complaint. Gladstone was quite obdurate. He had a clear conscience, he said, and could not accept that anyone should think he had done anything to be ashamed of; he insisted (in the face of prevailing medical opinion) that night walks were good for him; he had taken them for many years and was not going to change his habits now. So Rosebery was sent off with a flea in his ear, and Gladstone’s ‘rescue work’ went on.


His critics’ only effort to dish the dirt on Gladstone came only after his death, when one Captain Peter Wright, in 1927, published a book containing scurrilous insinuations against him over his dealings with London prostitutes. Gladstone’s two sons, Henry and Herbert, reacted with predictable ferocity in defence of their father’s monumental reputation: Henry got Wright drummed out of his club. He took recourse to the law to get himself reinstated (he was successful, and was awarded £125 damages for the inconvenience). Later he sued Herbert for damages. This second suit failed, and, after a savagely hostile summing-up from Mr Justice Avory, Wright’s case was dismissed and the Gladstone brothers were cheered on their emergence from the Law Courts for the work they had done in maintaining ‘the high moral character of the late Mr Gladstone’. This was unusual, if not unique, as an occasion when the law courts were used to preserve the reputation of a man who had been dead for twenty-nine years.


1 See also the entry on What was the truth about Skittles, the last Victorian courtesan?


Why were Victorian music-halls the battleground between prudes and prostitutes?


The years at the end of the nineteenth century witnessed one of the most heated controversies of the ‘Naughty Nineties’ over the use of music-hall ‘promenades’ as places of assignation between the sexes, and, in straight-laced Victorian England, as places where gentlemen about town could arrange a discreet meeting with the ladies of the night.


These promenades, like that of the Empire Theatre, were sometimes very large and luxurious, and there it was possible for sweetly-smelling, over-dressed young women to organize the emptying of the pocket books of the raffish male clientele. The ‘ladies’ were bought fizzy light wine masquerading as champagne, and given boxes of chocolates which many of them subsequently sold back to the barmen behind the counter. R.C.K. Ensor, in his book of the period, England, 1870–1914, solemnly declared:


Immorality paraded itself as never before during the Queen’s reign, especially in the music-halls. At their head figured the Empire Theatre, whose promenade, then a very large one was, from 1889–1894, regarded universally and quite openly as the regular market for the more expensive class of loose women.


It was a time of curiously double standards, perhaps best characterized by the conventional gentleman who, discovering that the young lady of his dalliance had never received church confirmation, arranged to have that omission rectified before continuing his affair with her. Prostitution was generally regarded as a means of canalizing vice away from healthy homes. Yet, while efforts were still being made to regulate this vice, the campaign by Josephine Butler, the Victorian campaigner for female rights, to repeal the Contagious Diseases Act (which required the licensing of brothels and the periodic medical testing of the women who worked there) had just been successful in 1886. The age of consent for females was no more than thirteen, and the publisher W.T. Stead had just shocked London by revealing that he had been able to buy a girl of that age, virtually as a slave, for just a few pounds. There were many people who were scandalized by the ‘promenades’, and who saw no real difference between the elegantly-dressed prostitutes paying their five-shilling entrance fees to these ‘lounges’ and their more bedraggled sisters swarming gratuitously in the streets of theatreland. Such critics regarded the Empire as a den of vice, since, after having been opened in 1884, it steadily slid downhill afterwards from opera to comic opera and then to burlesque before it found itself a music-hall, presenting lascivious displays of ‘can-can’ dancing and even suggestive of living ‘tableaux’ (which were perfectly all right as long as they didn’t move). The theatre owners riposted that their ‘lounges’ were perfectly orderly; they were even, indeed, a sort of ‘club’ known to Englishmen all over the world as one of the decent comforts of home.


The leader of the campaign against the ‘promenades’ was a Mrs Laura Ormiston Chant, a kind of Victorian Mary Whitehouse who took it upon herself to speak up for decency and clean living. She visited the Empire herself and found that she was stared at. She noted grimly that the dancing was suggestive, the garments of the visiting ladies flashy and vulgar, their language coarse, and that there was too much ‘pulling and jostling’ between them and the men. When her protests to the theatre manager, George Edwardes, were unavailing, she took it upon herself to oppose the renewal of the theatre’s licence before the LCC Watch Committee. At the committee hearing she easily outshone the barrister representing the Empire. It was her view that the theatre promenade was the ‘habitual resort of prostitutes in pursuit of their traffic’, and, in succession, her battery of equally determined witnesses also testified that it was a ‘place of procurement’; it was a place of dancing, ‘calculated to incite impure thought and passion’; it was a place where the ‘moral character of the women there could be inferred from their dress’; it was a place where ‘accosting’ was common; and that it was ‘the worst place in Europe’. Here English hypocrisy was on display at its most rampant, and in spite of a stout defence by the applicants offering healthy common-sense as the remedy for all this prurient concern, the committee refused the renewal on the grounds that the place was used ‘for purposes such as the Council could not properly recognize by its licence’.


Immediately a furious counter-attack was launched by the habitués of the music-halls against the intolerable female busybodies who had deprived them of their social life and of their entertainment. Both the Morning Post and the Daily Telegraph produced columns of letters (sometimes six or seven columns daily) protesting at their intolerance and working up a fine lather of indignation against what one writer called ‘Prudes on the Prowl’, a fine phrase which soon became the title of a popular song. One of the letters, signed by ‘Puritan’ with his tongue in his cheek, complained bitterly about disgusting dress, and said he had counted no fewer than twelve so-called ladies at the Empire, where not one was wearing gloves.


Mrs Chant, nevertheless, had what could only be called a field day. She wrote and spoke repeatedly on the subject; she wrote pamphlets, the most famous rather unpatriotically entitled Why We Attacked the Empire, in which she made mincemeat of her detractors. She was constantly being interviewed by the press, and had there been any television programmes she would certainly have figured largely in them. To the Pall Mall Gazette she confided that she was not hostile to the music halls ‘as such’; that she was ‘passionately fond’ of dancing; that her French friends, though accustomed to the performances at the Moulin Rouge, nevertheless walked out of the Empire with the comment ‘C’est trop fort!’ She called the Empire ‘the moral dustbin of the Metropolis’. Her contention that she knew theatre girls who regularly made £20 or £30 a week from prostitution drew the thoughtful reply from G.B. Shaw that ‘the problem for Mrs Chant is to make it better worth an attractive girl’s while to be a respectable worker than to be a prostitute’. A certain Alderman Routledge suggested that Mrs Chant would better have employed her time working on behalf of the prostitutes on the streets, or even, astonishingly, ‘investigating what went on in the galleries of some churches on Sunday nights’. Even Punch joined in the attacks on her, and produced a full-page cartoon depicting ‘Mrs Prowlina Pry’ surveying the Empire theatre, placarded with ‘3,000 Employees Will Be Thrown Out of Work’.


Meanwhile, the Prince of Wales theatre was the venue of a large indignation meeting arranged by the Theatrical and Music Hall Operatives and by other associated trade unions even including the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants, and George Edwardes was pursuing legal opponents, real and imagined, through the courts. Nevertheless, in the autumn of 1894 the LCC confirmed the earlier decision and the Empire was forced to close for alterations to its notorious promenade. Popular indignation raged against the ‘Establishment’: even the Stock Exchange hooted out one of its members, and members of the LCC were booed in the streets. The manager of Toole’s Theatre offered his premises for benefit performances for former Empire employees, and they were put on half pay for a week.


In fact, however, the alterations took only a few days and the theatre returned to business in November with a modified licence after a slight reduction of the promenade area and the erection of canvas screens to separate the auditorium from the bars. A young Sandhurst cadet called W.S. Churchill, who had never seen anything objectionable at the Empire, spent some time polishing a speech which he intended to give to the executive committee of the recently established Entertainments Protection Committee, but found he was the only member of the public present – so he gave up his quest and went to the theatre instead. He, and other young gentlemen like him, soon found that the canvas screens were as flimsy as they looked, and made short work of them with their walking sticks on Saturday night, crying ‘Long live Edwardes!’ while simultaneously wrecking his theatre. Edwardes magnanimously forgave them for the high spirits of their youth and in 1895 resumed his activities with an unconditional licence. The Palace and the Alhambra speedily followed suit and established promenades of their own. Thus the scandal of the music-hall promenades became one of the main features of Edwardian England, and continued during the First World War, when General Smith-Dorrien complained that his young officers, visiting them on leave from the trenches, were deprived both of their money and their clean bill of health. The Bishop of London agreed with him, calling what happened on the promenades ‘licensed prostitution’.


In 1916 Alfred Butt announced his intention to do voluntarily what the LCC had failed to make him do; he was closing his promenade in response to the change in public feeling. He was followed by Sir Oswald Stoll, who had newly acquired control of the Alhambra. It did not sound the death-knell of the music-hall, as many had predicted; this was brought about by the coming of the talking pictures in the 1920s.


What was the truth about Skittles, the last Victorian courtesan?


Skittles was the last great courtesan, her name synonymous with scandal. By profession she was a prostitute; the Victorians, broad-mindedly raffish as many of them were, would have called her a ‘whore’, while the effete twentieth century would have applied to her the much paler and more euphemistic term ‘call-girl’. Whatever the name by which she went, she led a colourful and glamorous life in London and Paris which lasted through the whole of the Second Empire in France and for most of the later Victorian and Edwardian periods in England. She was in France at first the protégée of the elderly Achille Fould, finance minister of Emperor Napoleon III, while in England she counted among her many acquaintances the Marquis of Hartington and numerous other members of the Cavendish family, and Edward VII himself (whom she referred to rather disrespectfully as ‘Tum-tum’). She was honest and directly spoken, remaining fresh-faced and curiously unsophisticated in a florid and over-dressed age. Parisians loved, and even cultivated, her English accent, Englishmen loved her northern dialect with its hint of Liverpudlian, a local touch she was proud to maintain. She remained for most of her life a celebrated, and sometimes notorious, figure in both countries.


She was born Catherine Walters in 1839 in the back streets of Toxteth, Liverpool, close to the docks. Her father, Edward Walters, a retired sailor, was by trade a ‘tide-waiter’, i.e. he was one of the many casual labourers who waited for ships to come up the Mersey on the high tide and then helped to unload them; in more modern times he would have been called a stevedore. He and his numerous family later moved to the Wirral when Catherine was only eleven, and with the help of a small pension from his seafaring work set himself up as an ale-house keeper. The sailors she met with there were rough and hard-swearing with money in their pockets from their last voyage and willing to spend it on anything female that crossed their paths. Catherine knew very early on about the effects of drunkenness and coarse and violent language, and, as a slum-child, knew all about shared bedrooms, shared beds and communal lavatories; her father beat her regularly and her step-mother (her real mother had died and been buried in Toxteth) was cowed and bullied just as she was herself. But she remained independent and self-reliant, and in spite of the dirt and poverty with which she was surrounded, retained her intelligence and her pert elfin charm. By the time she was a teenager she left home and went to live with her grandmother back in Toxteth, where she got herself a job in the Black Jack Tavern close to the docks, working in the skittle alley and earning herself the nickname that was to accompany her for the rest of her life. Her vivacity, allure and quickness in repartee made her name locally, and she was soon working successfully as a prostitute much sought after by the inn’s clientele. The age of consent for females at that time was 13, but Catherine had probably lost her virginity whilst she was still a child. The family moved again, this time to the Cheshire Hunt area near Tarporley, where she learned to ride. She already had acquired the rudiments of riding, either because she had access to livery stables, or else because as a child she had been fond of going to the circus; now she became a very accomplished horsewoman and was allowed to ride with the country folk. When she was twenty, however, she decided to seek her fortune in London, perhaps as the companion of a young man of means who had persuaded her to run away with him.


In London Catherine soon became an habituée of the fashionable West End. She came to patronize Kate Hamilton’s brothel in Prince’s Street, off Leicester Square, where she used her visits (though she was never regularly employed there) to meet well-connected young army officers and other gentlemen-about-town. She made the acquaintance of the proprietor of a successful livery stables in Bruton Mews, adjacent to Berkeley Square, who employed her to advertise his services by riding one of his handsomest horses on Rotten Row in Hyde Park or along ‘Ladies’ Mile’ on the north side of the Serpentine. She was soon attracting crowds of admirers in the Park, and was even painted by Sir Edwin Landseer as The Pretty Horsebreaker. She made the acquaintance first of William Frederick Windham (known from his days at Eton as ‘Mad’ Windham on account of his madcap behaviour), the dissolute and irresponsible son of General Windham of Felbrigg Hall in Norfolk, and later, in 1862, of Spencer Compton Cavendish, Lord Hartington, eldest son and heir to the seventh Duke of Devonshire.


With Hartington she had a protracted and torrid affair (insofar as it was possible to be torrid with one so lumpish), driving him from the side of the beautiful Louise (‘Lottie’), Duchess of Manchester, until family pressure forced him to take panicky refuge in the USA, while Skittles emigrated in the opposite direction to the spa town of Ems in the Rhineland. Here she found herself pursued by another lover, Aubrey de Vere Beauclerk, a rather lurid young nobleman from Northern Ireland who was already married. He insisted in leaving his long-suffering young wife and fleeing with Skittles to New York, where she found herself in the middle of the American civil war with two discarded lovers, both temperamentally totally opposed to each other. Beauclerk eventually returned to his wife with his tail between his legs, whilst Hartington came back to patch things up with his family and with the glamorous Lottie.


Catherine spent the rest of the ‘Gay Sixties’ in Paris. At the time the city, elaborately improved by the Imperial minister Haussmann, attracted the attention of much of fashionable Europe, its dazzling and gilded surroundings providing the setting for a social life profligate to the point of degeneracy. Since she knew little French, Catherine gravitated towards the English colony there, one of whose fashionable cocottes (known disrespectfully to Parisians as ‘les horizontales’), Cora Pearl, once tried to shock by having herself served to her dinner-guests out of a silver platter wearing nothing but a string of pearls and a few sprigs of parsley, and then doing a few high kicks on top of the table. Another of the demi-mondaines, known as La Barucci, renowned for her habitual lateness and reproached for it by the Duc de Grammont-Caderousse when she appeared before him in a daringly low-cut gown, turned her back on him, flipped up her voluminous skirts and presented him with her white-clad buttocks. It was in Paris that Catherine accepted the protection of Achille Fould, Napoleon’s bearded and elderly minister of finance. He installed her in a sumptuous apartment in the Avenue des Champs Elysées and allowed her to make her daily excursions to the Bois de Boulogne, where she outshone on horseback many other fashionable équestriennes. She even made the acquaintance of the Emperor himself, when she was introduced to him at dinner. He said he had never heard of the game of skittles, but sportingly agreed to a competition in an adjacent room, where footmen set up nine champagne bottles to be used for the purpose: he bowled at them and knocked over two to sycophantic applause, while Catherine, who had not lost her skills, knocked over the remaining seven with a single shot.


Fould, shrewd and kindly, lavished much time and money on Catherine, improving her halting French and taking her to concerts and galleries, whilst asking for little in return. He introduced her to the fashionable balls at the British Embassy, where she met Lord Hubert de Burgh (later Earl of Clanricard) and met also a young man, very junior in the Embassy and slightly younger than herself, called Wilfrid Blunt. He was a writer of sentimental poetry and fell madly in love with her, inveigling her to spend three days and nights of passion with him in the Rue Jacob, where she – unusually for one so level-headed – also fell in love with him. Both agreed, however, that a marriage between them was impracticable, and though they remained thereafter in each other’s thoughts, they met only briefly and occasionally thereafter. Blunt was posted to Lisbon, to Frankfurt and finally to Buenos Aires (he eventually returned to England and married Lady Anne King-Noel, grand-daughter of Lord Byron), whilst Catherine remained in Paris. But she was growing bored with her life there, and was spending an increasing amount of time in England, where every season she indulged her passion for fox hunting, chiefly in Leicestershire with the Quorn or the Billesdon (‘South Quorn’) hunts. After the death of Fould in 1867 and the fall of Paris in 1871 during the Franco-Prussian War, she never lived in France again.


She had met Edward, Prince of Wales, before, whilst she was still in Paris, and now took up with him once more. Like him, Catherine had the common touch, sharing also his enthusiasm for fox hunting. Finally she became his lover. She also got to know Squire Tailby, Sir Arthur Hazelrigg and Harry, the young Marquis of Hastings, together with the whole group of other great Leicestershire hunting figures. At this time she incurred the lasting enmity of Lady Stamford, the wife of the Master of the Quorn, who never rode to hounds again after a quarrel with her husband in which she presented him with the choice of herself or Catherine in the hunt (unfortunately he chose wrongly).


Catherine also spent a good deal of time in London, taking a house in Chesterfield Street. Here for the first time she was introduced to W.E. Gladstone, the Leader of the House of Commons (known to other members of Catherine’s profession as ‘Old Glad-eye’ because of his reputed fondness for trawling the city streets to save fallen women and then taking them home with him for a cup of cocoa).1 Gladstone talked to Catherine in a courtly fashion and brought her a pound of tea as a present. Oddly, they found they had a lot in common. Their background circumstances were quite different, but both were born in Liverpool and remained fond of it; thereafter Catherine always had a letter from him on her birthday. In 1872 she moved to South Street, which was closer to the Park and to Piccadilly.


By the end of the 1860s Gladstone was Prime Minister, and Bertie, Victoria’s son, whose style of life he hated, often entertained Catherine at Marlborough House. Gladstone thoroughly disapproved, writing to the Foreign Secretary: ‘To speak in general terms, the Queen is invisible and the Prince of Wales is not respected.’ The seventies came and Catherine, sadly, was beginning to feel the onset of middle age. She was outshone by the youthful empress Elizabeth, wife of the Austrian Franz Josef, who spent a good deal of time in England and often appeared on the hunting field. Nevertheless, Catherine took up the new craze of roller-skating enthusiastically until 1876, though she was not as good at it as she would have wished. She soon began to suffer from incipient arthritis in the joints, and so found walking increasingly difficult. Bertie, meanwhile, had taken up with Lillie Langtry, and was as devoted to her as his inconstant soul would permit. Catherine shortly after met her last amour, the Hon. Gerald Le Marchant de Saumerez, who attached himself to her when he was scarcely out of Eton, and was as young and unsophisticated as the youthful Blunt had been, but in his case never as much interested in her as he was in his career. A keen soldier, he served in the Ashanti wars with the Lancers, and distinguished himself in the Boer War with the Rifles. Though over the age of military service at the time of the First World War, he dyed his hair black and saw active service in France as a gravedigger on the western front.


By the beginning of the new century Catherine Walters was an old lady. In 1901 the Queen died, and in 1910 Edward VII in his turn. All her friends were dying around her: Hartington, now eighth Duke of Devonshire, in 1908, and his wife Lottie shortly after. Most of Catherine’s Parisian friends and rivals had now also died. About this time she began to be known as Mrs Baillie, though whether she had actually married Alec Baillie (brother of Col. Jim Baillie in the Fernie country at Illston Grange, close to Illston-on-the-Hill, Leicestershire), as Edward had asked him to do, or whether this was a title of convenience is not precisely known. Like many others, she was deeply shocked at the outbreak of the Great War. She knew the Kaiser and thought him such a charming young man when she met him. She had received several letters from him, which she later sold, giving the money to help the wounded soldiers. During the war, she continued to live in South Street, and from time to time met her old flame, Wilfrid Blunt, whose own wife was now dead. She also kept in touch with Gerald de Saumarez, but at the age of eighty she was in a wheelchair, half-blind and very frail. She died in 1920. On her death certificate she was described as a ‘Spinster of no occupation’.


1 See also the entry on Was W.E. Gladstone a whited sepulchre?


Oscar Wilde: victim or villain?


Oscar Wilde was one of the outstanding writers of his generation, bursting into the late Victorian world of letters with almost as much disreputability as brilliance, and even seeming to court notoriety; but whether he deserves more pity than blame for the outcome of his career remains an open question. He said of himself in one of his essays: ‘There is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about’, and one is left with the impression that perhaps he courted his ill-repute quite deliberately. All the same, his treatment at the hands of strait-laced Victorian society excites sympathy as well as blame.


Oscar Finghal O’Flaherty Wills Wilde was the second son of Jane Francesca Wilde, journalist and poet, and Dr (later Sir) William Wilde, a surgeon and oculist, and was born in 1854. Wilde went first to Trinity College, Dublin, where he read Classics, and then to Magdalen College, Oxford. In spite of his long hair, epigrammatic conversational style, effete behaviour and his parade of aestheticism (he was known to his Oxford contemporaries as ‘O’Flighty’) he was nevertheless quite brilliant as a student, strongly influenced by two of the great scholars he encountered there, Walter Pater and John Ruskin. Whilst at Oxford he won the Newdigate Prize for poetry. In 1884 he married Constance Lloyd and moved into a house in Chelsea, where his sons Cyril and Vyvian were born. He became Editor of Lady’s World in 1887, and though sacked in 1889, continued to work as a journalist and writer. In 1881 he visited America on the occasion of the New York presentation of Gilbert and Sullivan’s new operetta Patience, and his velvet and fur, his embroidered Byronic shirts and his knee breeches took the whole country by storm. His first book, The Picture of Dorian Gray, was published in 1890, telling the story of a young man who succeeds in retaining his youthful good looks at the same time as his painted portrait becomes steadily more vile and corrupt, and this book brought him notoriety on account of its supposed decadence. Despairing of Victorian moral and artistic standards, he spent some time in Paris, where he wrote a play, also alleged to be scandalous, Salomé. When he returned to London in 1892, he produced a number of brilliantly successful comedies, including Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband, and in 1895 perhaps the greatest, The Importance of Being Earnest. All these consolidated the grip which Wilde had on the intellectual and artistic world in Britain.


Nevertheless there was a seamy underside to his career. He had ceased his attentions towards his wife soon after the birth of his younger son in 1886, and had entered upon a series of stormy homosexual relationships with a string of young men. The most important of these relationships, which was to stay with him for the rest of his life, was contracted in 1892 with Lord Alfred Douglas, affectionately nicknamed ‘Bosie’, the son of the Marquis of Queensberry. He furiously denounced the affair, leaving his card at Wilde’s London club on which he accused Wilde of ‘posing as a somdomite [sic]’. Wilde, encouraged by his young lover, issued a writ for libel against Queensberry, and the case came to trial in 1895. The legal defence was led by Edward Carson, who produced a string of ‘rent boys’ to prove the Marquis’s allegations. Wilde lost the case and shortly afterwards was arrested by the police on charges of gross indecency, homosexual practices being at this time against the law. In spite of a spirited defence, Wilde was convicted and was sentenced to the maximum term prescribed by the law of two years’ imprisonment. He served out his sentence in Reading Gaol, abused and reviled, and here he wrote perhaps the most moving of his poems, The Ballad of Reading Gaol.


On his release in 1899 he wrote to and was reconciled with ‘his darling boy’, and, calling himself Sebastian Melmoth, led a semi-fugitive life travelling round Europe with him until his death in Paris at the early age of forty-six, in a small Left Bank hotel in 1900.


Recent research has shown a deeper and even more sinister feature of Wilde’s case. According to a book published in 2003 and based partly on witness statements and partly on an unpublished diary (presently in the Bodleian Library) by Edmund Trelawny Backhouse, a homosexual associate of the principals in the case, there was a further reason for the public clamour and notoriety attendant on Wilde’s arrest and conviction. Backhouse suggests that the affair was a plot by the Victorian upper-class establishment to divert public attention from a two-year homosexual affair occurring at much the same time between the young and accomplished Liberal Prime Minister, the Earl of Rosebery, Gladstone’s successor in 1893, and Viscount Drumlanrig, the elder brother of Douglas, Wilde’s own lover. The furious Queensberry had threatened to expose Rosebery’s affair with his elder son, and Rosebery’s government, anxious to avoid public scandal touching upon so eminent a figure as the Prime Minister, pushed forward Wilde’s prosecution for his affair with Bosie in 1895, partly with a view to soothing the angry father’s feelings of outrage. Rosebery had first met Drumlanrig, then a twenty-four-year-old Coldstream Guard, at an intimate party in London in 1892, and shortly afterwards appointed him his private secretary, even arranging for him to be elevated to the Lords so that he could become a junior minister in Rosebery’s government. Queensberry was outraged to have two homosexual sons and particularly detested Rosebery whom he contemptuously referred to as ‘a Jewish nancy boy’. Drumlanrig died soon afterwards in mysterious circumstances in a shooting accident in a field in Somerset, a number of his friends suggesting he committed suicide by shooting himself in the mouth, and not as the coroner more charitably suggested by tripping over a stile whilst carrying a loaded gun.


If he had lived in a later generation, Wilde might have avoided the censure that at the end of the Victorian era was tantamount to a death warrant. But, as it was, his condemnation revealed the horror with which homosexuality was regarded at the time, the dread of the discovery of homosexual secrets by the public and the lengths to which respectable people would go to cover up their shameful activities. This was all part of the narrowness and the rigidity of contemporary morality and the violence with which respectable Victorian society reacted against anyone who rejected its standards and refused to conform to them. The judge who condemned him to prison for his crimes was almost apoplectic in his fury, denouncing his case as quite the worst he had ever encountered. But it was not simply that Wilde was homosexual, or that he defied convention and paraded his non-conformity before scandalised contemporary eyes; he was genuinely contemptuous of the life and manners of his entire generation. He objected to their hypocrisy, their materialism, their meanness, their lack of imagination. He inveighed against pretentiousness, which was distinctly odd, considering that he was himself a dreadful poseur. He ridiculed especially the dual standards, the braying superiority and the bone-headed stupidity of the upper classes (of whom he should perhaps have again considered himself one), famously condemning their fox hunting habits as ‘the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable.’ He always conveyed his critical attitudes with a mordant wit, ridiculing the objects of his criticism, and sparing the feelings of nobody he condemned. All this made him quite insufferable to the Victorians, who prized above all social discipline and modest and uncritical acceptance of all their generation stood for. Nevertheless, though intolerant of stifling morality, he remained at heart artistically an idealist, and this gave a tragic dimension to his heartfelt observation in The Picture of Dorian Gray that ‘we are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.’
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