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Introduction


The world is awash with sex scandals. They began when Adam and Eve were thrown out of the Garden of Eden for inappropriate behaviour. And that got press. The story is carried in the Bible, the Torah and the Koran. Thousands of years later, people are still talking about it.


But then history is full of sex scandals. The ancient Egyptians were strong on incest. Wealth was handed down the matriarchal lines. So for a pharaoh to hold on to his money when his wife died, he would marry his daughter, and when she died he would marry his granddaughter/daughter. Later, the Ptolemaic pharaohs married within the immediate family to preserve their Macedonian blood. Cleopatra had married her brother, before she banged Julius Caesar and Mark Antony.


Then there were the Greeks. Well, we all know what the Greeks got up to. The Romans were little better. Julius Caesar swung both ways – his legionaries sang about it as they marched. Tiberius, Caligula and Nero are bywords for sexual excess, though the others, such as Elagabalus, were far worse.


Medieval popes and potentates indulged themselves. Crusaders, courtiers and clerics turned the pages of history blue. After nailing his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the church in Wittenberg, Martin Luther married a nun. Henry VIII changed history for a bit of the other. His first wife had been a hand-me-down from his brother, while he had already slept with his second wife’s sister. Louis XIV, the Sun King, surrounded himself with mistresses who were involved in poisoning and the nude rites of the black mass.


Napoleon only said, “Not tonight, Joséphine,” because he had other women to sleep with. Dictators know how to get their way. British prime ministers and the occupants of the White House have hardly been paragons. When they get found out, it is, of course, scandalous. But it is also hilarious. Nothing is funnier than the great and the good being caught with their pants down. Indeed, we’ve all been there. What do you want to do, laugh or cry?


Sex and scandal have been the stuff of comedy since Aristophanes (450–388 BC). Likewise, the Romans laughed their togas off at a bit of saucy innuendo. Suetonius followed his Lives of the Twelve Caesars – which is racy enough – with Lives of Famous Whores. Pietro Aretino, Boccaccio, Rabelais, Cervantes, Swift and Voltaire have also raised a laugh with a bit of slap and tickle, often at the expense of those set above them. Musical hall and burlesque used sexual humour as a staple. The “Whitehall farces” put on in the Whitehall Theatre in London between 1950 and 1959, have become synonymous with sexual shenanigans in seat of the British establishment and the Carry On films made between 1958 and 1978 export coarse English humour to the world. John F. Kennedy watched Carry on Constable in the White House.


When I told a friend that I was writing the Mammoth Book of Sex Scandals, he asked: “Do mammoths have sex scandals?” Do they, indeed, have sex? Not any more. That’s how they died out.


As with the mammoths, sex scandals does not necessarily mean there was any actual sex going on. When two people disappear into a bedroom together, they usually come out with at least three different stories. What we are talking about here is sex that is reported in the press, or the history books, or wherever. The word “allegedly” will be used a lot. When push comes to shove, without a time machine and a predisposition for voyeurism one cannot check these things out.


This is an exercise in Schadenfreude or floccinaucinihilipilification. May contain nuts.


Nigel Cawthorne
Bloomsbury, November 2011
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Presidential Peccadilloes


Barack Obama


When Barack Obama came to power in 2009, he was a breath of fresh air. With a beautiful wife and two young daughters, he was a young black man who was plainly virile. Within fifteen months of his arrival at the White House, the National Enquirer was printing scandalous rumours about the new president and attractive young campaign worker Vera Baker, who worked tirelessly to raise millions for Obama’s US Senate race.


According to the US supermarket tabloid, a limo driver, who preferred to remain anonymous – discretion being the better part of valour – claimed he drove Ms Baker to a secret hotel rendezvous with the thrusting young senatorial hopeful. He said he chauffeured Vera “from a friend’s home in the DC area to the Hotel George where I learned later that Obama would be spending the night”.


The driver recalled that he “waited in the lobby while she went to change her outfit. But to the best of my knowledge she did not have a room at the hotel and she was not staying there so I thought that it was a bit odd.” He said he also picked up Barack Obama at the airport and drove both him and Ms Baker to various locations where they were raising money.


“About 10.30 p.m., I drove them to the hotel and they went in together,” he said. “My services for the evening were done.” So he left, but added: “There was absolutely no indication she was going to leave the hotel that night.”


The Enquirer said the driver’s account had been independently corroborated by investigators who believed the couple spent the night together there.


The story of the alleged affair had surfaced before. On 11 October 2008 – just three weeks before the presidential election – Britain’s Daily Mail ran the rumour that Obama had a “close friendship with an attractive African-American female employee . . . who in 2004 was hired to work on his team for his bid to become a senator”.


This caused problems in the Obama household, apparently.


“The woman was purportedly sidelined from her duties after Senator Obama’s wife, Michelle, became convinced that he had developed a personal friendship with her.”


The Mail also claimed that the rumours had first circulated in August, just two weeks before the Democratic Party convention where he finally wrested the nomination from Hillary Clinton. The newspaper went on to say that she had been “exiled” to a Caribbean island because Michelle Obama objected to her continuing to work with her husband on the 2004 campaign.


According to the Mail’s sources “she was removed from her position and the political scene because Michelle got wind of the fact that she had a close friendship with her husband. She disappeared, then she reappeared in the Caribbean.”


The paper did not reveal the name of the mystery woman, but contacted her in the Caribbean.


“Nothing happened,” she insisted. “I just left at the end of the campaign . . . I have no comment on anything. I switched careers. That’s it. I’m a Democrat and I support Senator Obama . . . I don’t have anything to say.”


A lawyer representing the woman said: “Although her duties on the [2004] campaign changed over time, there was never any hint that Mrs Obama had any concerns about her relationship with the senator or played any role in recommending a change in her duties.”


Plainly the Daily Mail was barking up the wrong tree as, on 12 October 2008, the Enquirer exclusively reported Barack Obama’s long-time mentor and “father figure” was a “sex pervert”. For seven years, he had a “father-son” relationship with Frank Marshall Davis, who the Enquirer said had confessed to having sex with children, sadomasochism, bondage and practising a wide array of deviant sexual activities. So this was supposed to have rubbed off?


In his 1995 memoir Dreams from My Father, Obama identifies his childhood mentor only as “Frank”, but it has since been revealed that he was referring to Davis, a journalist and poet who was a pal of Obama’s maternal grandfather, Stanley Dunham. Frank Marshall Davis admitted in his private papers that he had secretly authored a hard-core pornographic autobiography called Sex Rebel: Black, published in 1968. The author of the book is billed as “Bob Greene”. But Davis later confessed to its authorship after a reader noticed similarities in style and phraseology between that book and Davis’s poetry.


Neither allegation did anything to dent Obama at the polls the following month. But the National Enquirer was far from satisfied. In 2010, it claimed that “on-site hotel surveillance video camera footage could provide indisputable evidence . . . investigators are working to obtain the tape”. And “top anti-Obama operatives are offering more than $1 million to witnesses to reveal what they know about the alleged hush-hush affair”. Unfortunately, the tape never surfaced and the $1 million is, as yet, unspent.


George Washington


Barack Obama would not have been the first president to have invited scandal. In 1775, during the War of Independence, George Washington found himself embroiled in the “Washerwoman Kate Affair”. In late July, Benjamin Harrison, a member of the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, had written to General Washington about “pretty little Kate, the washerwoman’s daughter over the way, clean, trim and rosy as the morning” who he had “fitted for my general again his return”. The arrangements were not quite complete as Mrs Harrison had intervened, but Harrison intended to meet Kate again to arrange an assignation because, as he told Washington, he was eager “to amuse you, and unbend your mind from the cares of the war”.


The letter was published in the Massachusetts Gazette and Boston Weekly News-Letter. Then it was picked up by the Gentleman’s Magazine in London. In the scandal that ensued, the story took the stage on Broadway in a play with the cumbersome title: The Battle of Brooklyn:A Farce of Two Acts:As It Was Performed on Long Island, on Tuesday the 27th day of 1776, by the Representatives of Americans, Assembled at Philadelphia. In the play, Lady Gates, wife of General Horatio Gates, a retired British general fighting for the revolutionaries, cross-questions her maid Betty about her relations with Benjamin Harrison who, it seems, had bought her services for fifty “hard” dollars, only to hand her over to Washington. But Betty was not unhappy with the arrangement. She tells Lady Gates that she could not stand Harrison even for half a night. George Washington, by contrast, was the “sweetest, meekest, melancholy sighing gentleman; and then he is such a warrior – oh, mam, I shall always love the General”. Washington then gave her a thirty-dollar bill – “he assured me that it would have been more, but that he was obliged to repay Harrison the fifty hard dollars.”


True, the British press was out to discredit Washington, even running stories that he was a woman dressed in man’s clothing – which explained why he had no children by his wife, Martha. This is almost certainly untrue as he had a number of mistresses, both black and white. But then he was an eighteenth-century gentleman and that was expected.


From his youth Washington had had a colourful sex life. While still a schoolboy, he loved to romp with one of the largest girls and love blossomed. At the age of sixteen, in embarrassing adolescent love poetry, he bemoaned that his “poor restless heart” was “at last surrendered to cupid’s feather’d dart”. This was addressed to Frances Alexander of Fredericksburg, though he could not bring himself to express his feelings in person. He soon moved on.


After a surveying expedition down the Shenandoah Valley, he frothed about a “Low Land Beauty”. This may have been Miss Betsy Fauntleroy, Miss Mary Bland or Miss Lucy Grimes. Well, he was on a surveying expedition. Lucy Grimes went on to marry Henry Lee II of “Leesylvania”, Virginia. Their son was the Revolutionary War hero General Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee III, a favourite of Washington’s, and her grandson was the Confederate General Robert E. Lee.


On his return, he met the love of his life, Sally Fairfax, the wife of his best friend, George Fairfax. Washington’s patron, Lord Fairfax, noted that Washington was “beginning to feel the sap rising”. She was two years older than Washington, and he found her beautiful, intelligent and utterly enchanting. To discourage the affair, George Fairfax spread the scandalous rumour that Washington was a mulatto.


At the time, Washington was staying at Fairfax’s estate, Belvoir. He wrote to a friend: “My place of Residence is at present at His Lordships where I might was my heart disengag’d pass my time very pleasantly, as there’s a very agreeable young lady lives in the same house . . . but as that’s only adding fuel to the fire, it makes me the more uneasy for, by often and unavoidably being in the company with her, revives my former passion for your Low Land Beauty, whereas was I to live more retired from young women, I might in some measure alleviate my sorrows by burying that chaste and troublesome passion in the grave of oblivion or eternal forgetfulness”.


The sap was definitely rising.


Washington was involved in another local scandal in the summer of 1751. When he went swimming in the Rappahannock River, two women stole his clothes. They were arrested. One turned state’s evidence. The other, Mary McDaniel, was convicted of “robbing the clothes of Mr George Washington when he was washing in the river” and was given fifteen lashes on her naked back. But Washington did not wait around to witness the punishment. He had escaped another scandal by sailing for Barbados in September 1751.


Washington had a friend named Captain John Posey, owner of the “Rover’s Delight”, who borrowed a great deal of money from him which he never repaid. In 1750, Posey’s wife Elizabeth died in childbirth. There was enduring speculation that the child, Thomas Lloyd Posey, was in fact Washington’s. When he grew up, he was extraordinarily tall, like Washington, who paid for his education and nurtured his career. He rose through the ranks of the Continental Army with inordinate speed. Although Washington had no children with Martha, he prided himself on his virility and only seems to have become sterile after catching smallpox in Barbados.


In the Caribbean, he met “an agreeable young lady” named Miss Roberts. They went to see the fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night. He found the women there “generally agreeable but by ill custom or what effect the Negro style”.


Within weeks of his return from Barbados, Washington was pressing his suit with fifteen-year-old Miss Betsy Fauntleroy again, in the hope of a “revocation of her former cruel sentence”. She had rejected him in favour of the son of a wealthy planter.


In 1753, Washington indulged his lifelong passion for uniforms and joined the Virginia Militia. Sally Fairfax was there to see him march off with General Edward Braddock to retake Fort Duquesne, in what is now downtown Pittsburgh, from the French. A coquette, Sally could not help flirting with the general. In anguish, Washington fired off a letter to her that night. She did not reply, so he fired off two more. When they provoked no response, Washington wrote to her brother and sister, imploring them to get Sally to write to him. Her sister-in-law got wind of this and she wrote to Washington, rebuking him. But Washington’s ardour would not be thwarted. When Braddock sent him on an errand to Williamsburg, he stopped off at Belvoir to see Sally. She begged him to stop writing to her. But he continued, even though she did not respond.


However, his passions were not wholly engaged with Sally. In a letter, a fellow officer mentions a “Mrs Neil”, saying: “I imagine you by this time plunged in the midst of every delight heaven can afford and enchanted by charms even stranger to the Ciprian dame.” The “Ciprian dame” means Venus who was said to have risen from the water near Cyprus where her cult of temple prostitution later flourished.


There was only one thing on the minds of these young officers. George Mercer, then a captain in the Virginia Regiment, later Washington’s aide-de-camp, wrote to him from Charleston lamenting the quality of the women there: “A great imperfection here too is the bad shape of the ladies, many of them are crooked and have a very bad air, and not the enticing heaving throbbing alluring . . . exciting breasts come with our Northern belles.” Another talks of his brother officer softening “his austerity in the arms of some fair nymph – could he reconcile the toying, trifling, billing sports of love to the solemnity and gravity of his deportment – amusements and joys unbecoming of his philosophic temper”.


Washington had a particular affection for Native American squaws. He noted that to ingratiate himself with Queen Aliquippa he gave her “a match-coat and a bottle of rum”. Encamped at Wills Creek, his detachment came across some Delaware Indians. Their young squaws were fond of hanging around Braddock’s camp. It was reported that “they were not destitute of attractions; for the young squaws resemble the gypsies, having seductive forms, small hands and feet, and soft voices”. What caught Washington’s attention was “one who no doubt passed for an Indian Princess”. Her name was Bright Lightning. She was the daughter of Chief White Thunder. And it is clear that the intercourse between the Indian women and the soldiers was not entirely chaste. The secretary of the expedition wrote to Gouverneur Morris, later one of the authors of the Constitution and no stranger to the “Ciprian mystery” with his French mistress: “The squaws bring in money aplenty; the officers are scandalously fond of them.”


The braves got jealous and Bright Lightning and the other squaws had to be barred from camp. But this did not stop them from meeting elsewhere. Eventually, for the sake of peace, Bright Lightning and the other squaws were sent home to Aughquick.


While skirmishing along the Ohio River, Washington had already provoked the French and Indian War, which burgeoned into the Seven Years’ War – essentially the first world war, fought between Britain and France in North America, the Caribbean, Europe and India, everywhere the two countries had territorial interests. In North America, it was known as the French and Indian War. It was the levying of taxes to pay for this war that sparked the American Revolutionary War.


At the Battle of Monongahela, or the Battle of the Wilderness, Braddock’s column was ambushed and he died later of wounds. Washington discharged himself bravely. He had two horses shot from under him. Four musket balls tore through his clothes, but he remained miraculously unhurt. Just twenty-three, he took over command of Braddock’s Virginia Regiment and returned home a hero. Sally immediately wrote, saying that if, even after a good night’s sleep, he did not have the strength to come and visit her, she would come to him. But she would not be alone. A second note was also signed by Ann Spearing and Elizabeth Dent. And a letter from a leading Virginian named Archibald Cary said that “Mrs Cary and Miss Randolph join in wishing you that sort of glory which will most endear you to the fair sex”. Plainly, hearts were aflutter.


To avoid the crush, Washington found the strength to ride to Belvoir to see Sally. Now, it seems, his feelings were reciprocated. They began a long and intense correspondence – though she repeatedly urged him to observe certain proprieties. She was a married woman and insisted that he communicate with her through a third party. He took no notice. Even so, she began to undertake wifely chores for him, such as having his shirts made.


But still he was playing the field. In 1756, Washington was sent to Boston on military business, but tarried in New York for ten days on his way there and a week on his way back. He had met Mary Eliza Philipse, who was known as “the agreeable Miss Polly”. His accounts show that he spent sundry pounds “for treating ladies”. His tailors’ bills soared. But neither treats nor clothes won her heart. She later married Colonel Roger Morris, who had been with him on the Braddock expedition. He was a prominent Tory – that is a supporter of the king, rather than a Whig who upheld the rights of the revolutionaries (on both sides of the Atlantic). During the War of Independence, Morris had to flee. Washington took over their house in 1776 as his headquarters. He met Polly there again and there are indications that they had an affair. She was certainly a looker: “Although slim, Polly was also statuesque; her delicate features were somehow expressive of cool strength; her full mouth was both sensuous and firm.”


Washington returned in 1790, after the war was over. But all trace of her had gone and the house had been confiscated by a local farmer.


As it was, his dalliance in New York in 1756 invited scandal. The Virginia Gazette accused Washington and his officers of “all manner of debauchery, vice and idleness”. While Washington may have been a rake, he was also a stern disciplinarian. To his men, he meted out brutal floggings of up to five hundred strokes.


Towards the end of 1757, Washington fell ill. The doctor put him on a diet of “jellies and such kinds of food”. But strangely, among the fourteen slaves he had inherited from his brother – including a woman and her child – and the six he had bought, no one could make such confections. So Sally rode to the rescue.


At the time, her husband was away in England. Sally visited Mount Vernon to nurse Washington. From then on, they corresponded frequently. Washington scrupulously destroyed all of Sally’s letters during this period and urged her to do the same, saying that the “world has no business” knowing his thoughts in this matter. Sally, who remained childless, kept his letters though. Early in the twentieth century the financier J. P. Morgan bought Washington’s letters and burnt the smutty ones. However, the surviving letters are loaded with innuendo. In one, he said he felt “the force of her amiable beauties in the recollection of a thousand tender passages”. Tender passages – oo-er, missus.


He admits to being a “votary to love” and that he wishes to obliterate his feelings for her “’till I am bid to revive them – but experience alas! sadly reminds me how impossible this is”. He went on to make an allusion to Juba, an African prince, who loves Cato’s daughter Marcia, in the play Cato, by Joseph Addison, which spawned some of the American Revolution’s most memorable quotes, such as “Give me liberty or give me death” and “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.”


He says that he would be “doubly happy in being Juba to such a Marcia as you must make”. In the play, Marcia is asked why she hides her love for Juba. She replies: “While Cato lives, his daughter has no right to love or hate, but as his choice directs.”


This letter caused a scandal when it was published by the New York Herald in 1877. It was dated 12 September 1758, four months after Washington had become engaged to Martha Dandridge Custis, the richest widow in Virginia.


Washington already knew their love was doomed. The situation was impossible – George Fairfax had returned from England. In 1758, there was no way that Sally could divorce her husband and marry Washington. It would have caused an immense scandal, leaving them both social outcasts. Continuing a clandestine affair could easily have had the same result. Either way, Washington would expose himself to a ruinous lawsuit from her aggrieved husband. Both he and Sally would have remembered when George Washington’s half-brother Lawrence had prosecuted a neighbour for allegedly raping his wife, Sally’s sister-in-law Anne Fairfax, before her marriage. The court proceedings were reported in salacious detail in newspapers in Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania. Before it was over, everyone wished that Lawrence had kept quiet.


However, Washington could still aspire to Sally’s social class. In an effort to climb a few rungs in the social ladder, he had begun wooing Martha Custis. The daughter of a plantation owner, she had been a wild thing in her youth, once riding her horse, Fatima, up and down the stairs of her uncle’s house. At eighteen, she married the wealthy planter Daniel Parke Custis and moved into the Custis family home, called, ironically, the White House. Twenty years her senior, he gave her four children, though two died in infancy. Her husband died in 1757, after seven years of marriage. Washington began wooing her the following year. At twenty-six, he was eighteen months her junior. On his first visit, they sat in the parlour and talked, then he stayed the night. He visited again the following week.


News of their impending nuptials spread quickly. Sally wrote to congratulate him. He replied tetchily: “If you allow that any honour can be derived from my opposition to our present system of management, you destroy the merit of it entirely in me by attributing it to my anxiety to the animated prospect of possessing Mrs Custis.”


After professing his love for her, he tells Sally: “But adieu to this, till happier times, if I ever shall see them.”


At 1 p.m. on 6 January 1759, after what would have been considered a whirlwind courtship, they married in front of forty guests. The ceremony was brief, the reception formal. Marriage brought money and Washington was having the house at Mount Vernon renovated, so the couple honeymooned in the White House. When they moved back into Mount Vernon, George and Sally Fairfax were frequent visitors. What had gone on before was politely ignored.


The couples went their separate ways in 1773, when the Fairfaxes returned to England on family business. They were Tories and could not return after the Revolution. George Fairfax died in 1787. The following year, Sally wrote to her sister-in-law, saying: “I know now that the worthy man is to be preferred to the high-born who has not merit to recommend him . . . when we enquire into the family of these mighty men we find them the very lowest of people.” And Washington confessed again in a letter to Sally in later life that she was the passion of his youth. She died in 1811. Among her possessions was found Washington’s letter ruing that he was going to marry Martha. Indeed Martha was no great beauty like Sally. She was plump, dowdy and rather shy, and once described herself as “an old-fashioned housekeeper”. Later, he compared the “domestic felicity” he found in marriage unfavourable to “the giddy round of promiscuous pleasure” he had enjoyed in his youth.


Washington was plainly discontent. In a letter to his stepdaughter he said: “Love is a mighty pretty thing, but, like other delicious things, it is cloying; and when the first transports of the passion begin to subside, which it will assuredly do, and yield, oftentimes too late, to more sober reflections, it serves to evince that love is too dainty a food to live on alone.”


But Washington’s passion had not subsided. Should Martha die, he speculates that he would marry a “girl” and sire an heir. So plainly he felt capable.


He warns his step-granddaughter: “In the composition of the human frame there is a great deal of inflammable matter, however dormant it may lie. When the torch is put to it, that which is within you may burst into blaze.” But in marriage, he says, “the madness ceases and all is quiet again. Why? Not because there is any diminution in the charms of the lady, but because there is an end of hope.”


There were other ways he could sate his passions. He was as brutal with his slaves as with his troops. Runaways were hunted down and severely flogged. Female slaves were also whipped. In his diaries, Washington refers to this or that slave woman as “a wench of mine”. When he was president and one ran away from his home in Philadelphia, he wanted her hunted down and punished for “ingratitude”.


At Mount Vernon, stern punishments were handed out for “nightwalking”. This, he complained, left his servants and field hands “unfit for the duties of the day”. He knew what was going on as there is every indication that, like many Virginia planters of his day, Washington visited the women in the slave quarters at night. As he told his step-granddaughter: “Men and women feel the same inclinations to each other now that they always have done, and which they will continue to do until there is a new order of things, and you, as others have done, may find, perhaps, that the passions of your sex are easier raised than allayed . . . there is no truth more certain than that all our enjoyments fall short of our expectations; and to none does it apply with more force than the gratifications of the passions.”


If Washington was leading the relatively restrained life of a colonial gentleman, his stepson was not. Endeavouring to be a good father to Martha’s son Jack, Washington employed a live-in tutor. When that did not work out, he sent the boy to a school run by the Reverend Jonathan Boucher, who wrote that he had never met a lad “so exceedingly indolent, or so surprisingly voluptuous”. The boy showed a “propensity to the female sex, which I am at loss how to judge, much more how to describe. One would suppose that nature had intended him for an Asiatic prince.”


Quitting school without his parents’ permission, he enrolled at King’s College, later Columbia University, where he got engaged to Nelly Calvert, the daughter of an illegitimate son of the fifth Lord Baltimore, again without consulting his parents. To avert a scandal, Washington wrote to Mr Calvert, telling him that Jack must finish his education before he got married. But at nineteen, he wed anyway, but not to Nelly. In the American Revolution, he was aide-de-camp to Washington and died of “camp fever” – typhus – shortly after the Battle of Yorktown.


Meanwhile, Washington’s surviving brother shared his overactive libido and married five times. But Washington was not left to rusticate. Fate intervened. Sent to represent Virginia at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1774, he was chosen to command the Continental Army the following year and the War of Independence gave him plenty of opportunities to play away from home. He was away from Mount Vernon for eight years during the war. Martha paid a conjugal visit to the front on an average of one week a year. So he had fifty-one weeks a year to play around.


During the war, he billeted himself in various well-appointed mansions – including that of “the agreeable Miss Polly” – and enjoyed the attentions of the pretty women of the household. Even at Valley Forge, where Washington and the Continental Army spent the bleak winter of 1777–8, the Revolutionary forces did not go without sex. General Charles Lee, Washington’s rival as commander-in-chief, was caught smuggling local girls into the camp. Others brought their mistresses. Then there was the ravishing nineteen-yearold Margaret “Peggy” Shippen, the wife of Benedict Arnold, who ran around Washington’s headquarters half naked when crazed by her husband’s defection to the British. She claimed that there was “a hot iron on her head, and no one but General Washington could take it off”. When he went to comfort her, she appeared topless in a dressing gown. Could it be that she was demonstrating her loyalty by not turning her coat? According to another account, she was in bed when he went to comfort her and the distraught woman pulled back the bedclothes, “revealing her charms”.


Washington did not hide his proclivities from his wife. A French officer at Morristown said that he “admires pretty women . . . notices their gowns and how their hair is dressed. He does it quite openly, and before his wife, who does not seem to mind at all.” However, a neighbour, Mrs Martha Daingerfield Bland, the wife of a Virginia colonel, wrote to a friend, saying that he was in “perfect felicity when she is by the side of her ‘Old Man’”, but when Martha was not around he “throws off the hero and takes on the chatty, agreeable companion. He can be downright impudent sometimes – such impudence, Fanny, as you and I like”.


She also noted that he was their “noble and agreeable commander, for he commands both sexes, one by his excellent skill in military matters, the other by his ability, politeness and attention . . . from dinner until night he is free for all company”.


According to Marvin Kitman, author of The Making of the President 1789, Washington was an accomplished womanizer. His A-list of possible lovers included the aptly named Lucy Flucker Knox, who abandoned her Tory family to rally to the Revolutionaries; Mrs Clement Biddle, wife of the leader of the “Quaker Blues”; Mrs George Olny, who when Washington grabbed her in public told him to mind his hands; Theodosia Provost Burr, wife of Aaron Burr, who was knocking off their maid at the time, siring two illegitimate kids by her; Lady Kitty Alexander Duer, New York party girl; Lady Stirling, Lady Kitty’s mother, who was often seen in Washington’s arms on the dance floor; Elizabeth Gates, who often wore men’s clothing and was called “a daemoness” by General Charles Lee; Phoebe Fraunces, serving wench at the tavern owned by her father Black Sam Fraunces and Washington’s only nod to egalitarianism, in his love life at least; Elizabeth Willing Powel, the young widow of the mayor of Philadelphia and notorious political groupie; society hostess Mrs William Bingham, another of the Willing clan; Mrs Perez Morton, poetess known in literary circles as “the American Sappho”; and the ubiquitous Kitty Greene, “a younger version of Sally Fairfax,” an intimate remarked.


Colonel Freeman said of Kitty: “She enlivened many a black night in the revolutionary headquarters.”


An orphan, she was bewitchingly pretty and grew up to be the belle of Providence, Rhode Island. In 1774, she married General Nathaniel Greene, but remained a notorious flirt. With the outbreak of war, she rushed to the front, while other generals’ wives were being packed off home. At Valley Forge she became the mistress of General Lafayette, the French marquis who rallied to the revolutionaries’ cause. She said so herself, remarking in a letter to Colonel Wadsworth that she was “sleeping with the Marquis”.


She also slept with her husband’s business partner, Colonel Kósciuszko and General “Mad” Anthony Wayne. It was soldiers she loved most of all. In a letter to a friend in March 1779, General Greene complained that Washington had danced with his wife non-stop for three hours, a gross breach of etiquette. Washington himself remarked in a letter home to Martha how fond he was of Kitty. Add the off-the-record statement of an anonymous coach-driver and that would have been enough for the National Enquirer.


On Kitman’s B-list are the two daughters of a Mrs Watkins of Passaic, New Jersey, who “entertained” Washington before he visited the then widowed Theodosia Provost; Mrs Bache, Benjamin Franklin’s goddaughter, who danced the night away with Washington at his twentieth wedding anniversary; Mary Gibbons, whom Washington met during the war and reportedly “maintained genteelly in Hoboken, New Jersey”; and unemployed seamstress – and “beautiful young widow” – Betsy Ross, who is credited with making the first American flag. Did she run it up his flagpole first?


Washington was also approached by the renowned poetess Annis Boundinot Stockton, then a handsome widow. She sent him a poem and begged his absolution for writing it. He wrote back saying that if she would dine with him “and go through the proper course of penitence, which shall be prescribed, I will strive hard to assist you in expiating these poetical trespasses on this side of purgatory”. One imagines la belle Stockton on her knees.


If his intentions were not clear enough, he continued: “You see, Madam, when once the woman has tempted us and we have tasted the forbidden fruit, there is no such thing as checking our appetites, whatever the consequences may be.”


When Washington became the first president of the United States, Martha reluctantly moved with him to New York, then Philadelphia. She hated being first lady, saying the role would suit “many younger and gayer women”. No doubt Washington thought so too. At that time, he was receiving the adulation of women throughout the country. His diary makes frequent references to them.


Once of his closest confidantes while he was president was Henrietta Liston, the young wife of the British minister to the United States. Elizabeth Willing Powel, whom he had first met in Philadelphia in 1774 when he had attended the Continental Congress there, was still at hand. She persuaded him to stand for a second term, though he had been unwilling to do so. In her letters to him, she teases him about his “continence to the ladies”. In response, he implies that he would be unconcerned about being caught in adultery. A greater sin would be to have “betrayed the confidence of a lady”.


When an epidemic of yellow fever broke out in Philadelphia in 1793, he invited Elizabeth Powel and her husband to come with him to Mount Vernon. They refused. So Washington risked his life staying behind in Philadelphia too. But it was Samuel Powel that came down with the disease and died.


Washington quit office in 1797 and left Philadelphia amid a flurry of letters to the widow Powel. In the move back to Mount Vernon, the Washingtons found they now had too much furniture and put some of it up for sale. Mrs Powel bought a desk and found in a draw what she said was a bundle of “love letters to a lady” – though she claimed not to have read them. Washington denied that the letters professed “enamoured love”. If they had, he said, he would have burnt them.


In 1798, he wrote again to Sally Fairfax in England, begging her to return to Virginia, now that she was a widow. Neither the revolution nor his period in high office seems to have quenched his ardour.


“None of these events, however, nor all of them together, have been able to eradicate from my mind those happy moments, the happiest in my life, which I have enjoyed in your company,” he said.


His correspondence with Elizabeth Powel continued and, eighteen months after retiring from office, he returned to Philadelphia for a month-long visit. During his stay, she shunned other friends. He would visit her in the afternoons and they would take long walks together. And, in one letter, she let it slip that they had breakfast together at her house. One can only surmise.


Six months later, Washington died after catching a chill. American school children are told that he caught the chill while out horseback riding in the snow. However, Harvard historian Karal Ann Marling said that he came down with the fatal chill “after an assignation with an overseer’s wife in the Mount Vernon gardens on a cold afternoon”, while the distinguished British historian Arnold Toynbee said, more bluntly, that Washington caught the chill “visiting a black beauty in his slave quarters”. History does not record whether her name was Vera Baker.


John Adams (and Benjamin Franklin)


The second president of the United States, John Adams, was, of course, above reproach. He was married to Abigail, a minister’s daughter, for fifty-four years. However, in 1778, he was posted to join that old reprobate Benjamin Franklin in Paris. Initially, he was shocked by the forwardness of French women. He wrote home to his wife, complaining of the plague of sexual promiscuity that was engulfing Europe. While tut-tutting about the “profligate women” of Paris, he was slowly seduced by the city.


Soon he was writing to Abigail: “To tell the truth, I admire the ladies here. Don’t be jealous. They are handsome and very well educated. Their accomplishments are exceedingly brilliant. And their knowledge of letters and arts exceeds that of the English ladies, I believe.”


Perhaps Abigail could read the signs for, in the summer of 1779, he quickly returned home – only to be ordered back to Paris by the Continental Congress. Abigail was unable to join him until 1784. All that time, Adams was under the sway of Ben Franklin. He was a bad influence. At the age of twenty-four, Franklin had an illegitimate son with a “low woman”. He was raised by Franklin’s common-law wife – they could not marry as she was already wed. This was, of course, scandalous at the time.


At the age of thirty-nine, Franklin wrote to a young male friend, recommending taking an older mistress rather than a younger one. The advantages include: “when women cease to be handsome, they study to be good”; “there is no hazard of children”; “they are more prudent and discreet”; they “prevent his ruining his health and fortune with mercenary prostitutes”; “the pleasure of corporal enjoyment . . . is at least equal, and frequently superior, every knack being by practice capable of improvement”; “the sin is less [than] debauching a virgin”; “the compunction is less . . . having made a young girl miserable may give you bitter reflections, none of which can attend the making an old woman happy”; “and lastly they are so grateful”. After all, “in the dark all cats are grey”.


In England, Franklin had been a friend of Sir Francis Dashwood, founder of the Hell Fire Club. He attended its meetings where prostitutes, local girls in search of excitement and even society ladies seeking titillation indulged in orgies. They began the evening, at least, dressed as nuns. Dashwood was also thought to have the largest collection of pornography in England and Franklin was a bibliophile. He was one of the first Americans to own a copy of John Cleland’s Fanny Hill; or the Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure and, as a bookseller, carried such lurid titles as The Arraignment of Lewd Women and The Garden of Love.


In eighteenth-century Paris, Franklin was in his element. According to Adams, he could never get to see Franklin before breakfast to read the diplomatic correspondence. Then the rest of Franklin’s morning was taken up with visitors, some of whom were “philosophers, academics, economists, but by far the greater part were women”. No work was done in the afternoon either as “Madam Helvétius, Madam Chaumont, Madam Le Roy, etc., and others I never knew . . . were complaisant enough to depart from the custom of France as to . . . make tea for him”. Then Franklin would spend his evenings “hearing the ladies sing and play upon their piano fortes”. Dr Franklin’s life, Adams complained, was “a scene of continual dissipation”.


In fact, Franklin would spend most evenings with the Brillons. Monsieur Brillon would be accompanied by his mistress, while Madame Brillon sometimes brought another lover. Adams was surprised that they did not cut each other’s throat.


Adams was even more shocked by his behaviour at the Auteuil household, where Franklin tried to seduce Madame Auteuil and her two daughters. He called Madam Le Roy, the diminutive wife of a scientific collaborator, his “pocket wife” and Madame Filleul would send a carriage to collect him, along with a note saying how she “looked forward to kissing him”. Then there was Mademoiselle de Passy, the exquisite young daughter of the seigneur of the village outside Paris where Franklin lived. She was “his favourite and his love and his mistress, which flattered the family and did not displease the young lady”.


But Adams could not be too hard on Franklin because he was in his seventies and had “neither lost his love of beauty nor his taste for it”. Indeed, Franklin was so popular with the women at court that they had their hair done à la Franklin. In an age of powdered wigs, embroidered coats and lace cuffs, Franklin stood out with straight unpowdered hair and the brown cloth coat of an American farmer.


He was lauded as a philosopher and entertainments were laid on in his honour. At one, three hundred women were present to smother him with kisses after the most beautiful placed a crown of laurels on his head. Adams wrote: “My venerable colleague enjoys a privilege here that is much to be envied. Being seventy years of age, the ladies not only allow him to embrace them as often as he pleases, but they are perpetually embracing him.”


Abigail was afraid that the influence of the dissolute Franklin might rub off on the resolute John, likening herself to Penelope, left at home in Ithaca while her husband Odysseus was out having all the fun – perhaps being entertained by the nymph Calypso on the idyllic island of Ogygia for seven years. So, after a separation of five years, Abigail arrived in Paris.


She was immediately shocked by the behaviour of Madame Helvétius who, when she came to dine with Dr Franklin, complained that she had not been told other women would be present. But that did not stop her kissing the good doctor. Fortunately, Abigail did not have to put up with this for long. Thomas Jefferson arrived in Paris to replace Adams, while he moved on to England to be the United States’ first minister to the Court of St James, before returning to America.


Untainted by his time in Paris, John Adams became vice president in 1789 and president in 1797. In 1800, he lost to Jefferson. Eventually Franklin was also recalled, to die “a stranger in my own country,” he lamented.


John Adams was still around in 1820, when his daughter-in-law Louisa, wife of John Quincy Adams, wrote to him saying she had just learned that the orphan asylum would need more space because “the fathers of the nation had left forty cases to be provided for by the public”.


Forty pregnant women left behind by the 16th Congress – and there were only 232 members! Furious, asylum trustee Louisa Adams huffed: “I recommended a petition to Congress next session for that great and moral body to establish a foundling institution” and use the $2-a-day pay increase they had voted themselves to fund it. Of course, that never happened.


Thomas Jefferson


In 1998, the University of Leicester did DNA tests on the descendants of former slave Eston Hemings, which proved that Thomas Jefferson had had sex with one of his slave girls. America was scandalized. This was the smoking, er, gun. One of the founding fathers had been caught with his hand in the . . . As George Washington demonstrated, sex across the colour line was going on in the eighteenth century.


But it was not just a scandal in 1998, pre-Obama times. It was a huge scandal at the time. The man who broke the story was James T. Callender, the editor of the Richmond Recorder in 1802, who had already exposed the affair the Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton was having with Maria Reynolds, a married women. Twenty-three-year-old Maria approached the thirty-four-year-old Hamilton, who was also married, asking for the fare back to New York after her husband James had abandoned her. Hamilton consented and delivered the money in person to Maria later that night. As Hamilton himself later confessed: “I took the bill out of my pocket and gave it to her. Some conversation ensued from which it was quickly apparent that other than pecuniary consolation would be acceptable.” They began an illicit affair that would last over three years. When James Reynolds discovered this, he charged Hamilton more than $1,000 to allow him to continue sleeping with his wife. A scandal ensued and Hamilton was forced from office in 1795.


Jefferson had financed Callender as a pamphleteer, but Callender’s outspoken attacks on John Adams ended with his prosecution under the Sedition Act. When Jefferson became president in 1801, he pardoned Callender, who expected to be made the postmaster of Richmond as a reward. Instead he went to work for the Federalist Richmond Recorder. There he turned on his patron, revealing that Jefferson had paid for the anti-Adams pamphleteering. In response, Jefferson’s supporters smeared Callender, saying that he had abandoned his wife while she was dying of venereal disease. It was then that Callender brought the big guns out, publishing a series of articles about Jefferson and his child by his slave girl Sally Hemings. It was a sensation.


Not only was Sally Hemings Jefferson’s slave girl, she was the half-sister of his dead wife Martha. Callender also published details of Jefferson’s sexual relations with Betsy Walker, a married woman he had stalked in his twenties. Her husband demanded an apology and Jefferson was forced to admit “when young and single I offered to love a handsome lady. I acknowledge its incorrectness”.


As a youth, Jefferson had been very close to another young man named Dabney Carr, the son of a wealthy Virginia planter who went on to marry Jefferson’s sister. They swore to be buried together. Carr died young, shortly after Jefferson was married, and was interred at Monticello, Jefferson’s Virginia estate. When Jefferson himself died at the age of eighty-three, he was indeed buried alongside his young friend.


Jefferson married a young widow named Martha Wayles Skelton. They had six children, but only two survived infancy. When Martha’s father John Wayles died, Jefferson inherited his slaves including the children of Elizabeth Hemings, a slave woman the widowed Wayles had taken as his mistress. One of them was a young beauty named Sally.


As Martha lay dying after giving birth in 1782, Jefferson promised that he would never marry again. Later that year, he was posted to Paris, where his behaviour with the local women caused a scandal. Alexander Hamilton, Jefferson’s political rival, called him a “concealed voluptuary . . . in the plain garb of Quaker simplicity”. But then Hamilton was not above a bit of how’s-your-father. In Paris, Jefferson had taken up with the artist Maria Cosway, wife of the renowned English miniaturist Richard Cosway, who had a lucrative sideline in painting pornographic snuff boxes and was perpetually unfaithful to her with his models. When Maria left Paris he poured out his feelings in the famous romantic colloquy A Dialogue between Head and Heart. But he soon found consolation with Hamilton’s sister-in-law Mrs Angelica Schuyler Church.


In 1787, Jefferson’s nine-year-old daughter Polly arrived in Paris. Accompanying her as maid was fourteen-year-old Sally. While she was in Paris, Jefferson paid Sally a wage. He also paid for her brother James to train as a chef. When Jefferson returned to the United States in 1789, they could have stayed behind in Paris, where they would have been free. But Sally was already pregnant and agreed to return to Monticello as his mistress on the condition that their children would be freed. In Albemarle County, their relationship was hardly a secret. Many southern planters took their slave women as concubines. But in 1802, Jefferson was playing on a national stage. Callender called Sally Jefferson’s “black Venus”, though another slave described her as “mighty near white . . . very handsome, long straight hair down her back” and Jefferson’s grandson called her “light coloured and decidedly good looking”. Nevertheless, Callender claimed that Jefferson could be seen frolicking at Monticello with his “black wench and her mulatto litter” while he was supposed to be attending to the affairs of the country.


The scandal seized the public imagination and Callendar upped the ante, claiming that Jefferson maintained a “Congo harem” in the Executive Mansion and that there was a slave named “Yellow Tom” at Monticello who was the spitting image of Jefferson, only somewhat darker, and who pretended to be president. It was even said that Jefferson had driven Sally’s sister into prostitution in Baltimore.


The opposition Federalists had a field day. The Federalist poet William Cullen Bryant wrote:


Go wretch, resign the presidential chair,


Go scan, Philosophist, thy Sally’s charms,


And sink supinely in her sable arms,


But quit to abler hands the helm of state.


The Tories in Britain were still smarting from the loss of their American colonies and the English poet Tom Moore wrote:


The patriot, fresh from freedom’s council come,


Now pleas’d, retires to lash his slaves at home;


Or woo some black Aspasia’s charms


And dreams of freedom in his bondsmaid’s arms.


Aspasia was the mistress of the Athenian statesman Pericles. The revolutionary Tom Paine rose to Jefferson’s defence, only to be accused of sleeping with “Dusky Sally” himself and cuckolding his friend.


Jefferson himself maintained a dignified silence. The scandal did him no harm and he was re-elected by a landslide in 1804 and the Democractic-Republican party he founded dominated the political scene for decades to come. Jefferson’s relationship with Sally continued and she had two more children by him after that, making six in all, though one died in infancy.


Despite the crude invective hurled at her, Sally Hemings was not dark at all. Her mother Betty was mixed race, the daughter of an English sea captain and an African slave woman. So Sally herself was a quadroon. Jefferson gave certain privileges to his light-skinned slaves. He only sold one of the family, Sally’s sister Thenia, who was purchased by James Monroe, who went on to become the fifth president of the United States.


Two of Jefferson’s children with Sally were allowed to “run away” – he gave them the money to escape to the north, where they were light enough to pass as white. The other two offspring who had survived into adulthood were freed in Jefferson’s will. Sally herself was freed by Jefferson’s legitimate daughter, Polly’s older sister Patsy.


The story never went away. In 1873, Madison Hemings – Sally’s next to last child born in 1805 while Jefferson was president – gave an interview to the Pike Country Republican, a newspaper in Ohio, claiming that he and all Sally Heming’s children were fathered by Jefferson. This was confirmed by Israel Jefferson, a former slave from Monticello and a long-time friend of Sally’s. Madison was said to resemble Jefferson and also claimed that he had been named by Dolley Madison, wife of the fourth president of the United States, who had visited Monticello.


However, the year after Madison’s interview, James Parton published The Life of Thomas Jefferson, where he claimed that Peter Carr, son of Jefferson’s adolescent pal Dabney, was the real father of Sally Hemings’s children. It was also alleged that Peter’s brother Samuel was the father as he was “the most notorious good-natured Turk that ever was the master of a black seraglio kept at other men’s expense,” according to Jefferson’s granddaughter Ellen Randolph Coolidge.


But then in 1968, in White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550–1812, the author Winthrop Jordan pointed out that Sally only became pregnant when Jefferson was at Monticello – he was away over two-thirds of the time. On the other hand, new scholarship revealed Jefferson as a virulent racist, insisting that it was impossible to sustain a biracial society in America. Strict segregation had to be maintained, he believed, so that African slaves and their descendants could eventually be returned to Africa.


With the development of DNA profiling it would be possible to put the matter to the test. However, white descendants of Jefferson and his wife Martha did not exist and his body was dug up. But it was possible to compare the Y-chromosome of descendants of Jefferson’s paternal uncle and the descendants of Sally’s oldest and youngest sons. The Y-chromosome is passed intact down the male line. They matched. The chance of the match happening randomly is around one in a thousand. There was no match with the Y-chromosome taken from the male descendants of the Carr family, so they are out of the picture.


However, what was seen as scandalous in 1802 – and even more so after the introduction of the Jim Crow laws following the Civil War – no longer seems so scandalous now. Even the word miscegenation had fallen out of every day usage. With Barack Obama in the White House, race mixing is not an issue. However, Sally was just fifteen and Jefferson forty-three when they first had sex – though that would have not been illegal in France or the US at the time, so we can’t accuse him of being a paedophile. These days, though, there are strict prohibitions on employers using their position to coerce an employee into having sex. But in Virginia in the eighteenth century, that’s what slave girls were for. The worst we can say against Jefferson in light of the DNA evidence was that he was a hypocrite – preaching racial segregation while banging the coloured maid. But then what else is new? He was a politician. On the other hand, in the Declaration of Independence, he did say that all men were born equal, so maybe he was practising what he preached.


John Quincy Adams


Coming from a strict Unitarian family, the sixth president of the United States can be seen as an austere figure. But in his youth he was a wild child. He joined an outfit called the Crackbrain Club and spent his time drinking and going with prostitutes. His diaries reveal that he met with unknown people in strange places late at night. But his marriage at the age of thirty in 1797 put paid to that.


He did however retain one habit from his youth – skinny-dipping. Even when he was in the White House, he would regularly nip out at 5 a.m. for a quick dip in the Potomac au naturel. It is said that Anne Royall, thought to be America’s first professional woman journalist, heard about this and secured an interview with the president by gathering up his clothes and sitting on them.


The president swimming in the Potomac nude would certainly be a scandal today. On the other hand it would enliven press conferences.


John Tyler


Widowed in office, John Tyler caused a sensation when he married a woman thirty years his junior. What’s more, his bride was a model. Julia Gardiner was nineteen when she scandalized polite society in New York, posing for an advertisement for a department store alongside an elderly dandy. A great beauty, she was dubbed the “Rose of Long Island”. A poem singing her praises by one “Romeo Ringdove” appeared on the front page of the Brooklyn Daily News. It contained these immortal lines:


When gallants buzz like bees around


Who sweets from flowers suck,


Where shall the man so vain be found


As hopes this rose to pluck?


The answer was, of course, the White House. They met at a reception there in 1842. He was instantly smitten, paying her “a thousand compliments” such that those present “looked and listened in perfect amazement”. Julia was plainly used to this treatment. She noted “the silvery sweetness of his voice . . . the incomparable grace of his bearing, and the elegant ease of his conversation”. But her sister Margaret dismissed him as a jolly old man.


Tyler had rivals for her affections though – his two sons. John Jr bombarded her with erotic verse. He was attempting to divorce his wife at the time. Robert was rejected because he was not so handsome.


The next time Tyler met Julia, it was at a whist drive and he demanded to know how many beaux she had “in the name of the president of the United States”.


Robert’s father-in-law Thomas Cooper remarked: “Do you see the president playing old sledge with Miss Gardiner? It will be in the Globe tomorrow.”


Miss Gardiner and her sister visited the presidential apartments and kisses were exchanged. Tyler then took the two of them and their father on a cruise down the Potomac on the steam frigate Princeton. Unfortunately their father died in a freak accident and Tyler comforted her.


At a ball to celebrate George Washington’s birthday on 22 February 1843, Tyler saw Julia dancing with a young naval officer. As commander-in-chief, Tyler pulled rank. He asked her to marry him, though his first wife had only been dead five months. She refused him. At the time she was being pursued by Judge John McLean, but at fifty-seven, he was even older than the president. McLean stood aside and, the following month, they had come to a “definite understanding”. Julia’s mother was still against the match though, as she was nine years younger than her prospective son-in-law.


Friends advised against marrying her. But on 26 June 1844, the fifty-four-year-old John Tyler married the twenty-four-year-old Julia Gardiner in New York. The thirty-year age difference drew a great deal of public interest.


The wedding had been kept secret until after the event. The pro-Tyler Madisonian merely announced the day before that the president was taking a temporary absence from his “arduous duties’ in Washington for a few days’ “repose”. The Herald remarked: “We rather think that the president’s ‘arduous duties’ are only beginning. ‘Repose’ indeed!”


Tyler’s daughters were upset because he had not told them of his intentions. Only weeks before, he had written to them saying he had nothing interesting to report. The eldest daughter, Mary, was five years older than the bride. The second daughter Letitia Tyler Semple, who had been acting as first lady since her mother had died, never accepted Julia as her stepmother. And it was three months before twenty-one-year-old Elizabeth could write: “My dear Mrs Tyler . . . even now it is with difficulty that I can convince myself that another fills the place which was once occupied by my beloved mother.”


But his sons eagerly embraced their new stepmother.


The honeymoon was a triumphal procession back to the White House via Philadelphia and Baltimore. Back in Washington, Tyler began to complain that his wife had trouble getting out of bed in the morning and constantly demanded his attention rather than letting him get on with his work. Even sister Margaret urged Julia to leave her husband alone during business hours.


“Business should take precedence over caressing,” she said, “reserve your caressing for private leisure and be sure you let no one see it unless you wish to be laughed at.”


A difficult election was coming up. Nevertheless on 1 July, they took a boat to Old Point Comfort on the tip of the Virginia Peninsula where they stayed in what Julia called a “true love cottage”. Colonel Gustavus A. De Russy, commanding officer of Fort Monroe, had been put in charge of bedroom matters and the couple were provided with “a richly covered high post bedstead hung with white lace curtains looped up with blue ribbon, and the cover at the top of the bedstead lined also with blue – new matting which emitted its sweet fragrance, two handsome mahogany dressing tables, writing table and sofa”. These are details of a couple’s bedroom arrangements one would hardly expect today.


Rather than preparing for the 1844 election, he spent his time writing poems to Julia. She even set one of them to music. After a visit to his plantation, Sherwood Forest in Virginia, Tyler realized that there was more to life than politics and decided not to stand again.


Soon after the inauguration of Tyler’s successor James T. Polk, Julia gave birth to their first child. The newspapers began running stories about a separation and possible divorce. But they stayed together and had seven children.
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British Bonking


John Profumo


One of the biggest sex scandals in British political life took place, ironically, in the swinging sixties, when everyone was supposed to be at it – except for government ministers of course. When it was discovered that Minister of War John Profumo had been sleeping with a prostitute who had also been bonking the naval attaché at the Russian embassy and had lied to the House of Commons about it – an unforgivable sin – he was forced to resign. The government was badly damaged by the scandal. Soon after the prime minister resigned and the following year the Conservatives were swept from office after thirteen years in power.


The scandal centred around Christine Keeler who, at the age of fifteen, quit her home in the Buckinghamshire village of Wraysbury for the bright lights of London. Within months, her self-confidence and good looks had taken her from being a waitress in a Greek restaurant to being a part-time model and a topless dancer in Murray’s Cabaret Club in Soho where she earned £8.50 a week. There, fellow show-girl Mandy Rice-Davies, a perky seventeen-year-old from Birmingham, introduced her to her friend Stephen Ward.


Ward was a thin and elegant man in his late forties. He was a talented artist but he earned a living as an osteopath. He numbered among his clients several high-ranking members of the establishment. These included Lord Astor, who let him a cottage in the grounds of his Cliveden estate for the peppercorn rent of £1 a year, and the editor of the Daily Telegraph Sir Colin Coote, who was closely associated with Sir Roger Hollis, the head of the British counter-intelligence service, MI5, that spycatcher Peter Wright would name as the fifth man in the Cambridge spy ring.


Ward liked doing favours for people. He also liked drugs and the company of pretty women, including prostitutes. Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies moved into his London flat in Wimpole Mews and would go down with him to Cliveden at weekends for parties in his cottage.


In June 1961, over lunch at the Garrick, Coote introduced Ward to the Soviet naval attaché Yevgeny Ivanov. MI5 had singled Ivanov out as a man who might succumb to the temptations of the West. The counter-intelligence service thought that a weekend party with some of Ward’s attractive young female friends might be just the thing to turn him. The defection of such a high-ranking Russian official would be quite a prize. Specifically, MI5 wanted Ward to “honeytrap” Ivanov with Christine Keeler.


Ward invited Ivanov down to Cliveden on Sunday 9 July 1951. He took Keeler down there the night before. The Astors were holding a dinner party in the house. Keeler wanted to go swimming and Ward dared her to go in the nude. When she did, he stole her swimming costume.


Lord Astor and John Profumo were out in the gardens for an after-dinner stroll when they spotted the beautiful naked nineteen-year-old in the swimming pool. Christine realized that they were coming and struck out for the edge of the pool. She emerged nude and grabbed a small towel to cover herself moments before the two men caught up with her.


The two middle-aged men were fooling around with the near-naked girl when suddenly the floodlights were turned on. The rest of the guests – including Profumo’s wife – came out into the garden too and Christine was introduced. Later, Profumo managed to give her a guided tour of the bedrooms at Cliveden.


At forty-six, Profumo was a rising Tory politician. The son of a successful barrister, he was independently wealthy and lived the life of a Tory squire. Educated at Harrow and Oxford, he served on the staff of General Alexander during World War II, rising to the rank of lieutenant-colonel. He was elected to parliament as a Conservative for Stratford-upon-Avon in 1950, joined the government in 1952 and became Secretary for War in 1960. In 1954, he had married the actress Valerie Hobson.


The day after Christine Keeler met Profumo, Ivanov turned up at Cliveden. Ward laid on a swimming party as a way to introduce him to Christine. She fancied Ivanov immediately, later telling the News of the World: “He was MAN. He was rugged with a hairy chest, strong and agile.”


However, when they decided to have a piggy-back fight in the pool, it was John Profumo’s shoulders she clambered on to, not Ivanov’s. That evening, Christine left with Ivanov, but not before Profumo had asked her for her phone number. Christine was flattered and told him to contact Ward.


Back at Ward’s flat, Christine and Ivanov demolished a bottle of vodka. Then he kissed her.


“Before I knew what was happening, I was in his arms,” she said. “We left serious discussion and I yielded to this wonderful huggy bear of a man . . . He was a wonderful lover.”


Two days later, Profumo phoned and came around. On his third visit, he began to kiss her and soon “I was returning his kisses with everything that I suddenly felt for him,” she said.


Profumo would always call first before he came round for what Keeler called a “screw of convenience”. They had to be discreet. With Ivanov, she went out on the town, but Profumo could not risk being seen out with her in a pub or restaurant. Occasionally though they went out for a drive. As well as having sex at Ward’s flat, they did it in Profumo’s red Mini and a black car he borrowed from the Minister of Labour, John Hare. And once, when his wife was away in Ireland, he took Christine back to their house in Nash Terrace near Regent’s Park. It was late and the butler and staff were asleep. And he took her directly to the master bedroom.


Profumo had no idea that he was sharing his mistress with Ivanov. He soon became deeply attached to her. Profumo showered her with expensive gifts and money – ostensibly to buy her mother a birthday present. But she did not share his feelings. For her, sex “had no more meaning than a hand-shake or a look across a crowded room,” she said.


After a month, MI5 learnt about Profumo’s affair with Keeler. Fearing that it compromised their entrapment of Ivanov, Hollis asked the Cabinet Secretary Sir Norman Brook to warn Profumo. On 9 August 1961, in panic, John Profumo wrote a note to Christine Keeler:


Darling,


In great haste & because I can get no reply from your phone –


Alas something’s blown up tomorrow night & I can’t therefore make it. I’m terribly sorry especially as I leave the next day for various trips & then a holiday so won’t be able to see you again until some time in September. Blast it.


Please take care of yourself & don’t run away.


Love J


I’m writing this ’cos I know you’re off for the day tomorrow & I want you to know before you go if I still can’t reach you by phone.


It was this note that sealed his fate.


Despite the warning, Profumo continued seeing Christine Keeler for another four months. During that time, he took amazing risks. One evening an army officer turned up at the flat looking for Ward.


“I had to introduce him to the War Minister,” said Keeler. “The colonel couldn’t believe it. John nearly died.”


Profumo only broke off the affair that December because Keeler refused to move out of Ward’s flat and into a discreet love nest that he was going to buy for her.


MI5 began to lose interest in the plan to honeytrap Ivanov. They were finding Ward increasingly unreliable. Keeler had moved on too. While scoring marijuana for Ward, she met West Indian jazz singer Lucky Gordon and, through him, another black man named Johnny Edgecombe. She began sleeping with both of them. This led to a fight at an all-night club in Soho in October 1962 where Gordon got his face slashed. Keeler moved in with Edgecombe briefly. When things did not work out, she moved back into Ward’s flat. One night Edgecombe came round to try to win her back. It was late and she would not let him in. So he pulled a gun and blasted the front door. The police were called and Edgecombe was arrested and charged with attempted murder.


After this incident, Ward asked Keeler to leave the flat. Turning to his patient Michael Eddowes, a solicitor, for help, she told him that Ward had actually been spying for the Russians and that he had asked her to find out from Profumo about British plans to arm West Germany with nuclear weapons.


She told the same story to former Labour MP John Lewis. He passed the information on to George Wigg, a Labour MP who disliked Profumo after he had bested him in the House of Commons. In January 1963, Paul Mann, a journalist, took Keeler to the Sunday Pictorial. Keeler showed the editor the note that Profumo had written and he offered her £1,000 for her story.


However, the newspapers were exceedingly cautious at the time. The previous year, the exposure of the spy John Vassall, an admiralty clerk who had been passing secrets to the Soviets, had led to a Tribunal of Inquiry that investigated the press’s role in the affair. In the course of it, two journalists had been sent to prison for refusing to name their sources.


The Pictorial contacted Ward, who managed to convince them that Keeler’s story was a pack of lies. In retaliation, Keeler went to the police and told them that Ward procured call girls for his rich clients. A few days later, Profumo found himself being questioned by the Attorney General Sir John Hobson, the Solicitor General Peter Rawlinson and the Chief Whip Martin Redmayne. He denied any impropriety with Keeler. Although sceptical, they chose to accept what he was saying.


Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was briefed. A man of the world, he said that if Profumo had had an affair with Keeler he had been foolish, but sleeping with a pretty young woman, even if she was a prostitute, was hardly a sacking offence. Everyone hoped that that was the end of it. But on 8 March 1963, a small-circulation newsletter called Westminster Confidential ran a piece about the story the Pictorial had dropped and revealed that both the War Secretary and a Soviet military attaché, one Colonel Ivanov, were the clients of the same call girl.


On 10 March, George Wigg, who by this time had a bulging dossier on the relationship between Profumo and Keeler, took it to the Labour leader Harold Wilson. Wilson urged caution. But events now had a momentum of their own.


On 14 March, Johnny Edgecombe came up for trial at the Old Bailey. The key witness, Christine Keeler, was on holiday at the time and it was rumoured that she had been sent out of the country to keep a lid on the scandal.


Next day, the Daily Express ran the headline: WAR MINISTER SHOCK. It claimed that John Profumo had tended his resignation for “personal reasons”. Down page was a picture of Christine Keeler under the headline: VANISHED.


The Express later claimed that the juxtaposition of the two stories was purely coincidental. But everyone put two and two together.


On 19 March, during a debate in the House of Commons on the Vassall case, George Wigg used the protection of parliamentary privilege to raise the rumours circulating about the War Minister. He was supported by the Labour firebrand Barbara Castle and opposition frontbencher Richard Crossman. The government were flustered. The Home Secretary Henry Brooke told the Labour critics that, if they wanted to substantiate their accusations, they should use a different forum, one that was not shielded from the laws of libel by the cloak of privilege.


Profumo had one supporter though, a Labour backbencher named Reginald Paget.


“What do these rumours amount to?” Paget asked rhetorically. “They amount to the fact that a minister is said to be acquainted with an extremely pretty girl. As far as I am concerned, I should have thought that was a matter for congratulation rather than an inquiry.”


Profumo was grilled again by the Chief Whip, the Leader of the House Iain Macleod and Bill Deedes, Minister Without Portfolio and future editor of the Daily Telegraph. Profumo again insisted that he was innocent. He then made a parliamentary statement.


In it he admitted knowing Christine Keeler, but he said he had not seen her since December 1961. He said he had also met Stephen Ward and Yevgeny Ivanov. He denied that he was in any way responsible for Keeler’s no-show at Edgecombe’s trial and stated categorically: “There was no impropriety whatsoever in my acquaintanceship with Miss Keeler.” And he threatened anyone who repeated the allegations outside parliament with a libel writ.


A few days later, reporters caught up with Christine Keeler in Madrid. She repeated what Profumo had said. But George Wigg would not leave it at that. He went on the Panorama programme and said that Ward and Ivanov were security risks. The next day Ward met Wigg and tried to convince him it was not true. He failed. More than ever, Wigg believed that Profumo had lied about his relationship with Keeler. He wrote a report of his meeting with Ward and gave it to Harold Wilson, who passed it on to Macmillan.


Although the Vassall case was keeping the British press subdued, there was no such reticence in the foreign papers. Profumo issued writs against Paris Match and Il Tempo Illustrato who both said that he had been bonking Christine Keeler.


In an attempt to salvage the situation, the Home Secretary told the Metropolitan Police to try to find something on Ward. This was highly irregular. The police are supposed to investigate crimes and find out who committed them, not investigate people on the off chance they had committed a crime.


It soon became clear to Ward’s friends and clients that he was in serious trouble. They deserted him in droves. Mandy Rice-Davies was arrested on trumped-up charges and held in prison until she agreed to testify against Ward.


Ward desperately wrote to everyone he could think of, protesting his innocence. Harold Wilson received a letter. He showed it to the Prime Minister, who agreed to set up a committee of inquiry under Lord Dilhorne. Profumo was on holiday at the time. When he returned, he realized that the game was up. He could not face a committee of inquiry and lie again, so he went to see the Chief Whip and Macmillan’s Parliamentary Private Secretary, told them the truth and resigned.


His letter of resignation and Macmillan’s reply were published the next day.


“I misled you, and my colleagues, and the House,” Profumo wrote, but, he explained, “I did this to protect my wife and family.”


Macmillan’s reply said tersely: “I am sure you will understand that in the circumstances I have no alternative but to advise the queen to accept your resignation.”


The very day this exchange appeared in the paper, 5 June 1963, there was more drama. Christine Keeler’s other West Indian boyfriend Lucky Gordon came to court on the charge of assaulting her outside a friend’s flat. Keeler turned up in court in a Rolls-Royce. From the dock, Gordon accused her of giving him a sexually transmitted disease. She responded with an outburst from the public gallery. The newspapers lapped it up. Gordon was sent down for three years, which was overturned on appeal.


Ward appeared on television on 9 June and denied that he had encouraged Christine Keeler to have an affair with John Profumo because he had a friend in the Soviet Embassy. The following day he was arrested and charged with living on immoral earnings.


By that time, newspapers worldwide were running the scandal on the front page. Mandy Rice-Davies told the Washington Star about society orgies in London. She mentioned that, at one dinner party, a naked man wearing only a mask waited on table. The hunt for the masked man was on. Was it a senior judge, a Cabinet minister or a member of the royal family?


Under the headline PRINCE PHILIP AND THE PROFUMO SCANDAL, the Daily Mirror vehemently dismissed the “foul rumour” that Prince Philip was involved – though he was, of course. The queen’s consort was a member of a gentlemen’s association called the Thursday Club, which also boasted Stephen Ward among its membership.


Allegations flew thick and fast. Everyone in any position in society was now a target. The Bishop of Southwark, Mervyn Stockwood, appealed for calm.


Politically, the question came down to: How had John Profumo managed to lie about his affair for so long? Macmillan, who had taken a lenient attitude to the matter back in January, was now in the firing line. Colleagues began to sense that his tenure of office was drawing to a close. The portly Lord Hailsham quit his title to become a contender for the premiership as Quintin Hogg. He threw his hat into the ring by appearing on television and condemning Profumo for lying. Again Reginald Paget rallied to Profumo’s defence.


“When self-indulgence has reduced a man to the shape of Lord Hailsham,” he said, “sexual continence involves no more than a sense of the ridiculous.”


Milking the situation for all it was worth, Mandy Rice-Davies told the Sunday Mirror that the Soviet military attaché and the War Minister had missed bumping into each other at Ward’s flat by a matter of minutes on a number of occasions.


Michael Eddowes issued a press statement, saying that he had warned the Prime Minister of the security risk as early as 29 March. Meanwhile, Christine Keeler sold her “confessions” to the News of the World who began serializing them.


The Times attacked the Conservative government for its lack of moral leadership. To which, Lord Hailsham responded petulantly: “The Times is an anti-Conservative newspaper with an anti-Conservative editor.”


Even the Washington Post got in on the act, saying that “a picture of widespread decadence beneath the glitter of a large segment of stiff-lipped society is emerging”.


Labour went on the offensive. In a debate in the House of Commons on 19 June, Harold Wilson said that the Profumo scandal had “shocked the moral conscience of the nation”. Pointing the finger at the Prime Minister, he said that for political reasons he was gambling with national security.


Macmillan could not even count on the support of his own backbenchers. Conservative MP Nigel Birch rehearsed the simple facts of the case.


“I must say that [Profumo] never struck me as a man at all like a cloistered monk,” he told the House. “And Miss Keeler is a professional prostitute. There seems to me to be a basic improbability that their relationship was purely platonic. What are whores about?”


Addressing the Prime Minister directly, he said: “I myself feel that the time will come very soon when my Right Honourable friend ought to make way for a much younger colleague.”


Macmillan survived the debate, but was badly wounded. Four days later, he announced an official inquiry under Master of the Rolls Lord Denning. It did not save him. Macmillan resigned in the early autumn, shortly before the party conference. He was replaced by Sir Alec Douglas-Home, but the Conservative government was tainted by the scandal and was swept from office the following year.


Although Lord Denning was supposed to look into possible breaches of security caused by the Profumo scandal, he concentrated on the salacious aspects – so much so that, when he cross-questioned witnesses, he often sent the official stenographer out of the room to save her, or perhaps his own, blushes.


When Ward went on trial at the Old Bailey, the world’s media were there in force. Again the salacious details were played up. One newspaper in New Zealand was prosecuted for indecency for merely reporting the case.


The star of the show was undoubtedly Mandy Rice-Davies, whom the judge mistakenly addressed as Marilyn Monroe. When it was put to her that Lord Astor denied that he had met her at his house parties at Cliveden, she said: “Well, he would, wouldn’t he?”


That remark is now in the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations.


In his summing up, the judge pointed out that none of Ward’s high-born friends had come to testify on his behalf.


“One would have thought from the newspapers that this country has become a sink of iniquity,” he told the jury. “But you and I know that the even tenor of family life over the overwhelming majority of the population goes quietly and decently on.”


He might as well have been putting the noose around the defendant’s neck. Ward was not just guilty of introducing rich and powerful people to a couple of attractive and available girls, the judge was implying that he was responsible for the general loosening of moral standards that many people felt was engulfing the country. Ward knew that he was being made a scapegoat.


“This is a political trial,” he told a friend. “Someone had to be sacrificed and that someone is me.”


On the night of 3 July 1963, Ward took an overdose of sleeping tablets. He left a suicide note saying that, after the judge’s summing up, he had given up all hope. He asked that resuscitation be delayed as long as possible, adding, somewhat bizarrely, that “the car needs oil in the gearbox”.


With Ward unconscious in St Stephen’s Hospital, the jury found him guilty on two counts of living on immoral earnings. He died on 3 August, without regaining consciousness. Even after he was dead, the newspapers kept vilifying him.


There were only six mourners at Stephen Ward’s funeral and only two wreaths. One came from his family. The other was from the critic Kenneth Tynan, playwrights John Osborne, Arnold Wesker and Joe Orton, singer Annie Ross, painter Dominick Elwes and writer Penelope Gilliatt. The card on it read: “To Stephen Ward, victim of hypocrisy.”


When the Denning report was published in October 1963, it was an instant best-seller, selling over four thousand copies in the first hour. It too laid the blame squarely at the door of Stephen Ward who was in no position to answer back.


Profumo left political life and threw himself into charity work, for which he was awarded the CBE in 1975. He remained married to Valerie Hobson. Christine Keeler was jailed for six months for contempt of court for failing to appear at the trial of Johnny Edgecombe. Her autobiography Scandal was published in 1989 and was made into a successful movie.


Mandy Rice-Davies wrote a series of novels, became a film actress, opened two clubs in Israel and married a millionaire. George Wigg became chairman of the Horse Race Betting Levy Board and later pleaded guilty to soliciting for prostitutes in Soho.


Charles Parnell


For centuries, Ireland had provided Britain with its most intractable political problems. However, in 1889, Home Rule seemed to be in sight, only to be knocked off the political agenda for another thirty years by a scandalous divorce case involving the Home Rule Party’s charismatic leader Charles Stewart Parnell.


Born in County Wicklow, the son of a Protestant landowner, Parnell had swallowed anti-British sentiment with his mother’s milk. She was the daughter of Commodore Charles Stewart, a US Navy hero of the War of 1812. His parents had emigrated from Belfast before the War of Independence.


Parnell went to school in England, then on to Cambridge. But he was sent down after a drunken brawl with a local merchant. When he was arrested, Parnell tried to bribe the policeman, but mistakenly gave him a shilling instead of a sovereign. He was charged and sent down.


Returning home to Ireland, Parnell found it in the grip of the Fenians, who had taken up armed struggle against British rule. He allied himself with their cause and got himself elected to parliament in 1875. The following year, he told the House of Commons that three Fenians executed in Manchester for murdering a policeman were Irish martyrs, a sentiment that won him a huge following at home in Ireland.


In parliament he began to adopt the filibuster techniques that had been used effectively in the United States Congress to hamper government business. However, while in Congress it was permissible for a politician to read at length from a newspaper, in the British parliament a speaker was required to stick more or less to the point. Parnell managed to do this brilliantly and with interminable speeches managed to talk government bills out. He believed that he could hinder the British parliament to the point that setting up a devolved government in Dublin would seem like a blessing.


In 1878, Ireland faced another famine and Parnell allied himself with the Irish Land League, who resisted evictions and used violence against rent collectors. And in 1880, he was returned to parliament with eighty-five other Home Rulers. Parnell was then voted party leader with the support of Captain William O’Shea, member for County Clare.


A Dublin-born Catholic, O’Shea had served in the 18th Hussars before becoming interested in politics. He retired from the army at the age of twenty-six, then married Kitty Wood, the daughter of an English aristocrat. They had three children. Generous handouts from Kitty’s aunt and the untiring entertaining of his wife allowed O’Shea to develop the connections needed to make a career in politics.


In 1880, the newly elected O’Shea sought to advance his career by holding a series of dinner parties at St Thomas’s Hotel. Parnell was invited, but failed to show up and O’Shea sent his wife to Westminster to find out why.


“He came out, a tall, gaunt figure, thin and deathly pale,” she recalled. “He looked straight at me smiling and his curiously burning eyes looked into mine with a wondering intenseness that threw into my brain the sudden thought: ‘This man is wonderful – and different.’”


But first Kitty chided him.


“I asked him why he had not answered my last invitation, and if nothing would induce him to come. He answered that he had not opened his letters for days but, that if I would let him, he would come to dinner directly when he returned from Paris.”


The tryst made, there then came a truly romantic moment.


“In leaning forward in the cab to say goodbye,” Kitty wrote, “a rose I was wearing in my bodice fell out on to my skirt. He picked it up and, touching it lightly to his lips, placed it in his buttonhole.”


Later he sealed it in an envelope with Kitty’s name on it.


Kitty O’Shea pressed a number of buttons for Parnell. She was a short, stout woman with beautiful hair and her incessant chatter and quick wit reminded him of his mother. These maternal attributes helped him overcome the guilt he felt over the death of his first love, a beautiful farmer’s daughter from County Wicklow. At the age of nineteen, when he had tried to break it off with her, she had committed suicide. He had been out in a boat on the river with his sister Fanny when he had seen a crowd pulling her body from the water. Ever since then, he had been dogged with dark depressions.


The O’Sheas’ marriage had been only for show for some time. When O’Shea was not abroad, he spent most of his time in his pied-à-terre in Victoria, while Kitty lived in Wornersh Lodge in Eltham, Kent. Soon after they had met, when Parnell was worn out by campaigning, Kitty invited him to stay there. She nursed him and often slipped into his sickbed beside him. How much her husband knew about this is unclear.


A maid said that Parnell used the name Stewart when he visited. When she went to his mistress’s room, she would have to knock and wait ten minutes before entering. And Parnell, she said, would escape down the fire escape if Captain O’Shea returned unexpectedly.


Certainly, their relationship was clandestine. When Parnell’s support for the Land League led to charges of “conspiracy to impoverish landlords”, she shielded him from arrest by hiding him in a dressing room next to her bedroom, taking his meals to him there herself to avoid involving the servants.


They also met in rented houses and communicated by coded letters and sign language. If he twisted his handkerchief during a speech in the Commons, it meant he would see her later.


One day in 1881, O’Shea returned home to find Parnell’s portmanteau in the house and challenged him to a duel. But Parnell talked him out of it, explaining that he had to work closely with Kitty as she was a vital conduit to Prime Minister William Gladstone, who had gradually become convinced of the case for Home Rule.


O’Shea threatened Kitty with divorce, but she pointed out that he had been unfaithful to her on no less than seventeen occasions. Although this was hardly an obstacle to divorce, O’Shea was dependent on Kitty’s aunt’s money and backed down.


Politically, Parnell was still on the ascendancy. In 1881, Gladstone had conceded the Land Act, promising all Irish tenants rights of tenancy and fair rents. However, by supporting the passage of such a sensible piece of legislation, Parnell was seen to be colluding with the British. So he returned to Ireland to stir up sedition and got himself arrested.


While he was in Kilmainham jail, Kitty gave birth to their first daughter, whom O’Shea nobly acknowledged as his own. The child only lived for two months, dying before Parnell was released. Later they had two more daughters, which took O’Shea’s name.


Rural Ireland was in turmoil. The only person who could restore order was Parnell. Using O’Shea as an intermediary, Gladstone negotiated the Treaty of Kilmainham, which offered Parnell further concessions in return for an end to agitation.


Four days after Parnell was released, Lord Frederick Cavendish and his senior civil servant Thomas Burke, a Catholic, were gunned down in Phoenix Park, Dublin. The killings appalled even the nationalists. Parnell used the crisis to bring the growing nationalist movement under his control.


The killings also resulted in a tightening of security. Parnell was put under twenty-four-hour surveillance. Soon the Home Office became aware of his irregular domestic arrangements and the Home Secretary Lord Harcourt warned that the Treaty of Kilmainham would be seen as tainted if it was known that Parnell had negotiated it via the husband of his mistress.


Parnell never acknowledged O’Shea’s part in his release. O’Shea grew resentful and it became harder for him to close his ears to the rumours about his wife’s infidelity. On the stump during the elections of 1885, Parnell was asked about his relationship with Kitty O’Shea in front of a boisterous crowd. He refused to answer.


While Parnell was a troublesome supporter of Gladstone, O’Shea began to side with Joseph Chamberlain, who was hostile to Parnell’s Home Rule plans. Even though, at Kitty’s behest, Parnell had found him a safe seat as a Home Ruler, O’Shea was the only Irish nationalist to follow Chamberlain and the Tories into the lobby to vote against the limited 1886 Home Rule Bill, which was defeated.


Things began to go badly wrong for Parnell. In May 1886, while Captain O’Shea was away in Europe, Parnell’s carriage collided with a market gardener’s cart while he was travelling home to Eltham. The Pall Mall Gazette ran the story and pointed out: “During the sitting of parliament the hon. member for Cork usually takes up his residence at Eltham, a suburban village in the south-east of London. From here he can often be seen taking riding exercise round by Chislehurst and Sidcup.”


Later that year, the Sussex Daily News reported that he was staying with Mrs O’Shea in Eastbourne. In an effort to keep a lid on things, Parnell adopted the alias Fox and they became a little more careful about their movements.


In 1889, the Home Rule Bill came up again. Negotiations went on throughout the summer and the prospects looked better than they had for many years. However, on Christmas Eve 1889, Captain O’Shea filed for divorce, naming Parnell as co-respondent.


“I fear a thundercloud is about to burst over Parnell’s head,” wrote Gladstone, “and I suppose it will end the career of a man in many respects valuable.”


The divorce was a coup for O’Shea. The evidence against them was now so overwhelming that Parnell and Kitty did not show up in the court. Kitty’s aunt had recently died, leaving Kitty her fortune. O’Shea won custody of the children, including Parnell’s, and her money. Delivering his verdict, the judge condemned Parnell as “a man who takes advantage of the hospitality offered him by the husband to debauch the wife”.


O’Shea’s mentor Chamberlain was happy too. Parnell had been wiped off the map. In Ireland, the Catholic Church turned against him.


“I cannot but look forward with dismay to our interest, religious as well as civil, being placed under the guidance of a convicted adulterer,” said the Archbishop of Armagh.


The nonconformist churches, which were the backbone of the Gladstone’s Liberal Party, condemned him. Even the Irish newspapers turned against him. Parnell fought on, but only succeeded in splitting the nationalists. This ceded the field to the Conservatives and the increasingly militant Ulster Unions and took Home Rule off the agenda for another thirty years. In his disappointment, Parnell grew more outspoken, losing the support of the mainstream but feeding the aspirations of the fanatical nationalists.


In 1891, Parnell and Kitty married in a registry office. A few months later, when he was canvassing for a candidate in Cregas, he gave one last barnstorming speech in a rain storm. He stayed up all night chatting in his wet clothes. The following day he left Ireland. Seven days later he died in Brighton of “rheumatism of the heart”.


As Parnell’s coffin was being closed, ready to be shipped back to Ireland, Kitty slipped inside the rose that he had kept from their first meeting eleven years before. She was advised not to accompany the coffin to Dublin, where Parnell was given a magnificent funeral.


Ruined by the divorce and blamed for the downfall of Parnell, Kitty had a nervous breakdown and withdrew from public life. She published her memoirs in 1914 and died in 1921, at the age of seventy-six. She never remarried.


David Lloyd George


The “Welsh Wizard” David Lloyd George was one of the greatest politicians of his age. In 1909, he introduced the old age pension and, in 1911, unemployment insurance. That same year he forced through the Parliament Act, which effectively stripped the House of Lords of its powers. He was prime minister during World War I and gave Ireland Home Rule in 1922. He was also a great political survivor, who was mired in sexual scandal throughout his career but, somehow, managed to emerge without a stain.


Elected to parliament for Caernarfon in 1892, Lloyd George was threatened with disgrace in 1897 when he was named in a divorce case. A friend and constituent of Lloyd George’s, a Montgomeryshire doctor named Edwards, was suing his wife Catherine for divorce on the grounds of adultery, naming as co-respondent a man called Wilson. However, Catherine also confessed to sleeping with Lloyd George. She said that it had happened on the night of 4 February 1896. Lloyd George had been staying the night at the Edwards’ house. When her husband had been called out, “criminal conversation”, as the divorce laws at the time delicately put it, took place. Six months later, she gave birth to a child. Catherine Edwards claimed that Lloyd George was the father.


Although Catherine Edwards mentioned that they had slept together on other occasions, Lloyd George could prove that he did not have sex with her on 4 February. On that night, he had voted in the House of Commons. Lloyd George claimed that Catherine Edwards was a fantasist, a would-be political groupie. Her allegations against Lloyd George had to be withdrawn. As Dr Edwards had plenty of evidence of his wife’s adultery with other men, it did not matter. He was granted his divorce anyway.


When Lloyd George became chancellor in 1908, the political journal The Bystander made a veiled reference to his womanizing. Then, fearing a libel suit, it donated £300 to Caernarfon Cottage Hospital. But the People followed up, citing the Edwards case and forthcoming divorce suit in which, the paper said, Lloyd George was going to be named as co-respondent.


This time Lloyd George sued. He hired as his attorney his most outspoken political opponent, the Tory MP F. E. Smith, who was also a close personal friend. Against them was Edward Carson KC, the man whose shrewd cross-examination had destroyed Oscar Wilde.


Lloyd George clearly perjured himself when he told the court that the People’s allegations were “an absolute invention, every line of them”. Everybody knew that Lloyd George was a ladies’ man. So to add weight to his denials he brought his long-suffering wife Margaret with him to court. According to their son Richard, this conversation took place between them before their court appearance:


“You must help me, Maggie. If get out of this I give my oath you shall never have to suffer this ordeal again.”


“And you will give your oath that this story is untrue?” she asked.


“I have to.”


Maggie then asked: “And you give me your oath that I shall not have to suffer this sort of thing again. How can I rely on your ‘oath’?”


“One day,” said Lloyd George, “I shall be prime minister. I shall be a force for the public good. If you help me you shall never forget your decision.”


As it happened, Edward Carson did not embarrass the future prime minister’s wife with any questions. On behalf of the People, he offered a sincere and heartfelt apology and £1,000 was donated to another Welsh charity.


Of course, Lloyd George’s oath to his wife was no better than his oath in court. His continued philandering earned him the nickname “The Goat”. In 1912, he took as his lover his daughter Megan’s tutor Frances Stevenson, sleeping with her at Number Ten Downing Street. Thirty years later, after his wife died, they married.


Although in future Lloyd George did manage to stay out of court, he did not stay out of the way of scandal. In 1912, his involvement in the Marconi Scandal nearly brought the Liberal government down. Lloyd George and other members of the Cabinet did a little insider dealing after the government decided to set up six radio stations that would link the government in Whitehall directly to all quarters of the Empire. As it was, Lloyd George was not very skilled at playing the stock market and lost £213. Nevertheless he went on to become prime minister in 1916.

OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
. L
JOHN F. KENNEDY, BILL CLINTON, SILVIO BERLUSCONI,

DOMINIQUE STRAUSS-KAHN, CHARLIE SHEEN, TIGER WOODS,
ARNOLD SCWARZENEGGER AND MANY MORE

%@/@aw[[ome





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





