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Introduction



IT MAY BE HARD to believe, but in times gone by the English were considered a particularly attractive lot – particularly when compared with the French. After visiting England, the anonymous author of London and Paris, published in Weimar in 1798, said, ‘Here beauty in both sexes is so general that only beauty of a high order attracts attention … such natural grace, such health, such poise.’


In his book Romantic Love and Personal Beauty, published in 1887, the American journalist Henry Theophilus Finck said, ‘The Englishman is far and away the most beautiful animal in the world.’ The English, he insisted were, both spiritually and physically, the most finely developed race in the world. This was due to Darwinian natural selection and Englishmen’s romantic nature. In England, he said, a man of noble birth, ‘scorning medieval puerilities, marries the girl who has won his heart, were she but a plump, rosy-cheeked peasant girl’. In contrast, on the Continent, the aristocracy had stuck to their own class and become inbred.


On top of all that the English had an addiction to outdoor sports – tennis, rowing, riding, swimming – that was responsible for their ‘superior physique’. ‘They are today the handsomest and most energetic race in the world,’ he said.


Then there were the buses: ‘English girls owe their fine physiques to long walks and travelling upstairs on the open-topped buses … They know well, these clever girls, that their cheeks will be all the rosier, their smiles more bewitching, their eyes more sparkling after such a ride.’


The French could not compete. Nineteenth-century Parisian intellectual Hippolyte-Adolphe Taine conceded that ‘generally the Englishwoman is more thoroughly beautiful and healthy than a Frenchwoman … Out of every ten young girls one is admirable, and upon five or six a naturalist painter would look with pleasure.’


Englishwomen were also thought to be better educated, which made them more attractive, especially at an older age – even though their studies gave them lines. But it was their complexion that set English women apart: ‘Many ladies have their hair decked with diamonds, and their shoulders, much exposed, have an incomparable whiteness …’


Then there was the German art historian Gustav Friedrich Waagen, who attended a glittering ball given by the Duke of Devonshire in June 1835, and wrote,




As though to complete the impression of a fairy world, and to add to its charm, the slender sylph-like forms of English women of rank passed in and out, for this most fashionable ball had gathered them in rare numbers. Here I encountered women like living van Dyck portraits; with the fine regular features, the transparent, warm complexion and fair hair which he knew how to reproduce so incomparably.





The historian Johann von Archenholtz visited England the previous century and noted in 1789,




Of all the beauties to be found in this island, none is so wonderful as the charm of the fair sex. This is so convincing that every foreigner, whatever his country, would not hesitate for an instant in awarding the prize for beauty to English women. In lovely build, in neat figure, in shape of breast, in the tender skin of the face, where the gentlest features glimmer – in all this does the English girl excel.





And it was not just the women: ‘The beauty of English women may be proverbial in Europe, but the men are even better looking,’ Archenholtz said.




While there is a certain amount of justification in women being called the ‘fair sex’ on the Continent, in England, where the phrase is in use, it introduces a paradox that only male gallantry tolerates. For instance, if you were to walk down a line of English soldiers on parade, you would be amazed at their regular features, their beautiful eyes, their fresh complexions, the predominating oval faces, and finally at the slender disciplined build of their bodies.





He maintained that ‘with the possible exception of Turkey, nowhere in Europe can so many good-looking men be found as in England’.


This masculine beauty had an astonishing effect on English womenfolk. ‘Accordingly, the beauty of women, which reduces men to slaves on the Continent, does not produce anything like the same effect in England,’ Archenholtz said, continuing,




The witchery of women is rendered practically ineffective by the same magic at work in the good looks of men: and more than that – as the truth is that the effect of male beauty on women is more powerful, swifter and more lasting than that of women’s beauty upon men. So it is no surprise that English girls, at least many of them, pay rather open homage to men; that they not only cast invisible nets for the hearts of men like our own lovely countrywomen, but also themselves take all the steps which have been the privilege of men in love since the beginning of the world: such as sending declarations, letters, messages by go-betweens, and all the honourable arts of courtship.





The English were not only beautiful, but were also thought to be a particularly lusty lot because of the amount of meat they ate and alcohol they drank. The average Englishman, it was reckoned, ate twice as much meat as his Continental counterpart and his consumption of liquor was titanic. When the Normans arrived at Hastings in 1066, they noted that their Anglo-Saxon opponents were drunk, even first thing in the morning. In the court of James I it was not uncommon to see ladies and gentlemen so drunk they were rolling on the floor. And it was observed that the English preferred heavy Burgundy to lighter wines – and heavy ale to light beer – beginning at breakfast. This was thought to inflame the blood.


Throughout history, the sexual shenanigans of English kings and queens have been the envy of Europe. English social life was rife with sex scandals and visitors to London were shocked by the number of prostitutes who plied their trade on the street, in the taverns, in the theatres and even in the churches. Young women who wanted to work in the sex industry flocked to London from all over Europe and prostitutes exported from England to Continental brothels were much sought after. It was only in the twentieth century that the English gained the reputation of being uptight about sex. Until then, the English were considered the Brazilians of Europe – good-looking, sexy and always at it.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Courting

WHEN IT CAME TO COURTING, the English were supposedly even more romantic than the Italians. In his book Fisiologia dell’ Amore (The Physiology of Love), published in 1896, anthropologist Paolo Mantegazza, a correspondent of Charles Darwin, said that there was no word for ‘courtship’ in the Italian language. The American Henry Theophilus Finck maintained that romantic love originated in England. It was the creation of Shakespeare and the poets and novelists who followed him. This was because England was the ‘first country in the world – the world of antiquity, the world of the Middle Ages, and the world of today – to remove the bars from the windows of the great women-prison, to open all doors for the unhindered entry of Cupid and to make him everywhere at home and everywhere welcome’. In Romantic Love and Personal Beauty of 1887, he said that the art of courtship ‘even now exists in its perfection in two countries only – England and America’.

[image: illustration]


Forward women

Why did Henry Finck pick out England and America? This was partly because English women were very forward, even in the nineteenth century. Finck pointed out that there was a ‘superior class of women’ who had ‘substituted coyness for flirtation’. Finck cited this as the reason for more romantic love in America and England, as it offered increased opportunities for courtship.

On the Continent, he maintained, women were married off directly they left school. A girl was not allowed to see a man unchaperoned, consequently ‘she falls in love after marriage, and not always with her husband’. The English free-and-easy ways worked better.

While in the nineteenth century America was filling up with people of non-British origin, he noted that they all adopted the English way of making love. And how was that? Finck quoted the eighteenth-century poet and dramatist Oliver Goldsmith, saying, ‘The English love with violence, and expect violent love in return.’

Seeking a spouse

The first thing a young woman had do to have a satisfactory sex life was to find a husband. In old England there were many ways she could do this. One was to take two bay leaves and sprinkle them with water on Valentine’s day. That evening, she should lay them on her pillow and go to bed wearing a clean nightgown turned inside out. And before going to sleep, she should say,


Good Valentine, be kind to me,

In dreams let me my husband see.



And he would appear in her dreams.

Some girls preferred a more proactive approach. In that case, she would pluck a leaf from an even-ash and say,


This even-ash I hold in my hand

The first I meet is my true man.



She would then walk a short distance and, if she met a young man, he would be her husband. If that did not work, she would put the leaf in her glove and say,


This even-ash I hold in my glove,

The first I meet is my true love.



She would continue walking, but, if that did not work either, she would place the leaf in her bosom and say,


This even-ash I hold in my bosom

The first I meet is my husband.



Or a girl could take butterdock (Petasites vulgaris) seeds and scatter them in the grass half an hour before sunrise on a Friday morning, while chanting the words


I sow, I sow.

Then, my own dear,

Come here, come here

And mow, and mow.



Once this was done, her future husband would be seen mowing with a scythe some way away. In later versions, hempseed was used and the future husband was to turn up to mow it after it had sprouted.
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Or the girl could wait until 28 October, stand in the middle of a room with the paring of an apple in her right hand and say:


St Simon and Jude, on you I intrude,

By this paring I hold to discover,

Without any delay, to tell me this day

The first letter of my own true lover.



After that, she should turn around three times and throw the paring over her left shoulder. When it landed, it would then form the first letter of her lover’s name. But, if the paring broke in pieces or formed some indecipherable letter, the girl would remain unmarried.


St Agnes’s day

However, 21 January – St Agnes’s day – was also thought to be propitious. On that day, an unmarried woman should take a sprig of rosemary and one of thyme and sprinkle them with water three times. In the evening, the sprigs should be put, one each, in a pair of shoes and the shoes should be placed either side of the bed. Once the girl was in bed she should recite,


St Agnes, that’s to lovers kind,

Come ease the trouble of my mind.



In 1696, the diarist John Aubrey recorded


The women have several magical secrets handed down to them by tradition for this purpose: on St Agnes’ night, 21 January, take a row of pins and pull out every one, one after another, saying a Pater Noster, or ‘Our Father’, sticking a pin in your sleeve, and you will dream of him or her you shall marry. Or you must lie in another county, and knit the left garter about the right-legged stocking (let the other garter and stocking alone), and as you rehearse these following verses, at every comma knit a knot:

This knot I knit

To know the thing I know not yet:

That I may see

The man (woman) that shall my husband (wife) be,

How he (she) goes and what he (she) wears,

And what he (she) does, all the days and years.



The man or woman will then appear in a dream accompanied by the tools of their trade. Aubrey reported that a gentlewoman he knew had used this method and she dreamt of a man she had never seen. Two or three years later, a young preacher appeared in the pulpit and she cried out to her sister, ‘This is the very face of the man I saw in my dream.’

Wedding cakes

Another virgin martyr thought to help in these matters was St Faith. On her day – 6 October – three unmarried girls were to make a cake of flour, salt, sugar and spring water, each taking an equal part in its composition. While it was baked, in a Dutch oven, silence must be strictly preserved. The cake was then cut into three equal pieces. Each girl must cut her share into nine pieces, then push each piece through a wedding ring borrowed from a woman who had been married for seven years. As the girls undressed, they ate the cake and repeated the verse,


O good St Faith, be kind tonight,

And bring to me my heart’s delight;

Let me my future husband view,

And be my visions chaste and true.



The three girls then slept together in one bed, with the ring suspended over the head of it by a string. They would then dream of their future husband, if other temptations did not get in the way.


Catching a husband

In Tudor times, Midsummer’s Eve was the crucial time to catch a husband. A maiden should fast, then, at midnight, lay out a clean cloth with bread, cheese and ale on it. Then she should leave the street door open and the man she was fated to marry would enter, fill the glass, drink her health, bow and depart.

This seems like a good way to catch a drunk on his way home from the pub.

Virginity tests

The book Dreams and Moles, published around 1780, contains a section called ‘How to know whether a Female be a pure Virgin’, which reads,


Take a piece of alabaster, burn it in the fire till it may be beat to powder, then sift it through a piece of fine lawn [sheer linen]; conceal this powder till you have an opportunity to put it in her drink, when you are a merry-making; and if she drinks it, and no visible alteration appear, she hath parted with the toy you covet.



Equally, it describes how ‘To know if a young Man be a chaste Batchelor or no’:


Take the seed of Cardus Benedictus [thistle], dry it that it may be beat to a powder, take the pith that grows on the shell of an oyster, and dry powder it also, and mix it with the other. Give this to the party in any liquor, and having drunk it, if he be a true batchelor, he will oftener than usual be observed to make urine, which he will wonder at himself; but if he has lost his virginity, no such matter will happen.



Fortunately for the prospective bride, Dreams and Moles reveals ‘How to restore a lost Maidenhead, or solder a crackt one’: ‘Take myrtle-berries, beat them to powder; add to this the beaten flour of cotton; being mixed, drink a little of the powder in the morning, in a glass of white wine, and you will find the effects wonderful.’

For a man who had sown his wild oats though, there was no remedy.

Lonely hearts

To find a mate in old England, you could always resort to the personal ads. These are not a new phenomenon: on 19 July 1695, the first batch of personal ads appeared in a weekly newspaper. One read, ‘A gentleman, thirty years old, who says he has a very good estate, would willingly match himself to some good young gentlewoman, that has a fortune of £3,000 or thereabout’ – nearly £300,000 at today’s prices – ‘and he will make settlement to content.’

Another said, ‘A young man, twenty-five years of age, in a very good trade, and whose father will make him worth £1,000, would willingly embrace a suitable match. He has been brought up a dissenter, with his parents, and is a sober man.’

Foreign observers found it astonishing that the English should advertise for marriage partners in their newspapers. Some even assumed the ads were a practical joke. But the idea caught on in England.

Picky personals

Personal ads allowed singletons to be very specific about their requirements. In 1777, the Daily Advertiser ran an ad that read,


Wanted by a young gentleman who has just started a place of his own, a lady of eighteen to twenty-five years old, well bred and with a fortune of not less than £5,000; sound in wind and limb, 5ft 4in high without shoes on; not fat but not too thin; clean skin; sweet breath and good teeth; without conceit or affectation; not too chatty and not quarrelsome, but yet with character enough to pay back a score; generous; not over-fashionable but always decent and tidy; the sort of person who can entertain her husband’s friends gaily and pleasantly, and make parties gay and attractive; who can keep his secrets so that he can open his heart to her on all occasions without restraint; who lets economy rule in the home, and can with a light heart reduce the budget if necessity requires.



Money was a prime concern. In August 1788, a London newspaper ran an ad headed ADVERTISEMENT FOR A WIFE. It read,


Sir John Dimly, Bart., Lord of the Manor of Charleton near Worcester and of Henly Castle near Malvern Wells, wishes to make a contract of marriage with a young woman, and in the event of his death to settle on her £192,000 sterling, if she will take him for her husband. The young woman must possess a fortune of three hundred guineas of her own. It is all one, be she virgin or widow, yes even she be pregnant by her former husband. More intimate information may be obtained from Sir John Dimly either by seeing him personally or by letter, but in the latter event postage must be paid.
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Some ads were even more forthright. In August 1795, a Bristol paper carried this:


A gentleman needs a companion to journey with him towards matrimony; his intention is to depart as swiftly as possible, to leave the main roads and highways and to stroll in the paths in the woods of love. His fellow-traveller must be healthy, not too fat because that would make the journey troublesome, and to while away the hours of the marriage state, the chattier the better.



He did not reveal how long he intended to dally in the woods.

Towards the end of his life, the orientalist Edward Montagu – the son of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and described by his biographer Henry Coates as the ‘British Don Juan’ – wished to have a son and heir on whom to settle his estates. By this time impotent and infirm, he advertised for a lady who was in the advanced stages of pregnancy whom he would marry. Four made the shortlist. They were then sent to Paris for Montagu’s selection and each promised £200 should they be rejected. Unfortunately, Montagu was struck down with a fever in Venice and died before the final selection could be made.

Women seeking men

Women advertised, too. In the Observer of 22 May 1797, a young woman addressed herself directly ‘TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN’. The ad read,


A young lady has been obliged for some years now to live secluded from the world for the pleasures of which she felt at least inclination, as her duty was to look after a sick relative. Now suddenly thrown among people, she finds that the possession of a large fortune in no way compensates her for the absence of the one person with whom she was accustomed to live. She is cut off from advantages enjoyed by others and is, in consequence, compelled to use the only means in her power, unusual as they may be, to find what she is seeking – a friend. Should a gentleman of breeding, who is not old, of good faith, pleasing, well-mannered and good family, or a lady who has such a brother or son, wish to know more of the undersigned, a few lines, should they prove agreeable, will receive careful attention: letters must be sent care of this newspaper which has the writer’s address, as delicacy at first forbids any other course.



It was signed, coyly, ‘Eliza’.

The advertisement appeared in the Observer five weeks running. Sales doubled. Eliza became the talk of London. Everyone wanted to know who she was and whether she found the man of her dreams. Naturally the response was huge and, eventually, rumours circulated that Eliza had bagged her man. One night at the opera, the attention of the author of London and Paris was drawn to a box where a very beautiful woman was sitting. Leaning against her chair was a tall, handsome man.

‘Have a good look at that couple,’ the author was told. ‘That is the famous Eliza, now Mrs C., with her husband. She brought him a fortune of £70,000 and he is worth £30,000. They possess everything to make life delightful; but their greatest wealth is in themselves; they see little society and enjoy being with the boys she has borne him.’

Mr C. got lucky, but it was not unusual for prostitutes to use small ads to ensnare the unwary. They advertised themselves as young, well educated and wealthy, while the man they sought needed only a small amount of capital or a decent income. Those answering the ad would then find themselves face to face with a charming creature who would tell a tale of being mistreated by their family and friends. Thinking that they were going to enrich themselves with the fortune the woman claimed to have, these men were easy prey.
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Matrimonial News

In 1870, the first paper devoted entirely to lonely-hearts ads was published in London. It was called the Matrimonial News and Special Advertiser. The French write Hector France called it ‘the most extraordinary, the most English, the most eccentric, the most original and the most amusing journal in Great Britain’.

Most of the ads came from men unashamedly on the make. There was,


Hubert, age twenty-six, height five feet eight, dark, is considered a handsome man, has an affectionate and loving nature, is agreeable in manner but possesses only a modest pittance. He is anxious to correspond with an elderly lady, not older then sixty however, and intends to marry immediately. She must possess the means to run a comfortable establishment.



And then there was this:


Albert, big, dark, twenty-seven years old, without means except for his income of £80 a year, would like to make the acquaintance of a lady thirty to forty-five years old, who has the means to make a comfortable home. Photograph wanted.



Matrimonial News ran for 25 years.
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Marriage Bazaar

Matrimonial clubs were set up as early as 1700. Members were supposed to aid each other to make a good match and help with the costs of the wedding. Soon after, commercial marriage agencies set up shop. The most famous was the Marriage Bazaar at 2 Dover Street, St James’s. Its handbill read,


Every visitor to Dover Street will be shown into a separate room. Whoever cannot state his wishes personally must do so in writing through a friend. Declarations must be drawn up with the greatest exactness, not only with regard to position but also to age, physical state and religion.



The fee was five guineas – £5.25 – up front, with another five due after the wedding. According to a noted critic of the time, it was a complete con.

Bundling

Away from London and its fancy balls, people did their courting horizontally, and ‘bundling’ was practised widely in Great Britain and across northern Europe until the nineteenth century.

In the colder months, it was not possible for a swain to woo a lass outdoors and poorer people could not afford to keep their fires going late into the evening. The cold induced the household to retire to bed early and a young lover would seek the warmth of his intended’s bed. This ‘courting in bed’ was not done in secrecy. The young couple were expected to keep their clothes on and everything was supposed to be above board. In some cases the girl was sewn into a ‘bundling sack’ or a board was placed between then, so that ‘outercourse’ could not turn into intercourse.

The dangers of bundling

Henry VIII’s fifth wife, Catherine Howard, was brought up in the household of the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, where bundling seems to have been practised. She was 14 when she began sleeping with her music teacher Henry Manox. Both swore that full intercourse did not take place, but Catherine admitted that ‘at the flattering and fair persuasions of Manox, being by a young girl, I suffered him at sundry times to handle and touch the secret parts of my body which neither became me with honesty to permit nor him to require’. When the Dowager Duchess discovered this, Manox was sacked.

Things went further when the family moved to Norfolk House in Lambeth and Catherine met her new love, Francis Dereham. They began bundling and soon were playfully calling each other ‘wife’ and ‘husband’. Catherine’s own description of what went on is explicit enough:


Francis Dereham by many persuasions procured me to his vicious purpose and obtained first to lie upon my bed with his doublet and hose and after within the bed and, finally, he lay with me naked and used me in such sort as a man doth his wife many and sundry times, but how often I know not.



Dereham and his friend, Edward Waldegrave, found a way of secretly entering the maiden’s chamber at night, staying there till dawn with their respective loves, Catherine and Joan Bulmer. Dereham and Catherine would, it was reported, ‘kiss and hang by their bellies as if they were two sparrows’. Love tokens were exchanged and, in the dark, there was a great deal of ‘puffing and blowing’. Despite her youth, Catherine was so experienced that she knew ‘how a woman might meddle with a man and yet conceive no child unless she would herself’.

These erotic games went to some extremes. Another member of the household, Katherine Tylney, later admitted that on occasions she had joined Dereham and Catherine in bed, in an intimate ménage à trois.

Although Catherine’s behaviour was widely known, it was quickly hushed up when she caught the King’s eye. To Henry, the girl was a ‘blushing rose without a thorn’, a ‘perfect jewel of womanhood’. When he discovered the truth after they were married, Catherine was stripped of her royal title and beheaded.

Sliding knot

In his book The Stranger in Ireland, published in 1806, the writer John Carr recorded that a gentleman of his acquaintance was forced to leave the street door unlocked at night so that servant girls could be visited by their boyfriends – otherwise nothing would get done about the house. In Ireland, the girl stripped down to her under-petticoat, ‘which is always fastened at the bottom, not infrequently, I am told, by a sliding knot,’ said Carr.


English engagement

Before rings were given as a symbol of engagement, in old England a silver coin was broken in two and each half retained by the partners in the betrothal. Later a coin was just bent, which was thought to bring good luck to the union. However, following the introduction of engagement rings, men and woman made a public act of their betrothal. There would be an exchange of rings and kisses, followed by an oath: ‘You swear by God and his holy saints herein and by all the saints of paradise, that you will take this woman who name is — — to wife within forty days, if Holy Church will permit.’ The priest then joined their hands and said, ‘And thus you affiance yourselves.’ The couple answered, ‘Yes, sir.’

Many couples used formal betrothal as an excuse to move in together, without waiting for the wedding ceremony. In 1622, a Puritan named Gouge condemned betrothed couples who considered themselves ‘in a middle degree betwixt single persons and married persons … yea, many take liberty after a contract to know their spouse, as if they were married: an unwarranted and dishonest practice’. The high rate of premarital pregnancy bears this out.
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Scottish betrothal

In old Scotland a couple could get engaged by going to a nearby stream at night, washing their hands in its waters and then joining hands across it. The poet Robert Burns was betrothed to Mary Campbell this way.

In 1869, the Reverend Charles Rogers recorded another betrothal custom in Scotland:


The fond swain, who had resolved to make proposals, sent for the object of his affection to the village alehouse, previously informing the landlady of his intentions. The damsel, who knew the purpose of the message, busked herself in her best attire, and waited on her admirer. She was entertained with a glass of ale; then the swain proceeded with his tale of love.



The swain asked whether the girl would have him, she replied that she’d hoped he might have asked a long time ago, he said others had said she might refuse him, which she denied. Then came the formal act of betrothal: the parties licked the thumbs of their right hands, pressed them together and vowed fidelity. Anyone violating the engagement would be guilty of perjury.

Scottish courts upheld oral contracts whereby evidence was produced that the participants had licked their thumbs and pressed them together.


Engaged by Odin

In Orkney, with its Viking influence, couples called upon the Norse god Odin to witness their engagement. They would visit the Temple of Odin at Stennis by the light of the moon. On her knees, the woman would evoke the god. Then the couple would clasp hands through hole in the stone of Odin and make their pledge to wed. Until 1760, this was held to be legal by the elders of the kirk, who punished those who broke their promise to Odin.

Engagement rings

Originally an engagement ring was actually three rings held together by a small rivet, which they could easily be detached from. Together they were called a gimmal. The rings carried a design that was complete only when the three parts were together. At the engagement, one part was given to the man, one to the woman and the third to a close friend who had witness the betrothal. They would wear the three parts until the wedding, where the gimmal was recombined to make the bride’s wedding ring.

Trial marriages

In parts of Yorkshire as late as 1887 a couple could enter into a trial marriage with the solemn undertaking, ‘If thee tak, I tak thee’ – that is, ‘if you take [become pregnant] I will take you [in marriage]’. If a man pulled out after the girl conceived he would be held in contempt by his neighbours. Otherwise the couple could split and would have no trouble in finding fresh partners for another trial marriage.
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