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Money and its Value

This is a story of men and their pursuit of the excitement afforded by gambling, so it is, perforce, a story of money: the tantalising lure of winning it easily, the fear of losing it all, and the delicious thrill of the moment when these two possibilities hang on the outcome of the turn of a card, the roll of a die, or the speed at which a group of horses cover a stretch of southern English downland on a late spring afternoon. In the 1840s British aristocrats were the most powerful body of men on the planet. They made everything from the fashions to the laws of the world’s unchallenged superpower; they accumulated fortunes that are barely imaginable to this day - even in twenty-first-century terms some of the sums involved are impressive, but when adjusted for inflation they are quite breathtaking.

It is hard to convey with mathematical accuracy the exact value of a mid-nineteenth-century fortune in today’s terms as the objects valued and prized by one society might be ignored by another. For instance, the affluent early Victorian paterfamilias with three children, jogging along on £1,000 per annum, could expect to spend just £40 - or 4 per cent - of his income on education, a percentage that many affluent twenty-first-century Britons in thrall to private education can only wonder at. In her essay ‘Homes and Habits’ on the cost of living in Early Victorian England, 1830-1865,a  Mrs C.S. Peel provides a useful rule of thumb:
Beginning with an income of £150 per annum, the man becomes a  gentleman, and when his income rises to £250 per annum, his ‘wife’ becomes his ‘Lady’. On £400 a year the family enjoy the services of two maidservants, one horse, and a groom. On £700 they keep one man and three maidservants and two horses. On £1,000 they blossom out into an establishment of three female servants, a coach-man and footman, a chariot or coach, phaeton or other four-wheeled carriage and a pair of horses. On £5,000 a year the establishment has grown to thirteen male and nine female servants, ten horses, a coach, a curricle and a Tilbury, Chaise or gig.





Of course, allowance has to be made for the change in the way of life. Labour-saving devices had yet to be invented, perhaps because labour was cheap - a nursemaid could expect to be paid £10 a year, less than a pound a month, a factor that made the sums squandered on gambling seem even more extravagant. At times the ‘servant problem’ would make itself felt and staff costs would rise, and as in our own times there were periods of national prosperity and austerity. But Mrs Peel’s general conclusion is that ‘in early Victorian England a family in good society could live more or less comfortably on £800-£1,000 a year’. While a family might live well for a year on that amount, for the men written about in this book £1,000 (and more often than not, multiples thereof) was considered little more than a reasonable sum to stake on the outcome of a horse race, prize fight, card game, or even a single roll of two ivory dice. In his history of the Jockey Club, Running Racing (1997), when describing what jockeys earned for riding in the three great classics of English racing, the Derby, the Oaks and the St Leger in the 1860s, John Tyrrel equates the value of £1 then to £120 in the late 1990s. For want of a better figure I have used this multiplicand to convey some idea, however inexact, of the amounts that were won and lost in the gambling houses, or ‘hells’, and on the racecourses of early Victorian England.




Introduction
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Above the fireplace in my office there is a large print of William Powell Frith’s The Derby Day. I have owned it for almost twenty years and in amongst the foxing and mottling around its edges it is just possible to pick out the signature of the artist. It is one of my favourite things. I never tire of it. It speaks to me like a visitor from another time.

I can see why the Victorians loved Frith: he depicted their world with the attention to detail and also the panoramic scope of the great novelists of the age. It may be a cliché to say that his narrative canvases are the visual counterpart to the books of Dickens and Thackeray, but then clichés often have a habit of being true.

As I write this, I look up at that image of a vanished age. The dandy, a silk scarf wound round his top hat lolling against a barouche, cigar dangling from his lips, a set of splendid seals hanging from the watch chain on his snowy waistcoat front, casts a supercilious glance at the ragged shoeless girl trying to interest him in her wares; while unseen beneath the carriage wheels, another urchin is reaching out to steal a bottle of champagne. The infant acrobat, lost in dreamy contemplation of the pie and lobster being set out for a picnic lunch, forgets that he is to perform some feat of agility. The thimble-rigger is busy practising his art, inviting bystanders to try their luck and find the pea hidden beneath one of the small cups he moves around a collapsible table, and it seems he has found a victim, as one of the onlookers has a crisp white banknote in his hand. To the left of the picture a row of striped tents promising  refreshment and more march off into the distance - you can almost taste the brandy and water, smell the cigar smoke and sense the excitement and expectation. It is a picture that teems with the life of the age.

I have long been fascinated by the event that was the confluence of the varied rivers and tributaries of English life, and it was while researching a book about Count d’Orsay that I came across the story of the 1844 Derby and caught a glimpse of how the culture of gambling in its many manifestations had taken hold of society. It struck me as a great yarn: a tale of rogues and rascals, of subterfuge and chicanery: with duelling, suicide and murder as seasoning. It had the lot: an intricate, audacious plot to ‘steal’ a fortune, and a cast of characters that, like the best Victorian stories, included everyone from dukes to prize fighters, Corinthians to clerks, moralising prigs to horse dopers, and members of parliament to jockeys. The tide of the narrative swept from grand stately homes to low gambling dens, from the taverns of the day to one of the most ancient courts in the land, via the many racecourses and trainers’ yards. It even lapped around the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel, whose brother was a key player in the drama.

The more I looked into it, the more engrossed I became in this penumbral world, with its near impenetrable argot and characters so memorable that they seemed to have bathed in the ink of Dickens’s pen. In the end it is not so much an account of a horse race, but of a national event and the state of the nation to which it belonged. In a world before Association Football and motorsport, racing was the sport that gripped the nation and the Derby was its ultimate prize. Imagine the thrill of a World Cup Final or the deciding race in a Formula One season and you begin to get a sense of the importance of the event and the sums of money that were at stake. More interesting still was the fact that in the year of 1844 Britain witnessed a paradigm shift in its sense of national morality and its view of itself. In many ways this was the year in which the last embers  of the blithe and callous amorality of the Georgian age were extinguished by what have since become known as Victorian values. Above all, I hope you will agree that it is a great story and that I have managed to convey some of its excitement and drama.




Prologue
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As he walked into the library of the House of Commons on 25 May 1848, Benjamin Disraeli could be forgiven for feeling rather pleased with himself. Aged forty-three, this former lawyer, stock-market speculator and silver-fork novelist could no longer be called a young man; but at last his political career was gathering momentum. No one, except perhaps he himself, saw in this flashy, opportunistic, over-dressed Westminster fop a future prime minister. However, he was acquiring a reputation as a witty orator whose telling barbs had provided some of the most vivid rhetorical fire-works of the civil war between the protectionists and free-traders over the Corn Laws, effectively destroying the old Tory Party. Passed over for office by Sir Robert Peel, Disraeli had nursed his grudge until he became a lacerating critic of the ‘Right Honourable Baronet’.

But it is quite possible that Disraeli would have remained little more than an interesting parliamentary footnote, supplier of amusing soundbites for the political sketch writers and an irritant for the Peelites, had it not been for the tall, severe-looking man he now encountered in the library standing in front of the bookcases, his hand on a book but his mind obviously elsewhere.

Although both men were roughly of the same age - in their mid-forties - they made an odd couple: the macassared dandy and the aloof, auburn-haired aristocrat. Where Disraeli was all polychromatic satin and silk, there was an austere patrician elegance about black-clad Lord George Bentinck, the anguished-looking man at the bookshelves. Yet, in spite of the differences that divided them, the two were friends. Although Disraeli would in time  become the greater man by far, the most fascinating of the Queen Empress’s prime ministers, architect and mythmaker of the Victorian imperium, right now, in 1848, Queen Victoria was still in her twenties and as a younger son of a duke it was Bentinck who was the senior partner in this unlikely double act. After years of political obscurity, during which he had ‘attended the house rather as a club than senate’, Bentinck had suddenly emerged as the champion of the landed interest, a revanchist nobleman motivated by a violent quasi-chivalric revulsion at what he saw as Peel’s breach of honour in repealing the Corn Laws - the import tariffs that had been brought in during 1815 to protect British grain prices had done much over the ensuing years to increase the power and wealth of the landed elite.

Disraeli worshipped Lord George with the intensity of a school-girl crush. ‘Nature had clothed this vehement spirit with a material form which was in perfect harmony with its noble and commanding character,’ he was to write of his idol, caressing his features with honeyed prose:
He was tall and remarkable for his presence; his countenance almost a model of manly beauty; the face oval, the complexion clear and mantling the forehead lofty and white; the nose aquiline and delicately moulded; the upper lip short. But it was from the dark-brown eye that flashed with piercing scrutiny that all the character of the man came forth: a brilliant glance, not soft, but ardent, acute, imperious, incapable of deception or of being deceived.





Disraeli’s affection was doubtless intensified by the coupling of Bentinck’s good looks with a background that was about as grand as it was possible to get. Third son of the 4th Duke of Portland, Bentinck was born to the unassailable social position and colossal wealth that Disraeli spent his life working towards. Of Jewish ancestry, Disraeli’s father, realising the immanent anti-Semitism of British society, had baptised his children as Anglicans, and Disraeli had secured his financial position only by marrying a rich widow twelve years his senior.

For Disraeli, Bentinck was all that he could have hoped for in a friend and patron. And on his idealised portrait of the man to whom he had already hitched his personal political ambition he hung his own concept of what an aristocrat should be, describing him as ‘a whig of 1688’ and a champion of ‘civil and religious liberty’. However, even Disraeli could not put an entirely positive gloss on Bentinck’s ‘too rigid tenacity of opinion’ and ‘quickness of temper’, but with a novelist’s insight he recognised these shortcomings as compensations for a ‘too sensitive heart’. And as he walked across the room to his friend, he saw in those expressive brown eyes that this ‘too sensitive heart’ was suffering cruelly. Disraeli knew that his friend had been fretting about the free-trade leanings of the Select Committee on Sugar and Coffee Planting which had finished hearing evidence a couple of days earlier. But even though Bentinck had been working eighteen-hour days and was keenly interested in the outcome, his distress was of a different, more intense order - ‘his countenance was greatly disturbed.’

Before emerging as the surprise political champion of the Protectionists, Bentinck had been known chiefly as an owner of racehorses, a pastime he had pursued with the same monomaniacal, pitiless energy that he now directed against his Free-trade opponents. He had built the finest stud in the country and then sold it on impulse for a giveaway price so that he could immerse himself in the Protectionist cause. However, it was his discarded Turf career and the tantalising prospect of what might have been that was now torturing him so exquisitely. It was the day after the Derby, which had been won by a horse called Surplice on which Lord George had wagered and won handsomely. But money never really mattered much to him; it had only ever been a way of keeping score or, as Disraeli put it rather more picturesquely, ‘He counted his thousands after a great race as a victorious general counts his cannon and his prisoners.’1


What mortified Lord George was that Surplice had been his own horse. He had bred him, having bought his dam Crucifix, ‘one of the scraggiest and most uncompromising foals ever seen’,2 a decade  or so earlier. Surplice had gone in the snap sale of his entire stud a couple of years earlier. His whole adult life and hundreds of thousands of pounds (today, tens of millions) had been spent in pursuit of a Derby win, ‘that paramount and Olympian stake’,3 and now ‘his’ horse had won it - except, of course, it was no longer ‘his’ horse. His distress was particularly piquant as he was even deprived of the satisfaction of seeing the race: he had arrived at Epsom just four minutes4 after it had finished.

He turned to Disraeli and, giving ‘a sort of superb groan’, murmured, ‘All my life I have been trying for this, and for what have I sacrificed it!’ So poignant was his distress that even Disraeli was lost for something to say to comfort him. Taking his friend’s silence for a lack of understanding of the gravity and import of the situation, Bentinck reproached him with the words, ‘You do not know what the Derby is.’

‘Yes I do,’ replied Disraeli, ‘it is the blue ribbon of the Turf.’

‘It is the blue ribbon of the Turf,’ said Bentinck slowly, in his curiously squeaky emotion-choked voice, repeating the words as if in search of some solace from them. He then sat down at a table and ‘buried himself in a folio of statistics’.5 But it is hard to believe that his close study of the recommendation for a ten-shilling differential duty to favour sugar produced by Britain’s colonies provided the distraction and consolation he needed. Instead, it is likely that his mind wandered back over his Turf career and lingered particularly on his leading role in the extraordinary events of the notorious Derby of 1844, the most crooked and corrupt major race ever run on British soil, a race that marked a nadir in the reputation of British racing and which had been the catalyst for wide-reaching social change. In many ways, what later became known as Victorian values - integrity, fair play and that elusive quality of gentle-manliness - were cooked in the crucible of that tumultuous year.




1

The Blue Ribbon of the Turf
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Pompeius before Pharsalia, Harold before Hastings, Napoleon before Waterloo, might afford some striking contrasts to the immediate catastrophe of their fortunes . . . and yet the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of a first-rate English race, in the degree of its excitement, and sometimes in the tragic emotions of its close, may vie even with these.


 


Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil: or, The Two Nations


[image: 006]

Disraeli was perhaps the closest friend that Lord George Bentinck had, and of course Disraeli knew what the Derby was. But could he really know what it meant to a man like Lord George? It is typical of Lord George’s arrogance that he thought not. Had he had any doubt about the matter he need only have turned to the opening pages of Disraeli’s Sybil: or, the Two Nations (1845), a political text disguised as a slightly clunking novel. While the book sets out Disraeli’s parliamentary stall as a compassionate Conservative, one deeply interested in the miseries endured by the agricultural and urban working classes, in fiction as in life he is unable to resist the lure of the high life and the book opens with an account of aristocratic betters placing their wagers on the eve of the Derby of 1837.

He was, it seems, only too aware that the Derby was far more than the sum of its parts. Of the race, the few minutes during which a field of about twenty horses thunders around a mile and a half of Surrey downland, he becomes quite lyrical, far more eloquent than poor old Lord George groping for words with which to express his distress. Disraeli writes: ‘A few minutes, only a few  minutes, and the event that for twelve months has been the pivot of so much calculation, of such subtle combinations, of such deep conspiracies, round which the thought and passion of the sporting world have hung like eagles, will be recorded in the fleeting tables of the past. But what minutes! Count them by sensation, and not by calendars, and each moment is a day and the race a life.’ The sense of expectation, the drama of long-cherished hopes dashed or realised, the excitement of the moment all gamblers crave, when events are in train and yet when everything seems possible - it is all here in Disraeli’s prose. The modern cliché ‘emotional rollercoaster’ seems particularly pusillanimous when ranged alongside the parallels drawn by Disraeli: ‘Pompeius before Pharsalia, Harold before Hastings, Napoleon before Waterloo’, ‘the inspired mariner who has just discovered a new world; the sage who has revealed a new planet’,1 are at least in Dizzy’s eyes much the same as the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of the Derby.

But in his hyperbole the novelist was only articulating the inner experience of the hundreds of thousands attending this horse race, and the many millions more up and down the country who had staked their single shilling or their thousands of guineas on the outcome.

By the 1840s the Derby was a totemic happening, a shared obsession that galvanised and unified the nation. The first annual sporting event truly to capture the national imagination, it was almost a national holiday, and such was the racing fever in the highest circles that even the business of governing the country was suspended. For a period from 1847, on the suggestion of Lord George Bentinck, both Houses of Parliament adjourned for most of the week in which the Derby was run. Lord Palmerston called this holiday ‘part of the unwritten law of Parliament’.2 It was also Palmerston who, trying to commiserate with the notoriously austere Gladstone over some severe disappointment, said, ‘Of course you are mortified and disappointed, but your disappointment is nothing to mine, who had a horse with whom I hoped to win the Derby, and we went amiss at the last moment.’3  And it was said of another prime minister, the 14th Earl of Derby, that he would ‘as soon have won the Derby once, as have been, as he was, Prime Minister of England twice’.4b


For many it was not merely the most significant sporting fixture, but the single most important event in the year. People dated events in their lives by it, and years were indexed and identified by the name of the winning horse: for instance, 1830 would have been known as the year of Priam’s Derby. ‘The “Derby Day” is a sort of era in the lives of most persons, and certain classes are accustomed to date from, or refer events to, the anniversary of its recurrence,’ wrote The Times in 1844, ‘so that, independently of its sporting importance, it has a claim as the terminus a quo or ad quem by which a portion of the community calculate the revolutions of time.’5


Of the transformation undergone by the quiet town of Epsom, one commentator wrote, ‘It may in this the middle of the nineteenth century, on the morning of the great race, be truly pronounced the national museum of character’, adding that ‘the main street’ of this town of fewer than four thousand year-round inhabitantsc  ‘on this momentous occasion, contains literally, specimens of every rank and calling, every phase and shade of character; and these again, from every county, and most parishes in Great Britain; and fully entitle us to term the display a museum of humanity’.6


That great nineteenth-century curator of the national museum of character Charles Dickens wrote up his 1851 visit to Epsom in his magazine Household Words, and the day was of course rendered part of nineteenth-century folklore when William Powell Frith painted his epic narrative canvas, simply entitled The Derby Day. Exhibited as part of the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition of 1858, the picture required crowd control: a silken rope was insufficient to cope with the throng that surrounded it and instead an iron rail   was installed to protect it from its admirers. ‘My first visit to Epsom was in the May of 1856 - Blink Bonnie’s year,’ wrote Frith in his memoirs. ‘My first Derby had no interest for me as a race, but as giving me the opportunity of studying life and character, it is ever to be gratefully remembered.’7 But in recording the event Frith was also sentimentalising it: ladies in open barouches sheltering their pale complexions beneath parasols; gentlemen in gleaming top-hats; an occasional apple-cheeked, smocked rustic; even the urchins in the centre foreground look washed, their hair freshly tousled for Mr Frith, giving the impression that they have been borrowed from the drawings of Norman Rockwell rather than the workhouses and slums of Victorian Britain.

This more or less wholesome pageant of mid-nineteenth-century society, making the blue ribbon of the Turf fit the cosy bourgeois template of the family day out, would have seemed very strange to the race’s founder, the 12th Earl of Derby, one of the great libertines of the late eighteenth century. Born into a family chiefly known for its patronage of cock-fighting and racing, his father had been thoughtful enough to marry an heiress and then drop dead, leaving his son in possession of a huge fortune while still in his teens. His house in Grosvenor Square, built by the Adams brothers, was a byword for lavish hospitality, and when in 1774 he became engaged to the bewitchingly beautiful daughter of the Duke of Hamilton he set about celebrating the nuptials in the style for which he had become famous.

As well as his townhouse he had just taken a house called The Oaks near the once fashionable spa town of Epsom. Epsom’s spring and its foul-tasting purgative waters had been all the rage in the seventeenth century, overtaking Royal Tunbridge Wells in popularity. The place had become the nexus of fashion, crowded with the sedan chairs and carriages of the haut ton, as a whole social world grew up around the ritual of taking the waters, a world that included daily races on the Downs. ‘Taverns, at that time reputed to be the largest in England, were opened,’8 and it was one of these, a former ale house called The Oaks, that was  turned into a splendid country house where young Lord Stanley, as he was then, celebrated his marriage. By this time the attractions of the spa and the springs had waned, but the races endured and there was cock-fighting too, which suited the young nobleman handsomely. The wedding went off in great style: dancing pavilion by Robert Adam; marital masque, called The Maid of the Oaks, directed by Garrick; and the sense of an elaborate fête champêtre enhanced by orange trees and haycocks of straw-coloured satin. After such a promising start the marriage, however, foundered; perhaps the earl’s fondness for staging cock-fights in the drawing-room had something to do with it. Lady Derby ran off with the Duke of Dorset, leaving her cuckolded husband to his racing and cock-fighting.

During the eighteenth century racing was very different from the fast and thrilling sport it would eventually become. The first year for which anything approaching a full list of races exist was 1727, when out of a total of 332 races the majority (over 80 per cent) were ‘plates’ or ‘purses’ put up by the Crown, town, a local dignitary or a racecourse. The other popular method of trying horses was the ‘match’, a private arrangement where two gentlemen would determine to match their horses against each other over a set distance, typically four miles, on mutually agreed terms. Heat racing was also popular at this time, although this could be confusing on occasion.

The main differences were that the horses were much older and raced over much longer distances than would later be the case; the youngest age for a racehorse was four years old, but the majority of races imposed no age limits, meaning that racehorses were aged six, seven and sometimes older. And the stamina of older horses was required for the long distances: there were just five races under four miles in length, the longest, by contrast, was a taxing eight miles. Gradually, however, there was a move towards a novel form of racing whereby a larger number of horses were entered in a race in which the stake of each entrant was pooled with the rest to provide an attractive prize; these so-called sweepstakes often  involved younger horses running at greater speeds over shorter distances.

The most notable of these had been started in Doncaster in 1776 for three-year-olds over two miles. It had been repeated the following year, and by 1778 it was carrying the name of one of its founding subscribers, Lieutenant General Anthony St Leger. That year the roisterers at a house party at The Oaks decided that the following spring they too would hold a sweepstake, for three-year-old fillies to be run over a mile and a half, and that it would be named in honour of their host - or rather his house. Seventeen people subscribed fifty guineas apiece for the first Oaks Stakes and in 1779 a dozen horses started, Lord Derby winning with a horse called Bridget.

The first Oaks was little more than a race among friends, but it had been fun, such fun in fact that they decided to run it again and that a further sweepstake would be added for three-year-old colts and fillies, to be run over a mile.d Racing folklore relates that it was a toss-up as to whether the race would be called the Derby or the Bunbury, after Sir Charles Bunbury. Sir Charles was Britain’s first ‘dictator of the turf’, a role he relished. Bunbury’s descendants maintain that the name of the famous Epsom race was decided over dinner with the flip of a coin, the earl giving his name to the eponymous event and Bunbury’s horse Diomed winning the first Derby Stakes.

Bunbury had appointed himself president of the nascent Jockey Club, a name that implies far more order than there really was to the group of mainly aristocratic owners who had begun meeting at the Star and Garter in Pall Mall during the middle years of the eighteenth century.e It was run very much as a private club, or clique, and the concept of anything as formal as a governing body for the sport of racing would not have occurred to its members,   who, though nobly born, were often far from high-minded. Typical of its membership was the 3rd Duke of Grafton, a great-grandson of Charles II and his mistress Barbara Villiers. Born in 1735, Grafton was prime minister by the age of thirty-one but did his best to live down to the standards of a debauched age. Of him Walpole once commented, ‘In his Grace’s view the world should be postponed to a whore and horse race.’9 Grafton was an enthusiastic participant in the Derby, winning three times (in 1803, 1809 and 1810).

This, then, was the calibre of man who was attracted to Epsom. And as Britain entered the nineteenth century the temper of the race meeting reflected the rather louche habits of its subscribers: drinking, whoring, cock-fighting, coursing, gambling at hazard and so on. One French visitor to an early Epsom meeting was appalled by the ad hoc nature of this sporting free-for-all:
Horse racing and cock-fighting are carried on here to a pitch of absolute madness. There are neither lists nor barriers at these races. The horses run in the midst of the crowd, who leave only a space sufficient for them to pass through, at the same time encouraging them by gestures and loud shouts. The victor finds it a difficult matter to disengage himself from the crowd, who congratulate, caress and embrace him with an effusion of heart which it is not easy to form an idea of without having seen it.10






Often spectators would get so carried away that they would almost join in the race, shadowing the competitors on their own mounts; and given that the course was only very vaguely marked out, spectators on foot risked injury from the competing horses.

Indeed, the whole of Derby Day was a hazardous event. Thanks to its relative proximity to London, it soon became a magnet for the rogues and criminals of the metropolis. Covering the Derby in 1795, The Times reported a catalogue of crime:
Several carriages were broken to pieces and one Lady had her arm broken. There was much private business done in the swindling way. One black-legged fellow cleared nearly a thousand pounds by the old  trick of an E.O. table.f Another had a faro table and was on the eve of doing business when he was detected with a palmed card; almost the whole of what may be justly styled the ‘vagabond gamblers’ of London were present. Mr Bowes, half-brother of the Earl of Strathmore, was robbed of a gold watch and a purse containing 30 guineas at Epsom races, on Thursday last. Many other persons shared a similar fate, both on the same evening and Friday. Upwards of 30 carriages were robbed coming from the races.11






Although still only a parochial meeting, the Derby was already making its mark as the criminal’s playground par excellence. As the century progressed and as the crowds at the Derby grew from thousands to tens of thousands, so the potential for profit by the ‘vicious and unprincipled’12 of all classes (as one contemporary put it) increased.
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Lord George
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His was one of those composite characters, in which opposite qualities, motives, and feelings were so strangely intermingled that nothing but a nice analysis, a very close and impartial inspection of it, can do him justice.


 


C.F. Greville, The Greville Memoirs 1814-18601
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There is little doubt that Lord George Bentinck was one of the most spoilt and indulged men in England.

When his father, the irreproachably respectable fourth Duke of Portland, inherited the dukedom in 1809 he also inherited debts of half a million pounds. Through careful and clever management he paid off those debts and in later life was able to enjoy an income of £100,000 a year (it helped, also, that his wife brought a considerable fortune with her). Portland was a racing man, elected to the Jockey Club in 1809 and owner of the 1819 Derby winner, Tiresias. He was committed to the sport in other ways too. As the owner of a considerable expanse of the Heath at Newmarket he invested in making the ground suitable for the exercise of racehorses and bought further parcels of land adjoining the Heath so as to safeguard the gallops. In addition, he loaned the Jockey Club the money to buy the freehold of its Newmarket rooms in 1831. In a very concrete sense he contributed to Newmarket’s status as the capital of horse racing. But interestingly, although he bred racehorses he did not care for gambling. To the noise of the Derby crowds he preferred the relative calm of Newmarket, where he had a huge wagon ‘fitted up as a movable stand’2 and watched the races  through a powerful telescope. He dressed like the quiet country gentleman he was, in top-boots and stag-skin breeches, the gilt buttons of the Jockey Club gleaming dully on his blue coat.

His third son George inherited his taste for sober clothes. In town - at least when he had not come straight from hunting - Lord George preferred to wear ‘a long black frock-coat, a black or very dark blue, double-breasted, velvet waistcoat, and dark trousers, having (in the fashion of that day) straps attached, which passed under his boots. Over his waistcoat he wore a fine long, gold, chain, which went around his neck, and was clasped together on his breast by a gold loop, in which was set a large and very conspicuous turquoise’, thought by some to represent the sky blue of his racing colours. ‘Round his neck he wore a costly cream-coloured satin scarf of great length, knotted under his chin, and with a gold pin stuck in it. This gold pin (he had two or more of them) contained either a big ruby or a pearl. On his head he invariably wore a tall, new, beaver hat.’3 By the standards of the day he indeed struck a serious, almost sombre, note with his dress; by contrast, the dandies were still piling on their gaudy double or triple waistcoats and garlanding themselves with chains and rings before squeezing themselves into coats of bottle green. On the racecourse Lord George was his father’s son, in appearance at least: ‘dressed in buckskin breeches or tight-fitting buckskin trousers - none of your Norway does or West-Riding imitations, but in the hides of his own stags, - with exquisitely-made boots of the true orthodox length, and antique colouring in top; a buff waistcoat, and reddish brown double-breasted coat, ornamented by the button of the Jockey Club; a quiet beaver [hat], placed at neither a right angle nor yet a left, but in the juste milieu of gentlemanly taste, on a well-formed head of auburn hair, with large whiskers of the same colour.’4


He passed his childhood at the family seat of Welbeck unencumbered by much in the way of an education. Charles Greville, the prolific diarist who was Bentinck’s cousin and sometime racing partner, cannot remember whether Bentinck attended a ‘publick school’.5 His 1971 biographer Michael Seth-Smith says, ‘He was  sent neither to Eton nor Christ Church’;6 but his racehorse trainer John Kent claims he attended Eton, while the sporting author Sylvanus has him attending both Eton and Oxford. Whatever the truth about his education, it is safe to say that with the exception of his betting book it is doubtful that he ever opened a volume with any pleasure. Even Disraeli was forced to admit of his idol, with ornate understatement, that ‘he had not much sustained his literary culture’.7 As a younger son it was a toss-up between the Army and the Church and accordingly in 1820, aged eighteen, he was gazetted into the 9th Royal Lancers as a cornet.

Indulged at home, he did not take orders at all well, and after a promising start his demeanour deteriorated rapidly. This prompted his direct superior, one Captain Ker, to write to him complaining of ‘your inattention to your duty accompanied by a total estrangement from that subordinate & respectful carriage, which marked your entry into the Regiment - your determined opposition to me in every possible way - your avoidance of communication upon points of duty, and in short a fixed disposition to fly in my face upon all occasions’.8 Lord George sent the letter to his commanding officer, a court of inquiry was convened and Ker was forced to apologise.

Bentinck then left the Army to join the political staff of his uncle, the Foreign Secretary George Canning. But Ker did not let the matter rest. Bentinck wrote from Paris on 21 May:
My dear Father, Captain Ker has thought proper in consequence of the failure of his original attempt to avenge himself upon me early in February last & the rancour that that failure has caused to remain upon his mind to send me a challenge & follow me to Paris to put it in effect. I accepted; & upon his arrival in Paris an attempt at arrangement was made by the friends of both sides but such arrangement not being agreed to it was settled that we should meet at seven o’clock last Friday Evening in the Bois de Boulogne. When we were on the point of taking our ground (both parties having arrived according to appointment) we were interrupted by the Police who exacted from all parties their word of honour not to meet again in France. The next  day the seconds of both parties considering that the affair ought there to terminate came to a determination not to take any further part in the affair.9






Ker, obviously a very touchy man who felt the injustice of the matter keenly, claimed that Lord George had alerted the authorities because he was too afraid to fight the duel. Given the involvement of the Foreign Secretary and the fact that one of the parties was the son of a respected duke, HRH the Duke of York, the Commander-in-Chief, became involved. Captain Ker was forced to retire on half-pay, later dying of cholera in Paris. It was clearly Ker who chose to escalate the matter, but the arrogance of Lord George was what started it and he might have thought twice about ‘sneaking’ on Ker to their commanding officer. It was probably in connection with this incident that Charles Greville, who held the post of Clerk to the Privy Council, was asked by his uncle the Duke of Portland to ‘go to the Duke of York’.10


After Canning’s death, for which Bentinck was to blame Peel and accuse him of as much twenty years later, saying that Peel ‘had chased and hunted Mr Canning to death’, Lord George was at a loose end. He succeeded his brother as Conservative Member of Parliament for King’s Lynn, but what really fired his soul was racing. Parental influence aside, his first taste of the sport came in 1824 when, aged twenty-two, he rode at Goodwood for the Cocked-Hat Stakes. It was a particularly thrilling race. He eventually beat ‘Lord George Lennox’s bay gelding, Swindon, and three others, after running two dead heats with Swindon’,11 and the excitement and the rush of victory would alter the course of his life. Suddenly his aimless existence had a focus: racing delivered what the Army and politics had failed to supply, a sense of purpose.

Thereafter ‘he attended Goodwood races without intermission’12  and, indeed, almost any race meeting he could find. Shortly after that initial euphoria of winning as a jockey, young Lord George Bentinck began to take what is euphemistically called ‘an interest’ in the horses owned by his cousin Charles Greville. Soon he was  drawn into the engrossing and extremely expensive world of racing.

In the 1820s owning and betting on horses was still an upper-class and aristocratic occupation; it is estimated that the number of racehorse owners in the first two decades of the century did not rise much above five hundred.13 Racing may have been moving away from the practice of matching a few horses against each other towards races of larger fields such as the Derby, the Oaks and the St Leger, but betting was still something conducted largely between owners. They would typically back a horse at long odds far in advance of a race and, as the race approached, hedge, betting on other horses - in effect, laying against the horse with the object of making a profit if it won, but losing nothing if it did not. There was no betting market as we know it, and the concept of a modern bookmaker taking bets on all the horses in a race did not exist; owners would seek each other out and make wagers between each other, entering them in their betting books.

It has to be borne in mind that the degree of literacy and numeracy required also militated against working-class involvement in betting. It was, by the nature of racehorse ownership and the absence of publicly available information, an exclusive activity. Owners would meet, say, at the Jockey Club’s coffee room in Newmarket or at race meetings, or at each other’s country houses or in their clubs on St James’s Street in London. At the racecourse there would be frantic last-minute betting at the betting post, where the interested parties would form a ring, call out the odds they were prepared to offer, note any takers, then gallop back to see the start of the race or, as some of the more spirited spectators did at the Derby, ride alongside the field. It was a system based on mutual trust and knowledge of the people with whom they were betting. And the system worked well enough when the owners constituted a small, largely aristocratic circle of a few hundred.

Although via the influence of the Jockey Club the phenomenon of racing was growing, the sport was still very much in its infancy. A semblance of regulation was beginning to be felt: for instance, as far back as 1762 some nineteen owners had registered their racing  colours, and this list formed a representative cross-section of the racehorse owners, including as it did five dukes, a marquis, five earls, a viscount, a lord, two knights or baronets and two plain misters. In 1773 the Jockey Club sanctioned the publication of a  Racing Calendar by James Weatherby. The Weatherby family would go on to publish British racing’s important works, not least the  Stud Book, which made its appearance in 1791.

It is fair to say that, on the whole, cheating was accepted as a reality of the sport. There are plenty of stories of eve-of-race break-ins at stables for the purpose of getting at fancied horses; the substances fed to them ranged from two pounds of lead shot, which had fatal results, to opium balls, the effects of which can be imagined. Action tended to be taken only when dishonesty was too blatant to ignore, as happened in 1791 during the celebrated ‘Escape Affair’. Escape was a horse owned by the Prince of Wales and ridden by the first nationally famous jockey Sam Chifney. Chifney was a horseman of innate genius, ‘an artist with the whip’.14  Escape was the favourite to win this particular race, so there was surprise when Chifney finished last. Escape was brought out the following day and, given its lacklustre performance, was backed at much more advantageous odds by the Prince and his jockey, this time winning easily, outstripping a field that included two of the horses that had beaten it twenty-four hours earlier. The stewards of the Jockey Club were outraged and after an investigation approached the Prince, informing him that if Chifney raced again for him ‘no gentleman would start against him’.15 The rift was not healed until 1828, when the Prince, now King George IV, gave a dinner for the Jockey Club.

Notwithstanding, the Turf had survived without royal patronage and by the early nineteenth century was a very colourful milieu attracting, and destroying, some of the great fortunes of the age. A famous example was Lord Foley, a noted owner and gambler of the Regency, who was forced to raise almost £1 million (today, £120,000,000) by selling his Worcestershire estate. Indeed, well into the century the sort of man attracted to racing was typically  the same rich, aristocratic, reckless spendthrift who had been drawn to the Turf a century earlier. A by no means exceptional example of this sort of man was the 13th Earl of Eglinton (sometimes spelt Eglintoun) who squandered a vast fortune on such indulgences as a full medieval tournament (recorded in Disraeli’s novel Endymion). Although his horses won many of the classics including the Derby of 1849, the enduring image is of the man who prided himself on his capacity for consuming champagne. One day he was bragging about how much he could drink at the Jockey Club’s rooms at Newmarket when Colonel Peel, brother of Sir Robert, mentioned that he knew of someone who might beat him. Peel then introduced his brother-in-law Sir David Baird, who proceeded to match Eglinton bottle for bottle until ‘at last Lord Eglinton turned as pale as death, and rose slowly from his chair, exclaiming, “I can do no more”’ and went to bed. Thereupon Baird apparently stood up, played three games of billiards, winning two of them, took a nightcap and was out riding shortly after dawn the following day, ‘a short black pipe of Cavendish [tobacco] between his lips’. Meanwhile, Eglinton was seen wandering about without his hat ‘which he confessed was too heavy for his poor head’.16 In addition to staging medieval tournaments, backing horses and drinking champagne Lord Eglinton somehow found time to act as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland.

Even more colourful was the eccentric Lord Glasgow who was distinguished by his dogged persistence in breeding from bloodlines that everyone else knew to be useless. He then compounded his error by spending his enormous annual income of £150,000 (£14,400,000) a year making matches (arranging for one of his horses to race against another) and heavy wagers that he almost invariably lost. He changed his trainers almost incessantly and confused matters further by refusing to name the many horses he entered - if pressed, he would register them under names such as ‘He isn’t worth a name’.17 Quick to anger, he would shoot horses that disappointed him and yet he devoted his life to them, preferring to drive his own coach and four long after railways covered most  of England. A martyr to chronic headaches and back pain, he would try to ease his discomfort by placing a chloroform-soaked handkerchief over his face. He dressed strangely, favouring a bright waistcoat that was many sizes too big and trousers of white nankeen several inches too short, worn over heavy rustic boots that were invariably unlaced. Although eighteenth-century in so many of his traits, this remarkable anachronism of a man survived until 1869. It was Lord Glasgow who once, losing patience with a waiter, threw him out of a window with the immortal line that he should be added to the bill; the waiter sustained a broken arm and Lord Glasgow was charged a fiver. This may seem high-handed and callous today, but the incident illustrates very accurately the relationship that prevailed between aristocrats and menials; while not living in a state of abject vassalage or serfdom, the working classes of the time were separated from their social superiors by an almost unbridgeable chasm, and this was as true in racing as it was when it came to defenestrating recalcitrant waiters.

Eglinton and Glasgow were representative of the aristocratic ownership of the studs. Their birth, wealth and uniquely frivolous outlook on life placed a huge gulf between them and the men who trained and rode for them. The vocabulary of the time is eloquent on the social divide. These men were not skilled professionals but servants; well into the nineteenth century the term used was not ‘trainer’ but ‘training groom’, while jockeys were known as ‘riding grooms’. The life of these early jockeys was wretched. Slight of build, they were weakened further during the flat-racing season when they could only look on while others ate, and they endured periods of wasting, their wrinkled and sagging features testifying to prolonged bouts of severe fasting. They would take miserable walks of many miles in the heat of summer swathed in heavy clothes, ‘scraping the perspiration from their heads and faces with a horn carried for the purpose’ sometimes collapsing through exhaustion. The rewards were paltry - ‘five guineas if he wins and three if he loses a race’18 - the gulf between these sums and the fortunes that were wagered providing fecund ground for bribery and malfeasance.
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This was the curious, colourful, class-conscious world in which the young and good-looking Lord George Bentinck chose to immerse himself entirely for the next two decades. He approached the Turf with the violent energy that was to characterise his attitude to the causes he adopted, funded of course by his family’s money. As a creature of impulse and yet monumental inflexibility, the result was that in a very short time he was betting heavily and in the Doncaster St Leger of 1826 he lost a spectacular amount: £27,000 (£3,240,000) was the figure bruited about, but there were those who thought it was much more. His trainer John Kent, for instance, believed that ‘from his Lordship subsequently admitting to me that it was “the most disastrous event of his racing career,” I feel sure that his loss must have greatly exceeded that sum; and his mother, and sister, Lady Charlotte Bentinck, afterwards Viscountess Ossington, most kindly and generously assisted him to meet it’. Inevitably, his father got to hear of it and, given his own opposition to betting, was ‘much troubled and grieved about it’.19


Concerned that his son was falling in with a fast crowd, the duke, who had paid £11,000 (£1,320,000) of George’s debts, ‘extracting a promise that he would not bet any more on the turf,’20 came up with a plan and bought him an estate in Ayrshire in the hope of distracting him from the Turf. It was a typically indulgent way of demonstrating his displeasure. However, ‘the natural instinct could not be suppressed, stimulated as it was by his father’s stud, by that of his cousin, Mr Greville (who was his senior by seven years), by his own great attachment to Goodwood, and to his valued friend, the 5th Duke of Richmond’ (not to mention the Duke of Richmond’s wife, for whom Bentinck had conceived a passion). In other words, Lord George was addicted to racing. While his father thought he was pursuing the quiet life of a Scottish landowner, Lord George had cajoled Richmond into letting him ‘share a few horses with him’21 and very soon he was buying horses and running them in Richmond’s name.

One thing led to another, and before long Lord George was also  running horses in the names of Charles Greville, Lord Orford, Lord Lichfield, Mr King (a trainer), John Bowe, a Doncaster publican (as well as keeping horses at Goodwood Bentinck maintained a stud at Doncaster) and others besides. Greville takes up the story:
The Duke, his Father (the most innocent of men), had his curiosity awakened by seeing a great number of horses running in the names of men whom he never saw or heard of. These were all his Son’s aliases. He asked a great many questions about these invisible personages, to the great amusement of all the Newmarket world. At last it was evident that he must find out the truth, and I urged George to tell it him at once. With great reluctance and no small apprehension he assented, and mustering up courage he told the Duke that all those horses were his. The intimation was very ill received; the Duke was indignant. He accused him of having violated his word; and he was so angry that he instantly quitted Newmarket and returned to Welbeck. For a long time he would not see George at all; at last the Duchess contrived to pacify him; he resumed his usual habits with his son, and in the end he took an interest in the horses, tacitly acquiesced in the whole thing, and used to take pleasure in seeing them and hearing about them.22






But, finally tiring of this subterfuge, the Duke of Richmond had refused to allow Bentinck to run horses in his name any longer, and accordingly Bentinck moved his animals to be trained by the ironically named ‘Honest’ John Day at Danebury in Hampshire. Day was a talented jockey who had started riding racehorses at the age of ten, before becoming a successful trainer with a highly questionable reputation. A picture of him in later life depicts a florid-featured man. His impressive quiff balanced by splendid whiskers cascading down to his jawline, a flower in his buttonhole and a prominent pin impaling his tie just below a bulky knot, all contrived to give his appearance a meretricious flashiness entirely in keeping with his character: here was a man who would have been pleased to sell you a horse that had had only one careful lady owner.

The Days, father and sons, were a picturesque dynasty of rogues  celebrated for their lack of scruples when it came to pulling, doping, nobbling or otherwise making horses ‘safe’. They were highly effective and utterly unencumbered by morals, on occasion betraying the owners for whom they worked. While far from alone on the Turf in their dishonesty, it is fair to say that they were among the leaders when it came to fixing a race. Their ‘Danebury Confederacy’ was a loosely affiliated gang of similarly dubious characters, according to William Day in his Reminiscences of the Turf  ‘whose practices should be rather shunned than followed’.23 It was with this group that Lord George now identified himself.
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