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Chapter One



The 1700s: The estate of your heart


In 1786, it was a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a large fortune could find a wife via a Lonely Hearts ad, published in The Times newspaper. In fact, Lonely Hearts ads had actually existed for around a hundred years by the time any of Mr Darcy’s contemporaries jumped on the hay cart. When the Licensing Act of 1662, which regulated the press, ended, posting for a wife, or for a husband for a daughter, slowly started to take off and, by the end of the eighteenth century, this sort of thing was appearing in The Times on a daily basis: ‘A Gentleman of very considerable fortune, about the age of forty, offers himself as an Husband to any well-educated, amiable and agreeable Lady of good character and not more than 30 years of age, and as much younger as may be, who will undertake to exercise those attentions which his particular situation requires.’


It might sound like speed-dating, Georgian-style, but posting a Lonely Hearts ad was about as far removed from easy access as today’s dating apps are from decorum. Dating via personal ads consisted of a lot of letter-writing, sighing, hoping, and waiting for a reply to one’s mailbox, which was often a coffee house or inn where single ladies of an upstanding reputation were not to stray. This meant enlisting the help of a trusted male envoy who could deliver and collect replies on your behalf, at least until the 1780s when shops, newspaper offices and libraries became the main holding houses. Answering personal ads was a furtive business and good girls were not to be seen going at it.


The age of consent may only have been twelve at the time that Jane Austen was writing (first set out in English law in 1275), but female chastity, modesty and dignity were not only expected but required in order for a lady to make a good match. Prior to the Regency period, most relationship advice published in courtesy books was written by men, for men. But as women became the predominant writers and readers of their age, so did they take ownership of the courtship script. In a so-called model reply from mother to daughter on the subject of dating, published in The Complete Letter-writer in 1800, the mother advises: ‘Nine or ten years is what one might call the natural term of life for beauty in a young woman. But by accidents or misbehaviour it may die long before its time . . . but keep your reputation, as you have hitherto kept it, and that will be a beauty which shall last to the end of your days.’


Physical beauty, in the form of sloping shoulders, small, high breasts, plumpness, a ‘fair countenance’, and minimal freckles was the Regency ideal. But just as important to ‘comeliness’ were virtues of character. Conversation, reading and learning for moral improvement rather than knowledge’s sake were the order of the day for women, and courtesy books of the period stress ‘prudence’, ‘delicacy’ and ‘propriety’ as the means by which a woman should go about seeking in a lifelong mate. As an essayist called the Female Rambler points out in The Lady’s Magazine of 1770, ‘She who, intoxicated with flattery, protracts the triumphs of her beauty in youth, may live to lament the barren spoils of it in age. The hours of real courtship are so few and transitory, that they should be well-husbanded by her that would be a happy wife.’


Although finding a husband was paramount, there were more years for it than our impression of the era gives. As Jane Austen points out in Persuasion: ‘It sometimes happens, that a woman is handsomer at twenty-nine than she was ten years before’, although the more years a woman remained at home without a husband, the more she drained the finances of her family. At the beginning of the Georgian era, the notion that women were not innately sexual beings unless corrupted by men had come to the fore. So while women were invited to reply to personal ads, they did not regularly place their own, or not at least without desperation. Meanwhile, the men that placed the ads were regarded as fortune-hunters. One Sir John Dinseley even took to handing out flyers to find himself a wife; it took him fifteen years. By the end of the eighteenth century there were people ready to do the hunting for you (and with a promise of a faster return) in the form of marriage brokers, and marriage societies such as the New Matrimonial Plan provided a helpful grading system by which you could figure out if the broad-shouldered yet slightly stout gentleman in the naval uniform was suitably well born enough for your very well-read, very pretty (if slightly freckled) sister. Dating in and of itself was not, of course, a leisurely pursuit but a means of securing a good marriage. And a good marriage wasn’t only one whereby the couple fell into a passionate heap after a solid game of bridge every night but one where status and money were secured for the couple. If you were very lucky, you got all of it: status, money, and a gaming partner with the stamina of a Vegas poker champ.


Making a good match was no less important for a working man. As an essay published in Volume 1 of The Lady’s Magazine, which appeared in 1770, notes, ‘Courtship is sure to be either the ruin or happy settling of every young tradesman who engages in it; if the choice be imprudent, it is ruin, whether it succeeds or not, and even where it is irreproachable, the time lost about it, and the neglect of business it occasions, are not easily made up to a young man.’


Contrary to the courtesy manuals of the Renaissance or the seventeenth century, which were all about men perfecting the art of flattery and getting underneath a lady’s petticoats by way of a winning line, Regency suitors were encouraged to appeal to women’s sense rather than their sensibility: ‘During the smiling days of courtship,’ writes Frances Friendly in The Lady’s Magazine, addressing a male readership, ‘avoid all the foolish flights of romance, and address your fair favourites as reasonable beings. Avoid flattery: a woman of sense will esteem you the more for it.’


Physically speaking, the ideal Regency gentleman was tall with a fine head of hair, a slim waist and buff chest – given that CrossFit wasn’t on the cards, men were even known to wear corsets to achieve the right body shape. As with women though, a defective personality could ruin an otherwise admirable countenance. In a letter from the journalist and politician John Wilkes to a noble lord in London, dated 1764, Wilkes imagines the worst slander that can be slung at a man: ‘He is the vilest wretch that Heaven ever suffered to exist – A Spendthrift! – A Gambler! – A Whoremonger! – Cheat! – Thief! And Vagabond!’ There’s that mention of money again.


Similarly, in Pride and Prejudice, for example, Mr Darcy starts out ‘quite young, wonderfully handsome, extremely agreeable’, only to become ‘the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world’ after he refuses to dance with Elizabeth Bennet at the Assembly ball. Later still, he admits that his pride, conceit and selfishness got in the way of his manners, in contrast with the demeanour of ‘fairest, loveliest Elizabeth’. Women were regarded as the fairer sex, after all, and the idea that the love of a good one could redeem an undeserving man was beginning to take hold.


Still, if you didn’t fancy using a Lonely Heart to secure an upstanding gentleman – and let’s face it, after the ‘Red Barn murder’ of 1828 by which a man named William Corder lured, seduced and killed a twenty-something woman called Maria Marten by advertisement, only the desperate did – there was always the more traditional route of attending a ball or other public event. Women couldn’t attend the theatre, a dance, or dinner without a chaperone, so balls were one of the few guaranteed opportunities for flirtation. Although still under the watchful gaze of an elder, here were a few hours where you could also make eyes at a potential partner, giving them a closer, face-to-face examination, as you took your positions opposite one another in a dance.


Rich families invested large sums of money to give their daughters a ‘season’ in London, which ran from March to June. Coming ‘out’ was crucial if you wanted the opportunity to find a rich husband. But it was also paramount that a woman didn’t reveal her ‘game’. The most desirable location at which to find a husband was an exclusive club called Almack’s, also known as the ‘Marriage Mart’. But getting a pass was tougher than finding a table at the Chiltern Firehouse – you needed to be gifted a voucher by one of seven noble patronesses. They were draconian doorwomen and would turn away anyone, however prominent, if they happened to be wrongly attired (the Duke of Wellington who once turned up in black trousers instead of regulation knee-breaches was a case in point). Conversation was strictly limited to pleasantries and mild gossip, and only debutantes with permission from a patroness could waltz – a permission given according to the grace of the dancer.


What you wore mattered. The Regency period was the beginning of a golden age of men’s tailoring and being interested in fashion for fashion’s sake became a legitimate hobby for women. What was even more significant for dating was the relatively skimpy quality of the new Grecian style of dress for the ladies. Arms and bosoms were bared and fabric skimmed the body, causing the octogenarian Lady Anne Barnard to remark at a dinner party, ‘Who is that very handsome naked woman?’ Corsets were out temporarily although a skintight undergarment designed to give a smooth line – essentially Regency shape-wear – didn’t necessarily make for greater comfort, just more opportunity to show off one’s natural curves. Of course, the empire-line fitting had the effect of making pretty much all women look pregnant, which in evolutionary terms one would have thought would have either attracted or repelled various men, depending on whether they found themselves reminded of the possibility of fertility, or of pre-existing up-the-duffery. Oriental and Indian shawls were added for warmth, and jewellery, hats, bonnets and other trimmings went in and out of fashion as rapidly as the latest debutantes.


Just as dress simplified, so did make-up. At the beginning of the eighteenth century it was fashionable to wear heavy white power and garish pops of blusher, but this soon gave way to a more natural look to match the rustic or classical style of the outfits. Rose, violet, peach and lily all featured in some of the more popular beauty products, while home-made remedies, such as green pineapple or onion juice to fend off wrinkles, and a breadcrumb and egg-white face mask, were affordable concoctions. Meanwhile a diet and exercise regime of a three-mile morning walk followed by steak and ale for breakfast sounds like a Georgian-style Atkins regime.


Men were just as well decked. Abandoning the wigs, knee breeches, and long surcoats of the earlier eighteenth century, they favoured long trousers, plain top boots and simple, form-fitting coats. There was, however, the Dandy, a man nearly entirely preoccupied with flamboyant style. Some of the more romantically inclined even tore their clothes with glass before stepping out to get that hot artistic hobo look. If anything, dating a dandy required patience: he was liable to take far more time getting ready than his female partner. Men also used a plethora of cosmetics, including powder, scent and oil in their hair, which they probably needed, given that they didn’t wash it.


When it came to the socially acceptable rituals of dating, or courtship, leading to marriage, they were heavily proscribed. In fact, they were not even recognised as courtship at this stage. Men and women needed to be formerly introduced to one another in order to talk or dance and never called each other by their first names. Women needed to be ‘out’ in order to reply to men (only when approached first, of course), otherwise they could only speak when asked a question by a family member, and in theory, the older daughters of a family needed to be married off before the younger ones could enter the flirtation game. And at all times, whether at a ball or on a country walk, if there was a notable gentleman present, women needed to be accompanied by a chaperone, which was frequently their mother.


Still, a ball did give a real opportunity for interaction with the opposite sex even if it was frustratingly regimented. Women had to dance with everyone who asked them, or else no one – you could not demonstrate preference over dance partners. Unmarried men and women were not permitted to dance together for more than two sets, and only touched through gloved hands. Even handshakes were out of the question. Basically, you could expect about as much contact as at your junior school leavers disco. On the other hand, those who were already officially entangled experienced far greater thrills. Was your partner’s dance with another lady as innocent as he intimated? With the help of a so-called ‘jealousy glass’ – a mini telescope with a mirror built into the left or right – you could keep a side-eye on his flirtations off the dance floor.


For everyone, male and female alike, there was the additional help of fan language. The original fanology, published in 1797, set out a code of conversation by flutter, and full instructions on how to hold and move a fan to the required effect. Below are some of the not-so-secret expressions.




Letting the fan rest on the right cheek – ‘Yes’


Letting the fan rest on the left cheek – ‘No’


Dropping the fan – ‘We will be friends’


Carrying an open fan in the left hand – ‘Come and talk to me’


Fanning slowly – ‘He liked it and so he put a ring on it’ (I am married)


Fanning quickly – ‘I am engaged’


Opening a fan wide – ‘Wait for me’


A half-closed fan pressed to the lips – ‘You may kiss me’


Twirling the fan in the right hand – ‘I love another’


Twirling the fan in the left hand – ‘We are being watched’


Placing a closed fan on the right eye – ‘When can I see you?’


Shutting a fully open fan slowly – ‘I promise to marry you’


Drawing the fan across the eyes – ‘I am sorry’


Placing your fan near your heart – ‘I love you’





Rather like the scene in Four Weddings and a Funeral where a wedding guest tries to impress Hugh Grant’s dishy, deaf on-screen brother with her newly acquired, ropey sign language, you can imagine a young novice accidentally confusing the left with the right, fanning love for someone else when they mean to merely put others off the scent of their flirtation, or cursing if they dropped a fan while aiming for a ‘wait’ gesture.


In fact, for the unattached, the thrill was all in the possibilities. When it came to alerting the person you were interested in of your feelings, outside of fan language, you had few options. No gifts were to be exchanged under any circumstances and correspondence was not to be entered into at this preliminary stage – hence why Lonely Hearts ads, when they appeared, were deemed so risqué. And the gentleman was to make all of the advances. Mutual feeling and love matches were encouraged, but there was a rulebook for the unfolding of the potential relationship. This extract from Jane Austen’s Persuasion sums up the formula: ‘They were gradually acquainted, and when acquainted, rapidly and deeply in love. It would be difficult to say which had seen highest perfection in the other, or which has been the happiest; she, in receiving his declarations and proposals, or he in having them accepted.’


The following two letters, taken from the London Universal Letter-writer, published in 1809, demonstrate perfectly the delicate overtures made for the hand of a lady.


In the first, the young woman in question – let’s call her Eveline – alerts her father to a potential suitor named Smith who, in a rather roundabout way, ‘has made some overtures to my cousin Arnold, in the way of courtship to me’.


To her suitor’s credit, ‘Eveline’ explains to her father, that her cousin ‘has a high opinion of him [the suitor] and his circumstances’. She goes on to list his professional successes – ‘He has been set up three years, possesses a very good business, and lives in credit and fashion. He is about twenty-seven years old, and is likely in his person. He seems not to want sense nor manners, and is come of a good family’.


But even though ‘He has broken his mind to me, and boasts how well he can maintain me’ Eveline is at pains to reassure her father that she’s given him ‘no encouragement’, and yet ‘he resolves to persevere, and pretends extraordinary affection and esteem’. In other words, Papa Don’t Preach – I’m not in trouble and I don’t intend to be any time soon.


In the same letter-writing manual, there appears a model suitor’s letter – let’s call him Gerald – hypothetically addressed to a potential new father-in-law, which begins with the very cautious address, ‘Sir,—THOUGH personally unknown to you, I take the liberty to declare the great value and affection I have for your amiable daughter, whom I have had the honor to see at my friend’s house. I should think myself entirely unworthy of her favour, and of your approbation, if I could have thought of influencing her resolution, but in obedience to your pleasure’.


Phew. Talk about going round the country houses. Going on to assure his potential father-in-law that he comes from good stock, while setting out his upstanding professional credentials, including a frank confession of his finances (‘I had a thousand pounds to begin with, which I have improved to fifteen hundred’), and his intentions to expand the business, Gerald finishes by saying in a very roundabout way that he hopes the potential father-in-law will grant him the ‘greatest happiness of my life’ by allowing him to marry his daughter – even though his balls are so tight in his breeches he doesn’t even mention the ‘M’ word anywhere in his fawning treatise.


You can see how important it was to stress not only virtue of character but voluptuousness of bank account. However, if parents were not enamoured with the match, a father did not have to confirm the hand of his daughter. As so happens in Persuasion, ‘Sir Walter, on being applied to, without actually withholding his consent, or saying it should never be, gave it all the negative of great astonishment, great coldness, great silence, and a professed resolution of doing nothing for his daughter.’


But if the family was in favour, and a proposal of marriage was accepted, official ‘courtship’ began, prior to the planning of a wedding. Although couples still required a chaperone at this stage, they were now able to converse privately, sit together, exchange gifts, even touch a few gloved fingers in greeting.


While the legal age for marriage was twenty-one in England and Wales, many women were married between the ages of seventeen and twenty (which was allowed as long as a parent didn’t explicitly forbid it). The ‘settlement’ outlined the financial details of the marriage, and included the dowry amount, how much the woman was to receive in ‘pin money’ (i.e. her allowance for clothes, hobbies etc.), what her children should inherit, and what her financial circumstance would be after her husband’s death, known as the ‘jointure’. Given that most Georgian women had no means of their own, it was vital that the details of her future financial life be outlined in this way.


Ensuring the longevity of a marriage was so important that 1753 saw the introduction of the Marriage Act, a piece of legislation designed to put a stop to ‘Fleet marriages’. Until 1753, English law merely required couples to say their vows in front of an ordained clergyman. Given that the clergyman didn’t need to be in charge of a parish, this gave bigamists and those whose marriage would scandalise the local community the opportunity to wed in secret. At the Fleet prison in London, home to convict clergy who had debt issues, there were numerous ordained priests willing to do the dirty nuptial deed for a minimal fee. When the Marriage Act, also known as the Hardwicke Act, came into force, couples wishing to marry were required to have the banns read in church, or to obtain a special licence from the local bishop or Archbishop of Canterbury.


In order to ensure that couples did not use it as merely a way to cover up a prior marriage or other scandal, this licence required a £100 bond to be forfeited in the event of something untoward being revealed. Mainly used by the aristocracy or those in the public eye, the licence then followed the same requirements as the banns – that there be a seven-day ‘cooling off’ period between procuring permission to marry and the wedding taking place; that the couple had to be married between 8 a.m. and noon, and that the parish in which the wedding was to take place was named somewhere along the way – either in the licence, or by nature of the banns being read in the parish church prior to the ceremony.


Roman Catholics could be married in a Catholic church but the marriage was only sanctified once the ceremony had also been officiated by a Church of England priest. The only people exempt from the rules were Quakers and Jews, although both members of the couple had to be one or the other in order to qualify.


It was because of these new restrictions that couples who did not meet the criteria began to elope to Gretna Green, the first place across the English border where Scottish marriage laws remained more liberal, in particular where those under twenty-one could marry without parental approval. These marriages were frequently love matches where one or both partners had a precarious financial situation, or a mismatched social profile. Today, Gretna celebrates its history as a hasty wedding venue and makes a packet out of marketing itself as a one-stop marriage shop.


Counter-intuitively, a marriage didn’t necessarily mean the end of one’s ‘dating’ life. Given that divorce was nearly unthinkable and required a parliamentary act passing in order to grant it, being or having a mistress became socially acceptable, mainly because many members of the royal family, including King George III himself, had all taken mistresses and expected them to be treated with due civility. Becoming a mistress was also lucrative and one of the only ways for a woman to be truly financially independent. In fact, when the Duke of Clarence and a certain Mrs Jordon began their affair, the financial details of it were set out in the Morning Post. Top-notch mistresses could command as much as £100,000 a year. Harriette Wilson was the most successful mistress of the age, and along with her sister Fanny and their mutual friend Julia Johnstone, they were known as the Fashionable Impure. Wilson enmeshed dozens of dukes, dignitaries, and almost the Prince of Wales, before publishing her memoirs in an act of supreme kiss ’n’ tell. Despite being full of candid gossip about her lovers, she managed to maintain her social status, probably because all the ones she hadn’t mentioned feared being named and shamed. But while affairs between nobles and celebrity mistresses were public knowledge, and none the worse for it, affairs between lesser known contemporaries were to be strictly discreet. After all, common adultery could be the basis of a ‘crim con’, or criminal conversation detailing the misdeeds, which could then be used as evidence for divorce, something to be avoided at all costs.


Rather progressively, an affair wasn’t always conceived as the woman’s fault. As a writer called Frances Friendly mused in a 1770 edition of The Lady’s Magazine, ‘Can such husbands wonder at their wives seeking for pleasure and entertainment abroad? – Many do it too much I own, but many are drove to it, and do it very innocently.’


Aside from mistressing, there was also the option of becoming a fully fledged lady of the night. According to Dan Cruickshank’s book, The Secret History of Georgian London: How the Wages of Sin Shaped the Capital, it’s estimated that up to one in five women in mid-eighteenth-century London were embroiled in its sex industry. Being a high-class courtesan came with rich rewards, not dissimilar from being a mistress; the ability to rent a fancy new property in one of the fashionable parts of town such as Marylebone, for example; the choicest outfits; the best dining experiences and trips to the opera. The most famous high-class call girl of her age, Kitty Fisher, commanded a fee of a hundred guineas a night, the equivalent of more than £1000 in today’s money. With amounts like that on offer, why bother with a husband?


But for the majority, spouse-hunting still took up an inordinate amount of time. As the nineteenth century wore on and romantic literature flourished, so did the fascination with romantic love. Finding your happy-ever-after match was about to become more than a mere social chore.





Chapter Two



The Early Victorian era: Taking the tussie-mussie


When Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were married in 1840, theirs was a radical union. Firstly, rather than waiting for him to pop the question, Victoria had sidestepped the fact it wasn’t a leap year and asked Albert to marry her, which I suppose makes her something of a historical hersband. Secondly, they were madly in love (or at least so was Queen Victoria) and everybody had to know about it.


‘Oh, to feel I was and am loved by such an Angel as Albert was too great a delight to describe,’ wrote Queen Victoria upon their engagement. ‘He is perfection. Oh, how I love and adore him, I cannot say!’


So the bar for her subjects’ marriages was set. Love – chest-swelling, cheek-rouging, pulse-pumping, teeth-grinding fervour – was not only fashionable, but royally sanctioned.


The notion that the Victorians were all chair-leg covering prudes, afraid their crinolines might rustle the word ‘sex’ is about as accurate as suggesting that all of us in the Nowties are potential contestants for C4’s Naked Attraction. As industrialisation brought increased sexual freedom, anxieties about sex duly increased. But rather than silencing the Victorians, this had the opposite effect, and soon sex, relationships and romance had never been discussed more openly. Whether it was believing that women needed an orgasm in order to conceive, or the fear that masturbation caused disease, every aspect of sexuality was scrutinised and debated. Love, however, remained the watchword: as marital advisor John Maynard wrote in 1866: ‘Rather refuse the offers of a hundred men than marry one you do not, cannot love.’


For a woman, the pursuit of love above all else was certainly a noble cause: ‘when a woman loves a man so much she is ready to give up friends, position and comfort for his sake; she is worthy of all commendation, for she proves herself high-souled and magnanimous’. And yet exercising prudence was still advised: ‘ladies and gentlemen, if they are determined to make a sacrifice, [to] be quite sure that the object is worthy of it, as lifelong regret not unfrequently follows a so-called romantic marriage’. Good women were not presumed to be sexual, an opinion confirmed by physician William Acton: ‘The majority of women (happily for them) are not very much troubled by sexual feeling of any kind’ and so romantic desire retained an innately chaste quality. And as 1897’s Manners for Men warned, ‘Should marriage follow upon such courtship [. . .] where the girl takes the initiative, the union is very seldom a happy one.’


If a couple had exercised due decorum, and not merely followed Queen Victoria’s breeches-busting example, an engagement could take up to five years, mainly because the middle and upper working classes had to save up for married life. While gentlemen were no longer required to approach a potential bride’s father for her hand, as The Lover’s Guide to Courtship and Marriage of 1885 put it, ‘. . . gentlemen, Be sure that you can afford a wife before you determine to take one . . . Better wait for ten years than marry before you can afford it.’


Meanwhile, young women of the upper middle and upper classes still ‘came out’ anywhere between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. Despite the Royal ‘Wheeee!’ the function of marriage for them was still based on considerations of social mobility rather than romantic ones. For debutantes, the transition to womanhood was marked by letting one’s dress down, putting one’s white-feather-decorated hair up, and rolling up at a royal ball to curtsy before, and kiss the hand of Queen Victoria. Backing out of the room without tripping over your virginal frock sealed the debutante deal and then you were free to pack in as many dances with eligible bachelors as the night allowed. Girls spent two to four seasons husband-hunting before they were considered ‘spent’. At that point they had to hope a sudden illness struck a distant relative who had the foresight to leave them a massively generous annual income, or that one of the young men they’d danced with several seasons before came to his amoeba-slow senses and appeared with more than a posy.


Across the classes, courtesy manuals were still consulted but with less commitment and respect, with much dating advice being treated as humorous or satirical entertainment. The Etiquette of Love, Courtship and Marriage, published in 1847, was one of the go-to manuals of the age, keen to explain the inequities of class and gender when it came to marriage: ‘a lady of high rank does not raise her husband to the same position as she formerly occupied; but sinks down to his standard; but the gentleman raises the lady, however much below himself, to the same position in society’.


Such manuals also offered advice on that perennial question – the age gap. Take this from the same title published in 1865 – to calculate the best age difference ‘most conducive to happiness’, ‘halve the man’s age and then add seven to the remainder’. This meant a guy at thirty was best suited to a twenty-two-year-old girl, and a guy of forty, a twenty-seven-year-old. There was also this advice on finding out a lady’s age when you were sure she had subtracted a few years: ‘Tell her to put down the number of the month in which she was born then to multiply it by 2, then to add 5, then to multiply it by 50 then to add her age, then to subtract 365, then to add 115, then tell her the amount she has left. The two figures at the right will be her age, and the remainder the month of her birth . . . Try it.’


The difficulties of ascertaining her age were just the beginning of a gentleman’s tribulations. Take the ritual of a house call. To begin with, the Victorians used calling cards. Rather like today’s personalised business cards, only without the Twitter handle and endless blog/Insta listings framed onto a background pic of your last long-haul holiday, they were decorated with a name and artistic design, and were first dropped off by potential guests or suitors at the home of the hosts they wished to visit and left with the servants. If a visit was agreeable, a host would signal this by sending one of their own cards. Young ladies used their mother’s calling cards, and received those of prospective suitors on a tray. They then had the power to return the cards or not – perhaps the single most important power-move afforded to women during the entire courtship process, apart from out and out refusal. In fact, the complex etiquette of calling cards is set out in Mrs Humphrey’s Manners for Men, an etiquette guide of 1897, with an entire section dedicated to their exchange and placement.


If a gentleman was welcome, he still could not directly call on a young lady. Instead, he had to visit whichever respectable female relative with whom she was living at the time. She could be present, but only under the auspices of her guardian. Even up until the end of the nineteenth century, the rules about how he should appear were exceedingly precise. Take this from ‘Practical Etiquette’, dated 1899:




In making an evening call a man should appear about half past eight, and remain an hour. Even if his visit is to the daughter; he should ask for her mother. When a young man is paying a visit, and the older members of the family are in the room, he should, in leaving, bid them good-night first, and afterward say his farewell to the young girl on whom he has called. It is in bad taste for her to go any further than the parlour door.





As well as ‘the call’, gentlemen could be invited to other family events, such as a tea party, an ‘at-home’ (whereby guests gathered for music, tea and dessert between 4 and 7 p.m.), a reception, a dinner party, (described by Manners for Men as ‘an institution sacred to the highest rites of hospitality’) or an intelligent conversation or private ‘theatricals’. Sometimes it was even just for a game of charades.


In particular, ‘theatricals’ gave young women a chance to dress up and to act out love scenes with the attendant young men. The piano also offered an opportunity for more discreet flirtation. She might showcase her sweet singing voice while he turned her pages. Or there was even the euphemistic opportunity to duet together. In the summer, picnics and croquet were the most popular dating-style entertainments. Balls, meanwhile, retained all their allure – and their restrictions, such as not being able to dance with anyone if you refused a certain gentleman, remained.


Manners, as ever, in these situations were scrupulously dictated. Ideal men were imagined as: ‘Reliable as rocks, judicious in every action, dependable in trifles as well as the large affairs of life, full of mercy and kindness to others, affectionate and well-loved in their homes, their lives are pure and kindly [. . .] And he must have a sense of humour too.’


Etiquette between the sexes on the streets was just as important as in the drawing room: ‘In crowded streets he may often have to fall behind, but he should never allow anyone to interpose between her and him. Should the pressure from the crowd become extreme, his duty is to protect her from it as much as possible, but never by putting his arm round her waist. A hand on either side of the lady’s shoulders is usually sufficient.’


Even a simple introduction was fraught: ‘It must always be borne in mind that the assumption of a woman’s social superiority lies at the root of these rules of conduct. It is bad manners to introduce people without permission.’ And the golden rule? ‘Never introduce a lady to gentleman; but always the gentleman to the lady.’


But while gentlemen were encouraged to kowtow to a lady’s social superiority, this was only in the cases where she truly was a lady: ‘A young man once asked me if it would be etiquette to offer an unknown lady an umbrella in the street, supposing she stood in need of one. I replied: “No lady would accept the offer from a stranger, and the other sort of person might never return the umbrella.” ’


What a well-bred lady could accept, however, was a Valentine’s card. Valentine’s cards had first been sent in the fifteenth century, but the availability of cheap paper combined with new printing techniques meant they were easier than ever before to produce, and the first commercial printing of Valentine’s cards began in the early nineteenth century. Whether it was the most affordable cards featuring simple woodcut illustrations at 6 pence, or the more expensive varieties featuring lace, ribbons and gems at several shillings, the trend for sending the cards, which were usually left unsigned, or most, initialled, spread like wildfire. In 1836, sixty thousand Valentine’s cards were sent, and after the introduction of the Penny Post in 1840, this rose to more than four hundred thousand. By 1871, the number had more than tripled again. The Valentine’s card ignited Victorians’ passions as much as decorating their homes.


Between 1830 and 1860, intricate lace paper Valentine’s cards were all the rage and Rimmel (father of the cosmetic company) collaborated with artists to produce scented cards. And then there was the trend for ‘vinegar valentines’, a deliberately insulting or particularly rude card you sent to someone you either didn’t like, wanted to put off, or wanted to warn about something – the infidelity of their fiancé, for example. In 1850, it was fashionable to sell paper currency or cheques, entitling the recipient to ‘1000 kisses’, for example. These cheques were so popular – and simultaneously so frowned upon by the government – that they were even banned in certain cities.


The Victorians were also enamoured with floriography, or sending messages by flowers. Depending on the bouquet depicted on the card you received – or the real bunch – you could decode messages about your lover’s feelings for you. Daffodils signalled new beginnings, daisies innocence, and lilacs meant the first emotions of love, and dictionaries unpacking the symbolism became popular. Flowers were one of the most common gift brought to parties or when visiting so special attention was given to what you conveyed with them. And then there were ‘tussie-mussies’ or nosegays – bunches of scented herbs with a single flower in the centre, initially used to disguise the unsavoury smells of Victorian England, but frequently given as tokens of affection. Rather like fans, one could ascertain just how much the recipient loved you depending on where the recipient held them next to on the body.


As the post took off, so did letter-writing and the man uals that guided writers as to just which sentences to string together became even more popular than they had been in the Regency. Given that women had been consumers of these guides for so many years, they were thought to have had the most practise in perfecting the ideal tone – for once, it was women who were expected to exercise ‘reason’ rather than men. However, letter-writing manuals encouraged all users to be discreet – avoiding social embarrassment mattered to the Victorians just about more than establishing the working week, contacting their dead relatives at a séance, and figuring out the identity of Jack the Ripper put together. Engaged couples were allowed to express affection, however; The Letter Writer for Lovers, published in 1878, advised ‘If the engaged couple are really loving and wish to express their feelings in loving phrases, let them by all means do so; but let this be done in a gentlemanlike and ladylike manner.’
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