

[image: Illustration]






 


 




Also by Seth Alexander Thévoz


Club Government: How the Early Victorian World was Ruled from London Clubs












[image: Illustration]









 


ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Robinson


Copyright © Seth Alexander Thévoz, 2022


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47214-645-8


Robinson


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









 


 


For H. B. H.,


to whom I owe so much.









[image: Illustration]


London Clubland at its height, before the First World War. Source: Clubland journal (1910). Picture reproduced by kind permission of the British Library.










Contents


Introduction


Prologue:


What a club looks like


Chapter One:


Early beginnings – scandal, coffee and chocolate (1690−1774)


Chapter Two:


The Georgian clubs – the ‘aristocratic phase’ and the arrival of the middle classes (1774−1820)


Chapter Three:


Women, and the rivals to clubs (1770−1865)


Chapter Four:


Reform or revolution? (1820−1860)


Chapter Five:


The rise and rise of the working men’s clubs (1858−1920)


Chapter Six:


Clubonomics (1860−1900)


Chapter Seven:


Clubs and empires (1827−1913)


Chapter Eight:


Clubs and race (1850−1914)


Chapter Nine:


Women in clubs (1840−1920)


Chapter Ten:


Clubs, bisexuality and homosexuality (1830−1935)


Chapter Eleven:


The Great War and its shadow (1913−1939)


Chapter Twelve:


Clubs at war – the Second World War (1939−1945)


Chapter Thirteen:


Stagnation and seediness (1945−1960)


Chapter Fourteen:


The Satire Boom, and the 1960s (1960−1969)


Chapter Fifteen:


Asset strippers and confidence tricksters (1960−1980)


Chapter Sixteen:


The strange rebirth of Clubland (1985−2022)


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


Notes


Bibliography


Index










Introduction



‘Yes, but . . . what do people do in these clubs?’


I was at Buckingham Palace, working a summer job as a tour guide at the age of nineteen, and amid the gossip of the servants’ canteen I’d let slip that I’d just been elected to a club for the first time. Even though I’d made it perfectly clear that this club was basically just a very convivial lounge, and even though the palace’s footmen were no strangers to the idea that, far from Olympian debauchery, closed doors usually bred quiet domesticity, they were still obsessed by the idea that . . . something dwelt behind these closed doors. As the conversation went further, and was brought up time and again, it became obvious that a number of assumptions were made about the kind of place I had joined.


It had to be entirely male, white, aﬄuent, Protestant (and Anglican to boot), not to mention elderly, with nary a member under seventy. Moreover, its politics were expected to be reactionary bordering on fascist, and the Club’s main feature being a roaring fireplace surrounded by snoozing elderly members.


All of these assumptions are wrong. They could also have been entirely right.


How we think of London private members’ clubs is dominated by the image they presented in the late twentieth century – when they were trapped in a cycle of decline. The above is an accurate pen-portrait of what a club looks like when it is on its last legs; my last book referred, in what David Palfreyman called ‘rather un-academic language’,1 to ‘clapped-out old farts sat by a roaring fire, sunk in deep leather armchairs, hiding behind newspapers and passing out from a surfeit of port’.2


But it was not always that way. And it is very unrepresentative of the buzzing, thriving, wheeler-dealer places these clubs were at their peak. It often comes as a complete surprise to tell people, for instance, that not only did women’s clubs exist in prime Central London hotspots as early as the 1860s, but that more than fifty of these clubs once flourished in the capital. Only one of those survives today, barely hinting at the entire world which once existed. Nor do people fully believe that women frequently visited men’s clubs (successive film and TV adaptations of Around the World in 80 Days, complete with the invariable ‘Great Caesar’s ghost! A woman, in the club!’ scenes, have a lot to answer for); nor that there were already mixed-sex clubs in London by the 1870s. Nor that Victorian club memberships were rather more diverse – ethnically, socially, religiously – than people give them credit for. Nor that clubs served as the template for a wide variety of popular institutions, from sports clubs to sex clubs.


Behind Closed Doors tells the story of London’s hidden world of private members’ clubs, from their seventeenth-century beginnings to the present. In telling this story, a clear theme emerges: everything we instinctively think we knew about clubs is wrong. Yes, they may have started out as white, male, aristocratic watering holes − but that’s only part of the story. The book looks at how all sections of society built their own clubs and lived their lives there, highbrow and lowbrow, women and men, black and white, working, middle as well as upper class, international as well as British. It shows how the club was central to the British doing leisure in a distinctive way through the centuries.


This is a history, but it is not a strictly chronological one. The chapters are themed and roughly chronological; and while they also have dates signposting when these themes were most obvious, there is also some flitting back and forth to show when things started, and where they would end.


If you are one of the tedious people who come up to me with striking regularity to ask variations on ‘What is the best/most exclusive club?’, or ‘Which club should I join?’, or even more explicitly, ‘Which club keeps out the riff-raff, and how can I get in?’, then this book is not for you. Nor is it for the man in North America who wrote to me, claiming already to be a member of a well-known European club (although I didn’t believe him), asking to be introduced to a dozen American-based members so that they could help ‘a friend’ secure election to that club, promising me ‘to compensate you for your time. Consider this an “introduction service” to gentlemen in clubland.’


On the other hand, if you are curious to understand a private world, hidden in plain sight, which has provided a sort of running thread alongside the last few centuries of history, then this book is very much written with you in mind.


It is tempting to walk into many a club, imagining that they must be dripping with history. Surprisingly, club members are not necessarily good sources of information. Today’s historic London clubs inherited grand buildings, but not necessarily paperwork or archives. In reality, the most ornate features can be modern pastiches; and many of the tallest tales told of ‘the good old days’ are apocryphal anecdotes someone once heard about someone else’s club and pinched for their own; or else garbled on the third retelling.


This is particularly true given the turnover in club committees. It is tempting to think of the ‘glorious committee’, benevolent and omniscient, gently administering the club for the benefit of future members. In reality, club committees are often as ignorant, bitchy and backbiting as the most Machiavellian nest of politicians, with a high turnover of differing regimes seeking to undo the ‘dangerous innovations’ of the last group, lending an irregular, ‘stop-go’ quality. Club servants – themselves just as prone to sport a sharp pair of fangs, if only to survive the whims of ever-changing committees – are often at the mercy of these changing administrations. The result is that there is nowhere near the continuity of records that club members like to pretend exists; and the truth is often a casualty of clubs shuttling back and forth between different regimes. This means that until a surge of interest among academics and architectural historians in the last thirty years, club history was often consigned to self-congratulatory back-slapping. Typically, most club histories would give you ‘the story’ (of doubtful provenance) about how the club was set up way back when, plus a dash of first-hand stories about the last decade or so of recent memory – and almost nothing in between. It was usually padded out with something about people getting drunk. The main appetite for club history was something in short, bite-sized chunks that could be understood in the bar after a heavy meal, and wasn’t too taxing on the brain.


And Clubland legends and myths are rife – Davy, the elderly hall porter at Boodle’s in the Second World War, who had spent his whole life working at the Club, showed actor David Niven around in 1939. He confidently insisted, ‘Of course, the Scarlet Pimpernel, he was a member, sir, and all his gang, too.’3 Naturally, the Scarlet Pimpernel was as fictional as Sherlock Holmes.


Much has been said about exclusivity in clubs – whole tracts have been written on the subject.4 Yet it is a concept which many club members and club managers themselves do not understand. Clubs can often be held up as marvellous examples of exclusivity, citing their half-empty dining rooms and libraries, confusing exclusivity with simply being a failing business. And failed they have. I never tire of pointing out the statistic that nine out of ten traditional London clubs have gone bankrupt. Whereas there were once 400 of these establishments, there are now around forty. Nor has the process of decay stopped; the last decade has seen half a dozen historic London clubs close, while some others remain in serious financial trouble, especially after the Covid-19 pandemic stopped club members from exercising the one core purpose which their club serves: socialising.


Exclusivity – literally, the quality of defining a club based on excluding others – has had a chequered history with clubs. For one thing, it has not been a constant feature. London clubs in their original form had disreputable, even plebeian origins. They then went through an ‘aristocratic phase’ lasting barely fifty years, from the 1760s to the 1810s, before the defining feature of London clubs for over a century was inclusivity, as they successively sought to open their doors to more members, and ever more clubs were set up to meet a growing demand. Only in the half-century or so after the Second World War did they revert to being ‘exclusive’, and then as a symptom of decline rather than through any well-thought-through strategy. Where clubs have been dying out, it has been when the more ignorant, modern-day younger members have eagerly set about trying to cosplay around their imagined fantasy caricatures of what they think clubs once looked like, rather than finding out more about the truth – which is endlessly more fascinating.


So, I urge you to settle back with an aged tawny port and enjoy Behind Closed Doors. It may not be quite the story you were expecting.










Prologue



What a club looks like


‘What does a club looks like?’ It might seem like a superfluous question, but there is no agreed answer to this. Members of single-room establishments like Pratt’s or the Beefsteak consider luxuries like a Smoking Room to be entirely redundant and are happy to cling to their solitary long table for just a couple of dozen guests; while members of the labyrinthian Royal Automobile Club are astonished that anywhere else could ever make do without multiple bars and dining rooms, over a hundred bedrooms, an Italianate marble swimming pool, a Turkish bath and a second clubhouse in the country. Clubs come in all shapes and sizes, from the grandest to the dingiest.


It is essential to have some idea of what lies in store for you behind those ‘gloomy portals’. They almost inevitably come without any kind of brass plaque, because clubs tend not to advertise their presence. Given the degree to which angry mobs have occasionally vented onto them, this is perhaps wise. Yet once you get to know what lies behind those closed doors, they exercise considerably less awe and mystique, and the similarities between them become apparent.


It is a cliché that clubs are often not welcoming to visitors. What is often overlooked is that they are not always terribly welcoming to their own members either – especially new members. The actor Donald Sinden had never set foot in the fêted Garrick Club before he was elected in 1960, and recalled his first visit, acceptance letter in hand, and how he showed it to the porter. ‘I am a new member,’ he said. ‘Oh, yes. I will inform Commander Satterthwaite. You will find the bar at the top of the stairs’ was the full extent of his greeting.1 Given this aloofness, it is a wonder anyone joins any clubs at all.


If you set foot in a club, the first thing you are likely to encounter is the fearsome Porter’s Lodge. There, someone in a uniform, who has typically worked there for decades, will ask you for your business, trying to stand vigilant against intruders. And there are a surprising number of would-be intruders every day: all manner of inquisitive journalists, curious tourists, students on a spree, not to mention a fairly regular smattering of Walter Mitty fantasists, drawn to private members’ clubs like flies to a light bulb. Throughout history, one of the many secrets of Clubland has been the prevalence of gatecrashers.


A long-standing myth of Clubland is that the mighty Porter has an encyclopaedic memory of thousands of members, kept up to date with rolling updates on deaths, resignations and newly elected members. In reality, the beleaguered Porter has a near-impossible job, rarely knows more than a handful of regulars (some of whom fell behind with their fees years ago, and are still being genially waved in, years after they last paid a subscription). The beleaguered Porter cordially does their best to bluff their way through the day. Amiable familiarity or haughty frigidity are called upon, depending on whether they think a visitor has any real business there. As most clubs are far too polite to ask for anything as gauche as a membership card (there are rare exceptions),* ‘club-crashing’ is a lot more common than you might think – perpetrators tend to get caught, but several steps inside, rather than on the front door.


The doyen of club-crashers notes his favourite method of blagging his way into their hallowed doors: ‘Members’ clubs have a soft spot for those who owe them money. Arrive in the morning with $250 in cash and demand entry to pay your bill from last night. There is no bill. You then insist, it’s at the bar upstairs.’2 He then elaborates on how one-off gatecrashers can become habitués of the club: ‘Leave a scarf in the cloakroom permanently. Use the cloakroom ticket to get in the following day. Now you’re pretty much a member.’3 Of course, after the clubs have all read this, they will have refined their security arrangements; yet throughout the ages, the plucky intruder had regularly persisted.


Less successful than the pushy gatecrasher is the genuine visitor, trying to visit a friend who is a member. If the member has forgotten to leave word on the front desk, then the visitor will be ushered into a small, discreet waiting room opposite the Porter’s Lodge. The visitor may think the room is located there for their own benefit. Actually, it is for the Club’s. Shunting unknown visitors into a side room allows the Porter to make discreet enquiries as to whether the newcomer is as welcome as they claim to be. If it turns out their visit is unwelcome or unexpected, then the positioning of the side room allows the member they are trying to visit to be discreetly smuggled out, without ever meeting their would-be guest.4


Once you have negotiated your way past the Porter’s Lodge, and found somewhere to put your coat, you will almost certainly find yourself in the Club’s Main Hall, probably facing a Grand Staircase. This is where clubs love to show off. It is the architectural equivalent of being taken into somebody’s seldom-used front room, which is normally out of bounds for the children, but is there to showcase to visitors, with all the porcelain and silverware on display. In clubs, there is usually fine art on display. Or failing that, there is mediocre art. If you recognise the pictures, it will be because they portray some of the Club’s most famous members. If you have no idea who these anonymous paintings represent, they probably capture the Club’s biggest donors and benefactors. There may also be a display cabinet or two. Relatively little actually tends to go on in the Main Hall, although there are exceptions to this, too, as it can be quite the busy interchange. None of the historical clubs were designed with bars, and so the Reform Club set up their bar in the central, pillared quadrangle, which was a stroke of genius: the whole point of a Main Hall (apart from making a favourable impression on visitors) is to serve as a people-watching space. As the very earliest prints of Clubland showed, the onlooker who sits in on the lobby, watching those coming and going, knows everything. Indeed, the term ‘lobbyist’ originated from this practice. Club-spotting around the front lobby was a keen practice of Victorian journalists; and while there were strict rules in place regulating what you could and couldn’t divulge within a club, these rules rarely covered ground just outside a club. There was therefore a whole cottage industry in gossip that had been shared on the footsteps in front of a club, just outside its jurisdiction, yet holding the fresh, salacious promise of insights gleaned within, from one who watched the comings and goings of the lobby.


Where you visit within a club depends upon its layout. The most iconic room is usually the Salon, or Smoking Room. Eighteenth-century clubs called them Salons to reflect the fashionable court sensibilities which aped French aristocratic manners and affectations; although after the French Revolution, the popularity of the term declined. As the nineteenth century wore on, smoking grew as a pastime, especially after the Crimean War, when soldiers returned with Turkish cigarettes which exploded in popularity. Intriguingly, smoking did not immediately catch on – many members harrumphed that they went to their clubs to get away from smoking. And before smoking had caught on, members snorted snuff in their clubs, not least as it exercised a similar social function, in much the same way that asking for a cigarette light served as a conversation opener (or pick-up line, should the members be that way inclined); members often laid down their own blends of snuff, the comparison of which could trigger off a whole conversation. Nevertheless, once smoking tobacco was introduced, the appetite for smoking grew exponentially – ‘A man should always have an occupation’, Oscar Wilde’s Lady Bracknell wryly told us – and so almost all but the smallest clubs grew to have their own Smoking Room. Later clubs even employed extra technology to accommodate smoking, such as the extensive use of tiles to minimise the smell of tobacco soaking into a room’s wallpaper and furniture. Of course, if you step into any Smoking Room now, the first thing you will be told is that smoking is forbidden, as a result of the UK’s 2005 smoking ban. Today, it largely serves as a quiet room in which to read the day’s papers.


The next ‘essential’ room in most clubs is the Dining Room, although the older clubs persist in calling this the Coffee Room, in recognition of the roots of the earliest clubs as purveyors of coffee, when it had the cachet of a luxury item. Most clubs have a ‘Club Table’, a large, long table where strangers are seated and can introduce themselves to one another, a holdover from the sociable long benches of Oxbridge colleges and the Inns of Court. Often invoked, though long gone, are the days when clubs insisted on boiling all loose change for cleanliness, and on ensuring that all newspapers were ironed with a hot iron to guarantee crispness.5 Besides which, this seems to have only ever occurred in a tiny minority of clubs – although the iconic image endures.


Clubs operate their own dining culture, which can include elaborate theatrical ceremonies as the main course is carved, and the dessert trolley brought out for your delectation. Many clubs have banned tipping outright, on the slightly strained grounds that ‘A club is an extension of the member’s home, and the member wouldn’t tip servants in their own home.’ This hasn’t stopped the practice of tipping from carrying on uninterrupted, but it happens discreetly, ‘underground’ even. A member giving staff gratuities can be disciplined or even expelled, while the staff member can face the sack – the niceties of twenty-first-century employment law have not always percolated through to every London club.


Generally speaking, good food in these Dining Rooms is a rarity. Club members tend to dine at their clubs in search of good company, rather than because the food is anything to write home about. Clubs have been known to be at the forefront of gastronomic creativity, particularly in the nineteenth century. Yet today’s club Dining Rooms are often sad shadows of their former selves, and the members’ strong emotional attachments to their clubs and particularly their friends there, often makes them defensive bordering on blind to the many shortcomings of Clubland cuisine.


Asking a member what they make of their own club is often singularly unilluminating. If they haven’t resigned out of either apathy or disgust, then they are likely to see their club through rose-tinted spectacles. It is almost an extension of their home; often considerably nicer than the rather modest home they go back to. You might as well ask an acquaintance what they make of their marriage: unless they are in the middle of a bitter divorce, they are unlikely to give much away, beyond a few pleasantries. So there is little point in asking a member ‘What is the best club?’ (They will always answer, ‘Mine, of course’, unless they’re trying to toady their way into another club.) Similarly, asking a member what the food is like is rarely going to produce a candid answer. Many members see an admission of poor food as a personal slight, reflecting badly on their taste. Everything is ‘Fine’.


The ‘school dinners’ phase of post-war slop being doled out is (mostly) a thing of the past, but Clubland meals often fare poorly compared to today’s high street restaurants. What keeps them going is regular custom, with devoted members. Furthermore, members cherish having the mere right to be there, without being shooed away. No one will berate a club member for nursing a single pint throughout the whole evening. They’ve paid their dues, and so they have as much right to be in the place as in their living room.


The heart of most clubs is their Bar. This is often relatively modest. Alcohol flowed freely in even the earliest clubs, yet it would have been considered vulgar to have a whole room dedicated solely to vending alcohol. Added to which, the refreshment facilities could be suﬃciently primitive that bringing one’s own bottle was the norm. Accordingly, most club bars were not built until well into the twentieth century, and they often have the look of a pop-up island sitting uneasily amid a grand, historic art gallery. To this day, some are actually rather flimsy plywood structures.


Club bars are also conveniently priced. Not only do the bars and dining rooms tend to be well below West End prices (whether by accident or design), but they are rather more generous with credit than most commercial venues. ‘Put it on my tab!’ is a well-worn refrain, and while modern clubs keep detailed electronic accounts tallying up colossal tabs, the image remains of the permanently unpaid club bar tab. This need not be deliberate or malicious – even the most diligent member might stagger out in a state of such intoxication that they have forgotten their own name, much less that there is a bill to pay. Clubs can be quite understanding about that sort of thing. After all, if the member is a ‘regular’, they’ll be back, and the bill will be waiting for them. If they don’t come back, then the club already has their name and address.


For all its architectural modesty, a club’s bar is where the members mingle. Space works differently within the Bar from everywhere else in a club. While the ‘Club Table’ exists in the Dining Room, relatively few people use it. (I can well remember a forlorn club Chairman recounting his nights spent ‘on duty’ at the Club Table, waiting to welcome nervous new members, only to nibble at his supper in isolation for hours on end, as nobody dared to approach.) Most members prefer to stick to their own tables, especially if they are bringing in outside guests with the intention of impressing them. The last thing they want is a stranger pushily barging in and delivering a monologue on the Worshipful Company of Fishmongers for the rest of the evening. By contrast, at the Bar that is exactly what members expect; and at least with the Bar being a more explicitly sociable space, it is far more acceptable to move on from one conversation to the next. Seated in the Dining Room, you face the peril of being stuck next to a bore for three (or more) courses of a meal. The Bar can be located anywhere from the corner of the Salon, to a little cubby-hole beneath the underground space below the staircase. It is not unusual for even the grandest of clubs to have their Bar somewhere like a converted corridor. There is a method to this madness, as it forces people to be close together and actually to speak to one another rather than vanishing off into their own corners.


Then there are a range of club function rooms. These are usually terribly impressive, and lined with grand paintings, yet they lie empty and unused most of the time. They are a testament to when clubs were built on a bigger scale in past centuries, with a surplus of rooms and facilities. Clubs now make the most of them by hiring them out for private events, but they do so very begrudgingly, with the result that they are often left idle for much of the day. Clubs tend to be highly mistrustful of outside functions: they only started hiring out their luxurious rooms for film and TV location shoots from the 1960s and 1970s, when they were teetering most closely to bankruptcy. Many clubs are institutionally ill-prepared for the normal background checks routinely made by other organisations, and so clubs are often left traumatised by the inevitable publicity fiascos if, say, a fringe political group discreetly holds a fundraising event without the Club’s members even realising it. To this day the Reform Club still shudders at the memory of when they agreed to rent out the premises for a fashion shoot for a few hours in 1978. The following year, they were rather astonished to find that a string of nude photographs featuring a nineteen-year-old Paula Yates made the front cover, centrefold and main feature of Penthouse magazine, all making extensive use of the Reform Club’s furniture, architecture and statues. A member at the time later complained to me, ‘She turned up in a fur coat, we had no idea what was going on.’ Clubs live in perennial fear of this kind of all-too-easy embarrassment and can adopt a wariness towards external functions.


The more extensive clubs may well be blessed with sports facilities. Like the Bar, these were seldom purpose-built, but are usually a fairly recent addition, making the most of some reclaimed space around the back, or underground. The sporting facilities of London clubs tend to be minimal. In this respect, they are very different from the much more extensive clubs found overseas, including the Athletic Clubs that are so common in major North and South American cities, and the huge Gymkhana Clubs found across India, Pakistan and the USA.


Most London clubs have a Billiard Room or Snooker Room, mainly out of a sense of obligation that it’s the kind of thing they ought to have. It’s often the least used room in the Club, a thick layer of dust building up on the green baize cloth of the table. More extensive clubs like the Oxford and Cambridge Club have found the space for larger facilities like squash courts and viewing galleries to watch matches. Few London clubs have a swimming pool, and none can quite compete with the lush Italianate marble pool in the basement of the Royal Automobile Club, accompanied by a neighbouring in-house Turkish bath. Few Central London clubs have the space for tennis courts, apart from more suburban ones like the Hurlingham Club in Fulham or the Queen’s Club in West Kensington. Several clubs do, however, host gymnasiums, especially as today’s gym membership comes at a very similar cost to club membership, and as we shall see, the modern gym’s business model actually flowed out of the club business model. For that reason, it is perhaps surprising that more clubs do not host a gym; but the main thing it has to contend with is the widespread view of many members that a club is a place where they tend to go to put on weight, rather than to shed it.


Among the most sought-after facilities of clubs are their bedrooms. These are a godsend to members who live out of town, and want somewhere safe, friendly, reputable and affordable to stay. Servicing the bedrooms is also a huge drain on a club’s finances, and for that reason quite a few clubs don’t have them at all. Clubs are not hotels, and they cannot accommodate the public at large. Their total potential clientele is tiny. For this reason, they cannot operate on the basis of any profitable hotel, of filling 70 per cent of the rooms 90 per cent of the time, or 90 per cent of the rooms 70 per cent of the time. The earliest London clubs lacked bedrooms, but there was a soaring demand for them, and clubs did everything they could to acquire overnight sleeping space, including purchasing next-door annexes, adding extra storeys, or even wholesale demolition and reconstruction of clubhouses to add bedrooms.


Until the Savoy and the Ritz revolutionised London hotels in the 1880s and 1890s, hotels were seen as rather disreputable places, synonymous with brothels, and no one wanted to admit to staying in one. The idea of ‘lodging at my club’ when in town therefore grew in popularity, as a reputable way for out-of-towners to find a room for the night if they lacked family connections in town. If you visit a club’s bedroom today, you are still likely to be surprised at how modest it can be: barely enough space for a single bed, a small wardrobe, and perhaps a square metre of floor space. Clubs did not want members permanently residing in the building – there were such sumptuous facilities on offer on their doorstep that moving in full-time was always a temptation – and so there was a conscious decision to go for ‘hair shirt treatment’ in providing the most basic overnight rooms. And naturally, the watchful Porter on the front door tended to ensure that no outside guests ever stayed overnight with a member, although this did little to stem sexual liaisons between members and guests within the clubs; it merely made it more likely that encounters would be limited to between members, staff, or members and staff.


Private members’ clubs are often thought of as, by definition, being rather shy and retiring places that want to avoid scrutiny; yet many have seen themselves as having a public role to play. For this reason, many have had what might be called ‘performing spaces’. Indeed, several of the now-defunct clubs, like the New Players Theatre Club and the Arts Theatre Club were explicitly private members’ clubs based around a theatre, with the pick of the seats reserved for members, and a members-only clubroom attached.* Even the earliest clubs like Brooks’s tended to have a grand room like the Subscription Room, for hosting gaming tournaments (although they might seem rather crowded now). Today, clubs have gradually begun to rediscover the need for this flexibility, turning that never-used third Drawing Room into the kinds of function rooms described above, hiring them out to host lucrative conferences. Yet unless you are looking at a theatrical club, the chances are that the performing spaces were not purpose-built; and so they frequently have poor acoustics and odd shapes.


Then there are the corridors. Lots and lots of corridors. Clubhouses are often decades (even centuries) old, and far from having been immaculately preserved, everything is likely to have been redeveloped and knocked through and rearranged several times over through the years. This can leave a baﬄing maze of corridors for the unwary traveller. The corridors are usually the lowest priority for refurbishment, and so they can show you a clubhouse at its shabbiest.


These, then, are how the clubs’ premises physically appear. Yet how do people behave? The casual gatecrasher can all too easily blag their way past the Porter, but it is usually their mannerisms that give them away; a certain befuddlement on where to put their coat, or where to find the Bar, or how to pay their bill. And people behave differently in clubs. There is a sort of familiarity, mixed with an understated way of showing off. People dress to impress, but they also dress to relax – how they choose to combine this balance often says a lot about them. (The British are notorious for having never quite got the hang of ‘smart casual’; think Alan Partridge in green or mauve blazers.)


Clubs do not, despite the impression given in Sherlock Holmes stories, generally encourage silence. True, the now-defunct United Service Club had a ‘Silence Room’. That is partly why it is now defunct. The odd club library has a silence rule, but many clubs have long since disposed of their libraries or relegated them to standard function rooms with only a sprinkling of shelves of books for decoration. Yet clubs are not particularly loud places, either – if you shout, you will immediately draw attention to yourself, and there is an almost permanent sense of being ‘on display’, even if it is just a passer-by thinking, ‘That’s what’s-her-name who’s always in on a Tuesday, I haven’t seen her talking to him before.’ Conversation is usually murmured quietly, unless somebody’s had a few drinks too many.


Club members broadly fall into two categories: ‘regulars’ and ‘show-offs’. The ‘regulars’, as the name suggests, spend a considerable portion of their lives in their club. It’s often a place to stop off after work, for a drink or dinner on the way home, several times a week – if indeed they have places to call work or home at all. Some even try to snooze overnight in an armchair, tolerated by the night Porter, and even gently encouraged with a warm blanket. Most of the regulars’ social engagements are with ‘insiders’, or other regular members of their club. They make up around 10 per cent of every club’s members, but they are the people you are most likely to meet. ‘Show-offs’ make up the remaining 90 per cent of members. They are occasional visitors, perhaps only two or three times a year, who see a visit to their club as a rare treat. Their visits are so rare, they seldom know many other members when they turn up. Instead, they will bring their own company, in the form of guests to whom they wish to showcase the Club’s premises. There can be a certain heavy-handed invocation to ‘Look at my massive club’, almost as if it were a virility symbol, inviting and expecting compliments. Their guests may be friends or lovers (male or female), but they are more typically family or work colleagues.


As clubs are places of leisure, members do not necessarily always bring their working lives or their home lives with them through the door. Ever keen to live their best lives within their clubs, they can be downright unrevealing about themselves. One Clubland historian wrote over a century ago:




We may know little of a man’s private affairs, what his income is exactly, or even approximately, or how he earns it; what he does, indeed, ‘by daylight,’ as the saying goes; whether he is married, or has been, or separated, or lives maritalement; whether he owns a palatial mansion, or is satisfied with a modest bedroom in some shady corner of Clubland.6





Indeed, the reason why so many club members draw a discreet veil over such things is that their fellow members may be surprised at the sheer modesty of their home. Living so much of their lives in such grand surroundings obviates the need to get into such inconvenient intimacies.


Of course, club members do have a reputation for being eccentric, or downright odd. At best, these ‘characters’ can give clubs a unique atmosphere, at worst, they can be downright unpleasant. Every club has its ‘bores’, and the saying goes ‘If you can’t name the Club Bore, it’s because you’re the Club Bore yourself.’ My own particular cross to bear is a man resembling a hard-boiled egg who frequents half of Clubland and combines ignorant, reactionary views, an overconfidence that everything he says is riveting and must go unchallenged, and a peculiarly squeaky voice that projects across several rooms.


And the sad reality is that clubs are not – and never have been – budding with a thousand Oscar Wildes, but are usually made up of perfectly ordinary people, and many of them are quite boring. Something in the grandness of the surroundings can often bring out a Walter Mitty tendency in the dullest businessmen, suddenly thrust into a dramatic setting, acting out their fantasy lifestyle. This is why so many members spend so much time in their clubs instead of their homes. Compared to the commute back home to Coleridge Close in Surrey, Clubland has infinitely more glamour.


Club members are renowned for their wit, yet the reality often falls short of the myth. For instance, former Conservative prime minister Stanley Baldwin and his wife went for tea in the Ladies’ Drawing Room of his club, while Baldwin puffed on his trademark pipe. A servant cautiously approached him: ‘Sir, would you please put your pipe out, you’re not allowed to smoke in the Ladies’ Drawing Room!’ Baldwin answered, ‘Bugger off!’7 Scarcely the height of repartee.


Nevertheless, club members have often had their own, well-earned reputation for the amusingly understated. When the Naval and Military Club reported sightings of a ghost in 1994, it was believed to be that of Major ‘Perky’ Braddell, a member who had been killed in the Blitz. The Club refused to contemplate an exorcism, however, on the grounds that Major Braddell had never formally resigned his membership.8 Presumably, they were waiting to present him with the bill for the outstanding five decades of subscriptions.


Then there was the case of Percival Osborne, who joined the Travellers Club in 1889, and spent sixteen years as an overseas member, resident in Japan. Feeling suicidal while ‘temporarily insane’, he journeyed to London, and at noon on Saturday 15 May 1905, he promptly shot himself in the Billiard Room (now the Castlereagh Room) of the Club. The shot was angled in such a way so that after passing through his skull, the bullet damaged the baize of the billiard table. The Chairman of the Club was unimpressed: ‘A gentleman commits suicide in the lavatory. We shall make sure he never becomes a member of another club.’9


Osborne was far from the only Clubland suicide. Another club member killed himself by taking an overdose in his bedroom, yet despite being discovered lying on the floor by a servant leaving out his morning tea, was left there – the staffer simply assumed that he was drunk. Tragically, the member’s life might have been saved if the servant had called an ambulance in time. Even more tragic was that the mourning family asked to see the room he expired in, only to then rob the body of all jewellery, and strip the room of valuables.10 Clubland manners may be genteel, but the behaviour is capable of being just as outrageous as anywhere else.


Certainly, for an insight into ‘Clubland’ at its oddest and most parochial, look no further than the Annual General Meeting. These are forbidding occasions, rigorously sticking to a minimal agenda. (‘I’m sorry, I cannot answer that. All questions must be put in writing at least fourteen clear days in advance, and the copy you sent me was only received thirteen days ago, due to my being away on holiday at the time.’) They also seem to bring out a range of eccentric ‘backwoodsmen’ who are never otherwise seen, but apparently maintain their club membership solely for the privilege of competing in a sort of informal annual competition, to ask the most outrageous question at the AGM. It makes for quite the spectator sport.


Indeed, scrupulously sticking to the agenda seems to be very much a necessity, in fending off a flurry of irrelevant queries. There are always gripes about subscriptions – country members piping up that members living in town really should pay more, while town members bemoan how cheap the membership is for those living in the country, even though they are seen in the Club more frequently than anyone else. Assorted tax exiles try to argue that their main home in Jersey or the Isle of Man really should count as ‘overseas’ and that the Chelsea address is ‘just a pied-à-terre’. Members get up to decry the Club stocking a particular newspaper, observing that the waiters seem to be the only people who ever read it, or bemoaning that they once chipped a tooth on some veal on the bone. I can remember one elderly member, well into his eighties, whose annual intervention was always an event, as much for a series of dramatic, ten-second, mid-sentence pauses as the content of his questions. One AGM saw a member rise to announce that the previous March, a fly had dropped into his rice pudding, and that it was now June. ‘Why?’ he asked, ‘Why?’11


All this is further complicated by clubs maintaining the gentle fiction that all members are known to the staff by sight. At an AGM, this creates a recipe for chaos, as staff with furrowed brows struggle to identify each intervention being transcribed for the minutes. The hapless Chairman of the meeting is left mumbling, ‘You, madam, Ms [unintelligible murmuring]’, and feigning familiarity in a room often filled with strangers.


Clubs have always made good copy for journalists. For centuries, gossip columns have lapped up anecdotes from Clubland. The clichéd figure of the clapped-out reactionary, men-only club is a well-worn staple of many anecdotes. For instance, there is the notorious (possibly apocryphal) tale of the men-only club which notionally only permitted women to visit if they were the wives of members. Rumour spread that the flurry of attractive young women accompanying elderly members to dinner were – horror of horrors – not all married to their hosts, and a sign sprang up:




MEMBERS ARE ASKED NOT TO BRING THEIR MISTRESSES TO DINE AT THE CLUB, UNLESS THEY ARE THE WIVES OF OTHER MEMBERS.





And, of course, a rich vein of humorous Clubland literature sprang up, most notably by that indefatigably prolific satiriser of clubs, P. G. Wodehouse. From the ‘Jeeves’ stories to the ‘Blandings Castle’ novels, Wodehouse’s world was filled with clubmen and clubwomen, from aristocrats at White’s to servants at the Junior Ganymede Club. Yet the Club which epitomises Wodehouse’s world is the fictional Drones Club on Dover Street. This was a composite of many different clubs, from Wodehouse’s invocation of the raucous old Bachelors’ Club to the swimming pool found in Dover Street’s Bath Club. Yet above all, the key to Wodehouse was the importance of anachronism. By the time of his heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, nobody spoke like his characters anymore – they captured a series of manners and slang Wodehouse remembered from his youth in the 1890s and 1900s, which grew ever more anachronistic. As with Wodehouse’s Clubland, the Clubland which we tend to think of is a caricature of a world that no longer exists, if it ever existed at all.


There is a tendency to look on clubs as a sort of immovable object, forever stuck in the past. To today’s observer, the oldest, snootiest establishments seem ancient, as if stuck in a time warp, and so it is easy to assume that everything has been perfectly preserved for centuries. In reality, every club has frequently been reinvented every few decades, including in membership, décor, food and atmosphere. This book seeks to set out how and why clubs have changed so much over the years.


 


* The Carlton Club has had a strict card-access system, a necessity given its historic targeting by terrorists; and the Royal Automobile Club is so large with its 17,000 members, that no one ever seems to know anyone else, and so membership cards have to be produced at every transaction.


* Both the New Players Theatre Club and the Arts Theatre Club still exist as theatres, but have long since ceased to provide the club facilities which used to define them.










Chapter One



Early beginnings – scandal, coffee and chocolate


(1690−1774)


In the beginning, there was White’s – or so we are usually told. If you read most histories of London’s Clubland, they will confidently declare that it all began in 1693 with White’s, that bastion of aristocratic Toryism, often called ‘the oldest club in the world’. Even 130 years ago, with White’s already being nearly two centuries old, there was an idea that it had always been stuck in a time warp, the template of all London clubs that followed, with an almost religious ritual: ‘Dinner at White’s is a ceremonial business, wax-candles, stately waiters, carefully decanted wine, courses that come on with procession-like solemnity, a long sitting over the wine, and with the older men a “whitewash” of sherry before your coffee and cigar.’1 These images live on: the misanthropic old Duke (whose name changes with each fresh retelling), sitting in the bow window. The reckless bet for an astronomical sum of money over which raindrop would fall down the window first. The ambience of a Duke’s house, with the Duke lying dead upstairs. These are all part of the mythology.


Sixty years ago, Charles Graves repeated the conventional wisdom that ‘Clubland is a purely English invention’, and that the great clubs of Paris, Savannah, New York, Montreal and Johannesburg ‘would never have seen the light of day if Francesco Bianco had not started White’s, and if two Coldstream Guards oﬃcers had not invented the first members’ clubs in St James’s’.2 Almost every word of this is wrong.


The real story of London Clubland begins in two overseas locations. One is nearly 800 miles away from London in Italy, the other over 3,600 miles away in the Americas.


The first recognisable club was in North America: the South River Club, in the then colony of Maryland. We still do not know precisely when it was founded. Surviving press coverage merely confirms that it was already up and running by 1690. In the late seventeenth century, the South River Club had all the familiar trappings that we would later recognise in a club, including a clubhouse, members, servants, a balloting process for electing new members and a set of rules and regulations. The clubhouse was modest by today’s standards – little more than a large shed. Its membership was tiny: thirty men (and no women). Yet within the South River Club lay the embryo of so much that followed. It is also quite possible, indeed probable, that other clubs flourished in North America around this time. So much of what we know of clubs is dominated by what has survived; as we shall see, the clubs of the past formed a now-vanished world, far wider than is often realised.


While the English colonist members of the South River Club were busily balloting for new members, across the Atlantic the members of what would one day become White’s club in London had not even conceived of a club. So what did they have in London?


For centuries, London drew much of its power from its status as a port. It traded the world over, including with the ‘New World’ – particularly through the ‘triangular trade’ around the slave trade between England’s North African trading posts and North American colonies; and from the early seventeenth century, the growing English commercial monopoly in India through the East India Company. All this made London one of the busiest commercial ports on earth.


‘Real’ London, around the walled ancient Roman city that is today’s financial district, was close to the docks. What was to become ‘Clubland’ was in the West End of Central London, long considered the capital’s pleasure district. The West End’s proximity to the homes of wealthy aristocrats gave it a sense of respectability. Yet as with so much of London, it remained a district of two halves – disreputable gambling dens, slums, bordellos and debtors’ prisons existed side by side with aristocratic houses, theatres and fashionable shops which sold luxury imports such as coffee and chocolate.


Against this background, certain customs had developed around how people socialised in the public houses (or ‘pubs’) and taverns that were such popular drinking venues. Over centuries, patrons would become ‘regulars’ in their local tavern. What could be more natural than for these regulars to cluster together in a huddle? In itself, there was nothing distinctively English about this; the habit could be found over the centuries in watering holes the world over, from Mexico to Japan. Yet the language around it started to evolve in a peculiarly English way. The word ‘club’ first popped up to describe this in English in the mid-seventeenth century.


The first recorded use of the word ‘club’ in a social sense, the very birth of the idea, was in the word ‘unclubbable’ in 1633, and would grow in use against the backdrop of the English Civil War, so that it had become quite widespread by the 1650s. To be ‘unclubbable’ was to be the kind of selfish individual who would always find some excuse to not pay their bill.


From being ‘unclubbable’ evolved the notion of being ‘clubbable’, and part of a ‘club’. This was rooted in a group of tavern regulars clubbing together, to defray costs. In an ideal club, the bills were split, and the whole culture of socialising was less expensive, and more equitable, than turning up in dread of being the one person who would be lumbered with the entire bill.


Clubs were therefore a radical idea from the start – I have (perhaps pretentiously) used the phrase ‘aristocratic protosocialism’ to describe these early clubs. Like their seventeenth-century contemporaries the Diggers and the Levellers (who wielded so much influence on ensuing progressive thought), the earliest ‘clubs’ had no intention of forging a better world, or of providing a template for others to follow. They were simply trying to run their own private community, in their own way. They redistributed, not because of any grandiose political dogma, but because it seemed the most affordable way of doing things. However, their tastes and sensibilities were very much informed by the aristocratic norms of the time – they wanted to enjoy the finer things in life, and by sharing their costs, they found they were able to enjoy good wine and good company in nice rooms, at a fraction of the price.


The language of these customs was not peculiar to London: many were found across England, from small villages to large cities. However, London had a particular combination of size, wealth and poverty, and a large transient international population around the port that provided the City of London with so much of its riches. London’s wealthy – both ‘old’ and ‘new’ money – wanted fashionable places in which to socialise. And one enterprising Italian immigrant had an idea, heavily influenced by the clubs of America and the Circoli of Italy.


There is much that is unknown about Francesco Bianco (or Francesco Bianchi, according to some accounts), but he was an Italian immigrant who anglicised his name as Francis White. Joining seventeenth-century London’s frenzy for luxury goods, he set up White’s Chocolate Shop, selling both coffee and hot drinking chocolate (or cocoa). Instead of locating the business alongside rivals in the City of London itself, he opted for the up-and-coming neighbourhood of St James’s. This was a risky venture: the area was fairly peripheral to London at the time, then still recovering from the Great Fire of 1666, while St James’s still overlooked wide-open pig fields to the north, bound by the street Pigadillo – now called Piccadilly. Nevertheless, Bianco correctly guessed that locating his business right by the London residences of some of the grandest aristocrats of the day would guarantee a high-end clientele who would provide his chocolate shop with social cachet or ‘snob appeal’. Naturally, there was an ‘inner club’ within the chocolate shop, for the regular patrons, as was the custom with so many other coffee houses.


The concept of the ‘inner club’ within a tavern, coffee shop of chocolate shop had an obvious advantage. It made it almost impossible for the local authorities to raid the establishment. In the centuries before a Metropolitan Police was founded in the 1820s, there was no one unified authority to keep the peace. A combination of militiamen, magistrates, sheriffs and other semi-judicial oﬃcials all kept order as best they could – no mean feat. Presenting them with the challenge that this was ‘a private members’ club’ immediately threw doubt on any claims of oversight. This added serious legal obstacles to any attempt to raid the premises. What better way to create a haven for illegal gambling? And gambling remained both heavily illegal and immensely fashionable.


It also lent itself to other activities which were either illegal or frowned upon. In their earliest form based on informal arrangements in back rooms, clubs proved a popular homosexual meeting spot, known by the early seventeenth century as ‘molly houses’ or ‘molly clubs’. Fern Riddell notes how ‘These clubs offered their members the opportunity to meet, love and be themselves in an environment supposedly out of reach of the law.’3 This legal ‘outsider’ status of the early clubs allowed a variety of subcultures to flourish.


White’s is important with hindsight; but at the time, it did not seem terribly different from a great many other trendy coffee houses and taverns nearby, including the Star and Garter, the Cocoa Tree, the King’s Head, the Cock Tavern, or the Bunch of Grapes. Nor would it be fair to describe White’s in its first incarnation as a ‘club’ in the modern sense. It is simply that, of London’s surviving clubs today, it was the one with the earliest roots. In much the same way that England is awash with taverns claiming to be ‘the oldest pub in the country’, so Clubland is awash with clubs vying for the ‘snob value’ of being able to claim to have got under the wire first. Most of these claims are relatively far-fetched. Even the United Service Club, not founded until 1815, still made the ‘oldest club in London’ claim.4 For its first few decades, White’s was a spectacularly successful coffee shop with a gambling room around the back; nothing more, nothing less.


That it was successful can be evidenced from several things, ranging from its rapid move to bigger and more expensive premises across the street, to the £2,750 legacy left by Francesco Bianco upon his death – then a huge sum.


Bianco died in 1711, whereupon his wife Elisabetta succeeded him in running the shop. She continued to do so until her own death in 1729. Judging by her entries in the local rate books, she grew ever more prosperous and came into her own – she is first shown after his death as ‘Widow White’, then ‘Mrs White’, and finally, ‘Madam White’.5


After Elisabetta Bianco’s death, the shop was taken over by one John Arthur, who had long been a friend and neighbour of the Biancos, and had worked as a servant and assistant manager at White’s as early as 1702. In the interim, Arthur had also founded his own rival social venue on St James’s Street in 1711, which he imaginatively called Arthur’s. White’s therefore retained something of the feel of a small, intimate family business for its first few decades.


Francesco Bianco himself remains an enigma. Few hard facts are known about him, beyond the contents of his will. The widespread assumption that he was Italian stems from the will, in which all of his beneficiaries and relatives had obviously Italian names. We do not even know where he originated from within Italy – Stephen Hoare speculates he was Venetian, but based only on Venice having been a centre of the coffee trade that was then popular with Englishmen on a Grand Tour, admittedly a rather tenuous connection.


While the presence of aristocrats’ houses in St James’s gave the area a social cachet, the district was far more diverse in the reign of Queen Anne than is often remembered. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century St James’s followed the classic pattern of early urbanisation, with extreme wealth and poverty living cheek by jowl. Early Hogarth prints satirised aristocrats wading through bailiffs, beggars and excrement to get to even the wealthiest venues. St James’s Street itself was dominated by a large pillory, to which assorted criminals were chained and humiliated by passing crowds. The early members of White’s would have looked out across this far from genteel scene, only a few metres away.


A common question of this era, which deserves answering, is why clubs started excluding women. There is no easy answer to this. Even the very first surviving set of club rules is – unusually for the time – written in gender-neutral language, referring to members as ‘no one . . . nobody . . . members . . . any person . . . every person . . . every member’. In fact, it is noticeable how these rules went out of their way to use gender-neutral language, rather than ever describing members as ‘a man’.6 Restricting the club to men may well have come to be a convention, but we should not rule out the distinct possibility of women members during the first forty years of White’s, in much the same way that historians have come to realise that women voters existed in public elections prior to 1832, before the ‘Great Reform Act’ first formally defined a voter as being a man. Similarly, some nineteenth-century club rulebooks would come to define members as men – but the significance of early rulebooks referring to a member as a ‘person’ should not be ignored. As with early women’s voting rights, the main obstacle would have been financial, and so only a small number of wealthy women would have had the means to overcome this. No members’ list survives for the first forty years of White’s (although the first surviving list, from 1733, refers to a handful of elderly pre-existing members, all of them male).


Indeed, it must be stressed that any early club basking in the proximity to St James’s Palace would scarcely have been able to claim many royal connections by excluding women. When White’s opened its doors in 1693, Mary II still reigned as co-monarch. For most of the 1700s, during the reign of Queen Anne, much of the court revolved around the Queen’s friend and intimate Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough. White’s was, therefore, very much a product of late Stuart aristocratic femininity.


If we are to find a reason for the male dominance of clubs until the mid-nineteenth century, a better explanation is perhaps offered through the wider trends of socialising at the time. It was by no means unusual for ‘separate spheres’ to evolve in other forms of socialising, especially informal gatherings in pubs and taverns (although, even then, it was far from unknown for women to break bread with groups of men).7 It is also worth noting that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the district of St James’s in particular was what Percy Colson called, ‘a whole quarter . . . devoted entirely to man and his various needs at their most expensive’.8 The area boasted such innovations as men’s hatters (one of which, Lock & Co, has existed since 1676, and has been at its present St James’s Street location since 1765), tailors, barbers and cobblers. Therefore, when we think of a particular type of ‘London’ Clubland which has been so influential on other clubs worldwide, we tend to think of a business that emerged from this particularly masculine corner of London. This cottage industry in St James’s masculinity fed into wider ideas of ‘gentlemanliness’, and the aspirations which arose around that.


A further likely reason for early clubs being centred around men is the example set by the Italian Circoli. As noted, the fully-fledged institutions like the South River Club of North America were but one obvious direct forebear of the London club. The other was found in Italy.


Historians have long searched for some ancient precursor to the London club, occasionally settling on some far-fetched invocation of classical Greek and Roman men socialising in bathhouses. There is little evidence of a direct link, but it sounds eminently respectable, with a frisson of implied homoeroticism.


A far more plausible precursor was in the Italian Circoli. They had their own language, culture and traditions which placed them apart from the private clubs of London. They owed much to the continental trend towards institutionalisation, especially in the wake of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, and they reflected academic institutions going back to the Middle Ages.9


The very earliest Circoli predated even White’s chocolate shop: the first, the Circolo degli Uniti (Union Circle) of Siena in Tuscany dates to 1657, originally under the full name of the Nobile Conversazione de’ Signori Uniti nel Casino di Siena, or Casin de’ Nobili for short, translating as Casino of Nobles. Peter Clark asks how great their influence was, and concludes ‘Not much, it would seem’, being restricted to ‘some of the trappings’, and noting ‘sparse’ evidence for direct emulation.10 Like the Pall Mall clubs, they were centred around physical premises, with a sharply defined membership. However, the most obvious echo was around their masculinity; like the earliest Pall Mall clubs, they reflected the macho tradition of excluding women from membership.


Much of what we do know of the earliest London clubs is around their choice of food and drink. From the very start, the earliest clubs were built around imported beverages from all over the world, although these were by no means limited to alcohol. Some of the highest demands for fashionable clubs and coteries were among coffee houses, with coffee having been in circulation since the early seventeenth century. Pasqua Rosée was an ethnically Greek immigrant from Ragusa, centred around Dubrovnik, who had met an English merchant named Edwards. Edwards had returned home, bringing Rosée as his servant, tasked with presenting guests with the coffee of which Edwards was such a devotee. Rosée spied a business opportunity, and in 1651 he opened England’s first ever coffee house in Oxford. With the Puritan backdrop of the Interregnum, the coffee house was a very welcome alternative to alcohol. The following year, Rosée opened London’s first coffee house: ‘Pasqua Rosée’s Coffee House in St Michael’s Alley in Cornhill’. It was a runaway success, which prompted countless copycats. By the start of the eighteenth century, there were over 500 coffee houses in London alone.11


French wine, which would become such a status symbol in the nineteenth century, most notably the eponymous sparkling wines from Champagne, was still relatively obscure. Trading relations with France oscillated from variable at the best of times, to nonexistent in times of war. In particular, war from 1667 severed the supply of previously popular French claret wine. In its place, there was a great appetite for the fortified port wines provided by Portugal. Port, as it became known, had a number of advantages. It was an exceptionally sturdy wine, so that once opened it would not go off for months – as a wine, it had been perfected in the seventeenth century for long, transatlantic voyages, as sailors noticed that their wine would be better preserved if a splash of brandy was added in advance; and it had the advantage of soaking in the oak taste of the wooden barrels, too, for improved flavour. Being fortified by brandy, it was also far stronger than regular wine, and so provided a relatively inexpensive way of getting drunk. And with Portugal having enjoyed an uninterrupted alliance with England that went back to the Treaty of Windsor in 1386, there was a reliable, well-established trading route for supplies to be shipped into the port of London. Indeed, as the port wine industry grew in the eighteenth century, much of it came to be dominated by expatriate English and Scottish anglophone families, such as the Burmesters, Butlers, Crofts, Grahams, Newmans, Sandemans, Taylors and Warres.12 Early club illustrations vividly depict port as the tipple of choice.


Food was no less important, but was more noted for its large portions than for any haute cuisine. Service was just as important as substance, and the late seventeenth century saw a growing ‘quest for informality’, a backlash against the elaborate rituals and crockery of the French ancien régime.13 This emphasis on casual, easy, informal dining at informal hours was to be a perfect foment for clubs.


Disaster struck White’s when a fire broke out at about four o’clock in the morning on 26 April 1733. The blaze was considerable, even drawing in as spectators King George II and Frederick, Prince of Wales. A week later, Mr Arthur took up a temporary residence in Gaunt’s Coffee House, further down the street, where he remained for the next three years.14


When White’s was rebuilt, Arthur had it reconstituted as a club. It is from this 1736 re-establishment that the first London club rules survive – although they were far from being the first club rules in the world. It was a simple list of ten rules, stipulating the conditions for election, including a minimum quorum of twelve members needed to elect a new member, spelling out a guinea a year’s subscription and expecting the swift settlement of bills by midnight.15


Perhaps the most revealing of these ten rules was the last: that new members could only be proposed and elected ‘during the sitting of Parliament’ – a recognition not only of the Club’s aspirations to political importance, but also an acknowledgement that so much of London society revolved around the sitting of Parliament.16 Alongside these rules was a list of eighty-two founder members of the newly constituted Club (although several of the more elderly members were habitués of the old White’s). These included the prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole.17


While the new club was filled with political figures, it did not have the political prominence that would characterise later clubs. It was primarily a social venue, and informality was its defining feature. It had no clear set of politics, for many of the members, from William Pulteney to George Bubb Dodington (later 1st Baron Melcombe), cordially despised Walpole. This was a place for ‘men on the make’ to flaunt their wealth, and to unwind.


The early members of White’s tended to be the wealthy and the fashionable, and they included self-made men as well as landed aristocrats. Conspicuous among them was Robert Clive, colonial pathfinder and genocidal psychopath, elected in 1762. Much of his adult life was spent abroad, as an oﬃcial of the East India Company, so his use of White’s would have been irregular and intermittent. In 1774, he slit his own throat with a blunt paperknife after a game of whist at his Berkeley Square home, a short walk from White’s. Samuel Johnson summarised the widespread view of Clive’s motives for his death: he ‘had acquired his fortune by such crimes that his consciousness of them impelled him to cut his own throat’.18


The early White’s was still a halfway house to being a recognisable club in the modern sense. In some ways it still resembled some of the informal ‘club’ gatherings in the backrooms of taverns that had elaborate rules and election rituals of their own. Where clubs would distinctly evolve in the mid-eighteenth century was in the professionalisation of club services, and club servants. Evolving research from Brendan Mackie shows how clubs adopted the codified practices, paperwork and customs of wider eighteenth-century administration, as shown in Mackie’s pioneering research on a ‘combination of paperwork and amity’.19


Early clubs, including White’s, often specified that only members could dine there – the idea of club guests was a nineteenth-century innovation. For a members-only gathering, setting up a clubhouse with dedicated servants was a great extravagance. It was this kind of extravagance which the aristocratic clubs of the second half of the eighteenth century contributed.


In 1759, the entrepreneur William Almack set up a tavern at 49 Pall Mall, popularly known as Almack’s. As with many taverns, regular gatherings took to meeting in the backroom, and in 1762 Almack began hosting and servicing a society at the house next door, 51 Pall Mall. This gathering was serviced for its first decade by a head waiter named Edwin Boodle, and came to be known as Boodle’s club.20 The success of the public tavern allowed private services for the Club next door to be subsidised. It also raised the stakes significantly, in the kind of facilities that could be offered to members.


Today, Boodle’s is the ‘second-oldest’ club in London – or at least, the second-oldest of the surviving clubs, since Arthur’s own club, having peeled off from White’s eventually went bankrupt in 1940. Yet there are hints in the surviving Boodle’s rules that even more clubs were already proliferating by the 1760s. One of the rules went through some rewriting. Though blotted out in ink, its original form can still be read:




No person can be a member of this Society who is a member of any Club or Society in London whose meetings are supposed to be daily and whose numbers reach fifty, and of what is at present called Arthur’s or by whatever name that Society or Club may be afterwards called, whether new or old club or any other belonging to it.21





The finalised rule simply stated that members of Boodle’s could not simultaneously be members of Arthur’s. The original version is intriguing – it implies both the existence of a number of existing clubs, and the expectation that more would soon be launched.


The Boodle’s rule was ratified in 1763. The following year, a major club duly followed: Brooks’s was founded by one of Almack’s more enterprising waiters, William Brook, who left Almack’s to found his own establishment.22 A small number of businesses, used to catering to the demanding whims of their aristocratic clientele, were providing the skills and template for the growth of clubs.


These early clubs were immensely different from most of their later counterparts in one respect: the members did not own them. They were all operated by private landlords, as for-profit enterprises. Certainly, they catered to the demands of the wealthy. They were there to fleece the rich and the gullible, at a considerable markup. In this earliest form, their modern-day analogy is not the private members’ club, but the elite concierge service for the super-wealthy. It was not until the nineteenth century that the member-owned club would evolve; and it would take the idea of a club in very different directions. Nonetheless, along a thin strip of houses dotted along the ‘L’ shape of St James’s Street and Pall Mall, London’s Clubland had been born.
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