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FOREWORD

Set in Central Europe in 1885 on the eve of his sixteenth birthday, The Erotic Memoirs of a Lusty Victorian Rake 1 – Beginner’s Luck the young Johann set down an explicit account of how he and his close friend Carl Hildebrand enjoyed their first sexual experiences during a summer holiday in Stettin.

 And the narrative in this second volume of Johann ‘Johnny’ Gewirtz’s explicit and uncensored autobiography follows seamlessly from the final chapter of Beginner’s Luck in which Johann finds himself torn between the charms of the pretty Gusti Dahrf and her voracious Aunt Bernice.

 Professor Lorraine Rose sketched a brief biographical portrait of our author in Beginner’s Luck. For those lovers of ‘gallant literature’ [as King Edward VII catalogued the volumes in his private library] yet to enjoy this book, suffice it to say that Johann ‘Johnny’ Gewirtz was born to Graf [or Count] Benjamin Gewirtz and his Dutch born mother Gertrude. Like most aristocratic families in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, the Gewirtz family lived in Vienna but unlike many absentee landlords, the Count made occasional visits to his estate in Pincwoz.

 And in this book, Johann furthers his sexual education with Natasha, the sultry gypsy girl who he first met in Stettin and Wanda, another ravishingly attractive servant whose family work for Johann’s father in Pincwoz. And Johann has every reason to be proud when he successfully puts an end to the blackmail of his father’s tenants by Baldur Basler, the cruel overseer of the Gewirtz Polish estate.

 Nevertheless, after his father was alerted to Johann’s frolics with Wanda, Count Benjamin Gewirtz decided to send his wayward son to finish his secondary education in Britain. But fortunately for our young hero, his parents’ choice of boarding school was Harcourt Academy, a small private boarding school run by Doctor Nicolas Grafton-Austin, a progressive educationist who eschewed the fashionable ‘muscular Christianity’ of the time. And Johann’s journey across Europe to England in which he gleefully details his varied sexual adventures in Paris, London and Maidenhead form the major part of this book.

 Especially interesting in this second volume of autobiography are Johann’s pungent cameos of upper-class life in Paris involving the painter Henri Toulouse-Lautrec. These vignettes are further enlivened by the uninhibited bawdiness of Johann’s lively prose which made these books secret bestsellers when they first appeared in 1908.

 Such was the success of Johann’s confessions, which were published by the Parisian firm of Haimovici & Cie in French, German, Spanish and English, that within nine months more than 95,000 books had been sold. And as Professor Lorraine Rose noted in her introduction to Beginner’s Luck, the English language edition – which was translated from the German by Count Gewirtz himself – sold 69,000 copies in America and Great Britain in the first year of publication.

 Many of the British books were distributed though the Cremornite fraternity. Ostensibly a dining club, the Cremornites were in reality a coterie of raffish wealthy men-about-town who held semi-secret wild parties usually in their well-appointed country houses. This group included the Prince of Wales’ close friend the financier and philanthropist Lord Ronald Dunn of Stamford Bridge, the Honourable Harold Elton and though not a member himself, it is suspected that the Liberal politician David Lloyd George attended several of these Cremornite jamborees at the Count’s house in Green Street, Mayfair a year before he became Chancellor of the Exchequer.

 Since 1896 Johann had been a member of this exclusive club and he posted a luxurious leather bound copy of the book to his fellow Cremornite King Edward VII. The King, who enjoyed a robust sexual life, wrote an effusive letter of thanks in which he suggested that the Count should read an extract from his memoirs at his birthday party the following month in Green Street, Mayfair ‘when I hope to be present!’

 In all probability this book was destroyed along with the King’s considerable library of illicit literature after his death in May, 1910.

 Modern feminists may well hold up their hands in horror at the way our hero jumps from bed to bed but in his defence, the reader should note that throughout his long life [he died at the ripe old age of ninety-four in 1963] the Count never forced his attentions on an unwilling partner.

 Indeed, Johann Gewirtz was in many ways a staunch supporter of women’s rights. In Beginner’s Luck he champions the Suffragette movement and in 1906 he sent a cheque for £100 to Sylvia Pankhurst who wrote an fulsome letter of thanks to ‘Dear Johnny’ for his generous donation.

 Perhaps the Count’s philosophy can best be summed up here in Wild Abandon in which he muses that ‘there are many worse ideals than ‘live and let live’ and I have never seen any reason whatsoever why the State should have any power to interfere what takes place in private between consenting adults.’

 On a broader plane, we associate the Victorian and Edwardian eras with a smug, often aggressive Puritanism which valued ‘purity’ to the point of fetish so that this ribald account of young Johann’s sexual escapades may well shock even the modern reader by its graphic, explicit prose.

 But these racy and entertaining erotic high-jinks confirm the contemporary view that whilst a gospel of sexual abstinence may have been preached, it was by no means universally practised. Behind the iron-clad façade of respectability, the majority of moralists were always on the losing side against the minority of sensualists who propagated the message that sexuality was a natural emotion that within reasonable parameters should not be denied.

 As the social historian Maureen Muswell-Hill remarks in her seminal study of Victorian erotica His Mighty Engine [University of Lancashire Press, 1969] ‘There was a substantial underground demand for erotic literature which led to a spirited resistance to the prevailing ethic. For every grave warning against masturbation, petting and intercourse, these sub rosa books retorted that copulation was a hugely enjoyable activity. And in an age when sexuality was deliberately withheld from the general public, these publications served a genuine purpose by their fierce questioning of previously accepted taboos.’

 The robust vitality of the Count’s lusty prose has lost none of its sparkle across the years and there remains a spicy voluptuous in his narrative which still retains the power to shock. This is bawdy writing at its best and all lovers of gallant literature will enjoy this lively tale which offers an unconventional insight into the manners and mores of a vanished world.

Professor John Green

Smithbrooke Academy of Social Sciences

Florida

USA

October, 2012


It might well be said of me that I have merely made up a
bunch of other men’s flowers, and provided nothing of my
own but the string to tie them together.

Michel de Montaigne

[1533–1592]
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