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Introduction

THE GLITTER OF RANK, WEALTH and fashion associated with the early years of the twentieth century were not confined to Great Britain. In Vienna, the glittering capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the cavalry officers replete in their magnificent uniforms were waltzing the nights away and dining with their mistresses in discreet little supper-rooms; in America, the idiotic extravaganzas of the robber barons and their families made the headlines in the rapidly burgeoning popular press all over Europe and in Paris, the Left Bank seethed with many daring new artistic, social and philosophic ideas.

Yet without doubt it was the lives of the wealthy upper class English Edwardians, the heirs and custodians of an awe-inspiring Empire upon which the sun never set, that occupy centre stage during this so-called Golden Age when taxation was low, inflation unknown and masses of ‘common’ people were eager to be hired as domestic servants for absurdly small wages.

Of course, this colourful decade is too often viewed through nostalgic rose-tinted glasses. Living conditions for poor people were shocking, with at least one third of the population in the slums of London and other major cities, eking out a wretched existence below a decent level of subsistence. To quote the writer J.B. Priestley: ‘They were overworked, underpaid and crowded into slum property that ought to have been pulled down years before . . . in London, the West End was already establishing “missions” in the East End, just as the Victorians had sent their missionaries to India, China, and darkest Africa.’

But for the idle, hedonistic rich, the years between the death of Queen Victoria and the Great War offered tremendous opportunities for enjoyment. These were aided by the rapid development of such luxuries as motor transport, the telephone and above all a monarch such as the extrovert Edward VII, who made little secret of his enjoyment of the pleasures of the flesh!

Rupert Mountjoy was a typical young man-about-town of these times with plenty of money and little inclination to work at anything except the diary which he began at the age of fifteen just before his initiation by the pretty daughter of a neighbour into the joys of sex. Since then, as he frankly admitted, his chief interest was in l’art de faire l’amour, which led to his pursuit (with no little success) of a never-ending number of the most ravishing and desirable girls in London.

And he had plenty of time to indulge himself, for though he was unquestionably possessed of a kindly, liberal disposition and attached much weight to the idea of noblesse oblige, he had little to occupy himself with in London except the pursuit of pleasure. For Rupert Mountjoy, this involved making love to a wide range of nubile females, from cheery young servants at home or in his friends’ houses to the wild, fun-loving contemporaries of his own social class.

He was a member of the notorious Cremornites Club, a semi-secret fraternity of young rakes, and was a frequent visitor to the plush headquarters of the Club in Green Street, Mayfair, where King Edward VII is known to have brought his mistresses for discreet romps, often with such raffish companions as the Honourable Randolph Joynes, Sir Nicholas ‘Mad Nick’ Clee and Colonel Alan Brooke of the Household Cavalry.

As the distinguished social historian Dr Warwick Jackson drily noted in his foreword to the first book of Rupert’s reminiscences, The Intimate Memoirs Of An Edwardian Dandy Volume One: Youthful Scandals, ‘Rupert Mountjoy’s lifestyle was hardly stressful! It consisted of huge luncheons after lazy morning recovering from the nights before, followed by unhurried afternoons spent leafing through the sporting magazines at the club, and the day was rounded off, perhaps, by a formal dinner party or by an evening at one of the popular West End theatres and afterwards, to complete matters, he and his cronies would visit one of the maisons privées to take their pick of the pretty girls available as bed-mates for the night.’

As his memoirs make clear, Rupert and his comrades left no stones unturned in their search for novel erotic entertainments. They threw themselves into London’s night-life, shedding the shackles of convention as easily as they pulled off the garters of the saucy chorus girls who joined in the revels which took place behind closed doors but which were chronicled by Rupert in these uncensored, uninhibited memoirs.

We are fortunate that his extraordinarily explicit account of his day-to-day and night-by-night erotic escapades has survived for they were not originally written for public consumption. But in 1913 Rupert found himself frighteningly short of funds, after a huge row with his father and an unwise speculation involving the purchase of three racehorses, and was forced to bow to parental pressure and decamp to Australia.

But before he left London for Sydney he wrote to the family solicitor, Sir David Godfrey, asking him to sell his scribblings for the best possible price. Sir David was an adroit negotiator who had built up a thriving practice hushing up potential scandals and sorting out the often tangled affairs of cuckolded country gentlemen and indiscreet titled ladies, including several from the King’s own charmed circle of friends. He was also himself a man of varied sexual proclivities and so had no qualms about selling Rupert’s diaries to Max Dalmaine, the editor of the Cremornites quarterly journal in which they were serialised until the autumn of 1917. Few copies of these magazines have survived – but in 1990 an almost complete set of The Cremorne Dining Society Journal from 1913 to 1918 was discovered in a locked wooden cabinet during the refurbishment of an old water mill on the River Windrush in Oxfordshire and it is from these rescued pamphlets that this and other books in the series are taken.

A particularly interesting point of social history in this book concerns Rupert’s involvement with an exhibition in London of pictures by among others, his first lover, the young Yorkshire artist Diana Wigmore, and some far more famous and distinguished French impressionists such as Cezanne, Matisse and Gauguin.

I believe that he was not over-exaggerating the furore caused by these paintings which the critics labelled as ‘filthy and depraved’, for at a famous exhibition in 1910 at the Grafton Galleries of modern foreign artists, Desmond MacCarthy recalled: ‘Soon after ten the Press began to arrive. Now anything new in art is apt to provoke the same kind of indignation as immoral conduct and vice is detected in perfectly innocent pictures . . . anyhow, as I walked about the tittering newspaper critics busily taking notes I kept overhearing such remarks as “pure pornography”, “admirably indecent” . . . and from the opening day the public flocked and the big rooms echoed with explosions of laughter and indignation . . .’

Similar explosions of gaiety and anger may well have been caused by the publication of Rupert’s intimate diary; his robust vitality must have shocked even readers of The Cremorne Dining Society Journal. His lusty narrative, penned with an unselfconscious gusto, contains some of the frankest evocations and descriptions of a variety of sexual acts to be found in erotic writings of this era. Lovers of gallant literature will surely be delighted that Rupert’s saucy narrative is once again available and this time to a far wider audience. Social historians too will also find much of interest, not least in Rupert and his contemporaries’ fierce resistance to the suffocating, guilt-ridden and above all hypocritical moral climate of the time.

But above all, this novel is for the general broad-minded reader, as Louis Lombert commented in His Mighty Engine – a seminal study of turn of the century erotica: ‘Copies of Rupert Mountjoy’s memoirs have fortunately survived to delight and amuse, as well as providing us with an unusual and unconventional insight into the manners and mores of a vanished world.’

Alexander Raspis

Birmingham. January, 2012


‘I am not over-fond of resisting temptation.’

William Beckford [1759-1844]: Vathek
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