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This is for Abigail and Doctor Jonathan


Introduction

‘IT IS TRULY REVOLTING AS was done in a recent notable instance, that a man should be able to conceive of a woman describing her love for her husband to his young sister in these words: “My love for Henry is a purely sensual one”,’ thundered the Victorian literary critic Bernard Crackenthorpe in a review of The Visitors At Twilight, a long-forgotten three-volume novel by John Grahame. This angry attack was written around the turn of the century, when the spirit of Society was neatly summed up by Hilaire Belloc, writing: ‘The husbands and the wives of this select society/Lead independent lives of infinite variety.’

Even during the late Victorian era, there was much toing and froing between bedrooms at the great country house weekend parties, and with the ascent to the throne of the fun-loving Edward VII, many members of the upper classes paid only the merest lip service to the repressive and often unpleasantly hypocritical morality propounded by the Establishment for the general population. For example, at the King’s delayed coronation in 1902 (after his recovery from an operation for appendicitis) a pew known as ‘the King’s loose-box’ was set aside to accommodate several of his mistresses, including Lillie Langtry, Mrs Keppel, Lady Warwick and the famous French actress, Sarah Bernhardt. And, as the journalist Edward Pearce noted drily in The Guardian, in an article about recent sex scandals involving Government politicians: ‘Sex used to be less controversial. Lord Hartington, the late Victorian statesman and Gladstone’s lieutenant, was known for the best of reasons as “Harty Tarty” . . . Asquith wrote letters to his girl friend during cabinet meetings; Lloyd George regarded sex as healthy therapy and worked hard at it . . . Disraeli, before he married for money (and, to be fair, found sincere affection), put it about vigorously in co-respondent country.’

This latter charge could never be levelled against Rupert Mountjoy, for not a single married lady makes an appearance in his personal reminiscences, even though in 1906 it was strongly hinted in the Christmas issue of The Cremorne, a spicy Edwardian underground magazine, that Rupert was having an affair with Lady Virginia Montairy, the pretty young wife of a high-ranking officer in the Indian Army.

A sceptic might account for this fact by saying that Rupert was frightened to mention their names in his ribald memoirs, but I would like to think that, whilst Rupert hugely enjoyed penning the uninhibited lusty details of his many and varied bedroom frolics, he would indignantly insist that only a cad would reveal the names of his married amorata. For, unlike some of his contemporaries, he was at pains to stress that a gentleman should never force unwanted attentions upon unwilling partners. Although his desire to explore the boundaries of sexual mechanics is also expressed in this book, when during an escapade with two frolicsome waitresses at a party on the eve of the Grand National, he remarks to his cousin Beresford, that ‘surely nothing which is physically possible can be unnatural.’

This fifth selection from Rupert’s journal dates from Spring 1908, when he was twenty-four years old and relishing to the full the life of a wealthy young man-about-town, living (courtesy of a family friend) rent-free in fashionable Bloomsbury, in a house fully staffed by willing servants, with little to do except try out the latest amusements of the day with his close circle of friends.

As has been noted in the thumbnail sketches of Rupert Mountjoy’s life in the four previous volumes of extracts from his journal, this idle sybaritic lifestyle came to an abrupt end five and a half years after the events so vividly described in this book, when he foolishly made a disastrous speculation involving the purchases of racehorses from a dishonest breeder, which left him penniless. Indeed, Rupert narrowly escaped a police prosecution after his debts were settled by his furious father, Colonel Harold Elton Fortescue Mountjoy, late of the Ninth Punjab Rifles, who afterwards banished his errant son to Australia with a one-way ticket to Sydney and (unknown to the Colonel) a handsome cheque for £2,000 from his mother.

Despite this generous gift, Rupert felt obliged to raise as much ready cash as possible before leaving England in October 1913, in order to settle some further outstanding bills, and thus instructed the fashionable Society solicitor Sir David Godfrey to see how much a French publisher would pay for the rights of his secret autobiography, since as from mid-Victorian times even up until the early 1960s, a great amount of illicit gallant literature in English was being smuggled into Britain from Paris.

Sir David was himself a man of robust sexual proclivities and a fellow member of the Cremornites Dining Society, a clique of notorious rakes which included the writer Max Dalmaine, Colonel Alan Brooke of the Grenadier Guards, the financier Sir Ronald Dunn and the appropriately named Dr Jonathan Letchmore, whose birthday party was graphically reported by Rupert in the previous volume in this series [see The Intimate Memoirs of an Edwardian Dandy IV: Country Matters – Editor].

So, instead of telegraphing his French contacts, Sir David simply sold Rupert’s manuscript to the editor of the Cremornites’ own saucy magazine, which was secretly printed in London, adding fifty pounds of his own money when he sent Rupert a cheque ‘which you can repay when you return home’. Never on open sale, of course, copies are now very rare. A pirated edition, circulated in 1919, which was published by ‘The Society of Venus and Priapus’, was a cover for the Manchester printer Oswald Knuckleberry, who was forced to flee the country for South America in 1923 when police discovered thousands of erotic books and explicit nude photographs at his factory in West Didsbury.

But Rupert was never to step foot in England again, although he wrote home regularly to his parents and friends, and repaid the loan less than three months later, for only six weeks after arriving in Australia he went into partnership with one Marco Valducci, a local Italian restaurateur, and opened The Odd-Bods, an exclusive but highly raunchy gentleman’s club in the heart of Sydney. The club made substantial profits, and in 1915 Rupert married a pretty heiress, Nancy du Boute, who dissuaded him from joining one of the Australian regiments which were later cut to pieces in the Dardanelles campaign during the Great War.

His travels were by no means at an end, however. In 1920, after Nancy had inherited a little over £100,000 from her late father, the Mountjoys visited a friend of the du Boute family in Southern California. Rupert was so taken with American ways and especially the excitement of the burgeoning film industry that he emigrated a second time and purchased a palatial mansion in Beverly Hills, later lived in by several Hollywood moguls until it was destroyed by a fierce forest fire in 1949. Apparently, his wife had no objection to the move, and the family (by then Nancy had produced twin boys and a girl) moved, lock, stock and barrel, to America in the following year. Rupert’s interest in the movie industry soon cooled and instead he made some shrewd investments in real estate (though for a time his son Martin became a film extra and can briefly be seen with Clark Gable in Gone With The Wind) and he and Nancy lived quietly to a ripe old age.

There may be some who question the need to produce and receive explicit unexpurgated material, but most authorities would now accept that, within agreed wide-ranging parameters, adults should be allowed to read whatever they want. And as Dr Warwick Jackson observed in His Mighty Engine, an amusing though scholarly book on Edwardian erotica: ‘Authors such as Rupert Mountjoy set themselves firmly against the authoritarian notion that mainstream sexuality was an area which had to be stringently controlled by the ruling Establishment, and it is timely that his writing has survived the years to be openly republished almost one hundred years later, providing an unconventional, irreverent insight into the manners and mores of a long vanished world.’

Arthur Garvice

Toronto

December, 2012


Sir Toby: Dost thou think, because thou art virtuous, there shall be no more cakes and ale?

Clown: Yes by Saint Anne: and ginger shall be hot i’ the mouth too.

TWELFTH NIGHT

William Shakespeare
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