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Introduction

‘The Club would prefer not to be included in the proposed publication’, an internationally known, venerable old London club wrote to me, when I was preparing this book. So how did the tome you are holding come about?

It began with a simple challenge: ‘It’s all very well and good, Seth, telling us about the history of these old clubs. But what I really want to know is what these clubs are like today.’ This was the most common response to my previous book, Behind Closed Doors: The Secret Life of London Private Members’ Clubs (2022), a romp through three hundred years of Clubland history, which tried to explain how and why these singular institutions have evolved into the shape they occupy today. And so, dear reader, I have listened. (Or tried to.) Having spent the last couple of decades keeping a watchful eye on London’s evolving Clubland, old and new, and maintaining extensive private notes on the topic, I felt it was high time that readers were offered a proper up-to-date guide to this world.

Why?

The first reason, quite simply, is to engage in a spot of myth busting. There is no shortage of confidently asserted ‘facts’ on Clubland, which are easily disproved by the simple collation of verifiable facts. And that can be fun. For instance, ‘No one builds new clubs any more, except for 5 Hertford Street and Soho House’, is something I hear a great deal of. As readers will find here, that is simply not true: London is in the middle of a club ‘boom’, with dozens of establishments having popped up in the last thirty years.

Secondly, however you so wish to engage with the clubs, I am all too mindful that there is no single, convenient entry point for navigating this unusual world. It is not the case that a prospective club member, having carefully weighed up all the factors, and compiled a spreadsheet of dozens of possible clubs, makes an objective and informed decision based upon hundreds of variables. Instead, you would typically join the first club you have heard of, or the first one where you have enough friends to get you in. This is akin to buying the first laptop you see in a showroom. And so regret often slowly sets in, and you spend the next few years shilly-shallying over the matter of resignation, and whether you might try your luck somewhere else that is more to your liking. A club is not just a building. People are often unaware that in joining a club, they are joining a tribe, with a certain culture and traditions, and that not all clubs are alike – they can feel very different from one another. This book hopes to shed some light on that, so that people considering membership have an idea of what they may be getting themselves into, and whether it suits them or not. But this book is equally suited to the curious, who have no intention of joining such odd gatherings, and would just like to know where all these clubs are, and might be surprised to learn that there are three of them within gargling distance of their office.

I was very much motivated by the number of people who complained to me that they didn’t think there was any up-to-date guide. It was not always that way. During the Victorian heyday of London clubs, when they numbered some four hundred, there was a litany of published guidebooks; and every reference work worth its salt, from Whittaker’s Almanac to Dod’s Parliamentary Companion, included an appendix offering readers a comprehensive, up-to-date listing of clubs, including their contact details and short descriptions. During the years of Clubland decline in the twentieth century, as scores of these institutions closed down, the Clubland sections of those guidebooks died a death. Even until recently, the clubs were an essential part of ‘The Knowledge’ drilled into every taxi driver in London; but the last time I tried asking a cab driver for ‘The Reform Club, please’, I was met with a blank stare. This remains the case, even though clubs have been doing a roaring trade for much of the last forty years, meaning they are now more widespread than at any time since the 1920s, while their mystique has never been greater.

London Clubland: A Companion for the Curious aims to be a convenient, at-a-glance guide to the state of Clubland today. Yet I didn’t think it fair to just cobble together a bland catalogue. What was needed was a fuller handbook to shine some light on club culture. Plenty of people visit a club. But one of the most common complaints, whether a club intends this to be the case or not, is that visitors can feel ill at ease on their first call. Clubs have their own traditions, mannerisms and slang; so that even people steeped in one club can be at a loss in another. This book hopes to empower the reader, showing you that you have nothing to fear.

It is a book of two halves. The first is a simple, club-by-club overview of each and every establishment today that has drawn my eye. There is no attempt at a value judgement, or anything so gauche as a ‘review’. Reviews are for others to write. Each overview sets out to establish the particulars, and to give you an idea of each club’s vital statistics, history, aims and culture, though there may be some more tongue-in-cheek observations along the way. It is possible – likely, even – that some clubs have so far escaped my attention. But after twenty years of roaming Clubland, and fifteen years of professionally analysing clubs worldwide as an academic historian, economist and consultant, I have done my best to try to give as complete a portrait as possible.

The second half of the book (encompassing Sections 2, 3 and 4) is entirely geared towards club culture; a literary potpourri, offering up some insight into the customs, rules, routines, traditions and even recipes that make up many of these clubs. There are no rituals – clubs are not (usually) Masonic establishments, although a few have been known to take private hires from all manner of groups, including Freemasons – but there are some mildly amusing songs. It also gives some sense of the full scale of these clubs, and how many have been scattered across the city that became (and still is) the global capital of clubs. Any Londoner walking through the city centre will doubtless pass scores of ex-clubhouses, possibly without ever realising it. You may choose to read the book from cover to cover, but it is also designed to be dipped into at a leisurely pace; a reference work to make you chuckle.

Outsiders look on clubs with some bafflement. Given the aloof image projected by so many of them, this is completely understandable. Yet they are an obvious reflection of the human condition. Not only have ‘the 1 per cent’ of many cities worldwide built emulations of the British clubs (some on an even more opulent scale); and not only have the British built a range of popular institutions spinning off from the model of a private members’ club, including subscription libraries, cricket clubs, football clubs, working men’s clubs and private gyms; but the appeal of clubs is more fundamental than that. Humans are inherently social creatures, and in cultures the world over, people who have never heard of Pall Mall have nonetheless built remarkably club-like establishments in all manner of cafés, bars and restaurants frequented by regular visitors who might pay a bit extra for some shared facility between them – whether it’s the hire fee for the use of a back room for a weekly card game in New Orleans, or an extra levy for the ingredients of a particularly sumptuous communal meal in Pamplona. And so to ‘club together’ is innately human. The curious way the British have institutionalised this – taking what was originally a North American and Italian idea, and then placing it on the organised footing of a club – tells us much about how the British socialise. And they do love the bureaucracy of a committee.*

As the first sentence of this Introduction makes clear, the clubs themselves have not endorsed this project in any way. The book was researched and written entirely independently of them – albeit with wide-ranging support from scores of members, and building on extensive archival research into Clubland history and practices. However, today’s clubs were all contacted late in the day with an initial draft of their respective entries, inviting comment or correction; and well over half of them did respond (about two-thirds of the historic ones, and about one-fifth of the modern ones), the vast majority quite favourably. One initially wrote, ‘we must respectfully request that you refrain from including any details about us in your publication’ (before later backtracking). Most, however, were overwhelmingly constructive, offering factual corrections and additional insights. Particularly enjoyable were the meetings. When clubs asked for a face-to-face meeting with the club secretary about my text, I imagined I was being dragged up to the headmaster’s study for a dressing down. Far from it. They generally chuckled amiably through the copy, murmuring, ‘Fair comment.’ Bless them.

The single question I get most often, the world over, is ‘What is the best club?’ I hate it. It’s a tedious and unanswerable query. Type ‘best London clubs’ into Google, and you will be assaulted by a torrent of paid-for advertorials offering their pick of ‘the top’ 5, 8, 10, 12, 24, 37, or however many clubs the writer was themselves able to Google. Few, if any, give a particularly accurate or representative picture of Clubland as a whole.*

Why do I hate this question so much? Clubs come in all shapes and sizes, and all themes and memberships. There is simply no one-size-fits-all answer to this question; one person’s idea of paradise is likely to send someone else running a million miles. In his old age, Andrew Cavendish, 11th Duke of Devonshire, looked back on his life, including a somewhat louche youth, and said, ‘When I was young, I used to like casinos, fast women and God knows what. Now my idea of Heaven, apart from being at Chatsworth [House], is to sit in the hall of Brooks’s, having tea.’† Some people reading this might quite like casinos, fast women (or, indeed, fast men), and God knows what. There is no shame in that, and there are clubs which cater to that. Others might prefer a cup of tea. If this book serves one purpose, it is hoped to give readers a firmer idea about the lay of the land, and whether any of these places might suit their own needs and interests – and to paint as full a picture as possible, including the quieter places that do not always draw attention to themselves.

Far more interesting are the questions I cannot easily answer. Why do people even join clubs? Which prime ministers have belonged to which clubs? (A particularly never-ending topic, given how promiscuous the likes of Wellington, Churchill and Macmillan could be with their memberships.) Which clubs have been bombed over the years? I have had a stab at tackling all of these.

In writing this book, two sets of work have been particularly influential. The first is in the guides of John Timbs, Victorian journalist and antiquary – to whom this book is dedicated. He was a tireless chronicler of the mid-Victorian clubs. Between 1853 and 1872, several permutations of his Clubs and Club Life of London shone light on the full range of this side of the city, in many cases sharing them for the first time with a mass audience. The second was Charles Graves, whose 1963 guide Leather Armchairs: The Chivas Regal Book of London Clubs remains a perceptive guide to the clubs that were left by the early 1960s.

I did consider covering the whole of the United Kingdom – or even Europe – in this book, for there is a rich club tradition more broadly. But such a project would only have been possible as a multi-volume set, which would set many bookcases creaking, and that would have ended my ambition of an up-to-date, browsable, at-a-glance guide.

To those of you asking, ‘Why hasn’t [X Club] been included?’, or ‘How dare you include [Club Y]?’, I would gently direct you to the ‘Rules of Engagement’ at the back of the book. There is a method to my madness – though I may have also made some genuine omissions, for which I can only apologise in advance.

I have not accepted any inducements or bribes to speak well or badly of any particular establishments. I could have made a mint if I had. This is not the result of any idealism or integrity on my part; I’m just a spectacularly poor businessman.

It often confuses people that my ragbag of interests seems to be in such a disparate series of fields: academic, teacher, researcher, historian, investigative journalist, traveller, and writer about clubs. (I was once being shown around an extremely secretive, elite Portuguese club when midway through my tour, my host suddenly asked, ‘You’re not a journalist, are you?’, and went deathly pale when I answered, ‘Yes.’) Am I simply schizophrenic? I don’t think so. Yet there is actually a golden thread running through it all: I like to empower people. I don’t like sitting on knowledge and hoarding it for myself; I find that if I share what I learn, people often take me by surprise with their own very individual responses, and everybody has much more fun talking about the topic. It’s almost like a club. So please do keep the letters and emails coming, and settle back, as I guide you through London Clubland today. At times, it can be a madhouse – but a thoroughly fascinating one.

London Clubland today: How we got here

Since I started publishing books on Clubland history, I’ve often found myself taken to one side by overseas visitors, who ask me to give something like ‘a précis of the state of Clubland today’. This is not as easy as it sounds. As you will gather from this book, clubs are highly decentralised, idiosyncratic, eccentric organisations.

Moreover, clubs old and new tend to be a patchwork of many elements added over the years, so that one person’s ‘new’ development is really some long-term adaptation, and another person’s ‘tradition’ is really some recent affectation. To understand how London Clubland came into its present shape, it is necessary to understand something of its evolution.

This is particularly the case with the cultural divide between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ clubs. Members of long-standing establishments tend to be somewhat sniffy, or even dismissive, of any counterparts which are under a century old. (But then, members of most clubs tend to be dismissive about the majority of clubs to which they do not belong.) In reality, the dividing line can be vaguer. True, most (but not all) ‘old’ clubs are run as a not-for-profit business owned by their members, or else as a for-profit enterprise that keeps failing to turn a profit; and most (but not all) ‘new’ clubs are run by an external landlord as a for-profit business. But ownership alone does not define a club; and, indeed, until the early nineteenth century, all London clubs were run by external landlords as for-profit enterprises. Moreover, members are just as likely to be concerned with matters of taste, facilities, staff and their fellow membership, than the minutiae of governance. And the facilities can increasingly blur and overlap – recent years have seen the traditional clubs with floorspace to spare begin adding gyms, private hire rooms and co-working spaces, in a bid to compete with the newer clubs.

‘New’ clubs never stopped being set up. Even in the doldrum years of the 1960s and 1970s, when Victorian clubs were going bust by the dozen, chic new Mayfair establishments like Quent’s and the Clermont Club were established, for the purpose of extracting as much money as possible from anyone who stepped over the thresholds.

But since the 1980s and 1990s, there has been a noticeable club ‘boom’ in the city, with dozens of new establishments being set up. On average, they have had a short lifespan; yet as the listing in Section 4 attests, this has not been any greater than the short lifespan of many ‘traditional’ clubs.

The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century origins of clubs were informal, verging on the scandalous: a room around the back of a ‘legitimate’ coffee house or hot-chocolate shop; in that room, fashionable (but illegal) gambling went on, with games often continuing for days at a time. Terming the back room a ‘private members’ club’ raised all manner of jurisdiction headaches for the authorities, making it nigh impossible to raid. As these establishments grew ever more in vogue through the Georgian era, their aristocratic members became more demanding about entertainment and refreshment. With the professionalisation of club servants – originally the club steward, and then the chef – clubs began to rival restaurants for serving food and wine, often at more convenient serving times, and with more exotic menus.

The nineteenth century saw an explosion of clubs, from barely a dozen at the start of the century to around four hundred by its end. And it is during this era that London became the global capital of clubs, with more than any other city. Clubland became a recognisable, physical entity. The new clubs were increasingly middle class, and later lower middle class. Their premises became ever more elaborate, looking to outdo one another for opulence and splendour. A newfound Victorian focus on propriety made them more sober establishments than their Georgian predecessors (at least on the surface). A popular working-class spin-off – the working men’s club – sprouted up, with thousands spreading around the country.

This rise and rise came to a messy end after the First World War. Clubland went into a long, steady decline for most of the twentieth century. The reasons for this were numerous. Many clubs stopped recruiting new members in large numbers, until they became a demographic time bomb, the bulk of their membership dying of old age within a decade. Food rationing during and after the Second World War seriously dented the clubs’ ability to offer fine dining, and an expectation of serving up slop remained the norm for decades afterwards. Historic failures to invest in the maintenance of clubhouse buildings meant that clubs were presented with ruinous repair bills, catching up on a century or more of neglect. Serious governance flaws in clubs made them a tempting and vulnerable target to all manner of scammers, thieves and asset strippers. And many member-owned clubs folded through choice: as central London’s land values soared, members often preferred to demutualise; or to put it another way, they dissolved their own clubs and flogged off the building for millions of pounds, retiring on their cut of the proceeds.

Clubland was in a depressing state by the post-war years, and it is this gloomy picture of decline that still comes to mind when people mention traditional London clubs – rather than the thrusting, dynamic, playful and experimental places they had been in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The rejuvenation of Clubland over the last thirty or forty years is therefore to be welcomed – especially the role of the new clubs in triggering that.

Against that, not all new clubs are created equal. The caricature, of a gauche, tasteless, drugged-up, ‘loadsamoney’ culture aimed at fleecing nouveau riche oligarchs, has certainly had the ring of truth in some cases – although some of the more conspicuous examples of that have already folded. And some of the newer clubs can be delightfully unpretentious bohemian corners of London, dripping with as much character as their historic forebears.

London’s clubs tend to be better organised than they used to be at recognising shared issues. Formal and informal communications networks between the managements of different clubs are extensive, and most club staff recognise that what may be a new problem for them has been tackled a hundred times over by their colleagues.

Some problems have been particularly new. The Covid-19 pandemic has cast a long shadow, particularly with the mandatory closure of all clubhouses for months of 2020 and 2021. Several clubs never reopened (including the Devonshire Club in Spitalfields, Fox Club in Mayfair, h-Club in Covent Garden and AllBright Fitzrovia), while a great many were saved by assorted government subsidies, from furlough pay for their staff, to participation in the ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ scheme (although the latter may, with hindsight, have further spread Covid).

The more long-term effects of the pandemic were subtler, and took a while to become noticeable. During the long lockdowns of 2020–1, many members continued to socialise remotely via Zoom, often arranging online literary talks or remote wine tastings. Online participation was not all sweetness and light. A certain impatience, bordering on intolerance, began to accompany many Zoom meetings. Previously, committee meetings had been held in person, and members tended to self-censor with great tact, not least because they all repaired to the bar or dining room after meetings – it would have been inconceivable to be rude in person. Online, people sometimes behaved differently. They would snap in the middle of Zoom meetings, having their say on long-festering grudges, and then disconnecting the call rather than facing the music. Anecdotally, these scenes were repeated across quite a few clubs – and once members returned to clubs in person, the ill temper often stayed. Consequently, while the members of clubs may not know it, the governance has in many cases become less kind, more aggressive, more suspicious, more opinionated and more stand-offish. This has been rarer in proprietary clubs, where the owner’s iron fist in a velvet glove rules the day; but in a number of members’ clubs, it has made matters increasingly unruly.

Feeding into this has been a newfound level of concern and polarisation around the ‘culture war’. On the one hand, members and management keen to take steps towards greater diversity or modernisation of facilities have been denounced by traditionalists as ‘woke’. On the other hand, members with scepticism about specific plans have been incensed to find themselves painted as bigots and reactionaries. While there have been times when such accusations have been fully justified, more often they have been down to needless vilification; the result has been a less patient, less forgiving atmosphere in the clubs. Most members just want peace and quiet. Simply ‘agreeing to disagree’ is no longer enough. Where clubs have their work cut out is in balancing an atmosphere which welcomes vigorous debate in a respectful way, with members and management still having a handle on what constitutes the ‘red lines’ for members of their own particular club, with its own unique culture.

Red lines have been particularly drawn on the topic of single-sex clubs, with the Guardian’s Amelia Gentleman having focused since 2015 on London’s remaining men-only clubs. This came to a head with the leaking, in March 2024, of a Garrick Club membership list, and the Guardian serialising the names of prominent members in the arts, civil service and judiciary, where there was a suggestion of hypocrisy. Several individuals who were named promptly offered their resignations, and it was reported that the Club had urged members not to resign while the issue was being resolved. The resolution proved surprisingly swift: by April, the Garrick’s Committee voted for women to be elected as members, in May this was endorsed by 59.98 per cent of members voting at a special general meeting, and the Club’s first two women were elected as honorary members in July.

The newspaper furore over the Garrick prompted wider debates about the ongoing existence of single-sex clubs. Depending on one’s view, it is argued either that restricting club membership to men limits significant career advantages to men; or that no work-related discussion whatsoever happens in clubs.

This is not a recent debate. Women have been a staple of Clubland since its foundation – London’s oldest club, White’s, was founded by husband-and-wife team Francesco and Elisabetta Bianco, while the first club with women members opened in 1770. There have been eighty-six women-only clubs in the city, peaking with several dozen in the Edwardian era, so that even though Clubland always had plenty of men-only clubs, Clubland as a whole was seldom a men-only space until the 1950s – and that was down to the financial collapse of the women’s and mixed-sex clubs in the post-war years. Since then, clubs have frequently debated a range of related issues from admitting women, to the gender ratio of their members. Most of the historic gentlemen’s clubs have become mixed sex, typically by the 1990s, with a dozen or so more traditional clubs resisting any change.

Where the 2024 Garrick controversy has longer-term implications for single-sex clubs is in the legal advice offered. This suggested that even when club rulebooks refer to a member as ‘he’, under English contract law this normally implies ‘he or she’, unless otherwise explicitly stated. Accordingly, gentlemen’s clubs could end up breaching the Equality Act 2010 if they simply refuse to process applications from women candidates.

That said, the legal advice did not suggest that single-sex clubs were in themselves unlawful – that is clear from the Equality Act. The result, already quietly undertaken in some of the more aristocratic clubs, has been to pass an amendment to their own rules, explicitly stating that they are henceforth only open to men. Where things have become more ambiguous has been when the membership is so divided over the issue that this kind of clarifying motion on the status quo is not possible. Without enough support to either open up to women members, or to codify the Club as a men-only club, this ‘no man’s land’ is fraught with uncertainty.

As long as there are single-sex clubs – and there are currently about a dozen men-only ones in London, and one women-only one – the issue is not likely to go away. What is likely to decide it is the culture of each club: some are still likely to make the change, with significant pressure from men who feel that reform is long overdue. Others are likely to resist any change whatsoever; and indeed currently attract members who joined because they wanted a single-sex environment. Each time a gentlemen’s club opens up to women, there is a modest exodus of disgruntled members towards the remaining men-only clubs, further entrenching attitudes within them.

Yet while press coverage in the last year focused on women at the Garrick, most London clubs today have barely been affected by the issue. Most clubs are mixed sex; indeed, a majority today have always been so. More bread-and-butter issues have tended to be around the day-to-day running of the Club: whether the food is as good as it used to be, whether the members are as impressive as they used to be, and similar subjective judgements.

It is worth remembering that the early clubs were not founded in luxury. They were quite simple affairs, often just one room, and the remaining small dining clubs like the Beefsteak or Pratt’s give a strong sense of their intimate atmosphere. Over time, some clubs – the ones that didn’t go bankrupt – could build up substantial assets in terms of art, architecture, staffing, investments and intellectual property. The historic clubs we see today are the lucky 10 per cent that survived, and usually flourished. (The remaining 90 per cent went bust.) The result is that when we think of clubs today, we tend to think of luxury. Accordingly, new members can have very lofty expectations, not always matched by a preparedness to pay. And it is not simply students, the retired and the precariously employed who lobby for more affordable clubs and club meals. There are plenty of distressed aristocrats, too, much though they prefer to keep quiet about it.

These expectations also make things particularly difficult for the new clubs: they need to arrange for a clubhouse in one of the most expensive cities on earth, when a number of their older rivals bought a freehold at bargain-basement prices over a century ago, while they fork out for a ruinous lease; and they usually need to endeavour to outdo the traditional clubs, and can offer facilities including gyms, saunas, nightclubs. With all of these pressures, it is perhaps unsurprising that so many of them focus on ‘new’ money.

Why do people tolerate such spiralling costs? Snobbery only goes so far in explaining the appeal. And sometimes, members do not realise the true cost of the facilities they seek. There is certainly an enduring mystique among those outside the lofty portals of these establishments, if only to have a peek inside – a sentiment shared by many members who know their own club like the back of their hand, yet are curious about their peers. Moreover, at least some clubs must be doing something right to retain so many fee-paying members, year in, year out. It is because they speak to a very human need, for stimulation in congenial company, that the clubs are so enduring; and if many have come and gone, there is never a shortage of successors. Outsiders tend to characterise clubs by their physical trappings. But what most insiders tend to value about them is the human relationships forged within. I hope this book gives some insight into both.



_______

* I say ‘They’; I’ve actually been a UK citizen since 2012. But being Swiss-born, and a lover of all things Portuguese, I will never be entirely British, however frightfully English I may sound.

* I’m setting myself up for a fall here. The standard response from club members to my last book was, ‘What you wrote about my club was a travesty and a disgrace. You were spot-on about all the others, though.’

† ‘Obituary: The Duke of Devonshire’, Daily Telegraph, 5 May 2004.




SECTION 1

CLUB DIRECTORY
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