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THE DEVIL’S TRAVEL BUREAU



It was a classic summer’s day in London—the city was enveloped by veils of dismal rain—and as I skulked through the lonely back streets of Bloomsbury, I began to feel like Dr. Jekyll before a binge. Decent folk who passed me by seemed to hasten their step, ducking beneath their umbrellas when they glimpsed my wild eyes.

It was as if they could sense my furtive mission. I was on my way to the British Museum, where I planned to locate the dreaded Secretum, the world’s most extensive cache of historical erotica, and then wallow in its shameful contents.

In the high Victorian age, with Oscar Wilde in the defendant box, fig leafs on every statue and moral watchdogs on every corner, many a guilty-looking gentleman would have trodden this same path to London’s most hallowed institution. But instead of admiring the respectable exhibits, these discerning types would have slipped through the crowds to meet a museum official, the Keeper of the Secretum. Letters of introduction were presented, written by trustees or college dons, and then the visitor (who might have been accompanied, on rare occasions, by a female companion or two) would be ushered down a dark stairway to the North Basement, to wait for a door to be unlocked.

As the blue flames of the gas lamps spluttered to life, shelves full of writhing limbs emerged from the darkness—naked lovers carved in marble, satyrs in gold leaf on parchment, bronze phalluses of astonishing proportions. For the delectation of the chosen few, the Secretum offered an array of historical artifacts that were considered too obscene for public display. Cultures that the Victorians could barely dream of were here, brazenly enjoying themselves in every possible manner.

It must have seemed like a shrine to forbidden pleasure.

The Secretum was created in 1866, at the height of the era’s sexual hysteria, to protect the public from the moral perils of history. The year before, 434 ancient phallic objects had been donated by a freethinking doctor named George Witt, who had made his fortune in Australia from banking. Dr. Witt was convinced that all world religions had begun with phallus worship, and had gathered around him a clique of wealthy phallus collectors who supported his thesis. While accepting the bequest, the British Museum trustees voted to allocate a special room where the Witt Collection could be examined in suitable privacy. The room was quickly supplemented with “obscene” treasures from all historical periods. British archaeologists and academics had long been returning from their journeys around the world with shocking depictions of guilt-free sex. By the 1890s, the Museum Secretum, Secret Museum, boasted over 1,100 wicked objects.

Today, we can get a detailed idea of the chamber’s contents from the Secretum Acquisitions Register, a leather-bound tome where each new arrival was carefully noted. Preserved in the museum archives, the Register makes entertaining reading. The word ithyphallic (“erect penis”) appears in every second listing, with the pages often enlivened by thumbnail sketches. But it is the breadth of the collection that is most arresting. The Secretum held an eye-popping variety of Greco-Roman art, including a graphic sculpture of the god Pan fornicating with a she-goat; a medieval chastity belt; lewd engravings from Renaissance Venice; eighteenth-century porn from the oeuvre of the Marquis de Sade; ribald documents from Georgian British sex clubs; and much more. In short, the cream of Europe’s erotica had been gathered in one thrillingly dingy chamber.
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The Egyptian Room, official façade of the British Museum when the Secretum was offering forbidden treats to select visitors, shown around 1890. (© Lesley Thelander)

Naturally, the Secretum earned an underground, if highbrow, cachet. But despite its fame amongst the cognoscenti, it was so risqué that very few scholars felt comfortable describing their emotions in print; the records that survive are reserved, stiff-upper-lip complaints about the poor lighting or stale air. Still, we can imagine the enthusiasm of enlightened visitors to be similar to that of Henry James, who examined a portfolio of Lord Byron’s graphic letters and sketches with his friend the novelist John Buchan. Buchan recalled in his memoir, “The thing nearly made me sick, but my colleague (James) never turned a hair. His only words for some special vileness were ‘singular’—‘most curious’—‘nauseating perhaps, but how quite inexpressibly significant.’ ”

In 1912, the Secretum collection was divided up and moved to a series of locked backroom cupboards. Although new pieces, including two-hundred-year-old condoms, were still being added as late as 1953, the official attitude changed during the permissive 1960s. Items were slowly redistributed to their rightful places in the museum, and even the name Secretum fell from use. In 2001, the curator David Gaimster identified the last resting place of its vestiges as Cupboard 55 in the Department of Europe and Prehistory, and published an article with several photographs showing a few last saucy treats, which he regarded as a “time capsule” of misguided Victorian attitudes to censorship.

Today, although the museum doesn’t overadvertise the fact, the entire storage collection is available to the public for “object identification” by appointment on Tuesday afternoons. So when I was in London, I made an appointment to visit Cupboard 55.

Finally, the museum was looming above me, like a haunted temple in the rain. I jostled past noisy tour groups and entered the polished halls of the King’s Library. With a set of e-mailed instructions in my top pocket, my imagination was now racing like a schoolboy’s. Perhaps just pulling a certain book from the shelf would open a secret panel, revealing a mahogany-lined parlor managed by tuxedoed servants. The reality of my visit was a little less Merchant Ivory. In the appointed room, I muttered my name into an intercom, and a door clicked open to reveal a shabby, abandoned hallway coated in hospital-gray paint. A pallid secretary appeared and led me up some echoing stairs to the storage areas. The walls were cracked and chipped, the windows opaque with grime.
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Copy of Renaissance Venetian pornography from I Modi, or The Positions, safely locked up in the Secretum during the Victorian age. (© Trustees of the British Museum)

I was getting excited.

Waiting for me was a curator, Liz Gatti, a fashionable sylph with an understated nose piercing. She was an incongruous figure, like an emissary from Marc Jacobs somehow lost in Bleak House.

“We get a lot of inquiries about the Secretum,” she began, as I signed the visitor’s book. “But I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. There’s hardly anything left.”

“Oh, I’ll have a peek anyway,” I said with what I hoped was proper aplomb.

We followed a corridor that was now lined with antique wooden cabinetry, each marked with a bronze number plaque, until we stopped in front of Cupboard 55. This was it, the dreaded Secretum’s last known resting place.

“No whiff of brimstone,” I joked.

Ms. Gatti looked at me askance, then pulled out a wad of keys.

I held my breath as she creaked open the aged hinges, as if it were a vampire’s casket. Squinting in the semi-darkness, I made out rows of peculiar items that looked a bit like dreidels.

“Egad,” I muttered, mystified. They were dreidels.

“Everything really has been moved about,” Liz sighed. “Today we use the cupboard to house Judaica.”

This was deflating and bewildering news: the last items from Cupboard 55 had been redistributed in 2005.

“But is there nothing here from the former Secretum?” I pleaded.

“Well, actually …” she said hesitantly, fingering the keys. “A few bits and bobs.”

That was when she cracked open the adjoining door—Cupboard 54.

And there, neatly cushioned in a silk-lined wooden box, was a selection of candy-colored wax phalluses from eighteenth-century Italy. Liz explained that they had been donated by the avid phallus hunter Sir William Hamilton, British envoy to Naples during the Napoleonic Wars, who found them being used as fertility offerings in a village church and liberated them for Britain. (His busy career as a collector in Italy was overshadowed by the scandalous fact that his wife, Lady Hamilton, ran off with Lord Nelson). On the shelf below, a clinically white, acid-free Styrofoam sheet held items from the Witt Collection: Rows of ancient Roman phallic jewelry, crafted from coral, amber, and glass and now laid out like colorful insects in an entomology case. Amulets depicted lovers indulging in a range of athletic coital positions. One strange statuette showed a winged dwarf with a monstrous organ. Of course, phallic objects were carried every day as good luck charms in ancient Rome and are no longer off-limits. But today, filed away in this cobwebbed corner, they felt like the last buried link to that Victorian hysteria.

My eyes ran over the wealth of oddities—badges worn by medieval pilgrims, depicting the female genitals; a tobacco-pipe-stopper from the Tudor age, showing a knickerless woman pulling up her skirt—before settling on the last display. Lovingly laid out on a felt base were four eighteenth-century condoms, which had been discovered in the pages of a 1783 British self-help book, The Guide to Health, Beauty, Riches and Honour. These pioneer contraceptives were handcrafted from animal intestines. They were like works of art, intentionally pretty, tied at the open end by little pink ribbons of silk. They had survived in mint condition, all the way from the era of Casanova.

I was in historian’s heaven.

[image: ]

Items from the former Secretum: Left, wax phalluses from southern Italy. Right, 18th century condom made from animal membrane. (Both © Trustees of the British Museum)

REPROBATES ABROAD

With its breakthroughs in rail and sea transportation, the Victorian age also marked the birth of modern travel, and it would have been a stolid visitor indeed for whom the Secretum did not inspire wanderlust. If such peculiar wonders lurked here in London, how much more could be found in the outside world?

Those last remnants of the cache had the same inspiring effect on me. The British Museum was only the first stop in a personal Grand Tour I’d planned across Europe, in search of forbidden historical fruit. Today, the entire continent is still littered with secret boudoirs, perverse relics, and ancient dungeons, many of which, I was convinced, could be found.

In a way, this was a trip I’d been plotting since I was a teenager. I attended one of the last hard-line Irish Catholic high schools in Sydney, where the records of history were hardly less sanitized than they were for Victorians. In this orthodox world view, the ancient Greeks were lofty philosophers, Renaissance popes were cultured patrons of the arts, Georgian aristocrats were demure scientists and scholars, and all those Edwardian writers who moved to Capri were just interested in the scenery.

Even as an adolescent, I suspected there was more to it than that. And in recent years, the academic world has been deluged with research that focuses on the human, daily details of history, overturning the sterile view of the past. Whole volumes are now penned on the gay clubs of belle époque Paris or Weimar Berlin. The Marquis de Sade is more famous than any Catholic saint, and a lesbian nun in Renaissance Venice has as many biographies as Britney Spears.

Now, as I rushed through the dark streets of London, my mind was filled with images of history’s most riotous fleshpots. I was going to hunt down the physical evidence of all those subversive texts. What if I found the truth behind Europe’s most fabled lost wonders—the elaborate love-making “thrones” used in nineteenth-century French brothels, for example, or the pornographic chambers in the Vatican?

I arrived back at my hotel—it was called the Goodenough Club, which sounded like the sort of place Ebenezer Scrooge might put up his mother-in-law—but stopped short outside my room, frozen by the sound of bloodcurdling screams from within. It had almost slipped my mind that I wasn’t taking this journey of discovery alone.

The moment I turned the handle, reality came crashing back. The floor was ankle-deep with clothes, toys, colored markers, plastic bottles and half-eaten food. It looked as though a horde of Pictish barbarians had ransacked the place. It was hard to believe the damage had been done by just two kids, aged ten and four. Now Henry and Sam were jumping off the beds like ecstatic ninjas. My wife, Lesley, looked shell-shocked. Any attempt to calm the boys had only inflamed their jet-lagged frenzy.

Les told me the management had been calling with complaints. Apparently the people downstairs thought a second blitz had begun. It was no use explaining that these kids were fresh off the plane from New York, a cross between Botticelli cherubs and Spielbergian children of the corn.

Instead, I explained to Lesley how I’d just examined a goat-intestine prophylactic. She nodded distractedly. “Do they deliver pizza in London?”

Les was very understanding when I’d first broached the idea of this trip back home in Manhattan.

“So it’s a young man’s erotic journey from Milan to Minsk?”

“What?”

“It sounds great. But I’m coming too. And so are the kids.”

I’d clutched my map of Europe, with my route carefully zigzagged in red marker, and began to stammer out the many logical objections to the idea. Dragging both the boys around Europe would be—what was le mot juste?—excruciating. We’d be better off going up the Empire State Building and tearing up $100 bills.

“Well, we can’t stay here!”

She did have a point. We were staring down the barrel of another brutal New York summer. The city would soon be stewing in its own fetid juices, and the boys would be ricocheting around the walls like Ping-Pong balls. Leaving the three of them in our tiny apartment would resemble some sinister Nazi experiment.

I pulled out my trump card: “You know, the material I’m researching is not exactly kid-friendly…”

But even as I said the words, I knew it was a lost cause. In today’s uncensored era, Henry, at age ten, had probably seen more sexual imagery than I had by age thirty-five—and that’s just from watching The Simpsons. He shrugged it all off with one furrowed eyebrow. And growing up in the East Village isn’t the most protected environment on earth. His best friend’s dad is a celebrated New York pornographer. Visiting the brothels of Old Paris or Pompeii is simply an historical approach to sex ed.

Sam, meanwhile, was only four years old, so would be less interested in randy Roman satyrs than the flavors of Italian gelato.

Before I knew it, our “family vacation” was settled. I tried to be philosophical: If nothing else, the next generation would have a broader view of the past than I did.

But now, in London, as I surveyed the wreckage of our first hotel room, the wisdom of the plan was difficult to recall. We were supposed to be traveling for three months, to the most sophisticated corners of Europe, on singular missions that were as delicate as an eighteenth-century timepiece. How, precisely, was I going to stay sane?

At least I could take refuge in my feverish visions of history. To paraphrase Virginia Woolf, every gentleman needs a Secretum of his own.
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Chapter One

HELLFIRE HOLIDAYS

The Great British Sex Club Tour

We’d only been traveling for a week when I told Lesley I’d been fondling another woman’s pubic hair.

Her eyes lit up. “Cool,” she said. “Whose?”

A buxom British aristocrat’s, I said. Quite possibly a Marchioness. A high class prostitute, at the very least.

We were climbing along the ramparts of St. Andrews castle in Scotland, buffeted by a fierce sea wind. Seagulls hovered above us as Henry and Sam flung themselves about the ruined walls, thrashing one another with the wooden swords we’d bought them in the ubiquitous museum gift store. It was a terrifying sight: Cherubs gone berserk.

Naturally, Les pressed me for details.

“Well, it wasn’t the most romantic setting …”

In fact, I’d had the encounter in a fluorescent-white room in the Museum of St. Andrews University, where a curator had handed me a pair of latex gloves to protect their treasured relics from my bodily oils. The item looked like a typical antique silver snuff box, oval in shape and delicately engraved. It was only when I popped the lock that I discovered its true curiosity value.
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Locket containing the pubic hairs (under parchment) of a royal mistress, circa 1822. (Reproduced courtesy of the University of St. Andrews.)

Inside, a delicate piece of parchment concealed a tightly packed clump of hair, now turned silver, although I thought I detected a tinge of remaining ginger. These, the parchment explained in florid script, were in fact the pubic hairs trimmed from “the mons Veneris [mound of Venus] of a Royal Courtesan of King George IV.”

This all-too-personal connection to the past had me breaking out in a sweat; now you wouldn’t see that in Antiques Roadshow. And the snuff box had been just the foreplay, I enthused to Les. The museum had archived a whole cache of raunchy curios that had somehow survived from what must qualify as the kinkiest sex club in European history, the oddly named Beggar’s Benison. To me, it was the most vivid reminder so far that the fun-loving Georgian era could be more brazen than today. Such intimate curls, snipped from one’s amorous conquests, were a popular form of souvenir; lovers exchanged them as tokens of affection, and rakes wore them like cockades in their hats as tokens of potency.

In this particular case, the famously randy George IV had become a member of the Beggar’s Benison while he was still a dandyish young prince in cravat and lace cuffs. Years later, while visiting Edinburgh as king in 1822, he provided this token to the club as a gesture for old times’ sake. It’s impossible to know from whom the curls truly originated, but his consort at the time was Elizabeth, the Marchioness of Conyngham, a feisty and alluring gold digger (“beautiful, shrewd, greedy, voluptuous,” rejoiced one historian) who listed the future Czar Nicholas I among her many paramours.

For me, this was more thrilling than finding King Arthur’s helmet. It was for moments like this, I told myself, that tourism in Britain is alive and well. And this was even before I saw the erotic toasting glasses or the pewter masturbation props.

SEXY BEASTS

Les was relieved that my hunt for lewd relics was finally showing some success; the road to Lady Conyngham’s unmentionables had not been an easy one. Back in London, she had even suggested we skip Scotland entirely, thereby avoiding the gloomy veils of rain that sweep down from the North Sea. But I’d insisted that any self-respecting tour of historical sin has to commence in the phantasmagoric wonderland of sex that was Georgian Britain, the era from 1714 to 1837.

Few historians have described that golden age without a tangible pang of nostalgia. Long before the unbridled heyday of Mick Jagger and Austin Powers, debauchery proliferated up and down these sodden islands, fueled by prodigious amounts of alcohol and reckless moral abandon. “There was a gusto about 18th century vice unmatched before or since,” writes Fergus Linnane in wistful tones in his London: the Wicked City. The ruling classes led by decadent example, as a fabulous influx of wealth from the budding empire provided them with the freedom to indulge their every fantasy without restraint. To modern eyes, the most striking feature of that crescendo of abandon is the proliferation of sex clubs. Today, they are generally referred to as Hellfire clubs, after one licentious group that operated in London in 1721. (The evocative term is still used by the dozens of s&m clubs in operation around the world; one Hellfire Club operated in New York’s Meatpacking District beginning in the 1970s.) The British had long displayed a passion for bibulous societies—visiting foreigners would marvel at the plethora of clubs for artists, writers, scientists, beef eaters, bird-watchers—so clubs for carnal pleasure were a natural addition. Many of their rites were shaped by the era’s newfound curiosity in science and world religions, not to mention the pleasant Enlightenment ideal that sex could be pursued for pleasure rather than procreation.

Although Georgian club activities have long been swathed in legend and rumor, historians agree that the most respectable intellectuals of the age cavorted alongside its most profligate rakes. They were joined by the era’s liberated women, including successful actresses, opera singers, and the rebellious daughters of noble families who had been married at an early age to philanderers or dullards. Each club developed its own unique formalities and rituals. Members often wore outrageous fancy dress and used special regalia, which could take the form of wicked drinking vessels or medals; in one, voting ballots would go into a wooden box modeled on an inverted human torso, with yea or nay votes going into respective orifices. Meetings were held in the private wings of taverns, where, after a high-cholesterol buffet—beef, more beef, eel pie, and peaches in port—there would be ribald toasts, readings from pornography, and visits from comely young “posture molls” who were paid to pose suggestively on a table, the Georgian version of lap dancers. Special rooms were generally provided so members could retire with companions, and even ladies of fashion might unwind with handsome rent boys. Afterward, the more energetic gents might continue carousing in upscale commercial venues such as Miss Falkland’s Temple of Love on St. James Square, where one could sip champagne in damask-lined parlors before using the “elastick beds,” spring-loaded to provide new heights of pleasure, much like the vibrating beds of Vegas hotels.

At first, one could only find such adventurous clubs in London. There was a women-only club on Jermyn Street offering discreet lesbian encounters, the Mollies Club that welcomed gay members, and the Flagellant’s Club, for those who favored a little birching (a habit so popular that it was known in brothels throughout the Continent as “the English vice”). But as the eighteenth century progressed, even more creative sex clubs began to emerge in the remoter corners of Britain, where the most peculiar rituals could be conducted away from prying eyes.

Sadly, in the prudish Victorian era, most traces of the Hellfire clubs were scratched from the historical record. The horrified grandchildren of the rakes burned many of the most embarrassing letters and club artifacts. In modern London, even the locations of their meeting places have mostly been erased or transformed. But I was delighted to discover that the Victorian purges did not reach the remotest corners of the British countryside. In fact, the homes of two legendary Hellfire clubs could still be tracked down today. In no time, I’d mapped out a road trip that was based not on ye olde castles and countryside but the hidden remains of Britain’s wildest partygoers.

Les was thrilled by the news that I had hired a car for a road trip. Oxford, perhaps? Bath? Stonehenge? She had a cousin somewhere in Somerset.…

“Nope.” I pointed triumphantly to our first stop on the map. “West Wycombe!”

SODOM-ON-THAMES

The tiny village of West Wycombe in Buckinghamshire would be typical of any rural English outpost, except for one compelling twist: It was home in the 1750s and ’60s to a blasphemous club which went by the innocuous name of the Order of the Friars of Saint Francis of Wycombe. It was the brainchild of the era’s most colorful rake, Sir Francis Dashwood, patron of the arts, humanitarian landowner, and shameless debauchee. (“Rapist, sodomite,” condemns one historian. “Gentleman, scholar,” notes another.) Membership of the order included some of the highest peers of the British realm, who, according to popular tradition, indulged in sacrilegious orgies, human sacrifice, and devil worship. Modern scholars discount the more rabid rumors of Satanism. But legends about the brotherhood have been embellished through the generations, inspiring a string of Victorian pornographic novels, pop culture films such as the 1961 Peter Cushing movie The Hellfire Club, and cult episodes of The Avengers. A version of the sinister club even turns up in Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut, when Tom Cruise stumbles onto a remote rural manor filled with masked aristocrats indulging in unspeakable acts.

To untangle the sordid truth about the club, I first needed to find a base to stay in West Wycombe—and these days, the most terrifying thing about the village may be the Tripadvisor guest reviews of its sole hotel, the George and Dragon pub.

“A real letdown!”

“Skip it!”

“Oh dear!”

“Never again!”

“One to avoid.”

But we couldn’t avoid it. Apart from its being the only accommodation, the George and Dragon was the perfect historical setting—a three-hundred-year-old carriage inn that lurks in the very shadow of the Dashwood family estate. So I decided to prepare Les for the worst by giving her a printout of the reviews to look over as we drove along the M5. (“Boy, how disappointing!” “Food and service was a joke!” “Take earplugs!”)

She was quiet for a while, pondering the horror that lay ahead. “How many nights are we staying?” she finally asked.

“Oh, three, maybe five. Remember, we’re researching sordid Georgian history. We don’t want a Holiday Inn with kitchenettes.”

“As long as it’s not too squalid. Remember what we agreed regarding the boys. No food poisoning. No vermin.”

Henry chimed in from the back seat. “Does it have a pool?”

He hadn’t traveled a lot in Europe. “It’ll have beds.”

“Oh, man.”

Sam, thankfully, had passed out in his booster seat.

I explained that West Wycombe was an essential stop on any self-respecting Hellfire journey. Sir Francis Dashwood’s tenth-generation descendent, Sir Edward, was alive and well in the ancestral mansion. He was even operating the family’s secret tunnels as a tourist attraction called the Hellfire Caves. If we stayed in the village, I reasoned, I could surely pay him a visit.

West Wycombe turned out to be little more than a cluster of miniature dwellings buried like a frightened hedgehog in the rolling green countryside. The George and Dragon seemed innocent enough at first, with whitewashed walls and exposed beams typical of its days as a coaching inn, and a cobbled driveway worn with ruts. I stooped under a low doorway and entered the darkened pub, savoring the whiff of ancient beer soaked into decaying carpet. A couple of orange bulbs gave off less light than candles.
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West Wycombe Park, an enclave of Italian taste designed by the most notorious debauchee of 18th century Britain, Sir Francis Dashwood.

“Hello,” croaked a voice from the gloom. “Fancy a pint, mate?”

I looked at my watch—10:00 a.m. Well, might as well ingratiate ourselves.

Two figures were hunched at the bar like gargoyles, with tobacco-yellow skin, greasy long hair, and eighteenth-century dentistry; one of them turned out to be the cook. Well, nobody can say that traveling in rural England isn’t exotic. Just a few miles from the bright lights of modern London, the Hogarthian stock was hardly diluted. In hushed tones, they told me stories of Sir Edward, the modern scion, who lives on the splendid estate but once came into the pub. “He’s a regular bloke,” they said. “He drinks, you know.”

Henry watched wide-eyed from a corner booth, looking like a ripe candidate for kidnapping to Fagan’s lair. Sam was playing with the silver condiment tray, quietly mixing teaspoons of sugar to the salt then spreading it over the table.

As I lugged our bags up the stairs, the George and Dragon creaked and groaned as if it were alive. The room was a bit frayed and airless, perhaps, but not quite the desperate rat hole depicted by the reviews. From our window, I could see the tiny hilltop church, instantly recognizable for a very strange addition to its architecture. A gilded wooden sphere the size of a weather balloon was mounted on top of its steeple, gleaming in the sun like a Dr. Who device or antique Orgasmatron. In 1763, Sir Francis himself had devised this ball so that he and a few friends could sit inside it, knee-to-knee, and enjoy panoramic views of his estate. Sounds harmless enough, but these were not your average rural views. According to village lore, Dashwood had invited the vicar up to his new golden orb to enjoy the vista. The man of the cloth was horrified to discover that Dashwood’s garden had been landscaped to mimic the female form, with two hills topped with pink flowering shrubs at one end and a tightly cropped triangle of forest at the other. On a prearranged signal, fountains erupted at each of the garden’s erogenous zones, causing the vicar to collapse in shock. He was only revived with “strong liquor.”
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Sir Francis Dashwood’s golden ball, the Georgian era’s strangest party venue, mounted on St. Lawrence’s Church, West Wycombe.

In the hallway, I picked up the black rotary phone the size of a bread box and dialed Sir Edward’s office. A secretary with a fine accent explained that the squire was away for the day “on business” but would be returning to his estate soon.

“Business,” I thought—a code word for mischief if ever there was one.

Back in the bar, I found Henry examining a small engraving of a maiden about to be ravished by an energetic monk.

“Dad, is he one of the club people?”

It was time to visit the boiled lolly shop.

“Come on, creatures!” I said, using one of my fond names for the boys, although it drew an appalled expression from the publican’s wife.

“They’re not creatures,” she said. “They’re human beings!”

I also liked to call them Thing One and Thing Two but decided not to explain.

The order’s notorious clubhouse was the medieval abbey of Medmenham (pronounced Med-num). It is now a private mansion, but you can see it on the opposite bank of the Thames by hiking for a mere two hours through brambles and cowpats. In 1750, when he was an up-and-coming, thirty-two-year-old member of Parliament, Sir Francis Dashwood renovated the abandoned ruins into a private rumpus room for theatrical and carnal misbehavior. Members included fellow scions of the British government, such as the Earl of Sandwich and radical John Wilkes, and it was visited by celebrities like the writer Laurence Sterne, artist William Hogarth, and Benjamin Franklin, who became Dashwood’s close friend. From the few surviving reports of members and guests, there is no doubt that a dozen randy “apostles” would gather in monks’ robes for twice monthly bacchanals beneath the Abbey’s stained-glass windows and erotic frescoes. Women of fashion would travel from London to join the frolics dressed as nuns, and saucy local “nymphs” were paid to lie naked on his altar so the monks could lick holy wine from their navels—a mere aperitif before the real festivities began. But the precise nature of the ensuing entertainment has been a matter of feverish speculation by scholars ever since.
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Medmenham Abbey, scene of depraved Hellfire club meetings in the mid-18th century.

In 1765, after fifteen years of club life, the highest-ranking members of the order fell out over politics. Dashwood retreated from his abbey to an even more secret venue. An old chalk mine existed in the hillside of West Wycombe, so Sir Francis had workers expand the tunnels into an elaborate network of passageways and caverns going down three hundred feet. The torch-lit underworld evoked the pagan catacombs of Rome, with alcoves to house suggestive statues and even a bridge built over a subterranean stream, dubbed the Styx. Benjamin Franklin was impressed with the effect when he stayed with Dashwood in 1772: “His Lordship’s imagery, puzzling and whimsical as it may seem, is as much evident above the earth as below it,” he wrote. Long after the club activity ended, local school children and Victorian tourists would explore the site by candlelight. Then, in 1951, the Dashwood family realized the caves could be a genuine money spinner. They cleared the fallen debris and opened the tunnels as the Hellfire Caves. Publicity was unwittingly provided by the local vicar, who denounced the unholy project from his pulpit and complained to the Daily Mirror that “my tummy wobbles like a jelly every time I pass the entrance.”

Today, the Hellfire Caves qualify as West Wycombe’s only tourist attraction. In the leafy hill above the village, the entrance is still framed by Dashwood’s original flint-work facade that evoked the nave of a Gothic church. We paid our entrance fee at the gift store, and ventured gingerly into the cave’s dark maw, where a sign soberly warns that “sufferers of dizzy spells, faints, blackouts and loss of balance should not enter.” The clammy air seeped down our collars as we followed the sepulchral corridors, peered into eerily lit niches that had been decorated with mannequins in period dress. Although this was supposed to be a family-friendly attraction, the modern Dashwoods couldn’t resist a few naughty references. Les distracted Henry from reading a plaque with the juicy “Nun’s Poem,” in which a young initiate confesses to a ménage à trois with an abbot, to an induced abortion, and to “Sapphic pleasures” with her fellow convent girls.

The highlight is the cavernous Banqueting Hall, with four cozy little Monks’ Cells radiating from its perimeter, each containing moss-covered statues. The piped-in voice of one of the Dashwoods announced in plummy tones that these cells were once furnished and “used by the club members for privacy with their ladies.” It then added that the Hellfire Caves are now available for hire—“a unique and atmospheric venue for any dinner party or disco.” The chill air made this prospect seem dubious, but an attendant, who was fixing a light, assured me that they’d just had 220 people down for a birthday party. “There are some amazing sound effects in the tunnels,” he said. “Security is excellent: You don’t get gatecrashers down here, and no matter how much noise you make, you don’t disturb the neighbors. It even gets warm during parties. It’s amazing what body heat can do!”
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Ghostly statue within the “monks’ cells,” Hellfire Caves.

Back at the George and Dragon pub, a few other lost souls gathered for dinner. We crouched together in a foggy window seat, gnawing on mutton chops washed down with porter ale. Henry drew pictures of vampires for some reason, which attracted concerned looks from the elderly publican. When I mentioned that we were in Buckinghamshire to hunt down relics of the sordid Hellfire Clubs, he raised one bloodshot eye.

“Quite the family trip, then,” he said, dipping into a fresh pint.

SEX AND SENSIBILITY

I had yet to meet Lord Dashwood—the twelfth baronet, that is, Sir Edward. After all, who else could clear up the enduring mysteries of the Hellfire Club? The next morning, when I hoisted the black rotary phone again, the secretary explained that, why, yes actually, Sir Edward would be happy for me to drop by for a chat.

“Really?” I asked, not quite believing it. But before she could change her mind, I dropped Les and the boys by the church mausoleum—there was an exciting urn that contained the withered heart of a Hellfire Club member—and drove off to meet the lord of the manor.

At the forbidding iron gates of West Wycombe Park, I punched in a security code, and they creaked open to reveal a tree-lined carriage path stretching into the distance. In Sir Francis’s day, the estate had been scattered with erotic “follies,” which remained so notorious in the early 1800s that Jane Austen included sly allusions to them in Sense and Sensibility. (Even her use of the name Dashwood for her characters, argues Janine Barchas of the University of Texas, created “an uneasy atmosphere of wealth, infamy, and illicit sexuality.”) As I strolled along, I tried to spot any wicked relics in the shrubberies. The air was fragrant with freshly cut grass; a lake stretched to the left, with swans regally cruising beneath a statue of Neptune. Thoroughbred horses gamboled on the sea of green, and a vast Italianate mansion hovered on the crowning hilltop.

Dazed by the feudal idyll, I must have become disoriented on the paths and ended up in the forest, until a man in a white four-wheel drive vehicle pulled up beside me.

“Are you Sir Edward?” I asked.

“Wish I was!” the warden guffawed before pointing me in the right direction.

I finally found the master sitting behind a desk in the estate office near the stables. This modern descendent of the wicked old rake had the affable, professional demeanor of a village accountant, reminding me a little of the British actor-playwright Alan Bennett. He was in his mid-forties, bespectacled, and casual in khakis and a crimson polo shirt. This Lord Dashwood is a quiet family man; instead of deflowering local virgins, he spends his time managing the family’s five thousand acres of farmland. Still, I couldn’t help but rejoice at meeting the direct descendent, who might provide clues to the true club activities.

Over tea and biscuits, Sir Edward was quick to defend his ancestor’s reputation, arguing that the popular concentration on his sex life does him an injustice.

“Sir Francis wasn’t crazy,” he insisted. “He was just a tremendous, larger-than-life character. And he had bloody good fun. He traveled a hell of a lot. He supported the arts. He developed the first semaphore system.” (The golden ball on the church steeple wasn’t just for boozing—apparently Dashwood used mirrors to flash coded messages as far as Oxford, about twenty miles away.) “He looked after his villagers in quite an enlightened way. There were so many facets to his life, which is probably why he got on so well with Benjamin Franklin. But, yes, he was also very self-indulgent—a bit like Richard Branson today.”

And the order? “Oh, it was a good, fun men’s club,” Sir Edward said. “Yes, they all dressed up and drank a hell of a lot, and, yes, there were women involved. But look at the men themselves. They were very erudite; they loved the classics, astronomy, and astrology. They weren’t into black magic. The charges of Satanism are rubbish. But they were interested in exotic philosophies. Eastern mysteries fascinated them.”

Of course, he added mischievously, the aura of sexual depravity has always been excellent for business. In fact, if it weren’t for the devilish eighteenth-century reprobate, the Dashwood family would be in dire financial straits. It was hard to believe now, but two generations ago, West Wycombe Park was bankrupt, Sir Edward admitted. The mansion was a wreck, with most of its period furniture auctioned off and many of its faux-finished walls whitewashed. But in the 1950s, income from the Hellfire Caves helped fund a recovery. Sir Edward’s father had renovated the house; he even tracked down many of the original household artworks and furniture. A deal was cut with the National Trust to allow paying visitors, many of whom are lured by the Hellfire Club’s dastardly reputation, into the lower floors of the mansion. Today, the estate is a popular film location for period costume dramas and it certainly isn’t turning down any ghost-hunting TV shows where psychics with infrared cameras overnight inside the caves, trying to capture tormented souls on film. “It brings in the crowds,” Sir Edward shrugged.

So had any of the club artifacts survived? I asked. Were there any relics left hidden beneath the floorboards, any of the robes, skull cups, or corrupted sermon books?

Sir Edward shook his head sadly. “The nineteenth-century Dashwoods were less enthusiastic about the club,” he said. “Any relics have vanished.”

Afterward, I visited the Dashwoods’ Palladian mansion, a kaleidoscope of Italian marble, chandeliers, classical busts, and tapestries. The dining room boasted portraits of Sir Francis himself waving tipsily in Ottoman garb and one of his female cronies, the luscious actress Fanny Murray, exposing her left breast with an insouciant smile. In the estate grounds, I finally found Sir Francis’s Temple of Venus, where a grotto’s entrance and curved walls were designed to evoke a vagina and a pair of spread legs. The entrance is still guarded by a statue of Mercury, the god who guides travelers on safe journeys and who, incidentally, taught humankind to masturbate.

It had started to rain, so I slipped inside the damp crevice and sat on a marble block. It was not a bad place to take stock of the evidence on the Order of St. Francis.
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The view from the cave beneath the Temple of Venus, one of the “erotic follies” on the Dashwood estate.

In the end, historians are left to piece together what really happened at the order from the few fragmentary and dubious sources—the club cellar book, which listed liquor consumption, and reports from former members and guests, including scurrilous verse by the poet Charles Churchill. But here in the womb of the estate, it wasn’t hard to imagine the club at its prime. On warm summer nights, guests would arrive at the abbey via luxury gondola, alight on the docks and wander through the torch-lit garden, glimpsing statues with suggestive inscriptions in Latin amid the foliage. Once inside, they would be met by the twelve hooded “apostles” in their long white habits and the chief voluptuary, Sir Francis, whose red robe was trimmed with rabbit fur. According to a 1779 account purporting to be by a female guest, Nocturnal Revels, each friar was allowed to invite “a Lady of cheerful disposition, to improve the general hilarity.” The aristocratic “nuns” wore masks until all the males had arrived, so that they could leave unrecognized if an acquaintance—or husband—was among the guests. In a candlelit dining room where a grand mantelpiece was inscribed with the words FAY CE QUE VOULDRAS (a quote from Rabelais, “Do As You Please”), a long table was resplendent with polished silver, crystal, and “food of a most exquisite kind and in gargantuan proportions.” There were plentiful mockeries of Catholicism and the Papacy. A satiric grace was recited in Latin, and fine claret was then drunk from cups that had been fashioned from human skulls. The latest pornography was read from volumes bound as sermon books. Scraps of food were tossed to the club mascot, a baboon dressed as a priest. But further details will always be vague. In the late 1800s, a Buckinghamshire historian named Thomas Langley tracked down Sir Francis’s elderly housekeeper at Medmenham and quizzed her on the specifics of club meetings. Apparently he was so horrified by her stories that he decided they “might as well be buried in oblivion.”

The killjoy.

“Where to next, Dad?” Henry asked as we packed up the car. I sensed a certain relief that the George and Dragon would be behind us. “Somewhere warm, right?”

He seemed to think that if we just hit the road we could end up in Hawaii. I cleared my throat nervously. “Well … not exactly.”

The most perverse and resilient Hellfire Club of all actually thrived in a land more often associated with bagpipes and offal than riotous pleasures of the flesh. Founded in 1732, the Beggar’s Benison lasted in Scotland for over a century, to 1836. By a stroke of good fortune, the original club minutes have been passed down through the ages, so there is no doubt that its meetings were little short of bizarre. Even more exciting to me, there were indications that the twisted club relics had also survived.

Before leaving New York, I’d found a thin volume privately printed in Edinburgh in 1892. The frontispiece warned that the text was “Solely Intended for Antiquaries”—Victorian-speak for dirty-minded connoisseurs—and it included shadowy photographs of some quite disturbing Benison memorabilia. I pored over nineteenth-century travel guidebooks to Scotland for clues to their whereabouts. In one 1860 opus, The Fife Coast from Queensbury to Fifeness, the author, Henry Fairnie, alluded to the Beggar’s Benison’s celebrations that were carried out “with the want of refinement characteristic of the age.” Most important, he refers to a cache of artifacts “still in existence at Anstruther.…”

“Where?” Les asked.

“Anstruther. The original home of the Beggar’s Benison. It’s a fishing village north of Edinburgh. They met in a tavern there—and it still exists!”

We pored over a map. Anstruther was located on the East Neuk of Fife, by the Firth of Forth, which sounded like somewhere Bilbo Baggins might hang out.

The newspaper showed the weather forecast in Scotland—rain, rain, rain, sometimes heavy, sometimes light—but I tried to remain upbeat, playing up the Gothic atmosphere. It was in these soggy recesses of the British Isles, I explained, that the darkest secrets were best preserved. History somehow congealed in the damp.

What’s more, I swore that we could get there in just a couple of days, if we drove nonstop, that is. Henry groaned and buried his face in his hands.

LIFTING THE KILT

Fifty miles north of Edinburgh, Fife’s windswept cliffs seem carved by a giant bread knife. Back in the eighteenth century, this whole coastline was a gloomy expanse of coal pits and salt pans, where villagers eked out a harsh life pickling herrings or smuggling whiskey. The East Neuk still isn’t exactly picnic territory today. Following the lead of the Scots, we bought fish and chips and ate them sitting in the car in the rain, staring out to sea. Les pressed her nose to the window: “Ooh, there’s some lovely filth down here, Dennis.”

The Tripadvisor reviews of the Smuggler’s Inn in Anstruther made the George and Dragon sound like the Plaza.

“The pits!”

“Dirty and shabby …”

“Sleep in your car! You’ll be more comfortable!”

“An absolute disgrace …”

“Carpets are stained, rooms smell …”

“Aweful!” [sic]

I was sure it must be another exaggeration. “Let’s hit the road!” I cried, with all the panache of Chevy Chase in a National Lampoon movie, and put on the Proclaimers CD for the fifth time that day.

The tide was out when we arrived in Anstruther, leaving a lush layer of pungent seaweed. Trawlers lay on their sides like beached whales, and a forlorn web of nets was drying on the stone walls. Every so often, tiny rays of sunlight peeked through the gray clouds just long enough to remind us of what we were missing. I left the gang beachcombing. They have a mania for the beach glass in any country, and in Anstruther there was treasure everywhere, as if shipwrecks had been depositing the stuff for centuries. I happily went off on my own obsessive hunt, followed by cawing gulls.

Nobody was peddling Hellfire Club history in Anstruther. In a salt-encrusted museum devoted to fishing, the village’s local historian, Christine Keay, gave an involuntary shudder when I mentioned the Beggar’s Benison. “Every now and then, some artifact will resurface at auction in Edinburgh or London, and there will be a flurry of interest in the club,” she said. “But, no, we’re not promoting it as a tourist attraction.”

And the relics? She didn’t think there was anything left in Anstruther.

I slogged back across the seaweed to inspect the foundations of Castle Dreel, where the club held its first meeting in 1732. The group’s enigmatic name—which in full was The Most Ancient and Puissant Order of the Beggar’s Benison and Maryland—was born of a story about King James V. While traveling in Scotland incognito, he asked a local wench, “a buxom gaberlunzie [beggar] lass,” to carry him across a river on her back. Rewarded with a gold coin, the delighted woman offered the king her blessing: “May prick or purse never fail you.” (In today’s terms, may you never be in need of cash or Viagra.) This beggar’s benison—that is, blessing—became the club credo.

But club members found Castle Dreel too decrepit even in 1732, so its gatherings were moved to a discreet neighboring tavern, today called the Smuggler’s Inn.
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Anstruther, home of the Beggar’s Benison self-abuse club, with the remains of Castle Dreel visible to the left.

With its back entrance down stone steps to a slimy canal once used for contraband deliveries, it was a contender for Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped. If anything, the panicked Tripadvisor reviews had understated the aura of decay. Like most pubs of its age, every wall had the skewed angles of a German Expressionist film set. A half dozen moth-eaten drunks swaying back and forth at the bar, like bachelor sea lions who had left their pride in defeat to spend their last days huddled together, breaking wind. The scent of sour bile added to the mix indicated a truly committed boozer’s venue.

Undaunted, I traipsed upstairs and found a weather-beaten little housekeeper. She looked at me as if I were insane.

“You want a room?” she asked. “Here?”

The rotund owner, who was gnawing on potato chips in his office, looked me up and down suspiciously, as if he knew just what I was up to.

“Take your pick, mate,” he said, jerking his thumb toward the empty rooms in the rear of the establishment. I chose two small chambers with ocean views—that is, across the village graveyard.

“There’s something sick about this place,” Les whispered, when we’d all gathered in the family lounge upstairs, which was designed like Captain Hook’s cabin. “Not just seedy—sick. It has a really weird vibe.”

The urchins, sensing our unease, huddled together as if they might be dragged off for sacrifice.

“Just one night,” I promised.

We urgently needed a distraction. In a darkened annex, which had exposed stone walls from the original eighteenth-century tavern, I noticed the housekeeper was helping a technician set up a karaoke system. I asked her about the gentleman’s club and she paused long enough to tell me that a historian had once visited here and asked the same thing. This room was the oldest part of the pub, so it must have been here that any gatherings had occurred.

I ordered some drinks and we settled into a booth to absorb the rich historical atmosphere. Maybe the Smuggler’s Inn wouldn’t be so bad.

Then we heard a series of thuds from the direction of the tight spiral staircase.

“Will you look at that,” I heard one of the drunks from the bar downstairs. “That kid fell all the way down the stairs.”

I dashed down to find Sam waddling around the bar as if nothing had happened. Luckily, the steps were covered with the thickest, and the dirtiest, shag pile carpet in Britain. But the fall had upset the drinkers, and they continued to murmur over their pints grimly, making me feel as paternally responsible as Homer Simpson.

Back upstairs, we wedged Sam into the booth and tried to stay cheerful. Random squawks of feedback emitted from the karaoke machine for another hour or so, until the technician gave up and had a drink.

If a traveler had managed to peep through a keyhole at an actual Beggar’s Benison meeting here 275 years ago, he or she would have witnessed a disconcerting pageant, the likes of which Masterpiece Theatre has so far been in no hurry to depict.

Thanks to the survival of the minutes, we can reconstruct the club meeting that took place on the night of November 30, 1737—St. Andrew’s Day. In miserable weather (the minutes read: “Tempest”—which must have been quite something to have been worth noting in Scotland), twenty-four members, all male, gathered in the firelit room. They represented a cross-section of educated provincial society, from landed gentlemen, doctors, and lawyers to humble customs clerks, and included older men and young, single men and married. Everyone was wearing olive green silk sashes and a string of club medals. On a table in the center of the room, a pair of pink-cheeked posture molls hired from the local village (“aged 18 and 19”) struck acrobatic poses in the nude, while members inspected the “Secrets of Nature” with a clinical eye. Touching the talent was strictly forbidden; if anyone was overcome by desire or booze and broke this club rule, he would be thrown outside into the rainy alley. (Sometimes the girls themselves caused a ruckus, as happened at a 1734 meeting. One Betty Wilson, age fifteen, turned out to be “a bad model and very unpleasant,” and had to be escorted from the inn.)

First came the initiation rites. A club official produced a large pewter plate, called the Test Platter, placed it on an altar, and folded a white napkin upon it. At the blowing of a horn, three new members were led in from a small room where they had been sequestered, trousers down. Perhaps due to sheer anticipation, combined with glimpses of the naked posture girls, these initiates had already achieved a priapic frenzy. Or perhaps, like modern sperm clinics, the waiting room was conveniently supplied with the club’s erotic literature. In any case, the trio advanced to the platter and went to work with enthusiasm until they produced “a horned spoonful.” The three flushed initiates were then presented with a special club diploma decorated with the naked figures of Adam and Eve, and handed phallic-shaped drinking vessels, called prick glasses, charged with fine port wine. A toast was offered to “Firm Erection, fine Insertion, Excellent distillation, no Contamination.” The prick glasses turned out to be jokes; when the new members tried to drink, port spurted down their chins and shirts.

The club sovereign then reverently produced the most legendary of the Benison props—a wig that was supposedly made from the pubic hairs of King Charles II’s many mistresses, and would imbue the wearer with sexual potency. He put this astonishing item on his head to raucous toasts and cheering. He then ordered the other members to relieve their tensions in the Test Platter. (“All frigged,” observe the minutes.)

As the waves lashed the castle ruins and rain hammered the dark tavern windows, festivities continued. An extract from Fanny Hill, a pornographic novel then circulating in manuscript, was read. A doctor lectured on the latest research in gynecology. New club rules were submitted for a vote. And there was much, much drinking.

“Broke up at 3 o’clock a.m.,” conclude the minutes.

Surely someone at the Smuggler’s Inn knew about all this? I realized with a shudder that I would have to interview some of the characters in the public bar. By nightfall, the boozing had escalated, with drunks howling outside in the lane, slurred arguments and doors slamming within. After a dinner of fried potato scallops, I tucked the boys into bed, gave Les some earplugs, and crept downstairs.

The same half dozen boozers were still there. But instead of staring at the countertop, they now had their eyes fixed on the barmaid—a local student whose ample figure was squeezed into tight jeans and low-necked blouse, a serving wench Boswell would have fallen for.

When I mentioned that I was researching eighteenth-century history in Anstruther, she shrugged with indifference.

“I do medieval,” she said. “Not interested in anything later than ninth century.”

“Actually, I’m researching a masturbation club that met in this pub in the 1700s.…” I asked if she’d ever heard of the Beggar’s Benison.

“No, mate—but you’ve got my attention.”

As I proceeded to describe the Benison’s colorful rites, two figures at the bar unexpectedly creaked to life. It turned out that one of them had found an old book about the club at a flea market. (It seemed to be the same 1892 volume, “Solely Intended for Antiquaries,” I’d seen in New York.) And the other had been interested enough to buy an academic treatise on Scotland’s Enlightenment societies. They even went on to lament that most of the young folks in Anstruther had forgotten their rich cultural heritage.

“A couple of years ago, some young lads started a rock band here in town called the Beggar’s Benison,” one remembered fondly. “They had heard about it, and knew it was sort of naughty-sexy, maybe a bit shocking to get some attention. They put up posters for their first gig all over. Then I tipped them off as to what the club was really about. They ran around all red-faced, tearing down their posters. Wasn’t exactly the image the poor bastards were after, being associated with a bunch of wankers.”

“Still,” the other mused, “at least those Benison buggers had some peace. They had somewhere to go with their mates.” He reminisced about how his father used to disappear to the pub for hours every Friday night, until his wife would fetch him.

“Always a bit embarrassing,” he sighed. “To get fetched.”

The barmaid leaned forward to pour another round of beer, revealing her majestic décolletage. Conversation froze as everyone admired the Secrets of Nature. Talk picked up again when she turned away. This happened over and again, like clockwork. It seemed to encourage the pace of drinking.

As the classic Beggar’s Benison stories were recounted, I detected a perverse Scottish pride in the club. Wankers though they were, the Anstruther members were also true rebels. They were against the Kirk, or Church of Scotland, which repressed every whisper of sexual freedom and forced, for example, adulterers and fornicators to stand in sackcloth and be publicly pilloried. (Several radical ministers were actually active members of the club over the years, including one Bishop Daniel Low—although he became ashamed of his role in the self-abuse rites and asked in his dotage for his name to be removed from the records. This required, apparently, fifty deletions.) They were against the English, especially their taxes, and many were involved in smuggling. (Scotland’s parliament had been dissolved in 1707, surrendering ultimate power to Westminster.) Even the club’s ritual masturbation was an act of defiance against the anti-onanism texts coming out of London, which argued that self-abuse was a grave medical danger that could lead to blindness and consumption in the young.

Why, they were Scottish nationalist heroes, in their way. Chapters of the Benison were reported wherever Scottish men went—in London, New York, Canada, even India and outback Australia. It was one of the country’s greatest exports.

As the night drew on, the Scottish accents grew thicker, and I realized that I’d understood about five words in the last two hours. Worse, the Benison fans clearly weren’t going to let me leave. They even threatened to start buying me drinks—an all but unheard-of event in Scotland. True, the Smuggler’s Inn was probably as close as I would ever get to the legendary taverns of the eighteenth century, but enough was enough. All this male bonding, with braying laughs and spraying spittle, was just too much for me.

I was about to lie down on the floor and pretend I’d passed out when I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Tone. Ah … Tone.”

Eureka! It was Les.

“Sorry, but I think you’d better come upstairs,” she muttered. “The boys are freaking out.” Apparently the creaking floors, slamming doors, and sound of the gales outside were the stuff of nightmares—not to mention the terrors of the shared bathroom.

I drained my glass and feigned resignation.

“You bin fetched, mate!” one of my new pals roared with triumph.

“Yeah, he’s bin fetched, he’s bin fetched!” the others laughed.

“It’s true,” I muttered, as I bowed out of the pub. Just as well. This Hellfire research was getting to be hell on the liver.

The next morning, with the beer still sloshing around inside me, I slunk downstairs to face a “full Scottish breakfast,” of fried eggs, fried potatoes, fried bacon, and fried sausages.

“Fancy some fried bread with that, love?” the housekeeper asked.

I realized I still hadn’t had any luck finding the fabled relics. When I cornered the pub’s owner, he confirmed that he had no secret cupboard of self-abuse props.

So if they weren’t in Anstruther, where were they?

The mystery began to clear when I finally got a call through to historian David Stevenson, who, apart from many other talents, must qualify as the world’s leading expert on Scottish masturbation cults. Professor emeritus in Scottish history at the University of St. Andrews and author of the seminal work, The Beggar’s Benison: Sex Clubs of Enlightenment Scotland and Their Rituals, he had recently retired and fallen off the academic grid. But once I had tracked him down, he was only too happy to share his arcane knowledge and suggested I drop over to his house by the Firth of Forth.

Mrs. Stevenson was waiting for me at the front door.

“So you’re one of those strange people interested in the Beggar’s Benison, are you?” she asked immediately, with disapproval.

“I am,” I confessed sheepishly. And reminded her that her husband was the world authority.

“Well, I hope that’s not what they write in his obituary,” she said. What about his work on the Scottish Covenanters, the Scottish Counter-Revolution or the Scottish Freemasons? All overshadowed by the bloody Benison. She gave an ironic, seen-it-all-before sigh. “Now you’re on to ‘men’s business.’ I’ll leave you alone.”

Settling into the plaid sofa, I eagerly plunged into sex club lore.

“I first heard of the Benison forty years ago, when I was a student in Edinburgh,” said Stevenson, a soft-spoken, grandfatherly figure with a silver beard, wearing the increasingly rare combination of socks and sandals. “One or two scholars had touched on it, but they didn’t want to get their fingers dirty. It was all very hush-hush, so I started making some inquiries beneath the covers.”

After the Beggar’s Benison was disbanded in 1836—the year Queen Victoria ascended to the throne, symbolically enough—its obscene memorabilia had been inherited by its last surviving member in Anstruther, Matthew F. Connolly. (That was where the 1860 travel guide book author, Henry Fairnie, had seen them.) In 1865, Connolly gave the relics to, of all people, a Glasgow church minister, who valiantly rejected periodic suggestions that they be burned. In fact, he cooperated in letting many of them be photographed for the 1892 volume on the club. In 1897, they were given to a curator at the Kelvingrove Museum, but they were too volatile to become part of the collection.

“It’s a miracle they survived at all,” Stevenson said. “I’m sure there were many more clubs of this nature, but their relics were destroyed, so we know nothing about them.”

Finally, we have to thank a retired Scottish army officer, Colonel Robert Maxwell Canch Kavanagh, whose twin passions in life were military camouflage and self-abuse clubs, for salvaging them from the dustbin of history. In 1921, Kavanagh purchased the cache directly from the elderly curator, for an undisclosed sum, and it became part of his private collection. He also tracked down the prize piece of club regalia, King Charles II’s pubic hair wig. A true devotee, Kavanagh then tried to revive the Benison in Edinburgh, without success. “Male bonding rituals had rather changed,” Stevenson said.

But had the fabled trove stayed in Scotland? I asked urgently. I had read one wild report that they had ended up in the United States in the 1980s—a plausible enough notion, given that so many offbeat European curios, such as Napoléon’s severed penis and Beethoven’s ear bones, had found loving homes on American shores.

“Oh, the Benison items never left these bonny shores,” Stevenson assured me. “In fact, they’re only a few miles away. I’ll get you an appointment.”

GENTLEMEN, CHARGE YOUR 
INDECENT DRINKING VESSELS

History is a polite business at St. Andrews. Golf fans flock here to stay in lace-curtained B and Bs and try their luck on Scotland’s most venerable course; even the town ruins are manicured like putting greens. At the hallowed University of St. Andrews, the guardians of the Benison items dilly-dallied on my appointment for a couple of days. (“Of course, every request to see the Club Collection has to be approved,” one college staff member told me. “We have to be careful. We don’t want the media to announce, ‘University where Prince William went to college has rooms full of porn!’ ”) By the time everything was confirmed, the heavens were shining on my mission. At 10:00 a.m., I dashed through the flower-filled cloisters (yes, the same ones that Prince William once dashed through!), under the medieval arches to the university museum repository—a tragically stark modern building opposite the police station. A receptionist showed me to an anonymous room, painted a clinical white, as if I were about to give evidence or be strip-searched. But the door opened and two young female curators entered carrying heavy cardboard boxes, marked BBWCC, Beggar’s Benison and Wig Club Collection.

With a cheery greeting, they snapped on white latex gloves and began to lay the treasured contents on the table, carefully unwrapping each item from archival paper and acid-free bubble wrap.

This was it, I marveled—the strangest fragments of British history, which after a century’s use and abuse at the Smuggler’s Inn in Anstruther, had ended up here.

“These pieces are a bit notorious here at the museum,” confessed Jessica, the more senior of the two curators, who was wearing a crisp white blouse. It wasn’t hard to see why. One phallus after another, fashioned from glass and metal, was carefully revealed. These were followed by a colorful array of sashes, bowls, platters, and medals engraved with lewd, vaguely hallucinogenic images, like lighthouses modeled on penises and roosters with penis heads. Some were engraved with shapes known as “vulviform,” but the male organ certainly got top billing.

I picked up the Test Platter, the receptacle for the Benison members’ seed, and read the inscription, THE WAY OF A MAN WITH A MAID. There was a clumsy engraving of an erection with a purse hanging from it and the date, 1732.

It looked as though it had been carefully washed.

There were two of the so-called prick glasses, each about nine inches long. They were made from blown glass and had seen rough handling; each had a cracked gonad. Perhaps their fragility was what inspired the other, longer version of the phallic drinking cups, crafted from metal. There was also the silver horn used to summon initiates in Anstruther, engraved with the phrase “My breath is strange,” from the Book of Job. (The full quote is “My breath is strange to my wife,” from Job 19:17.) And a rather nice porcelain punch bowl.

[image: ]

The “Test Platter,” focus of the Beggar’s Benison’s self-abuse rituals. (Reproduced courtesy of the University of St. Andrews.)

“It’s an accident that the university has ended up with this collection,” said Jessica. “If it were offered to the museum today, we wouldn’t accept it. The items really have nothing to do with our mission, which is to chronicle the history of the university. But now we have them, we have to look after them!”

The university doesn’t exactly celebrate its sexy stash; in fact, the Beggar’s Benison and Wig Club Collection relics have never been publicly displayed.

“St. Andrews is a family tourist spot,” said the assistant curator, Amy, who was wearing pink earrings and pigtails. “There was some thought of exhibiting a few of the tamer items, but it was vetoed. I mean, how do you explain what they were used for in a G-rated way?”

[image: ]

Beggar’s Benison “prick glass,” used in ribald club toasts. (Reproduced courtesy of the University of St. Andrews.)

But what of the fabled wig, the notorious club mascot, supposedly woven from the pubic hairs of King Charles II’s mistresses?

They revealed a wooden wig box. Like a game-show host, Amy creaked open its door to reveal the wig stand, a wooden head with a protruding chin and nose. Someone had painted on eyes, unfortunately crossed. The effect was ghoulish.

But the wig itself was missing.

“At some stage, the wig went astray,” Amy said mournfully. “When the museum received the club relics, there was no trace of it.”

The adventures of the wig turned out to be the most extraordinary part of this twisted Scottish epic. According to club lore, its provenance can be traced back to 1651, when hedonistic Charles II visited Fife and was treated to riotous drinking parties. After his return to London, he sent the wig of pubic hairs as a gift to his dissolute friends, its significant size making it a symbol of royal virility. (Practical details of the souvenir’s creation—woven? glued?—are lost in the mists of time.) In 1732, the headpiece was presented to the Beggar’s Benison in Anstruther and for decades worn in club ceremonies to tap into its talismanic power. Then, in 1775, a tragic schism struck the Scottish club world. Lord Moray, a descendent of the wig’s original keeper, ran off with the prize and started his own breakaway society in Edinburgh—the Wig Club. Instead of ritual self-abuse, initiates to the new club were obliged to kiss the pubic relic and contribute hair from their own mistresses’ nether regions to embellish its thinning mane.

It was as compensation for this sorry loss that King George IV, who had become an honorary member of the Beggar’s Benison four decades earlier, presented the club with the locket of his own mistress’s pubic hairs in an elegant silver snuff box in 1822. Benison tradition holds that he greeted the sovereign at the Leith docks on his highly publicized official visit and pressed it into his eager hands. The tuft was intended to be the embryo, as it were, of a new and revitalized wig, although the idea never got off the ground. At least nobody stole it, as I found out this wonderful morning, when I got to examine the royal gift in the club cache. The records say that King George was given in return several prick glasses to take home to the royal palace—“to his intense delight.”

[image: ]

The Wig Club’s box and stand—minus the dreaded wig itself. (Reproduced courtesy of the University of St. Andrews.)

Perhaps this was reason enough for royal concern over where Prince William would study. The press might at any point take a leering interest in the trail of royal debauchery. “You know the British tabloids.” Jessica shrugged.

Hmmm, the royal connections were everywhere, I mused to myself. Who could have possibly stolen such a treasure?

In the underground archive of the university library, with anemic PhD students blinking at their laptops, I sifted through original Beggar’s Benison diplomas and piles of scribbled correspondence until I found a crumbling, leather-bound volume—the Minutes of the Knights Companion of the Wig, starting with the first meeting on March 6, 1775. The ornate cover features a gilt drawing of the stolen pubic headpiece—even more wild, florid and curly than I had imagined, like an exuberant head of broccoli.

I tried to track the wig’s progress since the last meeting of the club in 1826. According to his notes, it had been perfectly intact when the indefatigable Colonel Kavanagh had gotten hold of the Wig Club artifacts in the 1920s. It appears to have gone astray at some point in the 1930s. In 1938, when American historian Louis C. Jones of Columbia University hunted it down for a book on Georgian clubs, he received the report that the wig was being preserved “in a lawyer’s office in Leith … although which lawyer’s office [Jones writes] this author did not discover.”

Here ends the trail. But I couldn’t stop thinking about this last detail. Could it be that the sacred relic was somehow still sitting in a solicitor’s filing cabinet?

But Les grew irritable when I suggested a detour to Leith. And even I had to accept that I couldn’t scour every legal office in town. Henry and Sam were now in open rebellion. They’d had quite enough of seedy provincial backwaters, deranged publicans, and icy rain. They wanted swimming pools, sushi, and videogames—thinking for some reason that all this could be had on the Continent—but would settle for spring mattresses, clean towels, and a door that locked. We ended up in a generic Edinburgh hotel, and I had to admit it was nice to have a shower that didn’t spit flakes of rust on your head.

Our northern tour was winding down, and, as British comics say, it’s always a relief to get the first leg over. The boys were gazing in catatonic bliss at the first TV they’d seen in two weeks. “Spongebob, Chowder,” Henry murmured holding his knees and rocking back and forth.

Meanwhile, on the hotel computer, I had found Leith’s only online magazine, where I could place a classified ad about the wig. Perhaps someone had heard stories from a grandparent, or even knew where the relic was but had remained silent out of embarrassment? I immediately got a line back from the editor of Leith Links. “This seems to be far, far too interesting to ignore,” he wrote, with evident patriotic pride. He suggested that I write a report on the wig’s peregrinations, which a few days later appeared under the promising title, “The Case of the Missing Wig.”

Is Scotland’s Strangest Relic Still Hidden in Leith? ran the headline. An Ongoing Investigation by Our New York Correspondent. Up top was a fetching cartoon of a bald King Charles II asking, “Have you seen my wig?” I concluded with a rousing call to arms for all Scottish history lovers: “Could the wig—no doubt the worse for wear—still be somewhere in the musty cupboards of a Leith solicitor’s office? … Anyone with any information on the item’s whereabouts, please drop a line.…”

The next morning, I called David Stevenson, to tell him about my media blitz. He wasn’t optimistic. “I imagine some poor young legal clerk put his hand into a filing cabinet one day and discovered this festering ball of hair. Probably let out a shriek and threw it straight into the fire.”
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