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INTRODUCTION

Bawds are the impresarios of the sex industry. While courtesans and whores are the adored and spoilt darlings of the profession, the hardworking bawds stay in the background, setting the scene, choosing the cast, creating a fantasy that accords with the fantasies of men. They recruit and groom the star performers, the young women who are the industry’s lifeblood. Over the centuries the great London bawds launched young beauties, often born poor and with looks their only obvious assets, on careers that ended in marriage with men of importance and social standing. The most obvious example is Elizabeth Armistead, who married the Whig leader Charles James Fox in 1795 after a long career on the town. Others, including Nancy Parsons and Harriet Powell, married into the aristocracy.

The trade has flourished in London since Roman times. Its heydays were the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For about two hundred years the sex industry was the biggest employer of women in London after domestic service. Estimates of the numbers of prostitutes at the end of the eighteenth century vary widely, but Patrick Colquhoun, founder of the Thames River Police, put the figure at 50,000 in 1796. So the industry was an economic powerhouse. ‘In 1782 it was reckoned that the eight leading courtesans were spending at least £3,000 a year each’ – £285,000 today (I.M. Davis, 1986). One of these women, Sophia Baddeley, got through money at a prodigious rate, and when her friend and biographer Mrs Steele suggested she should cut back and dress on £100 (£8,550 today) per annum, replied: ‘Christ, that is not enough for millinery!’ (K. Hickman, 2003). The more numerous women in the rank immediately below each spent almost as much. Dan Cruikshank has suggested that towards the end of the eighteenth century London’s sex industry was worth around £10.4 million a year (BBC History website). At the same time the city’s building trade was worth about £4.5 million. The money went on maintaining houses, servants, carriages, horses, clothes and jewellery, the finest food and drink. London’s luxury trades depended on free-spending courtesans and the numerous kept women. The building trade itself would perhaps have slumped without the stimulus provided by bawds renting expensive new houses as brothels, particularly in the St James’s area.

This is the story of how a group of forceful, intelligent and often ruthless businesswomen turned what had been a squalid and sometimes dangerous business into one that compared with the best that Paris had to offer. During periods in history when there were few opportunities for enterprising women they set up luxurious establishments providing the best food and drink and a background of perfumed sumptuousness. They attracted the highest in the land, including royalty. The great bawds, Mother Needham, Mother Wisebourne, Charlotte Hayes among others – until the middle of the eighteenth century bawds were sometimes known as Mother, although most would have made rather heartless parents – provided them with an unfailing supply of young beauties. Some they found in orphanages, some were bought from their parents. The vicious Mother Needham hung around the coaching inns to spot young girls arriving from the country in search of work. Mother Wisebourne specialised in curing her girls of the pox and re-virginising them. Charlotte Hayes, greatest of the late eighteenth-century bawds and friend of the future King George IV, remarked that ‘a maidenhead is as easily made as a pudding’.

Of course, this being London, the veneer of taste and manners was thin, and the innate wildness of the city kept breaking through. At times of moral panic bribes could fail, and even the leading harlots and the great bawds were in danger of being thrown into the city’s prisons for debt, riot and keeping disorderly houses. Mother Needham died after a spell in the pillory. Sally Salisbury, the first acknowledged Toast of the Town, died in prison after stabbing her lover in a jealous quarrel. There were other dangers: young Sophia Baddeley, so loved and famous that the audience at a London theatre stood to applaud her in her box one night in 1771, died broke and a drug addict less than twenty years later, her fabulous wealth squandered. Lucy Cooper, a Great Impure whose sexual and alcoholic exuberance were uncommon even for her time and profession, died in miserable poverty. Nevertheless, some bawds lived into prosperous old age and the best brothels in St James’s and the bagnios around Covent Garden were usually safe from police raids because the Establishment used them. If the Church was the Tory Party at prayer, the luxury brothels were the Establishment in flagrante. With the upper classes ‘more permissive than in any subsequent generation until the twentieth century’, new money from what was at that time probably the strongest economy in the world poured into London’s vice industry (I.M. Davis, 1986).

Harlots at the very top of their profession had all the allure of today’s media celebrities, their fans able to keep up with their comings and goings in the papers in sections headed ‘Cytherean Intelligence’. On 2 July 1784 the Morning Post reported: ‘Kensington Gardens and the Park Promenades were yesterday exceedingly crowded. The latter particularly, in the evening, exhibited a very grand show of the Cyprian corps in the proper uniform.’ The same fans could gawp as the fair Impures arrived at the theatres in the splendid carriages of their aristocratic keepers. To a pretty young street girl there was no greater incentive than to see one of her own kind and class dressed in rich silks and being treated like a lady; it was one of the complaints of the righteous against the eighteenth-century courtesan Kitty Fisher that more girls had been corrupted by her display of luxury than by all the rakes of the town. It was the age of ‘Almighty Curtezan, that glorious insolent thing’ in the words of the seventeenth-century playwright Aphra Behn.

Their sexual allure, so intangible, so mysterious, has not survived well in paintings or the printed word. Kitty Fisher looks commonplace in some of Reynolds’s portraits, although a painting of 1765 by Nathaniel Hone does catch something of her beauty. Sophia Baddeley, who drove the town wild for a few years in the 1770s before her brief candle burned out, looks unappealing in the pictures I’ve seen. Yet the Duke of Ancaster told her that she was ‘absolutely one of the wonders of the age . . . no man can gaze on you unwounded. You are in this respect like the Basilisk, whose eyes kill those whom they fix on.’ Cora Pearl, one of the grandes horizontales of the nineteenth century, looks ugly and drab in photographs. Yet even those who agreed she was ugly testified to her extraordinary sexual allure. Elizabeth Armistead, who after a career on the town married the Whig leader Charles James Fox – a singularly happy marriage – looks stately rather than beautiful. Perhaps beauty alone was not enough: D. Shaw, author of London in the Sixties, said of Nelly Fowler, another mid-Victorian temptress: ‘This beautiful girl had a natural perfume so delicate, so universally admitted, that love-sick swains paid large sums for the privilege of having their handkerchiefs placed under the Goddess’s pillow, and sweet Nelly pervaded – in spirit if not in the flesh – half the clubs and drawing rooms of England.’

One evening in the 1760s the great womaniser Casanova was introduced to Kitty Fisher in a St James’s brothel. She was waiting for a duke who was to conduct her to a ball, and was resplendent in diamonds worth 500,000 francs. In his History of My Life Casanova says he was told that pending the duke’s arrival he might have her for 10 guineas. He claims he declined, but a probably more reliable version of the story has her snubbing him, Kitty making it clear that she never accepted less than £50. On another occasion she set her minimum rate at £100 (about £9,200 today). It was a good time to be a high-class whore in the capital.

This book is a history of almost a thousand years of bawdry, charting its rise and fall, for the joyless massage parlours and anonymous suburban brothels of today surely represent a nadir, having little to offer compared to the veritable temples of love of centuries past.

NOTE ON CURRENCIES

In 1720, £1 had the purchasing power of about £113 today, in 1820 about £55 and in 1920 about £24 – very roughly halving every hundred years.


ONE

MY BOUNCING LASSES

Jack Harris, arch manipulator of London’s eighteenth-century sex industry, boasted: ‘The whole amount of the Charge against me is that I am a Pimp . . . I grant it. I need not be ashamed of the Profession from its Antiquity. Nay!’ It is unlikely that Harris, compiler of that rough guide to whoredom the List of Covent Garden Ladies, knew quite how immemorial the profession was, or that in 1161 when King Henry II guaranteed the Bishop of Winchester’s right to exploit the eighteen brothels on Bankside in Southwark for the next 400 years it was said that the area had already been associated with brothels or stews ‘since time out of mind’. Most of the Bankside brothels of the twelfth century were run by men, but by Harris’s time it was unusual for them to play such a prominent role, and Harris was himself something of an anomaly. By then men were the exploited consumers and women were asserting themselves as the rightful proprietors of an industry peculiarly suited to their expertise.

Court records for the medieval period throw a fitful light on the business of selling sex. In 1438 a woman named Margaret was accused of procuring a young girl named Isobel Lane and forcing her to prostitute herself with Lombards and others in the brothels of Bankside and elsewhere. Margaret, clearly a procuress, perhaps in a big way of business, was also accused of taking a girl named Joan Makelyn to a house in the parish of St Colemanstreet for sex with a Lombard who paid her 12d (about £17), out of which Joan had to pay Margaret 4d for the introduction. Nor was Joan an innocent victim – she introduced Margaret to a ‘very prodigal Venetian’. The report of the case says that ‘both women for a long time taking no thought for the safety of their souls had carried on this base and detestable manner of life’. Not much later the poet John Skelton (c. 1460–1529), tutor to the future Henry VIII, mentions in Hickescorner a brothel called the Hartshorne whose resident whores Kate, Bess, Sybil and Jane were ‘all full pretty and wanton . . . [they] will make you weary!’

There were regular attempts to confine prostitution to a few official red-light districts – as early as 1240 the aptly named Cock Lane in Smithfield became the first legal promenade for whores – but records also show that whoredom quickly burst any bounds set by the authorities. From Bankside and the old brothel areas of the City, particularly Gropecuntlane by Old Jury and Cock Lane, vice spread into the new suburbs. When Henry VIII closed the licensed brothels on Bankside in 1546 because syphilis was rampant, the girls were dispersed and harlotry spread far and wide. In 1640 the ballad ‘The Merrie Man’s Resolution’ used the conceit of a young man bidding farewell to the city’s women of pleasure to survey the whole of London’s sex industry. He includes the new suburbs:

Farewell to the Bankside

Farewell to Blackman’s Street

Where with my bouncing lasses

I oftentimes did meet . . .

And all the smirking wenches

That dwell in Redriff town . . .

Now farewell to St Giles

That standeth in the Fields

And farewell to Turnbul Street

For that no comfort yields.

In Whitecross Street and Golden Lane

Do strapping lasses dwell

And so there do in every street

Twixt that and Clerkenwell.

At Cowcross and at Smithfield

I have much pleasure found

Where wenches like to fairies

Did often trace the ground.

Farewell! Luthner ladies, for they have got the Pox

Farewell the Cherry garden – for evermore Adieu!

St Giles, later the location of the most notorious of all the rookeries or criminal ghettoes, was then far to the west of the City; in the nineteenth century it was partly demolished to make way for the building of New Oxford Street. Turnbull Street, another stronghold of whoredom, was in the Farringdon Road–Clerkenwell Green area. Redriff was Ratcliff: the Ratcliffe Highway was for many years the haunt of low seamen’s women, the poorest and most drunken of all their kind. Lewkners (Luthner) Lane, now Macklin Street, was called Dirty Lane. In 1722, the historian Lord Macaulay wrote of ‘country squires coming up to London and resorting to painted women, the refuse of Lewknor’s Lane and Whetstone Park [who] pass themselves off as countesses!’ Whetstone Park, at the northern end of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, was described as a ‘receptacle for wanton does’. It was there, years earlier, that the great seventeenth-century bawd, Mother Elizabeth Creswell, had a brothel. ‘The Merrie Man’s Resolution’ also mentions the Cherry Garden near the present-day Trafalgar Square. Here the celebrated Mother Cunny had a brothel convenient for the gallants of the royal court. She too had an establishment in Whetstone Park.

The Merrie Man, who seems so companionable and well-informed, mentions Bankside first, and we can retrace his steps to meet its most famous bawd.


TWO

MOTHER HOLLAND

A DECEIVING BAWD

The medieval whores Margaret, Isobel and Joan could have plied their trade at any period: the basics don’t change. What did change was the background for dalliance. The first brothels were spartan, judging by early illustrations. In the seventeenth century rising standards of bourgeois taste and comfort led clients to expect more than rough food and drink, a bed and a whore. Rooms became better furnished, and we can tell from early engravings that in high-class brothels music became more important. The girls were expected to be able to sing and play, and perhaps hold their own in conversation on the topics of the day. Some were prized for their mastery of foreign languages as there were foreign clients among the merchants and embassies. The food, drink and furnishings approximated to what rich clients were used to in their own homes and prices rose to reflect this.

The first luxury brothel we know of in detail is the Holland’s Leaguer on Bankside. The bawd was Elizabeth Holland, who was born in about 1570. Like some noted bawds of a later era – Mother Cresswell, Mother Wisebourne – Holland came from a comfortable middle-class background. Her doting parents, who lived in the north of England, sent the headstrong child to the care of a wealthy family in London, where she was to be given a veneer of metropolitan sophistication. Instead, her earliest biographer says, she proved wild and ungovernable. She married very young and then misbehaved serially with her husband’s wealthy friends. Soon she was the mistress of ‘a rich and handsome young Italian merchant’ who had little difficulty in persuading the willing youngster that she should be paid for what she had hitherto so enthusiastically given for free. Her uninhibited enjoyment quickly made Elizabeth a star of the sexual underworld and a wealthy woman, but seeing the high casualty rate among whores at a time when venereal diseases were more potent and ubiquitous than ever, she decided to get out while she still had her health and looks.

Even without the hazards of her profession, women lost their looks young – they were often referred to as worn out in their forties. In 1632 her anonymous biographer says she decided it was better to be ‘no more a bewitching whore but a deceiving bawd . . . the sins of others shall maintain her sin’ and duly opened her first establishment, in Duke Humphreys Rents by Puddle Dock in the City. The building seems to have been an old castle – in Queen of the Bawds Burford speculates that it was the former royal property Baynards Castle. She redecorated it, making it ‘wonderous gaudie and handsome’. She then set about recruiting the ‘living furniture’, not least important among whom was a suitable bruiser to act as doorman, in this case a man she had somehow ‘saved from the gallows’; with a nice classical touch she called him her Cerberus. Her Hades, however, needed a large staff – of women, maids, waitresses, laundresses and so on, strong young women who although not of the most attractive would not shame the house if called upon in an emergency to take their clothes off and satisfy a client. Finally there were the indispensables, ‘petulant, paynted and halfe-gilded’. Her chronicler says that these women she ‘brought up whole sale from the country. There needed not much search: sinne is found in every corner.’ There were several good reasons for providing fresh goods. Jaded roués liked new faces, and the girls’ inexperience was to some extent an insurance against venereal disease. On the other hand, they would need careful training before they were ready to receive clients.

During her apprenticeship Elizabeth had seen the best the vice industry had to offer, and knew she could do better. The customers would be fleeced to the very skin, but with taste and style. Above all, they would be sent away happy. She knew that the combination of drink and sexual frustration could be lethal. Her girls were taught crisis management – the skill of disengaging before the client reached for his dagger and began to break the furniture. The girls were also taught how to get the clients to buy expensive food and drink, and to wheedle a generous ‘present’ out of them.

Word spread quickly about this new sexual Elysium and it was soon ‘crammed like Hell itself where wicked creatures lay bathing themselves in Lust’. The food was particularly good, and ‘the visitants came flocking so fast that her kitchen was ever flaming’. But success brought problems. Other long-established brothels were suffering as their clients deserted them to favour her, girls dismissed from her establishment complained that she had treated them badly, and she was rapacious. Worse, the Puritans of the City were alerted by the sounds of people enjoying themselves. After she had opened another establishment in Finsbury the Lord Mayor and the aldermen were persuaded to act, and in November 1597 one Elizabeth Holland was arrested ‘for evil and loose turpitude’ and keeping a brothel. The sentence was the ‘carting’ that had been the penalty for whores and bawds for hundreds of years, although she seems to have been spared the lashing at ‘the cart’s arse’ which was usually part of the punishment.

It is adjudged by the court that she shall be put into a cart at Newgate and be carted with a paper on her head showing her offence from thence to Smithfield from thence to her house from thence to Cornhill from thence to the Standard in Cheap from thence to Bridewell and all the way basins to be rung before her, at Bridewell to be punished. From thence to be brought to Newgate there to remain until she have paid a fine of £40 [£4,100 today] or put in sureties for the same and to be bound to her good behaviour . . .

So Elizabeth soon found herself in another kind of hell, Newgate Prison, which stood on the site of the present Old Bailey. It was a pestilential death-trap, and good citizens crossed the road as they passed it, such was the ghastly stench that pervaded the area. In 1719, nearly two hundred years later, Captain Alexander Smith would write: ‘Newgate is a dismal prison . . . a place of calamity . . . a habitation of misery, a confused chaos . . . a bottomless pit of violence, a Tower of Babel where all are speakers and no hearers.’ Jail fever was rife, and about thirty of the inmates died each year. In 1750 two prisoners with typhus were taken from the prison to court at the Old Bailey where they proceeded to infect everyone in the courtroom – among those who died were the judge, all the trial lawyers, all the jurymen and many spectators. Because of the dangers physicians refused to enter the jail. Yet for those inmates with hard cash – known as rhino – almost anything might be bought, including sex. Drink brewed inside the prison was freely available; mainly gin, it was known among other names as ‘Kill-Grief’, ‘Comfort’ and ‘Meat and Drink’.

Prisoners without money starved: young girls traded their bodies for a crust while older women facing the death sentence gave sex free, in the hope of getting pregnant and so being able to ‘plead their bellies’ – pregnant women were not hanged. The playwright and magistrate Henry Fielding called Newgate ‘a prototype of hell’.

Elizabeth’s wealth protected her from Newgate’s worst abuses, and before her trial she escaped with the help of friends in high places who no doubt had been among her customers. The corrupt old Keeper was bribed and Elizabeth slipped into the monastery of the Grey Friars, which stood next to the prison and where the monks were happy to grant sanctuary to so beautiful and rich a young woman. Within days she had left the monastery, and the City’s jurisdiction. We can deduce from the lack of any record of further proceedings against her that she got off with a large fine. It was time to start earning again.

Elizabeth had learned a valuable lesson. If her friends were powerful so were her enemies, and she was not safe in the City. She had spent a large part of her fortune on her escape and in negotiating a laissez passer with the authorities. It had become necessary to move her operations beyond the reach of the law. ‘She will no more trust old ruins, or religious neighbours. The one will endure no batterie; the other will abide no bad dealing.’ Its freedom from vexatious City regulations drew her to Bankside, across the river in the unregulated badlands of Southwark, where she was advised that the Paris Gardens Manor House, then a deserted ruin, might suit her.

At length she is informed of a place . . . being wonderous commodious planted for all accommodations. It was out of the City yet in view of the City, divided only by a delicate river; there were many handsome buildings and many hearty neighbours . . . yet at first foundation it was renowned for nothing so much as the memory of that famous Amazon, Longa Margarita, who had for many years kept a famous infamous house of open hospitality.

(Holland’s Leaguer, 1632)

This is a reference to Long Megg of Westminster, an almost legendary bawd reputed to have been nearly 7 feet tall and with the physique of a prize-fighter. The customers quailed before her wrath. Burford (1973) says she is referred to by the religious writer William Vaughan in his tract The Golden Grove:

Some bawds have a dozen damsels, some less, yet of every man they take largely, as 20 shillings a week or ten pound a month. It is said that Long Megg of Westminster kept always twenty courtesans in her house, who by their pictures she sold to all comers . . .

A 2d chapbook which appeared in 1582, Long Meg of Westminster, undermines the myth somewhat. It has Megg wandering the streets of London by night in men’s clothing, taking on men and beating them in fair fight. However, she marries a soldier and vows to be a submissive wife. ‘It behoveth me to be Obedient to you, and, never shall be said, though I cudgel a Knave, that Long Meg shall be her Husband’s Master.’ Not sentiments that would have appealed to Elizabeth Holland.

Long Megg, who was reputedly buried in Westminster Abbey, was by now long dead, but the provenance of the ruined mansion was no doubt a spur to Elizabeth’s ambitions. She wanted to be rich and independent, and she also wanted to be Queen of the Bawds, an important figure in her own right. So, sometime between 1599 and 1602 – the lease document is missing – she went to see the ruin, known then as the Paris Gardens Manor House. Later it would be known as the Holland’s Leaguer after it was besieged – beleaguered – by officers of the law.

A fort citadel or mansion house so fortified and environed about with all manner fortifications that ere any foe could approach it he must march more than a musket shot on a narrow bank where three could not march abreast: betwixt two dangerous ditches . . . and behind, a drawbridge . . . then a world of other bulwarks rivers ditches trenches and outworks which hemmed in the orchards . . . making one capable of . . . every fight to go on for many hours to play with an army.

This moated mansion with gatehouse, drawbridge and other outbuildings was proof against surprise raids by the authorities, and from Elizabeth’s point of view it was in an ideal neighbourhood – the centre of London’s entertainments industry. The Globe and Swan theatres were nearby, there were bear- and bull-baiting rings, taverns and brothels. Elizabeth didn’t fear competition: she planned to attract customers away from longer-established houses. And many of her best customers lived just a short distance away across the river in the City. She leased the mansion from the Queen’s cousin Lord Hunsdon, which must have assured her of a measure of immunity. Hunsdon, incidentally, ran a male brothel, ‘a house of beasts’, in Hoxton-next-Shoreditch.

Elizabeth, by now known as Mother Holland, duly acquired the mansion and turned the gardens into a pleasant backdrop for dalliance. There were walks with trees and shrubberies, prefiguring the pleasure gardens at Vauxhall and Ranelagh. Above all it could be defended, for Elizabeth had already decided that if she was raided again she was going to put up a fight.

During her time as a fugitive Elizabeth had pondered her mistakes. She had made and spent a fortune, and she now realised that she could have made more. The secret was to provide an incomparable service, and to admit only the richest clients. Her biographer says:

Her wine, though more in measure, yet shall be drunk in lesser glasses: her music shall speak sharply and just as sweetly, but not so loud: her wenches shall be fair and handsome, yet but few in number . . . for when supplies are wanting she knows how to fetch them from places of fair reputation: her ordinary servants shall be comely and industrious . . . and when extremity come upon her, she shall have disguises to make them appear half-angels . . .

In other words, she would have a small core of fine whores, and when demand outstripped supply the ‘comely’ servants could double as whores. Her customers, among whom were King James I and his favourite, George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, all agreed with her catchphrase ‘This Chastitie is clean out of date, a mere obsolete thing’. A Roxburghe ballad, ‘The Kinde Beleevynge Hostesse’, compares a rival brothel to Holland’s Leaguer. In it the bawd extols her girls Bess and Dolly, ‘brave wenches stout and jollye . . .’ and the ballad continues:

If you on sport be eager

and that you will not swagger

Kind Gentleman

you need not then

go unto Holland’s Leaguer.

For Wenches she can get yee

and of all sorts, can fit yee;

most bravely cladde

as may be hadde

if leisure but permit yee

A girl attired in Sattin

can speke both French and Latin.

If you have gold

you may be bold

and have a fine room to chatte in.

A country Lass that’s pritty

or one fetched from the Cittie

or, for your sport

one tall one short –

a handsome lasse that’s witty.

London probably never produced a more rapacious bawd than Elizabeth Holland. She fleeced her customers more expertly and completely than a modern clip joint, but with style. A rueful customer recalled a visit to her brothel in what is virtually a tribute to Mrs Holland’s expertise:

At Holland’s Leaguer there I fought

But there the service proved too hot!

Then from the Leaguer returned I

Naked, cold, hungry and dry.

(In Burford, Orrible Synne)

It is unlikely that the gallant was really left hungry and dry. The Leaguer employed a large and expert staff – cooks, wine waiters or ‘apple squires’ who would see that the customer’s glass was always full, scullions, laundresses – and, of course, whores. Mrs Holland’s four resident girls were acknowledged to be of the very best. Apart from their expertise they were chosen to be very different from one another, and intended to suit different moods. Beta Brestonia, ‘impudent above all measure and insolent beyond comparison’ was a fiery giant and clearly a bit of a challenge. However, for those who could stand the pace she had the reputation of giving very good value for money. Next was Eliza Caunce: ‘By chance her father begot her; by chance he forsook her; by chance she turned whore; and by chance Mrs Holland (the best bawd in all England) had lighted upon her.’ This tiny young thing was a complete contrast in every way to Beta, except that she too was ‘a wondrous wanton’ – Mrs Holland’s biographer suggests that Eliza was a nymphomaniac. The third woman, Longa Maria, was a tall blonde, cultured and softly spoken, a fine musician who played the viol and could sing well. ‘She was not so rampant nor so rude.’ Just the kind of girl a tired businessman would like to spend a few relaxing if expensive hours with after a hard day’s work across the water in the City. Finally there was a live-wire named Maria Pettit, ‘a small handful of a woman yet pleasant with all motion and action . . . nothing was more irksome to her than sleep and silence’.

This quartet, which could satisfy at least all the conventional desires, formed the heart of the business. Other girls were on call from ‘places of fair reputation’: their pictures and descriptions adorned the rooms and the customers could ask for them to be summoned. Guest whores of renown might also drop in if business was slack across the river. Almost as important was the resident doctor, whose job it was to stop the clients catching the Great Pox, or syphilis, and the Little Pox, or gonorrhoea. If a girl was unfortunate enough to catch a disease which could not be easily cured she would be expelled unceremoniously, a seemingly heartless practice but one that was really vital to the reputation of a brothel, and remained the accepted rule for centuries.

Mother Holland would greet each guest in person, and discreetly quiz him to ascertain his financial status and special wishes. There was no credit: anyone temporarily embarrassed financially would not be admitted, however exalted. Nor would she tolerate rowdy or violent behaviour, such as ill-treating the girls. The girls paid for room and board, and handed over a percentage of their earnings. However, Mother Holland probably made a large part of her income from the sale of food and drink.

For thirty years at the beginning of the seventeenth century the Leaguer was the most famous brothel in London. Its exclusiveness, efficiency, the quality of its whores and food and drink and its formidable owner – described as a small woman, still beautiful – ensured its success. But the moral climate was changing, the Puritans becoming more powerful. Mother Holland had many enemies, and when James I died and was succeeded by Charles I, who ordered the suppression of brothels, they saw their chance. Discipline also seems to have been breaking down at the Leaguer. The parties grew noisier and rowdier, the girls less genteel and ladylike. The pamphleteer Daniel Lupton expressed some of this concern when he wrote of the Paris Gardens in about 1630:

this may be better tearmed a foule Denne than a Faire Garden . . . heeratte foule beasts come to itt and as badde and worse keepe it; they are fitter for a Wildernesse than a Cittee: idle base persons . . . the Swaggering Roarer, the Cunning Cheater, the Rotten Bawd, the Swearing Drunkard and the Bloudy Butcher have their Rendezvous here.

Mrs Holland had already been in trouble with the authorities. The playwright Shakerley Marmion, a contemporary of Shakespeare and himself a customer of the brothel, wrote a play called Holland’s Leaguer. In it he has Mrs Holland say:

MRS HOLLAND:

Pox on the Marshall and his Constable!

There cannot be a mystery in this trade

but they must peep into it! Merciless Varlets

that know how many fall by our occupation

and yet would have their venery for nothing . . .

But we must give them good words!

Show them a Room.

She was not prepared to be so welcoming when in December 1631 a troop of soldiers was sent to close down the Leaguer. The story goes that Madam Holland, who was now about sixty but as fiery as ever, first enticed them on to the drawbridge, then suddenly dropped it downwards so that the men were plunged into the stinking moat. As they floundered about in the slime her jeering whores pelted them with missiles and poured the contents of their chamber pots on their heads. The soldiers regrouped several times but were repulsed and eventually withdrew in disarray.

A larger force was later sent but it too was driven off several times, while Mrs Holland ‘derided [them] beyond sufferance’. The whores’ victory was short-lived, however; by the following year the Leaguer was successfully closed down. About thirty years spent running the most expensive brothel in London – what the court wit Sir John Harington called making ‘sweete gaynes of stynkynge wares’ – had left Mrs Holland very wealthy. Her last stand with her whores before slipping away was probably motivated by her strong sense of mischief rather than fear of losing her livelihood. That is the last we hear of Madam Holland and her girls, but the house kept the name. On a map of 1746 it is called Holland Leger. Today Hopton Street runs through the site. A tribute to the sumptuousness of the interior was the local nickname for the water-girt mansion, which was still known as ‘the Nobs’ Island’ fifty years later.

The march of whoredom went on. In The Merrie Ballad of Nashe his Dildo the playwright Thomas Nashe describes a visit to a brothel in about 1600. He performed so badly that his expensive whore had recourse to a new-fangled importation from France – a dildo. Incidentally, Nashe mentions brothels full of sixpenny whores which operated next door to magistrates’ houses and unsurprisingly surmises that the magistrates had been bribed. ‘Dishonest styrumpettes . . . were clustered night and day at the entrances to brothels as freely as if they were entrances to taverns . . . and every one of them claimed to be a gentlewoman.’ The going rate for whores a few rungs up the ladder was a stiff half a crown (£15) and Nashe described the city suburbs as ‘licensed stews’.

The spread of whoredom at the beginning of the seventeenth century can be traced in the registers of the Middlesex Sessions. Anne Robinson of Aldgate is a ‘notorious common whore’ who sits by her door until eleven or twelve at night ‘to entertain lewd persons that resort to her’. John Burgoyne of Cripplegate accepted customers with the ‘Frenche Poxe’ and even with the plague. Joan Woodshore of Clerkenwell was a ‘noted whore’ who tried to stab two sailors with ‘a spit or rapier’. Cow Cross is frequently mentioned. Anne Morrow had a brothel there and admitted ‘bringing half a dozen whores to bed’: clearly hers was a large establishment. Many lewd persons in Turnmill Street, we are informed, ‘keep common brothel houses and harbour divers impudent Queens’. King James I, whose own sexual preferences were otherwise, issued an ordinance in 1622, Touching Upon the Disorderly Houses in Saffron Hill: ‘To restrain the shameless women . . . bawds who entertained and lured men into divers houses for base and filthy lucre . . . by sitting outside the doors and beckoning in the clients’ (Burford and Wotten, 1995).

In 1630, the poet John Taylor wrote what amounted to an instruction manual for bawds. Burford speculates that Taylor’s The Virtuous Bawd is based on the life of Elizabeth Holland of Holland’s Leaguer fame. Taylor, known as the Water Poet, was a licensed ferryman and would have known the great bawds and their customers, many of whom he would have rowed to their tipsy assignations. His intention is partly ironic as he compares the ‘virtues’ of bawds with the standards of tradesmen, those other sellers of services. He points out the arduous training a young whore undergoes to become a bawd before her attractions fade in her late twenties. By assiduous study of her trade she learns the rigours of the laws, the penances and whippings and all the other hazards of the profession, including the handling of the justices’ clerks – even, when necessary, of the justices themselves. She becomes a bawd ‘as the proper right for her long services to Society’. By then she will have learned how to sell a maidenhead three or four hundred times and have mastered the language of love and commerce and even science, since having spent so much time ‘on her back performing all sorts of planetary movements’ she will have acquired a thorough knowledge of the stars. There is some nonsense about her mastery of music, the ‘pricksong’, and playing the ‘sackbut’, not the musical instrument but the wine barrels which will be a source of profit in her brothels. Finally she shows her knowledge of art in her choice of erotic pictures to arouse her customers. Taylor takes an optimistic view of bawdry as a business: it is ‘not some upstart, newfangled bauble or toy . . . but a real solid lasting thing’. If her luck holds, he says, the bawd will ‘extract from sin and wickedness, good money, good clothes and almost anything good except good conscience – and that is but a poor beggarly virtue!!’ Taylor considered that ‘a bawd is only a loathsome figure to a satiated lover’.

Some thirty years later, the author Richard Head gives a vivid description of a visit to a brothel in his The English Rogue (1665), an establishment which Burford (1990) identifies as Mother Cunny’s, perhaps her house in Whetstone Park north of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Head chose a girl from pictures the bawd showed him, and when the young beauty appeared she made Head a startling proposition. He must deposit ten gold pieces and every time he had intercourse with her he could take one back; her fee would be what remained of the £10 in the morning. If he managed sex ten times the night would be free, and he could depart next day ‘with a great deal of applause, without expending a penny, but what you shall be pleased to distribute voluntarily among the servants’. We are not told what would have happened if he had managed sex more than ten times.

Head was ‘stark mad to be at it’, and found next morning that he had saved £8, or so he claimed. ‘But I deserved to have had my money trebled: however for the present I thought forty shillings was never better spent, nor eight [gold pieces] husbanded with so much recreation and delight.’ Moreover, he realised that his companion of the night was not a prostitute but a gentlewoman seeking sexual thrills. Some other women in the brothel too were ‘persons of no mean quality, which came hither to satisfy (what was impossible) their insatiate lusts’. They would study the customer through a spy hole, and if they didn’t fancy him, or he was someone of their acquaintance, they would pass him on to one of Mother Cunny’s regular girls.

Mother Cunny is mentioned, too, in John Garfield’s guide to London harlotry The Wand’ring Whore (1660–3) which suggests this veteran was still in business in the early 1660s. In 1660, while serving a spell in Newgate Prison, Garfield wrote another guide with the subtitle The Unparalled Practices of Mrs Fotheringham. Priss Fotheringham was one of the great bawds of the age, and Garfield also provides a list of what he claimed were the other most famous contemporary bawds: Mrs Cresswell, Betty Lawrence, Mrs Curtis, Mrs Smith, Mrs Bagley and Mrs Russell. There is no mention of Mrs Holland of Holland’s Leaguer, who must have been long dead.

Priscilla or Priss Carsewell was probably born about 1612. She is first heard of at the Middlesex Sessions in July 1658 when she was charged with theft. Sentenced to be hanged, she was granted a conditional pardon by the new Lord Protector, Richard Cromwell. She married into the brothel-keeping family of the Fotheringhams. Her husband Edmund was her pimp and at least ten years her junior.

Priss had been afflicted with smallpox, and the effects were worsened by the treatment she got from a quack, but as we shall see it was not her face that was her fortune. Her husband was a bully who gave her a venereal disease and beat her – he ‘befrenched her and pockified her bones soundly’. She ran away with a sword cutter, taking her husband’s money. When it was gone the sword cutter deserted her, and she went back to her husband, who had her tried for theft. She spent about a year in Newgate where she met the bawds Damaris Page and Mrs Cresswell. She also met there her biographer, Garfield.

Priss specialised in a particularly successful money-spinner known as ‘chucking’. One of her early chroniclers described it: ‘Priss stood on her head with naked Breech and Belly while four Cully-Rumpers chucked in sixteen half-crowns into her Commoditie.’ She performed this feat several times a day to acclaim from a crowd of enthusiastic fans. So popular did her brothel, the Six Windmills in Chiswell Street, Cripplegate Without, become that it drew customers from far and wide. In Newgate Prison it was proposed that she link the fortunes of her ‘Chuck Office’ with the business of the Last and Lion in East Smithfield, whose speciality was fellatio (its popular name was ‘the Prick Office’). It was run by a man named Hammond, and before a woman was taken on she had to ‘buss the end of his trapstick as he [lay] naked upon his bed with his tarse standing upwards’. Priss seems to have decided to pass up this somewhat unorthodox opportunity and to stick to what she did best.

Garfield recounts several anecdotes of the goings-on at Priss’s brothel, including one about a Mrs Cupid, one of Priss’s whores and an expert at the chuck-game. This tells how ‘one evening French Dollars, Spanish Pistoles and English Half-Crowns were chuck’d in as plentifully pour’d in was the Rhenish Wine . . . the Half-Crowns chuckt into her Commoditie doing lesser harme than the Wine . . . for its smarting and searing quality’. When Priss performed she would allow only the best sack wine to be used because it smarted less. Since a half-crown was a considerable sum at the time, Garfield was led to exclaim: ‘A Cunny is the dearest piece of flesh in the World!’

By then a wealthy woman, Priss died in about 1668, probably in her mid-fifties. Although she must have been a fit, even an athletic, woman to have performed the ‘chuck ceremony’ several times a day when younger, she was later much afflicted by disease. Garfield wrote in 1663 that she was ‘now overgrown with age and overworn with her former all-too-frequent embraces’. Her husband was dying, ‘rotten with syphilis’. It was said of her that ‘in the practice and proficiency of her profession’ Priss had ‘outdone and outstripped the oldest beldam in men’s memory’.

The next great bawd of the era, also mentioned by Garfield, was probably a gentlewoman. Like Elizabeth Holland, Mother Elizabeth Cresswell, who was born in about 1625, combined a keen business sense with considerable knowledge of male psychology: ‘If Privy Councillors, Judges, Aldermen, Doctors, Dukes, Lords, Colonels, Knights and Squires may be made into beasts by stupid jades, how thinkest thou such Cullies [fools or dupes] can be handled by women of Sense and Understanding?’ ‘A man will pay for a Duchess, yet all the while he embraces in Reality a common Strumpet.’ Like Holland before her, she knew men would pay high prices for pleasure in the right surroundings: ‘Costly clothes and rich furnishings advance the profit and advantage . . . the price of the vendibles notably increases when dispensed in a splendid magnificent shop.’ She was long remembered for her cry of ‘no money, no cunny’.

Cresswell was born into a well-connected family, possibly in the village of Knockholt in Kent. By July 1658 she was a bawd ‘considered without rival in her wickedness’. A constable testified against her: ‘Elizabeth Cresswell living in Bartholomew Close was found with divers Gentlemen and Women in her House at divers
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