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Introduction

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

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

Why?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

London Clubland today: How we got here

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



_______

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

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

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




SECTION 1

CLUB DIRECTORY
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PART I

Historic Clubs

One of the striking features about clubs is how influential they have been on other social organisations – and how they have been influenced by others. Over the centuries, this has led to many groupings (like the Inns of Court for barristers, or the livery companies in the City of London) offering distinctly club-like facilities and hospitality; but for the purposes of brevity as much as anything else, those organisations are not included in this book. See ‘Rules of Engagement’ towards the end of the book for the method to my madness.

THE ARISTOCRATIC CLUBS

Boodle’s – Brooks’s – Buck’s – Turf Club – White’s

Just because they have membership lists suffused with aristocracy, this does not necessarily mean that they are the ‘best’ clubs. Some can be among the crustiest, stalest establishments. They can often underwhelm members of fellow London clubs used to more extensive premises, although they have not lost the power to impress visiting reciprocal members from overseas, who are excited at the thought of dining with a bona fide English earl.

Nevertheless, they are synonymous with quality. They have – on average – smaller memberships and greater accompanying intimacy, with a much greater chance of having members’ names remembered by the staff (and vice versa). They are the clubs which (along with the Cavalry and Guards and the Garrick) tend to have a tent at Ascot. They cultivate some of the very best wine lists in Clubland. The silverware tends to be of excellent quality, and reassuringly battered and dented with a patina that tells you it is centuries old. Hard to get into as either a member or a guest, but extremely convivial once you are there, they epitomise everything that is envied, lauded, resented and spoofed about London clubs.

The clubs in this category are also entirely men only – or ‘gentlemen only’, as more than one of them was keen to stress to me when I was preparing this book: Victorian notions of ‘gentlemanliness’ can mean a great deal to the members. A number of other men-only clubs with higher public profiles face significant pressure to open their doors to women – in the case of clubs like the East India, they have already had a majority of members repeatedly vote for integration, and it is surely only a matter of time. But the aristocratic establishments below are likely to be the last bastion of ‘London gentlemen’s clubs’ (rather than private members’ clubs).

Beefsteak Club – see THE DINING CLUBS

Boodle’s

Address: 28 St James’s Street, London, SW1A 1HJ.

Tel.: 020 7930 7166.

Founded: 1762.

Objects: Social.

Approx. no. of members: 1,400.

Sex: Gentlemen only.

Dress code: Suit and tie at all times for men, equivalent for women guests. The most formal of London clubs, with a dark suit required.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: 26 clubs, across 11 countries.

Culture: Country pursuits, esp. hunting, shooting, fishing.

Architect: John Crunden, with alterations by John Buonarotti Papworth. (Long misattributed to the work of Robert Adam.)

Facilities: Entry hall, staircase, morning room (in three parts), coffee room (dining room), No. 27 dining room, billiard room, smoking terrace, 26 bedrooms.

What they want you to know: The London club of the country squirearchy; Ian Fleming’s club, upon which he based Blade’s club in the James Bond books.

What they probably don’t want you to know: A member once shot himself in what is now the billiard room.

Short history: Founded by 25 members meeting in premises managed by Edward Boodle at 50 Pall Mall. Confusingly, the establishment began under the name Almack’s, after its original proprietor William Almack, who also gave his name to the (entirely separate) nearby Salon on King Street. In time, service came to be so synonymous with Boodle’s hospitality that the Club came to use his name. Boodle’s settled in 1783 at its current mansion, best known for its iconic bow window. The house had originally been built in 1775 for the short-lived Savoir Vivre Club. Boodle’s remained a proprietary club for over 130 years, but after the death of its last owner, the barrister and cricketer William Gayner, in 1892, the Club staged a management buyout by its members the following year. Always more of a club for landowners, Boodle’s has long been light on politicians but heavy on aristocracy and squirearchy. Probably the best-preserved eighteenth-century clubhouse, with sympathetic restoration in recent decades. Its composition is largely unchanged; like Brooks’s, a browse through the membership list today shows a significant number of descendants of members from earlier centuries.

Further reading:

Marcus Binney and David Mann (eds), Boodle’s: Celebrating 250 Years, 1762–2012 (Marlborough: Libanus Press, 2012).

Roger Fulford, Boodle’s, 1762–1962: A Short History (London: Boodle’s, 1962).

Stephen Hill, Boodle’s Apocrypha: A Story of Men and Their Club in London (London: Duckworth, 2009).

Brooks’s

Address: [Unnumbered; between 60 and 61] St James’s Street, London, SW1A 1LN.

Tel.: 020 7493 4411.

Founded: 1764.

Objects: Social.

Approx. no. of members: 1,300.

Sex: Gentlemen only.

Dress code: Coat and tie at all times for gentlemen, equivalent formality for guest ladies.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: 26 clubs, across 14 countries.

Culture: Whiggish; ‘Establishment’.

Architect: Henry Holland, with Victorian alterations by John Macvicar Anderson, and further inter-war alterations by Sir Albert Richardson.

Facilities: Main hall and staircase, morning room, coffee room (dining room), Great Subscription Room, library, function rooms, 13 bedrooms.

Clubs within a club:

•   The Fox Club has been a dining society since 1813, founded in memoriam to the celebrated Brooks’s member Charles James Fox. Since the early twentieth century, it has been meeting at Brooks’s. Membership is limited to 50, of whom all but 2 must be members of Brooks’s.

•   The St James’s Club, a social club for diplomats which had a heavily aristocratic flavour and a strong gambling culture, was based on Piccadilly for over a century. Many (though not all) of its members joined Brooks’s when that club folded in 1975. It no longer has an independent existence, but is fondly recalled by several members.

•   The eighteenth-century Society of Dilettanti was hosted by the St James’s Club, and in turn Brooks’s. They brought with them a fine collection of paintings, including 23 members’ portraits displayed in the library, and two large group portraits of the Society by Joshua Reynolds, now hanging in the Great Subscription Room. They continue as a dining society, but their members are not automatically elected to Brooks’s. Walpole wrote of the Dilettanti, ‘The nominal qualification for membership is having been in Italy, and the real one, being drunk.’

What they want you to know: One of the most cultured club memberships in London.

What they probably don’t want you to know: They were the first major London club to be prominently shown in a feature film location shoot, although Brooks’s stopped short of allowing the crew in. The Club can be seen in Sebastian (1968), in which its exterior doubled as Dirk Bogarde’s club, with Susannah York and him pacing out of the front doors.

Short history: Originally established on Pall Mall, and occupying Holland’s mansion since 1778, the Club came into its own in the later years of its hero, Charles James Fox, when it came to be synonymous with the Whig cause. It remained a bastion of Whiggery until the early twentieth century. Whiggery – a creed that placed as much emphasis on aristocratic breeding and classical education as on political ideas such as civil and religious liberty – continues to be suffused through the building. At its peak influence in the 1830s and 1840s, most of the cabinet, and over half the Liberal/Reform/Whig MPs, were members – although this was subsequently dented by competition from the Reform Club. While the Club is in no way a political club any more, the Whig tradition has left its mark in the Club being one of the more literary clubs, with an exceptional library. The core of the building has been faithfully maintained, with the addition of an annexe on Park Place added in the 1850s (which hosts the coffee room on the ground floor, and the library on the first floor), and the Edwardian-era refacing of the building. More than perhaps any other London club today, family antecedents count for a great deal, with a quick browse of the present membership list showing numerous direct descendants of the Club’s eighteenth- and nineteenth-century membership.

Further reading:

Henry S. Eeles and Earl Spencer, Brooks’s, 1764–1964 (London: Country Life, 1964).

Charles Sebag-Montefiore and J. Mordaunt Crook (eds), Brooks’s, 1764–2014: The Story of a Whig Club (London: Paul Holberton, 2013).

Philip Ziegler and Desmond Seward (eds), Brooks’s: A Social History (London: Constable, 1991).

Buck’s

Address: 18 Clifford Street, Mayfair, London, W1S 3RF.

Tel.: 020 7734 2337.

Founded: 1919.

Objects: Reunion from the Great War (originally); social (today).

Approx. no. of members: 760.

Sex: Gentlemen only.

Dress code: Jacket and tie at all times for men, equivalent for women guests.

Type: Incorporated in 1996, as Buck’s Club Ltd, a private company limited by guarantee, with the current members of the Club being the members of the company.

Reciprocal clubs: 23 clubs, across 8 countries.

Culture: Relaxed, unfussy.

Architect: Joseph Stallwood and Benjamin Timbrell.

Facilities: Hall and staircase, American Bar, gallery, dining room, library, function rooms, smoking terrace, 3 bedrooms.

What they want you to know: If you want the full Wodehousian Drones Club experience, this is the place to start. The cocktail ‘Buck’s Fizz’ (champagne and orange juice – with a twist) originated here.

What they probably don’t want you to know: Despite having formally structured themselves in recent years as a gentlemen’s club, there is precedent for women members: both Margaret Thatcher and the late Queen Mother were members.

Short history: The Club started as a wartime reunion society founded by Captain Herbert Buckmaster, who loomed large for the first five decades, lodging in an upstairs bedroom of his club. Buck’s rapidly gained a reputation in the 1920s as the dernier cri in style, with its American cocktail bar seeming unimaginably exotic in the post-war gloom. (Remember that Prohibition was in full swing in the USA at the same time, giving the Club even more of a frisson.) Buck’s was badly damaged amidst wartime bombing in 1940, and the immediate post-war years saw decline, as with many other London clubs – where Buckmaster had been an innovative proprietor, showing great flair in the inter-war years, a number of bad practices set in during his later years. Members have long undertaken the practice of playing cricket in the bar – for which a wicket has been painted on the counter.

Further reading:

Henry Buckmaster, Buck’s Book: Ventures-Adventures and Misadventures (London: Grayson & Grayson, 1933).

Cavalry and Guards Club – see THE MILITARY CLUBS

Pratt’s – see THE DINING CLUBS

Travellers Club – see THE PALL MALL CLUBS

Turf Club

Address: 5 Carlton House Terrace, St James’s, London, SW1Y 5AQ.

Tel.: 020 7930 8555.

Founded: 1861.

Objects: Horse racing, social, country pursuits.

Approx. no. of members: 1,300.

Sex: Gentlemen only (full membership), and associate ladies.

Dress code: Jacket and tie at all times for men, equivalent for women.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: 11 clubs, across 9 countries.

Culture: Old-world, patrician, courteous, discreet.

Architect: John Nash, with alterations by Decimus Burton.

Facilities: Entry hall, bar, main staircase, morning room (in two parts), members’ and ladies’ dining rooms, ladies’ sitting room, committee room, 11 bedrooms.

What they want you to know: That they are one of London’s most intensely private clubs. They even took down their own website, after realising that none of their members used it, and did not want to draw outside attention.

What they probably don’t want you to know: The seldom-explored rooftop view is spectacular, looking towards St James’s Park and along the Mall, between Admiralty Arch and Buckingham Palace – but is something of a carefully guarded secret.

Short history: The Turf is possibly the most overlooked club of London. The members like it just that way. They are not literary men, like Brooks’s, so almost uniquely for such a historic establishment, there are no history books published on the Turf. Instead, the Club, made up of racehorse enthusiasts and huntsmen, maintains a strong oral tradition. It began as the Arlington Club on Bennett Street off St James’s Street, as a club dedicated to equestrianism and cards. Transferring to 47 Clarges Street in 1875, the Club spent 90 years developing a unique architectural style – Edwardian journalist Ralph Nevill thought the clubhouse had ‘no particular interest from an artistic point of view’, but was ‘comfortable in the extreme’, marked by a fondness for candlelight over electrical light, and a fine collection of paintings of racehorses. When the Club moved to its present location in 1965, acquiring a late-Georgian Nash terrace overlooking the Mall, it brought all these items with it, and it remains hard to believe they were ever anywhere else. Sandwiched between the Royal Society and the Royal Academy of Engineering, and located on the street of London’s most expensive home (the Hinduja brothers live a few doors along), the building has five storeys, and is larger than seems apparent, due to its capacious basement and the Mall being at a lower level around the back. Racing provides a broad stream of interest throughout the Club, and while not all members are devotees, a high number not only live and breathe horse racing, but own racehorses, too.

White’s

Address: 37–38 St James’s Street, London, SW1A 1JG.

Tel.: 020 7493 6671.

Founded: 1693 (as a coffee house); 1736 (as a club).

Objects: Social.

Approx. no. of members: 1,500.

Sex: Gentlemen only. No women guests permitted.

Dress code: Jacket and tie at all times for men.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: Theoretically, none – White’s does not enter into formal reciprocal agreements. But it does have an informal understanding with one overseas club.

Culture: Haughty, aloof, prosperous.

Architect: James Wyatt, with Victorian alterations by James Lockyer.

Facilities: Main hall, staircase, bar, coffee room (dining room), billiard room, morning room (for periodicals), card room, private dining room, roof deck.

What they want you to know: The oldest club in London.

What they probably don’t want you to know: Nowhere near as aristocratic today as its reputation suggests. Yes, there are plenty of titled members, and those drawn from the gentry; but as the Club’s own in-house historian Anthony Lejeune cattily observed thirty years ago, ‘The trouble really is not that stockbrokers have become members of White’s but that members of White’s have become stockbrokers.’ Today’s members are just as likely to have made a bundle at a merchant bank in the 1970s or 1980s, or an investment bank in the 1990s or 2000s, and be settling down to a comfortable retirement.

Short history: Beginning life as the gambling room around the back of White’s hot-chocolate and coffee shop at 28 St James’s Street (now the site of Boodle’s), five years later White’s moved to 69 St James’s Street – the site now occupied by the Carlton Club. For many years it remained an informal club, until a 1733 fire burned down the building, and prompted its reconstruction and reconstitution as a club in 1736, without any chocolate shop. For nearly five decades, ‘old club’ and ‘new club’ existed side-by-side, until the last of the ‘old club’ died out in 1781, and White’s became one solitary club. Initially non-political with a strong Whig element, it became heavily identified with the Tories during William Pitt the Younger’s premiership, providing a strong counterpoint to the Whig domination of Brooks’s across the road. Yet over time, aristocracy came to trump politics, and by the mid-nineteenth century around a third of the Club was drawn from the Whig families. Since the late nineteenth century, it has reverted to being culturally Tory, but non-partisan. It remained a proprietary club until 1891, when the members organised a buyout. The present building was heavily altered in 1811 (with further late-Victorian alterations), giving it its iconic bow window, at which Beau Brummell famously sat in the 1810s. The Club remains London’s most resistant to women, with the opposite sex still barred from even entering as visitors – although exceptions are made for members of the royal family: the late Queen Elizabeth II visited in 1991 and 2016. For her Platinum Jubilee in 2022, the Club organised six jubilee dinners, at which members (for the only time in the Club’s history) were allowed to bring their wives; and in more recent years, Catherine, Princess of Wales, has been seen lunching there.

Further reading:

Algernon Bourke, The History of White’s, with the Betting Book from 1743 to 1878 and a List of Members from 1736 to 1892, 2 vols (London: privately published, 1892).

Percy Colson, White’s: 1693–1950 (London: Heinemann, 1951).

Anthony Lejeune, White’s: The First Three Hundred Years (London: A. & C. Black, 1993).


THE PALL MALL CLUBS

The Athenæum – Oxford and Cambridge Club – Reform Club – Travellers Club

Redolent of the newly empowered, increasingly professional middle classes of the nineteenth century, these stand as temples to Clubland. Whereas the older aristocratic clubs had been small, intimate houses, the nineteenth-century clubs of Pall Mall were built as palaces to be noticed. They still stand aloof today; and even the defunct establishments like John Nash’s palatial Roman-style United Service Club at 116 Pall Mall, and the brutalist 1960s concrete block of the Junior Carlton Club at 94 Pall Mall, have their former clubhouses standing conspicuously today.

Army and Navy Club – see THE MILITARY CLUBS

The Athenæum

Address: 107 Pall Mall, St James’s, London, SW1Y 5ER.

Tel.: 020 7930 4843.

Founded: 1824.

Objects: Distinction in the arts, literature, science or engineering.

Approx. no. of members: 2,300.

Sex: Mixed sex.

Dress code: Jacket at all times for men, equivalent for women. Ties optional before 7 p.m.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: 23 clubs, across 10 countries.

Culture: Academics, primarily, but also ‘The Establishment’, with a profusion of civil servants and experts.

Architect: Decimus Burton, with late Victorian alterations by Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema and Sir Edward Poynter, and additional storey by Thomas Edward Collcutt.

Facilities: Morning room (main bar), coffee room (dining room), drawing room, smoking room, libraries (across several rooms – including the three-storey members-only South Library), function rooms, archive room, 15 bedrooms, garden.

What they want you to know: ‘The brainiest club in London’ (Baltimore Sun).

What they probably don’t want you to know: Named ‘the club of last resort’ by Ben Schott, owing to the traditionally frosty reception offered by some members, particularly towards those they don’t deem to be their intellectual equals.

Short history: Founded from the outset to be Britain’s premier club for the arts and sciences, it was the brainchild of John Wilson Croker. While the Club denies that it is some form of national honour society, election to membership has nonetheless long been seen in that vein, and the Club has served as a snapshot of Britain’s evolving ‘Establishment’ over the last two centuries. The Athenæum was intended to have members from across the political divide, and still maintains a strong cross-party tradition. It is slightly baffling how the Club’s long-established reputation for being packed with bishops came about – there are 108 Anglican bishops in England and Wales, so even if they all joined (and they certainly haven’t), they would make up just 4 per cent of the membership. Nonetheless, this has contributed to a slightly crusty image, which the Club tries its best to defy with bonhomie. Built on part of the site of the old Carlton House, the neo-classical Grecian clubhouse proved highly influential on London clubhouses thereafter, as the first of its kind to be set around a large, central atrium. A statue of Athena stands over the front portico.

Further reading:

Frank Richard Cowell, The Athenæum: Club and Social Life in London, 1824–1974 (London: Heinemann, 1975).

Felipe Fernández-Armesto (ed.), Armchair Athenians: Essays from the Athenæum (London: Athenæum, 2001).

Hugh Tait and Richard Walker, The Athenæum Collection (London: Athenæum, 2000).

Humphry Ward, History of the Athenæum, 1824–1925 (London: Athenæum, 1926).

Francis G. Waugh, The Athenæum and its Associations (London: Athenæum, 1895).

Michael Wheeler, The Athenæum: ‘More Than Just Another London Club’ (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020).

Oxford and Cambridge Club

Address: 71–77 Pall Mall, St James’s, London, SW1Y 5HD.

Tel.: 020 7930 5151.

Founded: 1821 (United University Club); 1830 (Oxford and Cambridge Club); 1972 (merger into United Oxford and Cambridge Club, renamed in 2001 as Oxford and Cambridge Club).

Objects: Social; for alumni of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge.

Approx. no. of members: 4,500.

Sex: Mixed sex.

Dress code: Jacket and tie for men, and equivalent for women, at peak hours; some relaxation to ‘smart-casual’ on weekends before 6 p.m.

Type: Unincorporated association.

Reciprocal clubs: 155 clubs, across 38 countries.

Culture: Academic; members tend to be polarised between the sizeable number of recently graduated younger members and the large contingent of older alumni.

Architect: Robert Smirke.

Facilities: Front hall and staircase, morning room (bar), coffee room (dining room), Blomfield Room (brasserie), library (across three rooms), reading room (previously the smoking room), drawing room, squash courts and viewing gallery, billiard room, 4 function rooms, workspace, rooftop terrace, 42 bedrooms.

Clubs within a club:

•   United University Club (1822–1971) merged into the Oxford and Cambridge Club, selling its Pall Mall East clubhouse just off Trafalgar Square, which is now the UK campus of Notre Dame University.

•   New University Club (1864–1938) on St James’s Street merged into the Oxford and Cambridge Club.

What they want you to know: The home of Oxbridge alumni in Pall Mall.

What they probably don’t want you to know: For a brief period in 1970–1, the United University Club admitted graduates of universities other than Oxford and Cambridge. This practice was stopped upon the merger of 1971.

Short history: Part of the early wave of middle-class clubs around the professions in the 1810s and 1820s, the United University Club catered for graduates of England’s two oldest universities, with a clubhouse at the north-eastern end of Pall Mall. A waiting list rapidly spiralled in size, and so the Oxford and Cambridge Club was set up nine years later to the south-west end of Pall Mall, as a way of tackling the waiting list. With both clubs ailing by the late 1960s, a merger between the two resulted in the Oxford and Cambridge Club’s building being retained. The Club’s involvement with the universities (heads of colleges are routinely offered honorary membership) means that it has been subjected to more public scrutiny than most clubs – the 1990s battle over women’s admission was particularly heated, with articles in the national press, and several protest resignations by Oxbridge academics. Matters have calmed since then, and serious redevelopment of the building has seen both the refurbishment of its bedrooms in the attic, and a flurry
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THE MASS-MEMBERSHIP CLUBS
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