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Madame Rachel had everything: a Mayfair address, the title of ‘purveyor to Her Majesty the Queen’, a shop full of exotic, expensive creams and potions. Her clientele were aristocratic, rich – and gullible.

This is the true story of a woman who began life as a poor fish fryer in a disease-ridden, grubby corner of Victorian London. She ended up with a shop in New Bond Street, where her wealthy clients came in their droves, lured by the promise of eternal beauty. What they found there was a con-woman and fraudster who made a career out of lies, treachery and the desperate hopes of women wanting to be ‘beautiful for ever’.

Beautiful For Ever also tells of the beginnings of the cosmetics industry, when women paid to be ‘enamelled’ with a paste of white lead that lasted up to a year, and of a society on the brink of change and modernity. It’s a thrilling tale of love affairs, scandal, blackmail, high-profile court cases, suicide and fraud, with the extraordinary Madame Rachel right at the centre of it all.
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EPIGRAPH

God hath given you one face and you make yourselves another.

Shakespeare, Hamlet , Act 3: sc. 1.


Preface & Acknowledgements

I CAME ACROSS the story of Madame Rachel quite by chance several years ago when searching for potential Victorian subjects. Something about her story as I then found it, briefly told in a 1920s collection of famous Victorian trials, captured my imagination. The time was not right to publish her story then, so I nursed it along, adding to it whenever I had time, in the hope that eventually it would be commercially viable. For this reason, Beautiful For Ever has been a very special book for me as a writer. It has been an exciting journey of discovery winkling out this story so long lost to history, and I am proud to have been able to do so. Madame Rachel’s story is told here almost entirely from the newspapers and journals of her day – which means we can hear her, and many others involved in that story – speak with their own, real voices.

That much of the story I have done alone. In order, however, to discover the truth of Madame Rachel’s family background, I was hugely fortunate to discover others who have trod the same genealogical path. Historical research is often about chance and how one connection leads to another. In pursuit of Madame Rachel I tried to find material about her children, in particular her opera singer daughter Hélène. A speculative research trip to the Royal Academy of Music put me in touch with the Royal College of Music and the ultimate serendipity – an entirely unexpected link to a family historian Patricia Oliver. Thanks to her extraordinary diligence and that of Dan Russell in Australia and Gordon Ashbury in England I have been able to ascertain the elusive Madame Rachel’s true identity – something none of her Victorian contemporaries ever knew for sure – and I won’t spoil it here by going into specifics. Patricia Oliver also put me in touch with Arna Samuels in North London, who, as a mature student at the Open University, had written about Madame Rachel for a thesis on women fraudsters and had worried at the story like a dog at a bone, discovering valuable detail. I am indebted to Arna for passing on her research material to me.

Various other people helped along the way: my stalwart colleague Phil Tomaselli dug out what survives of Rachel’s prison records at the Public Record Office, Kew; John Ward offered valuable information on the Carl Rosa Opera Company and opera in the nineteenth century; Corinne Garstang’s excellent website filled me in on the history of Woking Invalid Convict Prison; Lesley Schoenfield at Harvard Law Library provided me with scans of the very rare accounts of Rachel’s first trial in August 1868; Steve Mendoza at the University of California Library helped me to track down a photograph in Paris; Douglas Austin offered information on chemicals used in cosmetics; Bridget Palmer at the Library of the Royal Academy of Music provided access to their admissions registers and minute books and Paul Collen at the Centre for Performance History at the Royal College of Music put me in touch with Patricia Oliver; Paul Frecker generously shared his dissertation on the Victorian cosmetics trade with me.

My wonderful Paris researcher Emilie Bremond-Poulle spent many hours searching for evidence of Rachel and her family in Paris and finally pulled out the plum of crucial evidence in the Archives de la Préfecture. In my search for information on the career of Alma Verdini I drew a fairly large blank and would welcome any information readers might have; I would particularly like to trace Paul François Quinsac’s 1881 painting of ‘Mlle Verdini’, as well as any information on Léontine Rachel’s cosmetics salon in rue de la Paix, Paris, and Madame Rachel’s house in Saint Cloud. The portrait of Cecilia Maria Pearse by Joseph Jopling was apparently bought by the publisher John Lane, but I have been unable to trace it. Any comments or information readers would like to share with me would be most welcome via the contact page on my website: www.helenrappaport.com

I would like to express my grateful thanks to the following for granting permission to reproduce illustrations in this book: the Guildhall Library for New Bond Street; Matthew Lloyd for the sheet music ‘Mrs Plucker Sparrowtail’; the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford for the 1868 anti-Semitic cartoon; the Victoria & Albert Museum for the photograph of George Lewis; the Historical & Special Collections at Harvard Law School Library for ‘The History & Trial of Mdm. Rachel’; the British Library for cartoons from the Illustrated Police News; Mr Edmund Brudenell for the portrait of the Countess of Cardigan; PictureHistory.com and the Bibliothèque Nationale Française for the cartes de visite of Hélène Crosmond and Alma Verdini respectively.

I remain indebted to Susan Hill who believed in this book from the moment she read the proposal and commissioned the hardback edition. I am grateful to Vintage for bringing it out in this paperback edition and to my editor there, Frances Jessop, and my publicist Indira Birnie. Finally, my continuing thanks go as always to my agent Charlie Viney for understanding my passion about this story and my determination to write it. My brothers Pete and Chris, to whom this book is dedicated, have given me endless, unqualified support for and encouragement in all my work and in the maintenance of my website.

HELEN RAPPAPORT

Oxford, March 2012


PROLOGUE

The Lady in the Cab

THE GAS LAMPS had already been lit along Northumberland Avenue that spring evening in April 1888, but the thoroughfare was still thick with the crush of horse-drawn cabs and omnibuses. Shortly before 8 p.m. an attractive woman of about thirty-five emerged from amidst the marble pillars and thick velvet drapes of the lobby of the Grand Hotel. Slim and pretty, with bright grey eyes and neatly coiffured flaxen curls, she ventured across the congested avenue in the gathering twilight to the cab rank opposite, where she engaged a four-wheel growler to take her to Knightsbridge.

The cab driver asked her where exactly she wanted to be dropped off, to which his fare replied dismissively, ‘Oh never mind, I will tell you that when we get there.’ Heading north, past the busy railway terminus at Charing Cross and across Trafalgar Square, the cab turned west on the vortex of busy streets that converge at Piccadilly Circus – where the crowds were already out for an evening’s entertainment in the clubs and supper rooms of the nearby Haymarket – and rattled off along the cobbles of Piccadilly. It was just passing Clarges Street opposite Green Park, on the long stretch up to Marble Arch, when the sound of a gunshot rang out from inside. A passer-by heard the shot and a loud scream. Seeing smoke issuing from the cab’s broken window he shouted to the driver to stop and rushed forward to pull open the door. Inside a woman lay slumped in a crouching position with her head between her knees. She had shot herself in the head with a five-chambered revolver, which lay on the floor beside her.

Someone rushed to fetch a constable who immediately jumped into the cab, ordering the driver to go as fast as he could to St George’s Hospital at Marble Arch, just north of the far end of Piccadilly. But the woman had already lapsed into unconsciousness by the time they arrived. She died of her wounds at 3.25 a.m. the following morning. The resident house surgeon later confirmed that she had died from a single entry wound to the right side of her temple that had ‘lacerated the brain’.

The woman’s handbag contained thirty shillings in loose change, but there was nothing else to identify her apart from her wedding ring, although it was obvious that she was ‘of good social position’. Before blowing out her brains, she had, most thoughtfully, paused to remove the two tortoiseshell combs from her hair and her black straw hat trimmed with velvet and grey birds’ wings, clearly not wishing to spoil them.

Later that morning, Friday 28th, the woman’s body was identified by her landlady who had seen the news in the early morning paper. The dead woman’s brother, David Levison, was contacted and hurried up from Lewisham in south London. When they were children, his sister had been known as Hannah in the family, but in the late 1870s, after training as an opera singer, she had adopted the stage name of Hélène Crosmond. Now widowed, she had been living in a couple of small rooms near the British Museum in Bloomsbury, from where she eked out a living giving singing lessons and the occasional concert performance. Levison had not seen his sister for six or seven weeks, at which time she had seemed cheerful enough, talking about her pupils and her hopes for an operatic tour. But since the death of her husband in 1881, as he ruefully observed to the inquest jury, she ‘had had more than the ordinary share of the buffetings of this life’ and had become hopelessly addicted to opiates to help her with neuralgia and persistent sleepless nights. However, even though she had been in some ‘pecuniary difficulties’, as he put it, David Levison knew of no particular recent trouble to account for his sister taking her own life.

At the inquest, Mr John Troubeck, deputy coroner for Westminster, questioned Henry Wood, a shop assistant from Watson Brothers, a gunmakers on Pall Mall. Wood confirmed that he had sold the twenty-five shilling ‘bulldog’ revolver and twelve cartridges to the lady on the previous Wednesday evening. She had told him that she was buying the gun as a gift ‘for her brother’ but that it had to be cheap and – rather oddly – she had added that she had to be sure that the gun ‘would kill’. Wood had duly obliged by loading the weapon for her and showing her how to use it. It was not unusual, he said, for ladies to come in and purchase revolvers and he had had no qualms about doing so.

The verdict of the inquest was the inevitable one of ‘suicide whilst of unsound mind’. But that was not the whole of the story. Shortly afterwards the press was alerted to the tragic suicide’s true identity. The unfortunate Hélène Crosmond was in fact ‘a daughter of Madame Rachel’. Everyone in Victorian Britain knew the name: Madame Rachel, aka Sarah Rachel Levison or Leverson, had been at the centre of two scandalous court cases – in 1868 and 1878 – that had rocked Victorian society and had set the titled and wealthy ladies of London a-tremble.

The stigma of her parentage had dogged Hélène all her adult life, even in the years after her mother’s death in 1880. In an attempt to shake off this taint of notoriety, she had done her utmost to lead an uncontroversial and exemplary life. But even her ‘moral rectitude and a close observance of the conventionalities of society’, as the papers so rightly pointed out, had not spared her from continuing allusions to her mother that had caused her acute pain and embarrassment.

The press was therefore much moved by the ‘fearful death’ of poor Hélène Crosmond. She had made a ‘brave fight’ holding up her head in a long and weary struggle against the hand of fate, said The Times. The Birmingham Daily Post agreed: Madame Crosmond had had ‘every personal gift to ensure success’ as an opera singer but had been ‘confronted at every turn by the disgrace incurred by her unhappy mother’. Her suicide apparently had ‘long been anticipated by her friends’.

Hélène’s financial difficulties had, it turned out, been made worse by the recent cancellation of a much-coveted contract when she had demanded a prima donna role. She had thought of going to the law to seek restitution, but the courtroom was the last thing Hélène Crosmond could bear facing. There had been too much – far too much – of lawyers and courtrooms and criminal procedures already in her family, thanks to her mother’s notorious career.

In the brief shelf life of the daily press and the voracious demand for sensational stories to fill newspaper columns, the ‘sad fate of a prima donna’ was sufficient to shock the British public for a day or so as it gloated over every detail of the unfortunate woman’s suicide. But after that Hélène Crosmond was quickly forgotten.

No one, however, was likely to forget her mother, Madame Rachel of 47a New Bond Street, the celebrated ‘enameller of ladies’ faces’, patronized by Her Majesty the Queen and the aristocracy, and notable throughout the land as sole possessor of the secret art of making women Beautiful For Ever.


CHAPTER ONE

Sally Russell of Drury Lane

IF YOU TRY to find Clare Market today, just down from Holborn tube station in London, virtually nothing remains from the Victorian era. One lone survivor stands out: the quaint, half-timbered shop on the corner of Portugal Street that was supposedly the inspiration for the 1841 Charles Dickens novel, The Old Curiosity Shop, now dwarfed by the sprawling new development of the London School of Economics. The whole of this once-teeming part of the parish of St Clement Danes disappeared long ago in the massive programme of slum clearance that from 1900 to 1905 swept away the filthy old rookeries of Clare Market, displacing its 3,000 inhabitants to create the grand sweep of London’s Aldwych.

In the seventeenth century the habitations around Clare Market – named after the 2nd Earl of Clare who once had a grand residence nearby – had sprung up on an area of open land called Clement’s Inn Fields. The north side of this open space remained an area of elegance and middle-class respectability when lawyers’ chambers were established in a grand terrace of houses surrounding a central private garden. Now known as Lincoln’s Inn Fields, this little-used haven of trees and grass, whose gates were most firmly locked against the poor, was only a stone’s throw from the garbage-ridden alleys and dank and squalid houses of Clare Market that lay just beyond to the south.

Clare Market had been notorious as a haven for the criminal under-classes since the late eighteenth century, when the legendary robber Jack Sheppard had hidden out in nearby Wych Street whilst on the run from the law. This tumbledown area rapidly became the dismal haunt of the downtrodden, of ‘human piggeries’ and brothels that sprang up alongside the cowsheds and slaughter houses that formed the market’s thriving butchers’ shambles. Its gin shops were much like those of nearby St Giles immortalized in the engravings of Hogarth; its alehouses crowded out with bedraggled tarts and their sodden-faced pimps who vied for custom among hulking butchers’ boys from the nearby market, and actors from Drury Lane. The market had long been a thriving part of the London sex trade, with prostitutes patrolling theatres such as Killigrews or Davenant’s at either end of the market, or the Royal Olympic theatre on Wych Street, as well as the far grander Royal Opera House a couple of blocks west on Bow Street. There was a time when all of ‘fast London’ would assemble in the pubs and drinking dens that crowded round Clare Market to make a night of it. Here, criminals caroused on the beer-slopped floors, whilst groups of pickpockets and cracksmen congregated in the backrooms of the fifteen pubs that served this small area – such as The Fountain on Clare Street and the Hope Tavern in Blackamoor Street – to gamble and share out their day’s ill-gotten gains.

Back in the 1850s, with its narrow streets and filthy back alleys daily running with blood from the slaughterhouses and effluent from the overflowing sewers, and flanked by two old and now overcrowded graveyards, Clare Market was a notoriously unhealthy spot. The hungry eyes of desperation stared out at you from the cracked windowpanes of every dirty, gabled house that overhung its stinking, undrained alleys. One observer wrote that he had ‘seen miseries of poverty and sickness in the Roman Ghetto and in the plague quarter of Cairo’ but that there were places in the neighbourhood of Clare Market ‘that would beat them hollow’ as nightmares of poverty and disease. Its denizens had to tolerate the never-ending racket of the hundreds of sheep and cattle that were herded in to be slaughtered weekly, as well as the stench of manure, blood and the nearby tripe-boilers that perpetually filled the air. With virtually no police presence, it was bristling with footpads and a dangerous neighbourhood to strangers, who entered the area at night at their peril.

On Wednesday and Saturday market days Clare Market would be humming with life as the greengrocers, meat and fish purveyors of the shambles were joined by higglers and country butchers from out of town, crowding in with their barrows. It would also be teeming with dirty women haggling over scraps of stale meat and half rotten vegetables in their desperate daily battle to feed their families. Those with enough money could go for a plate of beef-à-la mode at Johnson’s Beef House in Clare Court. But most of the inhabitants of Clare Market bought a basin of hot eels or pea soup from street vendors or headed for places like Sarah Russell’s hot baked potato and fried fish shop at no. 4 Clare Market, next door to The Fountain pub. Both these foods had become popular staples of the working classes from the 1830s (though the ubiquitous chip was yet to be added to the menu – from the 1860s) and Sarah was one of many Jews living in the area who worked in the Victorian equivalent of the fast-food trade. Theirs was a lucrative one, with hot potatoes at a halfpenny a time a staple of the prostitutes who worked the market. These were baked over a fire in large brass cans and sold during the potato season of August to April or until the stored potatoes started going bad. The plaice and sole dabs that Sarah fried in salad oil were, in particular, sold to be eaten cold by her fellow observant Jews on the Sabbath from Friday evening to Saturday and had a yellowish colour from the turmeric used, Jewish style, to flavour the batter.

Sarah Russell had come to St Clement Danes in the 1840s from Whitechapel in the East End. She had previously lived in Goulston Street, in the heart of what would later become Jack the Ripper territory, at a time when half the total English population of around 35,000 Jews lived in London. In 1844 she had married a widower and commercial traveller named Joseph Moses at Goulston Street, in a Jewish ceremony conducted by a rabbi from the Great Synagogue based not far away at Duke’s Place. But Moses had deserted her in around 1846 to seek his fortune gold prospecting in Australia, leaving her with two daughters, Rachel (born in January 1841 in a courtyard off Drury Lane) and Leah (born nearby in September 1846). By now however, Sarah had taken up with a man named Phillip Levy or Levison, who was a travelling salesman in steel pens for a wholesaler in Houndsditch and who appears to have fathered the rest of her seven children.

Sarah had been working her way up in business ever since she had started out buying and selling old bottles and hare and rabbit skins from a barrow in Wapping, as well as telling penny fortunes round the East End pubs. The profession of huckster or street vendor might be a lowly one, next to that of the rag-and-bone man, but the wily Sarah took a step up the ladder when she moved into St Clement Danes and opened the shop in Clare Market. However, she had no intention of ending her days frying fish for the poor. Living in this area of cheap lodging houses, she was constantly on the move from one temporary home to the next. Hard working and ambitious, Sarah lived by the Jewish ethic of creating a better life for her children. Even if she had to go without, they would all be well educated and, unlike her, be able to read and write.

By the 1850s Sarah was dabbling in numerous business enterprises. As well as frying fish she operated as a ‘wardrobe dealer’ – not, as one might today imagine, a dealer in second-hand furniture, but in second-hand clothes. It was a step up from the rag picker and the ragman who haunted Petticoat Lane where she had grown up and a more acceptable term than the familiar and racially loaded ‘Old Clo’, a profession that was a near monopoly among the Jews. Selling what she bought as cheaply as possible for cash, Sarah often dealt with maidservants who sold their mistresses’ cast off clothes and also with kept women, often extending credit at a crippling 15 or 20 percent as was the practice. This kind of dealing was, effectively, a form of money lending. Her trade in second hand dresses often took her to Drury Lane where the dancers and actresses were good customers. London theatres then were the focus of a great deal of casual prostitution, with many second-rate actresses being little more than courtesans addicted to too much satin and face paint, who made a little extra on the side in the local brothels. It was a tradition long familiar from the works of Samuel Richardson as well as Hogarth’s pictorial evocation of the corruption of innocence in the Harlot’s Progress and it was common knowledge that procuresses from the local brothels solicited recruits around Drury Lane. In later years it would be alleged that Sarah or ‘Sally Russell’ as she was known locally, turned her hand to this dubious trade. An eminent barrister had observed her backstage on one occasion when Sarah (though he didn’t know who she was at the time) had made an ‘insulting proposal’ to one of the young actresses she was haggling with over the price of a dress, who had responded by throwing a pot of porter in her face. She was, as later evidence suggests, well-known to the local police and the magistrates at this time.

By 1852 Sarah had two more children – David born in about 1848 and Hannah born in November 1850 – and going by the surname of Levison, when she first ran into trouble with the law. Living in the Drury Lane area and probably working as a sometime procuress, she had begun helping out a friend and neighbour, David Belasco, who had dealt in second-hand clothes at Petticoat Lane before moving into the more lucrative sex trade. Belasco was now running a brothel at 31 Hart Street, an alley off Long Acre opposite Moore’s fringe factory and Blackwood’s ink manufactory. The nephew of a famous East End Jewish prize fighter Aby Belasco, he had, like him, developed a reputation as a ‘fighting man’ and had been in trouble in the past for brawling. In April 1852 Belasco had assaulted a drunken patron, Robert Clarke – who had wanted to use the facilities of the brothel without paying for his room – throwing him down the stairs and pitching him out on to the street. Clarke had subsequently died of head injuries.

Sarah was one of two of Belasco’s friends who provided him with an alibi at his trial. Still running the fried fish business in Clare Market, she now lived only five minutes walk away in a two-roomed cottage at 10 Russell Place off Bow St – in sight of the Royal Opera House. In court, giving evidence as Sarah Levison, she claimed to have gone over to Hart Street late that night in April to solicit the address of a nursing home for Jewish children in Gravesend – her daughter Rachel was very sick – from Belasco’s wife, Mary who was an old friend. She had remained for an hour or so chatting and having a cup of coffee in the downstairs parlour where Belasco had been smoking a pipe, when there had been the sound of an argument upstairs, after which Clarke had mysteriously taken a tumble down them. According to Sarah, in a transparent attempt to invest her brothel-keeper friend with moral integrity, Belasco had been indignant at the altercation, accusing the two tarts who had been with the man of bringing a drunk into the house: ‘If you don’t all go out, I will send for a policeman’ he had said, most reasonably. Sarah was adamant that she had not seen Belasco kick or hit the man and that after he fell the two women had dragged him out of the door. Mr Baron Platt however had not believed her, or the man named Turner who likewise offered a false alibi. He committed them both to Newgate for perjury but it soon became apparent that it would be difficult to establish the charge and three weeks later they were released. Belasco was sentenced to twelve months hard labour for manslaughter but was back in the brothel trade as soon as he was out of jail.

In early June 1854, Sarah’s common-law husband, Phillip was himself in court (his name given as ‘Levyson’), at the Queen’s Bench, Westminster, seeking damages for an alleged defamation of character. One of his regular clients, Mr Broadhurst, a medical practitioner of Brook Street to whom he supplied steel pens, had accused him of theft during a business call to his house. Levison claimed to have suffered greatly by the humiliation of being taken through the streets in handcuffs by three policemen. In court it transpired that he had been misidentified as a man called Baron Jacomini, who had indeed been going round doctors’ surgeries in the guise of a commercial traveller, stealing instrument cases. The jury found in Phillip’s favour and he was awarded damages. The case in itself was insignificant but its details reveal something of the character of Phillip Levison, who remains an elusive and shiftless figure in this story. Sarah had given birth to another son by him, Aaron, at Vere Street near Clare Market in 1853, and he was now occasionally cohabiting with her at a house in Sheffield Street nearby, along with some of her relatives and, so he claimed, supporting the family to the tune of thirty shillings a week. In 1841 he had stated he was born in 1814 in Spitalfields, but during this 1854 case he described himself as ‘Mr Levyson of New York’. He had trained as a butcher, he said, but had never pursued that trade, working as a commercial traveller in steel pens for sixteen years and claiming among his illustrious patrons the Duke of Wellington, Lord Fitzroy Somerset and General Brown. Such elusiveness about his true background and compulsive self-aggrandizement with regard to his clientele was a trait he shared with his common-law wife Sarah.

Those who had witnessed Phillip’s visit to the Broadhursts described him as decidedly shabby, with down at heel boots and having a ‘foreign accent’; perhaps he was a Yiddish speaker like Sarah. Whether he had fathered her second daughter Leah is unclear – she had been born around the time Joseph Moses had deserted Sarah and gone to Australia. Phillip consistently denied he had ever allowed Sarah to use his surname, yet she did so increasingly, and it is clear later that he was not averse to living off her earnings. At other times he seemed estranged from her, for ever on the move from lodgings to lodgings and constantly denying the true state of their relationship. More enigmatically – and perhaps significantly – in court in June 1854 Phillip revealed that the house Sarah had lived in at Russell Place was a brothel and further ventured that she had at one time lived in another brothel at Gerard Street Soho.

In April 1856 Sarah gave birth to another child, Elizabeth, at lodgings in Drury Lane. Times were hard for the family; Phillip’s dealership in steel pens based in Cranbourn Alley near Leicester Square had gone bankrupt in September 1855 and there were now six children to provide for. In 1856 one of them fell victim to the desperate poverty that forced so many of London’s underclasses into crime. Out playing in Drury Lane one day, three-year-old Aaron had been cornered by a criminal named Johanna Mack, whose particular bent was the uniquely Victorian profession of child-stripping. Having enticed him away from his home, she had made him drunk on beer and then had stripped him of all his clothing bar his drawers, before doing likewise to another local boy Alfred Mark. Both children had been found some time later wandering bewildered and sick from the beer they had been forced to drink. They had been too young to give evidence at Mack’s trial, when she was sentenced to a year’s hard labour. Three years later another of the Levison children, this time David, was assaulted by a soldier who swung him round by the legs and broke his arm after David had got into a childish quarrel in the street with the man’s younger brother. Phillip Levison had had no qualms in pressing for a prosecution which saw the soldier sentenced to three months in prison.

Life in this part of London was unrelentingly brutish, at a time when there was virtually no public welfare. A few philanthropic institutions were gradually established in the St Clement Danes area to counter the great tide of poverty and neglect – a soup kitchen, a working men’s club, a ragged school and an orphan’s refuge, but in general it was the debtor’s court in Portugal Street that loomed large over everyone’s lives. In 1839, however, a much-needed hospital had been established in a disused workhouse near the debtor’s court, as a teaching hospital for medical students studying under Professor Robert Bentley Todd at nearby King’s College. The hospital was further developed – alarmingly, considering the state of public health in Victorian Britain – on the site of the Old Green Ground – a disused burial ground, without the corpses beneath being first removed. Built to accommodate some 200 or so patients, King’s College Hospital soon was inundated with the sick and poor from nearby Clare Market, whose back alleys were breeding grounds for cholera, measles and scarlet fever. In around 1856 Sarah herself was stricken with rheumatic fever and taken to the hospital for treatment, during which time her thick black hair – the one redeeming feature she had and of which she had been inordinately proud – had fallen out. She was distraught; on leaving the hospital she asked the doctor who had prescribed her a hair tonic whilst there to give her the recipe for this ‘compound for recovering her hair’, and which, so she later claimed, ‘speedily reproduced luxuriant and beautiful wavy ringlets, seldom to be equalled’.

Under pressure to support her young family and always on the lookout for lucrative new ventures, Sarah realized that she might be on to a very good thing with this hair tonic and she set about studying cosmetic recipes with the help of her eldest daughter Rachel. She recalled an article read to her from the Illustrated London News of January 1846 about the transformative effects of a sacred ‘magnetic rock’ deep in the Sahara which distilled a precious water ‘possessed of extraordinary properties’ that increased the vital energies, restored the colour of grey hair and, so it was claimed, gave ‘the appearance of youth to persons of considerable antiquity’. Why not manufacture her own ‘magnetic hair restorer’ and other lotions along the same lines? The hair tonic given to her at King’s College Hospital appears to have achieved magical results when she tried it out on others. Word soon spread about Sarah’s miracle hair restorative, which, so she was now claiming, was ‘compounded from the rarest and most precious of Arabian balms, according to the recipe of a celebrated Eastern physician’. Rumours of her other ‘feminine beautifyings’ quickly spread beyond Drury Lane to higher quarters and brought carriages and cabs to her humble ‘shop’ in Clare Court. Before long, Sarah had removed to premises opposite the
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