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About the Book

THE DIRECTORY OF LADIES OF THE NIGHT IN GEORGIAN LONDON.


If you ever wondered what Jane Austen’s Mr Darcy and his fellows got up to on their numerous trips to London, here is the book they would certainly have carried around . . .


Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies was a bestseller in the eighteenth century, shifting 250,000 copies in an age before mass consumerism. A ‘guide book’ published annually at Christmas, it detailed the names, attributes and ‘specialities’ of the capital’s prostitutes. During its heyday (1759–95) Harris’s List was the essential accessory for any serious gentleman of pleasure.


Hallie Rubenhold has collected the funniest, rudest and most bizarre entries penned by Jack Harris, Pimp-General-of-all-England, into this fascinating and mischievous collection.
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NOTE TO THE READER

Spellings are as they appear in the original Harris’s List.

The names of the prostitutes are partially obscured as they were in the original List.
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

TO

Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies

IN 1757, SAMUEL Derrick sat with his head in his hands. From behind a heavy door of a debtors’ sponging house, he had plenty of time to contemplate his catalogue of misfortunes. They had begun six years earlier when Derrick had decided to abandon his lucrative career as a Dublin linen draper and embark upon a life of excess in London. To a young man of twenty-seven, brimming with dreams and propelled by enthusiasm, the capital promised a path to riches and fame. He had envisioned himself as an actor, treading the boards alongside David Garrick. He had imagined himself as a celebrated dramatist, penning modern classics for the stage. But above all, Derrick had pictured himself as a ‘poet of the first rank’, someone whose name might join those of Alexander Pope and John Dryden in the pantheon of literary greatness. But sadly, none of this was to be.

Perched on a wooden stool which rubbed against his notoriously bony frame, Derrick was miserable. In the interceding months, the aspirant poet had managed to lose everything: his mistress, his inheritance, his possessions and his golden dream of success. Luck, it seemed, had deserted him altogether. Ingenuity, however, had not.
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It was an act of desperation, an urgent need to escape imprisonment, that prompted Sam Derrick to scribble out his version of Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies. Unbeknownst to the impoverished hack, his lurid work was destined to become an instant sensation and the only literary triumph he was ever to enjoy. Unfortunately, his magnum opus was not the sort of publication about which one might boast. For the thirty-eight years (1757–1795) that Harris’s List rolled off the printing presses, Sam Derrick’s association with it was to remain a secret.

Upon his arrival in London in the late 1740s, Sam Derrick’s first port of call had been Covent Garden, the capital’s hedonistic heart. Here, the area’s most renowned watering holes pulsated with a carnival-like atmosphere. Anyone with literary, artistic or criminal inclinations was drawn to its vibrant glow. On most evenings, at its two premier establishments, the Shakespear’s Head Tavern and the Bedford Coffee House, a visitor might brush their coat against that of Samuel Johnson, David Garrick, Joshua Reynolds, Samuel Foote, William Hogarth, Tobias Smollett or Henry Fielding. Hedged in by the two main theatres, Covent Garden and Drury Lane, and a mere spitting distance from Fleet Street, the Piazza bristled with actors, musicians, painters, acrobats, writers, dancers and publishers. Prostitutes were an equally visible presence, from celebrated courtesans like Fanny Murray and ‘resting’ actresses like Mrs Abingdon to tavern-trawling molls and street-walkers. Mingling, drinking, gossiping and fornicating, business and pleasure blended easily together. More than anywhere else in the capital, Covent Garden, with its eccentric mix of personalities, was a breeding ground for ideas and discussion. It was eighteenth century London’s incubator of creativity.

In the quest to find wealthy patrons for his poetry, Derrick drained many a bottle with both the noteworthy and the notorious. As a passionate devotee of wine and women, his indulgence in Covent Garden’s carnal pleasures threw him at the feet of the Piazza’s reigning emperor of sin, Jack Harris (properly known as John Harrison). As the chief waiter at the Shakespear’s Head as well as the self-proclaimed Pimp-General of All England, Harris possessed one of the most intriguing items of pimp’s paraphernalia in London. It was likely to have been at the Shakespear that Derrick first encountered the work: a handwritten ledger consisting of more than 400 names of the capital’s ‘votaries of Venus’. Harris’s list bulged with a variety of intimate details which were amended and annotated on a regular basis. Recorded beside the names of women like ‘Kitty Buckley’, ‘Miss Smith’ and ‘Cherry Poll’ were not only the most current addresses where they might be found, but their ages and prices, descriptions of their physical characteristics, biographical details, comments about their health and, of course, their specialized services. Although every pimp kept some type of handwritten list, Harris’s, through its sheer volume, trumped all of them. It gave him an incontestable monopoly over the area’s flesh trade and, within the span of six years, an income comparable to that of the first Lord of the Treasury.

Harris’s inventory of names not only whetted Derrick’s sexual appetite, but his inspiration. Fearing his impending transfer from Bailiff Ferguson’s sponging house to the horrors of the Fleet Prison, Sam Derrick decided that the time was right to play his hidden card. He would create his own version of Jack Harris’s list. He had witnessed firsthand how the Pimp-General swaggered through the colonnades of the Piazza, how his mighty roll-call of names had bought him jewelled buttons and silk frockcoats. If he, through the production of a similar work, could reap so much as an ounce of the gold that Harris’s handwritten list had yielded, his creditors could be paid and his liberty secured. There was, however, one obstacle. Harris the pimp was not a man to be trifled with. A criminal and a bully, his nefarious influence stretched from Wapping in the east to Soho in the west. There were few willing to challenge his supremacy, let alone brave enough to attempt to tap his well of income. If Derrick’s plan was to be successful, it would require Harris’s consent, and that was not likely to be granted without a bribe.

The terms of Derrick and Harris’s agreement will almost certainly never be known, but it is likely that the poet agreed to pay the pimp a one-time permission fee for the use of his name. Ultimately, for Harris, this would prove to be the wrong decision. As Georgian London’s printing presses spewed forth heaps of literary slurry each week, neither of the two would have been able to predict the success of this venture. In a vain attempt to compete with his own name, Harris later established his own press in 1765 and published a rival to Derrick’s Harris’s List, entitled Kitty’s Attalantis. The work was a failure and never ran beyond one edition.

What the pimp’s second-rate publication lacked was the sparkle of Sam Derrick’s pen. Derrick may not have been a skilled poet, or even a talented actor, but his ability to observe and document the nuances of his world and the assorted characters who inhabited it was indisputable. A journalist before the great age of Fleet Street, Derrick recorded life in Covent Garden – the bar brawls, the pranks, the rivalries, the romances and broken hearts – and recounted it through the vehicle of his publication. While the ultimate purpose of Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies was to guide the desirous to the desirable, it served as more than simply a replica of a pimp’s little black book. Years of avid womanizing provided Derrick with a rich source of personal knowledge from which to draw his own compendium of names, as did the candid contributions from associates and the area’s locals. The result was a witty chronicle of the Piazza’s women, which included tales of their exploits, assessments of their personalities and retellings of inside jokes, all intended to raise a laugh from Covent Garden’s circle of rakes. Derrick’s version of Harris’s List was designed to titillate the mind as much as the loins.

Derrick’s publisher, the enigmatically named H. Ranger, immediately recognized the rattle of guineas in the author’s sparky work and advanced him the funds necessary to secure his release. Within months, the first edition of Harris’s List was available for purchase. In 1757, any literate person of means might amble down to Covent Garden, where he could buy a copy from the Shakespear’s Head, or the neighbouring brothel of Mother Jane Douglas, for two shillings and sixpence. In later years, the six-by-four-inch volume became much more widely obtainable. It could be purchased on Fleet Street, directly off H. Ranger’s shelves; from the kiosk in the Piazza; and at any other number of houses of ill-repute within the vicinity. By the 1770s, H. Ranger was advertizing a full range of Harris’s Lists in the newspaper, including issues from previous years. As the popularity of the List grew (it is estimated to have sold 8,000 copies annually), so it also began to assume the characteristics of a standardized publication. Each year, Harris’s enthusiasts could look forward to its reissue during the Christmas period, when:

Again the coral berry’s holly glads the eye,

The ivy green again each window decks,

And mistletoe, kind friend to Bassia’s cause,

Under each merry roof invites the kiss …

Unfortunately, it was the List’s very success that eventually became its downfall.

Sam Derrick remained the sole editor of this infamous work until 1769, the year of his death. It was a role that he might well have relinquished after his election as Master of the Ceremonies at Bath and Tunbridge Wells in 1761. This position, which was both highly regarded and well renumerated might have enabled Derrick to turn his back on an insalubrious past, had he wished to. But Harris’s List, and the women who featured on it, remained close to his heart. Covent Garden’s ladies had been among some of his most ardent champions during his darkest days. The List, he felt, was not so much a tool of exploitation as an implement that provided otherwise impoverished women with an income. It was for this reason that, upon his death, he willed the proceeds of his ‘new edition of Harris’s List’ to his ‘old friend and mistress, Charlotte Hayes’, a courtesan whom he had always loved, but could never afford. It was only after Derrick had been laid in earth that the lid was lifted on his secret. Amid much hilarity, ‘the little King of Bath’ was outed as the author of the scandalous guide.

Who Sam Derrick’s successors were remains largely unknown. Like Harris the pimp, who was finally arrested in 1758, the publishers of Harris’s List were eventually to grow too bold, too proud and too sloppy. By the late 1780s, the publication of the work had been assumed by two brothers, John and James Roach of Vinegar Yard, and a third conspirator, John Aitkin of Bear Street. Together, the three published a range of smut under the name of H. Ranger. However, by the time the Roaches and Aitkin had taken up the gauntlet, Harris’s List was becoming a slightly tired annual lacking the charm, wit and character of its earlier incarnation. In an attempt to appeal to a broader readership, the List’s editors were content to swap the quirky, sordid tales that had amused Covent Garden regulars for stock seduction stories. Names and the details of their exploits became interchangeable; the joyous romps of Miss Smith were easily transformed into the debauched adventures of Miss Jones. As long as the addresses and prices were vaguely correct, no one seemed especially bothered.

The new publishers of Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies were also keen to move with the era’s fashions. As the eighteenth century progressed, notions of gentility were beginning to pervade almost every walk of life, even the most unexpected. Sex with a prostitute moved from the realm of base, grunting euphemisms to a thing of beauty. No longer described as ‘squat, swarthy, round-faced’ wenches, now these ‘daughters of Venus’ were praised for their ‘fonts of pleasure’ and ‘moss-covered grots of love’. In the desire to clean up the List’s language, much of its originality was scrubbed away.

It was on a winter’s day in January 1795, that Harris’s List finally met its end. Shortly after the annual’s reissue, the Roach brothers received a visit from
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