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The Club From Hell

The usual route by train from Oxford to London’s Victoria Station
passes through Reading, where the view from your window is blighted
by the ugly red brick prison that held Oscar Wilde following his
conviction for acts that are no longer a crime in England or here. A
passing Literarian might well recall some lines from Wilde’s Ballad of
Reading Gaol:
In Reading gaol by Reading town
There is a pit of shame,
And in it lies a wretched man
Eaten by teeth of flame.
In burning winding-sheet he lies,
And his grave has got no name.
More pleasing views are afforded by an alternate route that
traverses rural Buckinghamshire. When the train stops briefly at the
county market town of High Wycombe, the passenger will see, on a hill
high above the station, an imposing church with a most unusual bell
tower. Instead of the expected steeple and cross, it is topped by a foursided pedestal supporting a large round globe sheathed in copper that
glows in the sun, looking more pagan than Christian.1
If curiosity compels you to leave the train, you will learn that the
hollow globe, which has seating for six or more, was added to the
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medieval fabric of St. Lawrence’s Church when it was remodeled in
1763, and that the church’s lavishly decorated interior is laid out in a
design resembling that of the ancient Temple of the Sun in Palmyra,
Syria. Your informant might also tell you, sotto voce, that the patron
who paid for this extraordinary edifice was Sir Francis Dashwood,
known to some as the founder of the notorious Hell-Fire Club.
There was more than one club of that name. Among the earliest
was a club organized in 1714 by the second Duke of Wharton. Claiming
Satan as their president, its members met at the Greyhound Tavern in
London to drink such concoctions as Hellfire Punch and eat a dish called
Holy Ghost Pie, which was shaped to look like a communion wafer.
Although the club’s proceedings appear to have been more raffish than
satanic, Wharton’s political enemies persuaded a shocked George I to
support legislation against immorality that was used to get him
expelled from Parliament in 1722. Wharton's disgrace brought his club
to an inglorious end, although it did not put an end to the ideas that it
represented.2
Francis Dashwood was 14 at the time, a bit young to be a member
of Wharton’s impious crew. When he was 16, his father died, and he
inherited a substantial estate at West Wycombe and the baronetcy that
went with it. This entitled our teenage anti-hero to be addressed as
“sir,” although it did not confer a right to a seat in the House of Lords.
That came forty years later, when he became the 11th Baron Le
Despencer on the death of his uncle, the Earl of Westmorland.
Young Francis received the standard education for a member of
his social class, with an emphasis on classical Greek and Latin and a
heavy overlay of Shakespeare and Milton. The stress on Milton was
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supposed to strengthen the moral fiber of British youth, but it may
have had the opposite effect of making Satan more interesting than
God. As one social historian has suggested, Satan’s credo, “Evil be Thou
my Good,” may through Milton’s agency have become the unconscious
motto of more than one schoolboy of the period.3
There also was the obligatory Grand Tour of Europe, designed to
provide young men with a deeper appreciation of cultural matters and
in the process also providing them with a welcome introduction to the
vices on offer in the Continent’s fleshpots. Like many a privileged
teenager, our anti-hero behaved outrageously when he got the chance.
Horace Walpole, the principal gossip of the age, reports that Francis’s
“outrages on religion and morality” led to his expulsion from the Papal
States.4 Walpole is also the probable source for the story that young
Dashwood disrupted a darkened Good Friday service at the Sistine
Chapel by suddenly appearing in a hooded robe with a whip that he
used to lash the kneeling penitents, who fled screaming that they were
being assaulted by the Devil.5
After more travels in Asia Minor and Russia, where he is alleged to
have had an affair with the Czarina,6 Sir Francis settled down as a
country gentleman on his estate at West Wycombe. In 1732, he started
a notable career as a London clubman by becoming a founding member
of the Society of the Dilettanti. This was a dining club composed of
members who had been on the Grand Tour and wished to promote a
greater appreciation for classical art and architecture. A fellow member
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was John Montagu, fourth Earl of Sandwich. Yes, this is the noble earl
who invented the sandwich so he could eat without leaving his card
table. The ever-waspish Horace Walpole described the Dilettanti as “a
club for which the nominal qualification is having been to Italy, and the
real one, being drunk ...”7 However, the club did have a serious side,
and Dashwood’s efforts on behalf of the study and preservation of
classical antiquities led in later years to his election as a Fellow of the
Royal Society.
A feature of many clubs of the period was a love of costumes,
mock rituals, and the use of fanciful titles. The Dilettanti dressed in
Italian Renaissance attire and had an initiation rite featuring an imp
with a tail fixed to its behind, invocations to Bacchus, and pseudoclassical titles for the officers. Mockery of religion may have been part
of the program, but the members were safe in Protestant England from
the Duke of Wharton’s fate so long as they confined their jests to moral
lapses that were associated with Roman Catholicism. This form of
mockery is illustrated by a portrait of Dashwood made by William
Hogarth for the Dilettanti Society that shows him dressed as a
Franciscan monk gazing devotedly at a nude female figure lying
voluptuously on an altar where a Crucifix should have been.8 Sandwich
appears in the halo looking on with lascivious interest.
The love of costumes and ritual carried over to Dashwood’s next
club, the Divan Club, which he and Sandwich founded in 1744. Like the
Dilettanti, membership was limited to persons who had travelled to
Turkey and had an interest in Middle Eastern art. The club met at the
Thatched Inn, and attendees were required to wear blue turbans and
carry daggers. The standing toast was “To the Harem.” Again, there is a
7

Quoted from a Walpole letter in Dictionary of National Biography, 1901 Supplement, Dashwood, Francis, by Albert
Frederick Pollard.
8
See endnote with painting.

4

fine portrait of Dashwood in his turban, holding a glass of red wine and
looking quite jolly.9 Sandwich was also painted in his club turban, but
he seems less amused.10
In 1741, Sir Francis was elected a Member of Parliament. He
served in the House of Commons throughout the reign of George II as
an opponent of Robert Walpole and successor Whig governments.11
Dashwood was an advocate for country interests, making many
proposals for construction of roads and other improvements.12 His bills
did not pass, but in 1748 he acted to provide work for his tenants
during a period of agricultural depression by building a road at his own
expense from High Wycombe to West Wycombe, using chalk excavated
from natural caves located directly beneath St. Laurence’s Church. This
created a series of passageways and chambers that today are a local
tourist attraction known as the Hell-Fire Caves.
During the long years in opposition, Dashwood aligned himself
with a politician named George Bubb Dodington, the leader of an
informal group supporting the Prince of Wales in an inter-royal feud
with his father, George II. Dodington joined the Dilettanti, and many of
its members became part of the Prince’s circle. The group’s hopes for
power were dashed when the Prince died before the King, but
Dashwood, Dodington and other members of Dashwood’s next club
would eventually come to office after George II died in 1760.
9
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*****
The official name of Dashwood’s next club was the “Order of the
Friars of St. Francis of Wycombe.” It was never called the “Hell-Fire
Club” by its members, but outsiders called it that as its existence
became known and its notoriety spread.
The members used aliases and were sworn to secrecy, and its
deepest secrets were known only to an inner circle who never revealed
them. What we know about the club can only be pieced together from
letters, some surviving wine cellar accounts and the sometimes-hostile
writings and recollections of non-members with limited access to
reliable information.
Among the known members who are important to our story were
Dashwood; Dodington; and Sandwich; together with John Stuart, third
Earl of Bute, a future Prime Minister; Henry Vansittart, a former
Governor of Bengal who introduced the Kama Sutra to England and
gave the club its prized copy of that esteemed work; Thomas Potter, a
minor poet and notorious womanizer; and John Wilkes, a hard-drinking
gambler with a disfiguring squint and an astonishing talent for seducing
women.13 Wilkes was first elected to Parliament in 1757, where he was
known for his radical politics and ready wit. According to one version
of a famous story, it was Sandwich who said of Wilkes that he would
“either die of the pox or on the gallows” and Wilkes who responded,
“That depends, My Lord, on whether I embrace your mistress or your
politics.”14
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There also were some famous non-members whose names are
associated with the club. William Hogarth painted portraits of
Dashwood, Sandwich, and several other known members, but probably
wasn’t a member himself. Benjamin Franklin became friends with
Dashwood while Franklin was in London in the 1760’s, and Franklin may
have toured St. Laurence’s Church and the Hell-Fire Caves when he
visited Dashwood at West Wickham in 1773, but Franklin was never a
member.
Hints taken from Dodington’s diary and other letters suggest that
the club first began to meet at Dashwood’s West Wycombe estate
between May and September, 1750. If so, the house and grounds
provided a suitable site for the kind of meetings Dashwood appears to
have had in mind. The house was in Italianate Classical style, with
painted ceilings showing gods and goddesses frolicking in the clouds.
Outside in the park, there was a natural landscape, with a river running
over a waterfall into a lake dotted with islands. Wooded paths led to a
grotto dedicated to Neptune and shrines to Flora and Venus. A statue
of Priapus graced the garden, and the usual array of nymphs and satyrs
were scattered about the lawn.15 It is possible today to view the whole
ensemble from the globe atop St. Laurence’s Church, and it is said that
in the mid-1750's the more imaginative observers could discern a
female figure in the landscape with outstretched arms and legs and, in
the expected place, a shrubbery bush.16
Although the West Wycombe house and gardens provided ample
scope for revelry, Dashwood’s new venture required more privacy. The
solution lay just six miles away on an island in the River Thames, where
a fellow Friar owned a house that had been built over the ruins of a 12th
Century Cistercian monastery. Dashwood leased the island and went to
15

See Lord, Evelyn, The Hell-Fire Clubs, Sex, Satanism and Secret Societies (2008), at 137-40 and endnote with
photograph of the Temple of Venus.
16
Suster, Gerald, The Hell-Fire Friars, Sex, Politics and Religion (2000), at 131.

7

work restoring what was left of the original abbey with the assistance
of an Italian architect. Workers brought in from London erected a tower
and built cloisters, a refectory, a lounge and library, a chapel, and cells
for the monks. They inserted a damaged statue of the Virgin in a niche
near the entrance and, in a stained-glass window over the entrance
door, they placed the Order’s motto: “Fay ce que voudras”—Old French
for “Do What Thou Wouldst.”17
What the monks did at the abbey is shrouded in mystery. Horace
Walpole visited as a tourist in 1763 and was able to gain admittance to
all but the rooms where the club’s rituals were performed. He reports
that the tower staircase was hung with lurid paintings.18 The tower led
to a drawing room decorated with Roman style reclining sofas and on
to a library stocked with pornographic books, some with covers
indicating they were collections of sermons. High up on the walls were
small portraits of the Brethren and their mistresses and, lower down,
larger ones of the Kings and Queens of England, with Henry VIII’s face
blocked out in reproach for having suppressed the monasteries. Further
on near the main entrance was a large refectory and toward the rear
behind the tower there was a group of private cells furnished with
beds.
The only clue about the members’ ritual activities comes from
what Walpole saw in the library: a row of pegs, each labelled with a
Brother’s name, on which were hung white cloaks, jackets, and
trousers, together with round white hats mixed with a lesser number of
blue ones. The blue hats probably were for the inner circle, and there
17
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also was a red one that presumably was for the Abbot. Walpole
thought these costumes looked like what boatmen on the River Thames
wore. It did not occur to him that ferrymen on the River Styx might play
some part in the club’s rituals. Since the abbey was on an island,
members had to be rowed across to get there, and in the Hell-Fire
Caves back at High Wycombe there was an underground stream known
to locals as the River Styx. To this hint may be added a remark in a
letter by John Wilkes that the Friars celebrated the Eleusinian
Mysteries, which in ancient Greece were conducted underground and
involved a river crossing from death into life, with a good deal of sex in
the mix.19
Devil worship has been alleged, but these charges derive from
confusion with Hell-fire Clubs elsewhere in England and Ireland and
with sensational accounts in fabulist literature written years later by
outsiders.20 In any event, belief in an incarnate Devil that one might
worship in expectation of actual results seems unlikely in a club where
few, if any, members believed in a personal God with like
characteristics. Pagan ceremonies were a distinct possibility for
revelers who were classically educated, but it is hard to accept that
these scoffers at conventional religion would have taken invocations to
Bacchus or the Earth Mother literally. Based on the few available facts,
the best conclusion is that the club’s ritual resembled a mock-classical
ceremony supercharged with alcohol and sex. Think college fraternity
on steroids for grownups with lots of money.
From other sources we know that the Friars met twice a month
during the year and convened for a grand annual meeting in June or
19
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September that lasted a week or more. At the larger meetings, there
was an Abbot for the day, who got to choose the program, which
doubtless included a good deal of eating, drinking and other
amusements. We can be confident that the activities also included use
of the pornographic library and the private monk’s cells. There may
have been orgies of the multi-party sort depicted in John Cleland’s
Fanny Hill, but another letter from Wilkes tells us that the monks
“sinned naturally,” meaning, in 18th Century terms, that sex at the
abbey was heterosexual.21 Any clasped pearls may now be released.
One of the things the neighbors were bound to notice was the
periodic importation of women and wine— “nymphs and hogsheads,”
as Horace Walpole put it.22 The Gargantuan quantities of wine were
obvious, but who were the women? They may have been prostitutes
brought in from London, or local girls looking for a bit of fun, but rumor
had it that they arrived in coaches masked as if they needed to conceal
their identities. It is thus possible that these mysterious women were
ladies of fashion. This conjecture is supported by references in
scattered correspondence to “the Sisterhood,” suggesting that the
Brotherhood might have been complimented by an order of Nuns.23
Although some present might be pleased to learn that I have
discovered a precedent for a unisex club way back in the 18th Century,
we know no more than this, and should speculate no further.

*****
Although scarcely a literary club, it appears that poetry in one
form or another was read at its meetings. Such was the case with a
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mock epic entitled Essay on Woman, which was composed around 1755
by Thomas Potter with help from John Wilkes. This parody of Alexander
Pope’s Essay on Man was schoolboy stuff,24 but its sophomoric wit
doubtless provoked guffaws from the Brothers when it was presented
for their amusement. The bawdy jests and low language would have
raised few eyebrows then or now, but there was trouble ahead in the
dedication, which falsely attributed authorship to the Bishop of
Gloucester, whose wife was widely reputed to have been one of
Potter’s many conquests.
The poem lay dormant and unpublished until a political dispute
arose over conduct of the Seven Year’s War (known to us as the French
and Indian War) as it entered its final phase. By 1762, Great Britain had
beaten France and Spain in North America and India, occupying
Canada, the French Caribbean Islands, Havana, and France’s
possessions in India, but had done less well on the Continent. William
Pitt the Elder wanted to continue fighting, but the newly crowned
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George III wanted peace. To get his way, the new George brought in a
new Government under the Earl of Bute to negotiate a peace treaty.
In forming the new Government, Bute was careful to reward his
fellow Friars. Dodington received a peerage, Dashwood became
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sandwich came in as First Lord of the
Admiralty, and other Brothers received lesser posts, but Wilkes was not
invited to join. Frustrated in his ambitions, Wilkes switched sides and
began anonymous attacks on Bute’s Government in a newspaper called
The North Britain. These attacks reached a climax in Issue No. 45, which
accused both Bute and the King of lying in the King’s Speech to
Parliament that proposed ratification of the treaty.
George III exploded in anger and sent officers to ransack the
homes and businesses of Wilkes and 48 other suspects in an effort to
discover the author of the offending article, using search warrants that
did not name the person to be arrested or specify the evidence to be
seized. Wilkes sued the officers for damages and obtained a celebrated
judgement that held such so-called “general warrants” were
unconstitutional.25 This ruling became a cornerstone of resistance to
the Writs of Assistance then being used to enforce the taxes on tea and
sugar in the American colonies, and its substance is now enshrined in
the Fourth Amendment to the United States Constitution.26 Wilkes’
victory made him a hero of the London working classes, and “Wilkes
and Liberty” became a rallying cry on both sides of the Atlantic.27
However, the search party had seized galley copies of parts of Potter’s
Essay on Woman that Wilkes was having printed for private circulation,
and his enemies now had documents that could be used in the battle to
try him for seditious libel.
25
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Since Wilkes enjoyed immunity from arrest as a Member of
Parliament, the first step involved proceedings in the House of
Commons to expel him for abuse of privilege. At the same time,
Sandwich opened a second assault in the House of Lords. Armed with
the seized fragments of Essay on Woman, Sandwich attacked Wilkes for
immorality, blasphemy, and libel by falsely attributing the poem to the
deeply humiliated Bishop of Gloucester. Sandwich read the whole of
the scandalous verses to the assembled Lords, who reacted in mock
horror even though many of them were all too familiar with the
original. Dashwood, who was present as Baron le Despencer, remarked
in a stage whisper that he had never before heard the Devil preach a
sermon against sin.28
Wilkes was expelled from Parliament and from the club, but
eventually regained his seat. However, he was ruined in polite society,
and had to console himself with the adulation of the public when he
would have much preferred access to London’s best drawing rooms.
Sandwich’s public reputation also suffered. He was hissed in the streets
for his cowardly attack on Wilkes and was known thereafter as “Jemmy
Twitcher” after the dastardly informer in John Gay’s The Beggar’s
Opera.29 Bute managed to get the peace treaty through Parliament,30
but his so-called “Hell-Fire Ministry” soon fell as riots brought on by
new taxes to pay for the war and unceasing criticism of the treaty terms
forced his and Dashwood’s resignations.31
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*****
The Brotherhood continued to meet after the calamitous events
of 1763, but things were winding down. Wilkes had leaked damaging
tidbits about the Order’s secret proceedings, public discussion of the
Essay on Woman had created more unwelcome publicity, and let’s face
it, most of the members were now in middle age or beyond. We know
there were meetings in 1763 and 1764, even if the evidence comes
from letters asking to be excused from attendance due to ill health.
Another letter from 1766 states that the writer visited the abbey and
found it stripped bare. Meetings could have continued elsewhere, and
there is correspondence showing some members did meet at West
Wycombe in 1770. After that, nothing.
Some claim the Friars may have used the Hell-Fire Caves for
meetings.32 There is no evidence for this, but the interior layout of the
Caves does suggest a deliberate design with a ritual purpose. After
going through a long entrance tunnel, the modern visitor enters a series
of differently shaped rooms that end in a round chamber that could
have served as an inner sanctum. This intriguing arrangement of rooms
and tunnels might have provided a location for celebration of the
Eleusinian Mysteries, and the underground stream that the locals have
always called the Styx fits nicely with the boatmen’s costumes that
Walpole observed hanging on pegs at the abbey. But the site would
never have done for an orgy, as the year-round temperature inside the
Caves make it highly unsuitable for nudity.
*****
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So, looking back more than 250 years, what are we to make of the
Order of the Friars of St. Francis of Wycombe? It appears that the lurid
tales of satanic orgies in an abandoned abbey that have been part of
the club’s history for centuries are false. Although the debauchery was
real enough, the actual ritual is unknowable and not all that important
after all. What we have left after discarding the rumors and
speculation is more or less conventional group naughtiness by funloving gentlemen with responsible day jobs, some of whom, for a few
brief moments in history, held real governmental power and made
peace when others wanted war. Camelot it was not, but I prefer to
leave moral judgements on historical figures to others. Learning how
real people lived and what they accomplished in the context of their
own times is, for me, its own reward.
Thank you.
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Sir Francis at his Devotions by William Hogarth. The face in the halo is
that of his fellow debauchee, John Montagu, Fourth Earl of Sandwich.
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Sir Francis as “El Faquir Dashwood Pasha” enjoying life at the Divan Club.
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John Montegu, fourth Earl of Sandwich, having less fun
at the Divan Club.
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John Wilkes, showing the famous squint that did not deter the ladies.
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The Temple of Venus at West Wycombe Park, with a suggestive
entrance to its underground grotto.
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Entrance to the Hell-Fire Caves.
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