1

Introducing Thomas Harris

The eclipse
In the corners of the daedal city, some Londoners had retreated into the
world within. Years before – in the darkness of Fountain Court, just
off the Strand – William Blake had chased visions of celestial flight and
muscular toil. And Thomas De Quincey had walked the same streets
wrapped in the fantasies of opium, like so many others after him. The
spectacles offered at Covent Garden theatre had grown leaden and dull
in comparison. As if to confirm its place in the mundane, the theatre
would open its doors for what might become the last time. Potential
buyers were invited to inspect the theatre’s lots, its costumes and props,
before the sale billed for 10 September 1829. The patchwork of fabrics
that had clothed London’s greatest clown – Joseph Grimaldi – hung
alongside the cashmere togas and scarlet robes that had sublimated John
Philip Kemble as Coriolanus. Now, it must have seemed like the theatre
would only bring in money broken up as bric-a-brac for Thieving Alley,
with the costumes offered as old clothes at Rag Fair. The theatre was to
be ripped apart and everything sold, even the gas pipes supplying the
chandeliers. There was to be no rebirth.
But the auctioneer did not simply invite theatregoers wanting to
purchase memories of a time when the Garden was able to command the
imaginative life of London. This opening of the theatre’s private spaces
also revealed an abundance of the opulent and the curious. There was the
velvet settee from the King’s box upon which the numerous paramours
of the Prince of Wales had reclined in anticipation. For the right price,
there was ‘a very handsome silk balloon and car’ used in entertainments
when the country had marvelled at man’s first flight, in a world where
anything suddenly seemed possible.1
That sentiment returned for the crowds of idlers who scanned the sale
notices pasted upon the theatre’s walls. With such plays as Goldsmith’s
She Stoops to Conquer, Sheridan’s The Rivals and O’Keeffe’s Wild Oats,
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this place had defined what it was to be Georgian. But the costly shows
at Covent Garden had failed to provide enough business, despite it being
one of only two venues where Londoners could see actors perform
and hear them speak. Since the rebuilding of the theatre in 1809, some
seasons had exceeded expectations, but it became impossible to clear
even a shilling from regular drama.2 Harassed by spiralling debts as
early as 1819, the then proprietor’s son, Henry Harris, ‘did not know in
the morning when he rose whether he should not shoot himself before
the night’ – troubles that ended in the ignominy of having to assault a
bailiff to escape arrest on the night of the King’s ceremonial attendance.3
The situation reached crisis point in July 1829 as a failure to pay
rates and taxes prompted the magistrate’s warrant, the tax-collector’s
possession and the threat of the sale.4 And as the auction loomed, over
700 people – from the highest-paid stars to the carpenter’s boys who
swept the workrooms – stared at a bleak winter.5
Covent Garden theatre was partly a victim of circumstance, as it
found itself on the wrong side of the tracks. The years of success were
lost forever, along with roads, streets and squares, as John Nash’s
revolutionary Regent Street ploughed through the capital’s landscape,
creating a new, modern London. This street was no more than 120 feet
wide, but it succeeded in keeping two different worlds apart. Running
from Portland Place to Charing Cross, Nash’s royal mile gouged a line
between the affluent, spacious, neoclassical squares to the west and the
narrow streets and hovels to the east.6 The triumphant opening of the
first stretch, in the late summer sun of 1819, allowed those prosperous
owners of carriages in the West End to skirt and avoid some of the darkest
areas of London. Those wishing to roam the city from the ramshackle
east would become frustrated and baffled as the redevelopment blocked
their way, providing a barrier of containment.7 On the wrong side of
Regent Street, Covent Garden theatre became separated from the rich
patrons of drama, those of taste and fashion, and trapped in a labyrinth
of fog and dirt with its confined courts and alleyways. Wading through
the quagmire of those streets one October day, a stranger – the Prince of
Pückler-Muskau – saw only ‘the restless and comfortless throng of the
spirits of the damned’ as the people passed him by.8 And dim, obscure
retreats always attract those people who wish to remain hidden, or wish
to evade capture.
In the late 1820s, the area around the theatre became a dangerous
place in which to stray. One writer – who wisely chose to remain
anonymous given his knowledge of the subject – beseeched the Home
Secretary Robert Peel to act against a neighbourhood that ‘swarms with
Brothels where no law extends’ and its theatre, a ‘place of rendezvous for
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the most abandoned prostitutes’. ‘Swarms of lads’, he claimed, ‘carry on
the infamous occupation of Catamites [and] infest the streets at night.
When old and unfit for their beastly traffic, they act as panders and live
by extorting money … sometimes from the totally innocent who cannot
bear to see their names in the police reports.’9 And if a respectable family
managed to escape harassment by hurriedly entering the theatre, they
became less fortunate if they unwisely chose cheap seats high in the
theatre’s auditorium. This was a lawless territory where ‘the dregs of
Soho and their paramours’ cornered their targets.10
Of course, theatre, crime and prostitution had been bedfellows
throughout the previous century. With their informers to identify known
offenders, constables had been employed as early as the 1770s to prowl
the avenues leading to the theatres and to make visits to local alehouses
where the pickings were examined and shared.11 Decades later, men still
knew that brushing against desirable bodies – who held out invitations
at theatres – risked a cut pocket and a missing watch, money or silk
handkerchief. Now, though, official attitudes seemed to be hardening.
Becoming an issue of national importance, a parliamentary inquest into
the downfall of the Garden would hear that ‘a lady cannot show her
face at table next day, and say she has been at the theatre’. The inquiry
would compel one shareholder to defend his character as a gentleman by
denouncing the idea that he could own a house of ill fame.12 In this age
of suspicion, the wax seal placed upon official letters from the theatre,
while proudly displaying the royal coat of arms, could not have been
more apt: ‘Honi Soit Qui Mal Y Pense’ or ‘Shame on him who thinks this
evil’.13 In such surroundings, the court abandoned the Garden, followed
by those who paid handsomely to ape the lifestyle of the aristocracy.
By the mid-1820s, the ‘coarseness’ and ‘brutality’ of the Garden’s
audiences – combined with the ‘resort of hundreds of those unhappy
women with whom London swarms’ – had led ‘the higher and more
civilized classes’ to find refuge at the Italian opera.14
While the bon-ton were no longer willing to leave home to visit the
theatre, the auctioneer was hoping that they would visit the theatre to
take parts of it home – even in the bleak aftermath of the financial crisis
of 1825 with its stock-market crash, bank runs and widespread panic.15
This chance to invest in theatrical property was not only the disposal
of a place once cherished, now abandoned; it was also the sale of a life,
the life of its creator, Thomas Harris. He had made this world-famous
theatre and had been its protective guardian for two generations, from
1774 to 1820; but he had also doomed it to failure. The Garden’s safety
net of loans and mortgages unravelled after his death, leaving only a
tightrope for those less skilled in the acrobatics of business. His ability
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to inspire confidence in investors became the Garden’s greatest liability
as their courage vanished as quickly as the life in Harris’s frail body.16
Despite having been the father of this theatre, there was only one
trace of Harris in the auction catalogue amongst the contents of royal
boxes and star dressing rooms. His portrait, whose kind gaze had looked
down upon the performers in the superior green room, was mentioned
as just another lot (number eighteen) on the second day, next to the
jumble of sundry dressing stands, deal tables, lamps and mirrors. The
indifference, marked by a blank space in the catalogue entry where the
artist’s name should have appeared, would have shocked those who
remembered Harris’s importance.
His bold and noble landmark, with its pure, clean neoclassical
lines and its immense Doric columns rising to a dizzying height, was
a majestic presence in the early nineteenth-century city. Described only
twenty years before the auction as ‘the most beautiful Theatre in the
Universe for the reception of the inhabitants of the capital of the world’,
the Garden had been the immoveable centrepiece of Britain’s celebration
of its imperial might.17 Still, the theatre’s power of attraction was based
on more than architectural grandeur. Its charm for Londoners had
always been less tangible, an indefinable power to call forth expressions
of affection for their nation, an affection that was normally unspoken.
When Admiral Nelson returned home as ‘the Hero of the Nile’, he
naturally chose the theatre for his public appearance and to receive the
adulation of London. With thunderous bursts of applause and ‘repeated
huzzas’ – heard as far away as the surrounding streets ‘where the general
joy spread with rapture’ – the theatre gave its people the opportunity to
honour the bravery of Britain’s Navy. That night, the loudest ovation
was reserved for the departure of Nelson, with the sight of this anxious
son using his one ‘remaining arm’ to support his infirm father as they left
the box together.18
Back then, Harris was known as ‘Jupiter’ – the supreme deity of the
ancient Romans, the ruler of gods and men – by those who knew his allpowerful influence with its ability to raise and dash personal fortunes.
The influential impresario had even possessed both royal patents that
allowed the performance of scripted drama in the metropolis, one for
the Garden and the other for Drury Lane theatre only a short walk
away. As the monarch of performance, Harris controlled the Garden’s
hugely powerful space as the world was made and remade upon his
stage.19 His enthralling shows influenced how Londoners understood
their nation and its military contests, political controversies, attitudes
to sexuality, fashions and obsessions. After Harris, no other individual
would possess such a power to mould the theatrical landscape; no other
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venue would exert such sustained attraction. In the dying days of his era,
London spawned a community of ramshackle minor theatres each vying
for custom. Covent Garden theatre eventually became overwhelmed by
their popular brew of circus novelties – the feats of equestrian acrobats,
prizefighters willing to take on all comers, groups of dancers performing
the latest minuet on slack ropes high above spectators, and naked
jugglers using all parts of their anatomy.20
The slight regard given to Harris in the auction catalogue was one
reminder of his rapid disappearance from history. After the death of David
Garrick – Drury Lane’s actor/manager from 1747 to 1776 – artists had
dreamt about giant, fantastic monuments to remember him; yet Harris’s
bones quietly crumbled to dust in an obscure country graveyard. For
him, there would be no ascent to heaven chiselled into stone, only a
sentence giving notice of his death, lost amidst newspaper advertisements
for bankruptcy auctions, cosmetics and quack medicines.21
However, he could not be forgotten because he had never been known
with any certainty. No one had even been able to tell if Harris’s low,
hoarse whisper of a voice was caused by consumption or was merely
the affectation of a man wishing to seem profound and unfathomable.22
William Henry Ireland – in increasingly extravagant flights of fancy –
had wondered about what it would be like to speak to him, to have his
confidential advice, to use his Knightsbridge residence, and to join his
inner circle at one of those Saturday afternoon dinners where business was
discussed over wine.23 Even a real friend, the urbane Royal Academician
Joseph Farington, struggled to uncover the exact details of his life.
Like others, he used a journal to hoard scraps of information about
the enigmatic Harris. In 1796, with evident satisfaction, he reported the
groundbreaking discovery that ‘Harris … was Son to a Soap Boiler in
Holborn. He is 55 or 6 years old.’ It was a revelation that went straight
into his diary.24 Whether Farington was right or not, nobody seemed to
know. Certainly, Anthony Pasquin’s Poems (1789?) – in ‘The Children of
Thespis’ which provides portraits of London’s major theatrical figures
in one volume, three parts and 261 pages – glossed Harris’s token oneline appearance with the note that he was ‘formerly an eminent slopseller’, a dealer in slops, that coarse, cheap clothing supplied to ordinary
seamen.25 When one writer demanded of Harris ‘Oh! happy man, where
and when were you born, and what kind star shed its influence on your
birth?’ he expressed the frustrated curiosity of the city.26 Placed together,
Farington’s estimate and Harris’s obituaries would eventually provide
a selection of ages at death ranging from seventy to eighty-two. As for
his origins before taking over Covent Garden theatre, they too have
remained hidden, until now.27
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After nearly two centuries, looking for Harris can seem like searching
for a past irrevocably lost. Only two portraits can possibly bring him to
life (Figures 1 and 2). These paintings have been put forward as likenesses,
one as a child and another as an elderly man. Compare them and it is
possible to trace the features of the manager in the boyish face, maybe
too easily. In the first – attributed to the German artist Johan Joseph
Zoffany – a small boy looks out of a formal full-length oil painting, a
form favoured by the early eighteenth-century nobility as an imposing
illustration of their status.28 It is a picture that demands to be admired.
With aristocratic poise and self-assurance, he stands in the spotless
finery of a frock-coat, silk waistcoat, frilled shirt, breeches and shoes

FIGURE 1 Johan Joseph Zoffany [Thomas Harris]. (Courtesy of the Special
Collections, University of Reading)
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with ornamental silver buckles. His gesture is towards the landscape
beyond, encouraging us to admire the country estate that he will one
day inherit. Beside him, a small spaniel, his childhood companion, leaps
to attention; it is eager for the chase, suggesting that the young Harris is
ready for manhood and a life of country sports.29 But is this really a rare
glimpse of him? Is its acceptance by university archivists, Zoffany’s early
biographers and the descendants of Harris undeniable?30
This celebration of the power and authority of an aristocratic family
cannot be taken at face value. After all, could this fine, silken figure have
emerged from the hot, dirty atmosphere of a small-scale soap works, with
its steaming pans of whale and seal blubber? Farington’s belief in Harris’s
lowly origins has been vindicated by records in the Court of Chancery
which list his profession as a ‘Soap Boiler’.31 As for how Harris arrived at
the Garden with a small fortune to invest in a theatre, while also acting as
a guarantor for a further £5,000 of another investor’s share, success in this
business has supplied historians with an easy explanation – as suggested
by a 1774 trade directory that lists a soap-maker in High Holborn with
the same name.32 But, if you had told those exhausted workers who toiled
in the stench of small-scale soap factories about such prosperity, they may
have gazed back in amazement. Fortunes were not easily made in this
line of work. Fiercely taxed almost to extinction, the soap-boilers had to
protest against the so-called tax upon washing, and they bitterly hated
the excise officers who painstakingly weighed, measured and meddled at
every stage of the process as if their own money was at stake. This officer
was in control de facto with the freedom of the business, having a scale of
fines to punish transgressions as he saw fit – potentially rising to £100 –
and the authority to confiscate all soap and soap-making materials during
the 1770s. As a lucrative source of income for the State, an intricate and
extensive collection of rules were designed to prevent any of the soapboiler’s trickery in trying to create soap without declaring it – to the extent
of demanding that even the soap tubs had to be covered and locked, with
the keys in the possession of the excise officer.33 Moreover, Holborn in the
middle of the century did not present a show of prosperity. Behind the
rows of modest shops along the main thoroughfare were rotten buildings
festering in dirty courts, places where the homeless huddled for warmth
upon dunghills and where soap works plied their messy, noisome trade
without opposition.34 If Farington was right – and a Thomas Harris was
indeed born in High Holborn’s Hand Alley – then such wealth as appears
in this portrait could only have been dreamt about by his family.35
Image-conscious gentlemen with new-found wealth sometimes
concealed a shameful past by displaying portraits that rewrote their
family history.36 And some thought that Harris was capable of such a
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deceit. Seeing him strutting around the Garden in his showy dress as its
new, young manager, they sneeringly called him ‘Pot-ash’ – one ingredient
in the manufacture of soap – and the ‘Macaroni Soap-boiler’.37 In his
fine suit of clothes, he looked like those pretentious noblemen who
returned from a tour of the Continent dressed in extravagant French
frills. In his flamboyant dress, he may have given the impression of being
a fashionable man of high birth, but they knew better. And it was easy to
taunt, insult and humble a man from such a lowly trade.
Move closer and the picture again supplies more questions than
answers. Whatever the age of this boy, Harris as a youth could not have
been painted by Zoffany who only arrived in London in late 1760,
when the would-be impresario was twenty-two.38 And the quality of the
composition injures Zoffany’s reputation with its stiff pose and a ghostly
third hand – just visible surrounding the one outstretched – betraying an
unsuccessful first attempt. It is a blunder that perhaps points to another,
inferior artist. After careful scrutiny, it is impossible to identify without
doubt either the painter or his subject, or ascertain anything for certain
about Harris’s life. The perverse pursuit of the mysterious Harris is to
enter the world of the magic lantern where images become visual puzzles,
spectres and illusions, with little that can be taken for granted.
Search for him elsewhere, and the rewards will be small.39 Today, he
has become a shadowy figure, unheard-of beyond a clique of specialist
theatre historians. And only recently has his importance – and undeserved
obscurity – registered in such circles, leading to the description of him
as ‘a manager of astonishing longevity and influence … whose theatrical
labour cannot easily be tracked through textual or visual archives’ in
the Oxford Handbook of the Georgian Theatre.40 When looking at the
fragments of his life, some academics have created abusive fictions. The
assumptions that he was a sexual predator who attempted the rape of
playwright Elizabeth Inchbald – and an upstart who understood finance
but knew little about the finer points of drama – show how his life
desperately needs to be told and rescued.41 As every one of the Garden’s
playwrights knew, Harris nurtured the talent of his authors, supplied
them with ideas for plots and worked with them to craft scripts. He
directed rehearsals, gave the final decision about whether a play would
appear – sometimes bravely at the last minute – and carefully judged
its effect from the cover of the slips. And his advice brought success.42
But instead of admiration, insults have been hurled at his memory. He
has been called ‘testy, prickly, grasping’ and ‘tight-fisted’; ‘implacable,
irritable and violent’; and, worst of all, intellectually ‘flatfooted’.43
Back in the late eighteenth century, it would have been wise to have
shown him more respect. At the zenith of his power, Harris’s enjoyment
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of kingly influence was not bound by the theatre’s walls. As a devoted
servant to George III and his ministers, he nurtured an easy intimacy
with the King and with it came support for the supremacy of the Garden.
One of the theatre’s dramatists, who lurked unseen in the private lobby
outside the royal box, noticed the closeness between the two men. In
a moment tailor-made for the satirical cartoonists, the diminutive and
delicate Harris offered a ceremonial hand to the jowly and corpulent
‘farmer George’ who towered above him, helping him to descend the
stairs from his royal box. To Harris’s alarm, his hand gave no safety
and the King tumbled headlong in one quick movement, landing upon
the floor of the passageway. Upon recovering himself, George said
with laughter, ‘Slippery times, Harris! Slippery times; we must look to
our feet.’44 The King’s good-natured willingness to appear foolish may
have surprised a stranger unfamiliar with the two men’s rapport; his
willingness to turn this misfortune into a topical joke that made light
of the threat of revolution, even more so. Here was George at ease in
the company of a subject whose love for royalty he was conscious of,
a subject who became transfixed and rendered speechless by the news
of Louis XVI’s execution.45 As a mark of his loyalty, the businessman
would sacrifice a deal to avoid ‘the possibility of incurring his Majesty’s
displeasure’. Instead, he looked for ‘an explicit assurance of His Majesty’s
gracious approbation’ to guide him.46
In the early 1790s, King George was a regular visitor to the Garden,
with its spectacles showing how Britannia ruled the waves, followed
by raucous renditions of a heart-warming ‘God Save the King’ by
everyone in the auditorium. On such nights, the audience enjoyed their
only chance to gaze at the majesty of the royal family dressed in plush
velvets, delicate satins, intricately woven muslins and ‘a great profusion
of diamonds … beautifully displayed’.47 Harris’s relationship with the
King flourished as he frequently visited this sanctuary, and refused to
call at the other playhouse in Drury Lane which he eyed suspiciously as
a home for seditious radicals under the management of Richard Brinsley
Sheridan, playwright and Member of Parliament. Only in theory were
both theatres an extension of the court, always ready for the ‘Command
of Their Majesties’ for a particular play. The glamour of a royal visit,
which attracted huge crowds and ensured that the theatre’s bills for that
month could be paid, seldom came to Drury Lane in this decade. George
stayed away for four years and Sheridan made scant effort to welcome
him, or to compete with the Garden’s patriotic pageants.48 The Lane was
only a short walk from the Garden – down Bow Street and left into Little
Russell Street. For the King and Queen Charlotte, however, the insolent
Sheridan and his theatre belonged in another country. Simply through its
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association with him, the Lane seemed a centre of revolutionary menace
while the events in France moved towards their bloody conclusion.
While Sheridan’s supporters cried ‘Huzza’ at his entertainments that
seemed to goad the King’s authority, the Tories felt that he was deliberately
staging certain plays to incite revolutionary violence. His shows began
to attract radicals with a cause to shout about, and little to lose. And as
audiences called for the revolutionary anthem ‘Ça Ira’, Sheridan’s theatre
became the stuff of nightmares.49 What would happen next? Actors
would be dragged from the theatre and hung from lampposts, the throats
of musicians would be slashed open, and the frenzy of violence would
spill into the streets, butchering and burning its way through London –
as imagined in the Morning Herald, one Thursday in March 1792.50
When the King condescended to be entertained at the Lane in May
1800, the Queen’s belief that Sheridan was ‘a man so totally void of
principle’ was already ingrained.51 That night, George did not only have
to endure the hypocrisy of Sheridan fawning over the royal family while
guiding them to their private box with a candle to light the way. He also
had to stand firm against the shock of two slugs fired from the pistol
of a bungling assassin in the pit, one of which was shot, claimed the
newspapers, ‘only about a yard too far to the left’. After his capture,
James Hadfield stubbornly refused to offer any reason for his actions.
It seemed as if merely to enter the Lane placed its spectators under the
influence of Sheridan.52
As the bane of the King’s government, ‘Citizen Sheridan’ could be
overheard inviting listeners to admire the ideal of liberty at the heart of
the French Revolution. When pressed, though, he never invited danger
by saying how far it should be pursued. For him, courting controversy
was merely a means to an end, a way to arrest people’s attention and
gain support for parliamentary reform and Irish independence. As a sign
of his commitment to Ireland, the place of his birth, he had even tried
to negotiate with the government on behalf of Arthur O’Connor – the
head of the United Irishmen who had plotted to liberate his country with
force.53 Yet Sheridan’s resistance to authority was also a consequence of
his restless unpredictability, his unwillingness to toe the line and meet
expectations whether in politics or in the business dealings of Drury
Lane. In some ways, he anticipated another famous Irish dramatist,
Oscar Wilde, in his enjoyment at being provocative, shocking listeners
with perverse viewpoints against what was accepted or expected.
Sheridan gave a famous example when catastrophe struck and the Lane
spectacularly caught fire only years after being rebuilt at a huge cost. At
the height of the blaze, he chose to sit at the nearby Piazza coffee house,
drinking and watching the reflection of the fire play upon the window

Introducing Thomas Harris

11

panes. When a friend remarked on his calmness, he reportedly joked:
‘A man may surely take a glass of wine by his own fireside.’54 Being
such a witty dog did nothing to dispel the impression that he lacked the
sobriety and diligence necessary to manage one of the King’s theatres.
Harris spent as many hours worrying about Sheridan’s next move –
and how it might affect the Garden – as the government did intercepting
Sheridan’s letters, reading his correspondence with France and monitoring
his association with convicted traitors at home.55 Both watched him
warily. In the hope of pinning him down to a fixed line of conduct,
Harris even tentatively signed an agreement with him designed to set
some ground rules and ensure that each man – the only two in charge
of a patent theatre in London – would avoid doing anything that might
harm the other’s business interests. This pact for their ‘mutual advantage’
included certain rules of engagement, such as ‘joint regulations’ on the
hiring of actors, designed to stop one man acquiring an advantage
over the other. Sheridan made Harris nervous, but both men needed
each other to ensure that outsiders could not compete with them – the
worst possible scenario. For Harris, the most important promise was
to ‘constantly unite our efforts and act in concert to maintain the quiet
monopoly which we have purchased in our patents’.56 When he continued
to fret that Sheridan was using his friendship with the Prince of Wales to
gain an edge over the Garden, he could only write in exasperation: ‘To be
sure that Sheridan!! – Burke us’d to say that Mr. Pitt was “the sublimity
of mediocrity” – Sheridan certainly is “the sublimity of Botheration”.’57
Arranging a meeting with him often led to a trial of patience for Harris.
When he did grace the Garden with his presence, it was usually at the
wrong time of day. Before arriving one afternoon, he had wiled away
the time with James Tregent. He had chanced upon the watchmaker in
Hart Street who, by coincidence, had seen Harris upon business only
minutes before.
When Sheridan eventually opened the manager’s door, he found
Harris in a passion, just as Tregent had described him. ‘Well sir,’ said
Harris, ‘I have waited at least two hours for you again. I had almost
given you up, and if –’
‘Stop, my dear Harris, I assure you these things occur more from my
misfortunes than my faults. I declare I thought it was but one o’clock,
for it so happens that I have no watch, and to tell you the truth, am too
poor to buy one. But when the day comes that I can, you will see I shall
be as punctual as any other man.’
‘Well then, if that be all, you shall not long want a watch, for here are
half a dozen of Tregent’s best.’ Pulling back the drawer revealed the plain
white enamel dials of their open faces. Inside, Tregent had hidden their
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baroque movements, those ornate plumes and swirls of gilt brass that
gave animation to the turn of each wheel. As Sheridan expressed surprise
at their appearance, it may have been that Harris was willing to go along
with the pretence if it meant taking one means of excuse away from the
man who continually frustrated him. ‘Choose any one you like, and do
me the favour of accepting it,’ he told him.58
In life, Harris did not need to worry: only after death could Sheridan
triumph. While the memory of one man has been left to decay, the other
has been summoned back to life many times by literary historians and
biographers. In part, Sheridan has been kept alive because history regards
him as having been everything that Harris was not. In fits of infatuation,
writers have presented a devil-may-care ‘adventurer’ whose ‘brilliant
mind’ could never be shackled by the day-to-day drudgery of running
a theatre. Imagining his office ‘littered with unpaid bills and a “funeral
pile” of manuscripts he had promised to consider but never read’, as well
as empty claret and port bottles, there is almost an admiration of such a
carefree attitude to life and money, with irresponsibility a virtue. He has
also been praised for having ‘an unpurchasable mind’ – someone who
asserted his independence in Parliament while fighting against the King’s
Tory establishment and even refusing to dance to his own party’s whip.
Sheridan, with an appetite for adulation both in and out of the House,
would have surely preened himself at the thought of such attention. He
even tried to upstage the Lane’s most celebrated actor and manager of
the eighteenth century or any century, David Garrick. At his funeral, in
the chill of a February morning at Westminster Abbey, Sheridan with a
stately gait was every inch the chief mourner. Wearing an immense train
of black velvet which had to be supported by six pages, and ‘refusing to
utter a word for grief’, he became the chief performer at the ceremony.59
In contrast, Harris escaped attention in later life by encouraging
others to think of him as unworthy of notice, as conservative, sober,
sensible and self-effacing. While Harris modelled himself upon
Shakespeare’s Bolingbroke, powerful because ‘seldom seen’, Sheridan
was the clownish skipping Richard II who made himself a common
sight for the entertainment of others. If Harris’s approach to life will
never lead to celebrity, neither will it lead to spectacular failure. One
consequence of Sheridan’s carelessness – appearing at his theatre in a
blaze of drunkenness merely to pocket the takings and dodge employees
begging for their wages – was to bring the Lane quickly to the brink of
ruin.60 Harris had to be more shrewd to survive in this tempestuously
fickle business. Rather than exhibiting Sheridan’s delight in being
conspicuous and playing to the public, Harris knew the value of quiet
obscurity. Without it, he recognized that he would become a target for
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every loud-mouthed braggart who paid his pennies for the gallery. Plus,
discretion was necessary to cultivate alliances with some of the people
whom Sheridan sought to alienate. The art of gentlemanly courtesy was
central to who Harris was, with its flair for expressing respect, being
considerate and showing due deference towards aristocratic patrons.
When one of the Garden’s leading tragedians finally met the reclusive
statesman only months before his death, he noted the old gentleman’s
strangely old-fashioned charm with ‘ceremonious and graceful manners’
that seemed out of place in the busy, thrusting, self-interested age of the
Regency.61 This actor, William Charles Macready, was unaware that such
formal manners had been essential for cultivating relationships in the last
century with the patrons who had helped to finance the theatre and to
influence the legal process in its favour. Harris’s need of such help came
in 1810 when he was challenged by clamorous speculators who were
petitioning the Crown for the right to compete with him. They included
a wealthy group headed by the Lord Mayor of London – Thomas
Smith – with ambitious plans for a new London Theatre Royal.62 Harris’s
allegiance to the King was repaid with preferential care and protection.
The latter’s secret assurance was communicated confidentially by
a go-between, and was therefore deniable if it ever became common
knowledge. In a letter to his son full of triumphant relief, Harris gave a
hint of the King’s favour, while not daring to name him or his agent in a
message placed in the hands of the Post Office: ‘Our warm fr[iend] B—
was here yesterday –– Says the K is heartily with us – & tells B. that he
has done all he can for us &c &c – but of on this we must not speak
nor depend.’63 The rival petitions, as a matter of course, failed under the
Attorney General’s withering glare in the chambers of the Privy Council.
Harris would feel gratitude for ‘the protecting power & justice of the
Throne’ on many other occasions.64
Bolstered by this patronage, Harris’s authority spread far and wide
to encompass Britain’s second theatrical city, Dublin, and England’s
provincial circuits. While seated in the windowless space of his office at
the Garden, he was able to peer inside every significant theatre in Britain
as his agents gathered information and sent their news by post. His web
of intelligence even extended across the Channel.65 Reading the letters
from his agents, he considered setting up an English theatre in Paris as
well as taking entertainment to the captive audience of homesick troops
garrisoned at Gibraltar, one of the potentially profitable outposts of
empire.66 At home, he offered help to provincial managers who struggled
to survive as they trudged from one market town to another, to strut
before a thin or uncontrollable audience. Away from the metropolitan
glamour of London, to thrive meant to play to crowds only slightly better
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than those at Hull – where they jumped on stage and assaulted the actors,
shouted out language ‘as would be indecent in a brothel’ and interrupted
plays by drunkenly singing ‘God Save the King’ before vomiting from the
stage box onto the spectators below. Failure meant that one travelling
company was forced to starve their dog and sell its skin to help pay
for their travel.67 With generosity hard to find, Harris released copies
of the latest London hits to a select few, at a time when such scripts
were closely guarded. He also gave them opportunities to employ star
performers for part of a season. In return, he was guaranteed a regular
supply of promising new actors and actresses.68 William Holland, whose
erotic merchandise was hidden away in the drawers of his printing
house, could scoff at the Garden’s recruitment of provincial players by
selling images of tiny actors with a talent as small as their Lilliputian
size.69 But Harris knew that Londoners paid handsomely to scrutinize
pretty or charismatic debutantes in lead roles. And, for performers with
potential, all roads would eventually lead to the Garden.
In 1780, Tate Wilkinson – the head of one of the largest circuits
encompassing York, Leeds, Wakefield and Doncaster – was deeply
infatuated with the young actress Elizabeth Inchbald who was for
him ‘a goddess, not a mortal’. And yet he begrudgingly relinquished
her, releasing her from articles, for the simple promise of Harris’s
‘friendship’.70 Wilkinson, along with the other scouts and nurserymen of
the Garden’s future stars, was allowed to enter Harris’s vast stockroom
of materials. Inside could be found an invaluable hoard of manuscripts
and musical scores, exotic embroidered silk costumes that sparkled in
the candlelight, finely painted scenes of places that could be imagined
both on earth and in the infernal regions below, and simple pieces of
joinery that created the magical illusions of pantomime when viewed by
an appreciative expert eye.71
For such managers, thoughts of Harris roused feelings of fearful respect
through an appreciation of being in his debt for past kindnesses, and the
suspicion that with an ability to wield such generosity came the power
to be equally malevolent. Under Harris’s omniscient eye, some managers
used his name as a threat to subdue unruly actors, warning them that ‘Mr.
Harris should be made acquainted with the circumstances’.72 Managers
knew that this friendship with Harris also brought certain obligations.
When Elizabeth wanted to leave the Garden for Bath theatre only months
after arriving, her biographer James Boaden claimed that such an escape
was never possible: ‘The two managers were such close friends, that unless
Mr. Harris really wished her away, Palmer would not have dared to take
her.’73 For the proprietor of Manchester’s Theatre Royal – Thomas Ward
– Harris was not someone to betray for the sake of a few guineas. Rather
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than financially profit from allowing one of his performers to be coaxed
away by Sheridan, and thereby break a prior agreement with Harris,
Ward promptly dispatched a warning which exposed the conspirators.
Ward had no choice in the matter, as he nervously wrote to Harris: ‘All
this, as I hinted above, is between ourselves – as I consider myself in a
great measure bound from your frequent kindnesses to me, to guard
you against any manoeuvre tending to your prejudice.’74 Unlike some
of the senior actors at the Garden, who considered themselves to be
irreplaceable and took the liberty of calling him ‘Tommy Harris’ behind
his back, Ward wisely felt the need to be more wary.75
Still, such relationships were not merely a matter of business for Harris.
He also prized the loyalty and dependability that close professional ties
could bring, in sympathy with his staunch royalism. Those employees
who could be relied upon to work hard for the benefit of the Garden,
and to care about his best interests, were rewarded with warm paternal
affection. The young playwright Thomas Dibdin was valued by Harris for
being ‘too good a fellow to talk about agreements’ when the manager was
in need of a favour. And in return, Dibdin remembered with fondness the
firm handshake, accompanied by an enthusiastic ‘Good boy! Good boy!’
from the man whom he thought of as his father after being abandoned
by his own. In later life, he recalled with nostalgia ‘the best of the golden
days of good Mr. Harris, and glorious Covent-Garden’.76 Another of
Harris’s stalwarts, John O’Keeffe, paid tribute to the unstinting financial
help he received both as a widower struggling to raise two children and
later as a writer slowly losing his sight. After Harris’s death and the
departure of his son, the Garden’s new management was not interested
in honouring the past and made use of a legal technicality to contest the
pension of twenty pounds given to the grateful O’Keeffe each year.77
Grimaldi’s lament, apocryphal or not, showed a nostalgic appreciation
of his old friend Harris. The year before the threat of the 1829 auction,
the famous clown – now hounded by debt in retirement and crippled
by rheumatism after years of acrobatic tension upon the Garden’s stage
– entreated manager Charles Kemble to allow the use of the theatre for
a benefit night. After receiving a tardy refusal, Grimaldi could only say
‘Oh! My poor old master, Mr. Harris; God bless him! Had he been still
in possession, I should not have asked such a favour a second time.’78
A father to many
The Garden was only one of Harris’s families. With at least five sons and
two daughters, he needed to ply every social connection as he looked to
safeguard their futures.79 In 1813, he sensed an opportunity when the
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Prince Regent appointed a new governor-general of India, the Earl of
Moira. With colonial patronage now placed in new hands, Britannia’s
expansion into the East suggested new horizons for his family. Writing
to the Prince’s private secretary, Colonel McMahon, Harris inquired
whether his ‘dear friend’ could act as a go-between and mention his
sons in conversation before the Earl departed for the colonies. One son,
Charles Harris, was ‘1st Judge of the provincial court of appeal’ in India;
the other, Major Thomas Charlton Harris, was Deputy Quarter-Master
General located at the Pune district.80 Despite choosing his most humble
turn of phrase, and approaching the subject carefully in a roundabout
way, Harris had reason to be confident that chancing his arm would
meet with a hearty response. ‘Mac’ had already helped one of Harris’s
sons, the ‘Young Rascal’ George, to rise through the ranks of the Navy.
As thanks, Harris passed on regular reports from their captain of the
frigate The Belle Poule, never failing to include George’s ‘most grateful
remembrances’ to his patron.81 Harris began with the latest news from
the War of 1812 with America:
My dear frd
In a letter recd on Saturday from our gallant Captain, I am commanded to
tell his worthy patron Col.n McMahon that thro’ his influence the Belle Poule
now enjoys the best of all stations, & that during the very short time he has
been on it, he has already captur’d two american Briggs, & re-captur’d an
English one – this the Capt.n calls training on his brave Crew to the nobler
exploit of capturing one of their boasted American Frigates – on which he
seems most resolutely bent – & I do believe the Young Dog will never return
into Port without bringing one in with him, or that he has expended his last
meal of Beef & biscuit.82

Months earlier, George had been on another ocean, on another part of
the globe, in another conflict, thrilling readers of the London Gazette
Extraordinary with accounts of his victories in Indonesia in the reduction
of Java.83 As they read about his storming of the fortifications of Madura,
while desperately outnumbered and peppered by enemy cannon fire, it
was as if one of the Garden’s own nautical melodramas was being played
out in the distant heat of the East Indies. And the conclusion to that
nautical episode involved George in a high-level diplomatic coup – a
conspiratorial move befitting the intrigue of a Covent Garden drama.
Described as a ‘master-stroke of policy’ by one Rear-Admiral, George
managed to persuade the Sultan of Madura to desert the French and
attach himself to the British interest, effectively concluding the conquest
of Java.84
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Even if George’s reports seemed a touch fantastic, as many did in this
State newspaper, his faith in his men and his gratitude for their fearless
bravery seemed very real. In praising their exploits in the Gazette,
everyone learned of Lieutenant Roch’s devotion to the ship’s company
and the cause – an officer who was ‘speared twice by two natives, when
resolutely endeavouring to wrest the colours out of the hands of a
French officer, who was killed in the fray’. All the same, news of George’s
‘desperate gallantry’ (as Harris called it with a tinge of pride) did not
stop his father from worrying that ‘he might meet with something more
than his Match’. At sea, the die was cast as soon as the enemy appeared
upon the horizon; no amount of courage could overturn the superior
battery that a larger vessel could wield. When newspapers became full of
the ‘several late unaccountable losses of our Frigates’, Harris could only
admit that it caused ‘no inconsiderable sensation in this Family’.85
Wanting to emulate the Garden’s heroes who put England’s enemies
to the sword, George rose to post-captain in charge of His Majesty’s
ship, the Sir Francis Drake. His career was rewarded with one of the
highest honours given to men of his rank who distinguished themselves
against Napoleon’s forces – the Companion of the Most Honourable
Military Order of the Bath.86 It was as much a reward for Harris’s
petitioning of the most powerful man in England in 1815, the Prince
Regent, as it was for George’s accomplishments. Harris’s letter to the
Prince – which portrayed himself as kneeling ‘with heartfelt gratitude’
as his ‘Royal Highnesses most zealously devoted, dutiful and obedient
servant’ – in some ways showed how powerless he had become after
the Regent had wrenched power from his unstable father.87 As the old
regime of George III decayed, Harris slowly faded as the man of the last
century. Following years of the Prince’s rancorous opposition to the King
abetted by Sheridan, Harris’s son was repaid with the bare minimum of
the Order’s third class, instead of the second class that his father had
asked for. And perhaps it had been necessary to enlist Mac’s persuasive
help to achieve even that.
The award was not simply a form of knighthood, albeit of the lowest
kind; it also distinguished George as a suitable companion for the
aristocracy, a feat achieved by the son of someone who had escaped the
soap works. The Order of the Bath must have quietly thrilled Harris
because of the status it gave George, along with the possibility that the
approval he had worked so hard for would live on in his son. As George
stepped up to receive his award, he moved closer to the society that
his father held dear, a society that Harris had paid court to, night after
night for a lifetime at the Garden. He had worked tirelessly at gaining
acceptance from the nobility while aware that, for all of his political
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connections, he could never be one of them. While the royal family were
entertained at the theatre, he would drink wine with the King’s page
and favourite attendant, ‘little Ramus’. Like Harris, Ramus was another
diminutive servant to whom the monarch listened intently. ‘By traffic
with Mr Ramus’, noted one court record, ‘a Manager may get any play
commanded by the King.’88
George’s successes, like those of his brother Henry, were made possible
by his education at the Garden, under the instruction of a father who
displayed great concern for everyone, even those beneath the notice of
other managers. O’Keeffe recalled that Harris, after labouring through
three hours of rehearsals, would stand in the centre of the stage, put his
hands into his coat pockets and invite everyone – performers, composers,
carpenters, tailors, scene-men, lamp-men, scene-shifters, door-keepers,
treasurers and writers – to tell him about their worries.89 By installing
his son Henry at the Garden, Harris ensured that the spirit of his
management would live on. Henry, his ‘ever dear Boy’ and ‘dear Hal’ to
his Bolingbroke, was chosen to be the heir to his empire and given the
role of writing pantomimes and afterpieces. This was Henry’s theatrical
education, producing those short comic pieces performed after the main
business of the night, where profits for the season were won and lost.90
Comforted by his help, Harris doted upon this son in a jocular way that
was as much brotherly as fatherly, as when Henry went against good
advice and persisted in staging a play that was thought to be woeful. Safe
in the knowledge that the old man was right after it backfired, Harris
playfully teased his son’s youthful impetuosity. ‘Henry bears it not like
a Philosopher,’ he laughingly told his old friend John Palmer, ‘but like a
Man just escap’d from a House on Fire.’91
Grimaldi remembered how Henry, continuing his father’s custom,
gave everyone a sense of importance.92 In this spirit of togetherness,
pantomimes became a group effort. It had always been an entertainment
forged by the sweat and toil of a company of acrobats and backstage
helpers who physically struggled together to create the magic of
elaborate routines. But now, it became an entertainment that everybody
could heartily commit to, claim ownership of, and be proud of. It was
an enlightened style of management for the players who were viewed by
audiences as little better than vagabonds, vagrants and sturdy beggars
– people who did no work and who were tolerated by the public. And
pantomime actors were regarded as the lowest of their profession – illbred, ill-behaved and uneducated. When Tate Wilkinson described his
pantomimists as ‘well-behaved honest people’ who were never drunk,
he was battling against the prejudice of the nation. Performers aware of
their own importance refused to act in pantomimes and looked down
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upon those who did, the scapegoats for their own fragile sense of selfworth. One sure way of insulting an actor was to ask him to perform
a walk-on part in a pantomime, something managers tried to avoid by
engaging anyone off the street for a shilling a night.93 The respect and
thoughtfulness shown by Henry to his pantomime players lived long in
the memory. Grimaldi later recalled how Henry would place a pint of
wine in every dressing room each night, to dull fears before walking on
stage and to ease fatigue after leaving it.94
It may be that, as the auction bills were pasted upon the walls of
Covent Garden, the greatest legacy of Thomas Harris was not to be
measured in stone or counted by the number of chandeliers and velvet
drapes for sale. The physical monument of the theatre was not necessary
to remind those people who had benefited from his kindness. And as this
kindness was reborn in his children, it brought more than laughter from
audiences entertained by another victorious pantomime. It also decided
the fate of one Indonesian island and its forts during the struggle with
Napoleonic France. Captain George’s triumphs in charge of the Drake
were founded upon the naval ideal of a ship’s crew as ‘a family united’,
with both officers and men ‘risk[ing] their lives to assist each other’. And,
as one veteran serving at the same time knew, such a brotherhood was
never achieved by browbeating and the austere authority of the lash,
especially when many sailors were forced into service by a press-gang
and held a brooding sense of injustice from the start.95 Camaraderie
was only achieved by the captain’s tempering of power with clemency,
charity and understanding. It may be that Lieutenant Roch’s fate was
cast as soon as George observed his father with the marvelling eye
of childhood.
Even Harris’s illegitimate son, Edwin, found a father to depend
upon.96 For someone less tender-hearted than Harris, the mother’s
actions would have blighted the relationship between father and son,
as he gazed at the child’s face and saw the outline of Jane Lessingham’s.
After moving into a grand three-storeyed villa on Hampstead Heath
built by Harris as a token of his commitment, Jane soon fell into the
arms of the august magistrate Sir William Addington, and then deserted
him for a young actor engaged at the Garden. One can only guess at the
depth of Harris’s regret when Edwin’s mother began to lavish attention
upon one of the actors, especially one who was ridiculed for having
the grace and talent of a teapot. He may have heard that Addington
spat curses and abuse whenever Jane was mentioned in conversation,
and been consoled by the knowledge that she brought no one lasting
pleasure.97 He was forced to admit that, whatever the eccentric Jonas
Hanway claimed about his ability to save fallen women, some women
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refused to be saved. And despite the short-lived nature of his time with
Jane, Harris continued to pay long after. Ten years after her death, the
Hampstead house was still draining his finances while he continued
to feel the pull of responsibility towards their three children: Charles,
Thomas Charlton and Edwin.98
Despite his mother being a woman to make men curse, Harris
thoughtfully shaped a career for Edwin in the Navy by calling on highranking friends at the Admiralty. On his twelfth birthday after the spring
that brought his mother’s death, Edwin became old enough to begin a
career at sea. For the romantic imagination, the Navy promised a life
of excitement and danger. And children eagerly fantasized about the
carefree life of freedom upon the high seas without having had Edwin’s
childhood with its dazzling stage heroes and flag-waving triumphs.
Harris’s theatre loved the Navy and its tars loved his theatre, with
sailors returning to their second home while on leave with money in
search of release, entertainment and the embrace of female company
in the galleries.99 The brutal reality of life at sea was very different, of
course, from such boyish romance or the stage adventures of the devilmay-care Jolly Jack Tar who fought three men at once and remained
unscathed. Samuel Johnson once quipped: ‘No man will be a sailor who
has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail; for being in a ship
is being in a jail, with the chance of getting drowned.’ And the risk of
drowning was just one among many, along with disease, shipwreck and
enemy fire.100
By sending Edwin to sea, Harris did not abandon him to sink or
swim. Neither did he view it as an opportunity to remove the social
embarrassment of an illegitimate son fathered with a notorious actress.
Making no secret of their kinship, Harris pictured distant waters and
plotted each stage of Edwin’s career as carefully as a coxswain, with
compass in hand, navigating his ship through hostile waters. When
Edwin could no longer be placed in the trustworthy hands of Captain
D’Auvergne following his retirement from The Narcissus, Harris
arranged for the eighteen-year-old to join a frigate, The Pearl, with
Captain Russel. ‘I am extremely happy’, wrote Harris in a letter glowing
with paternal concern, ‘because Capt. Russel is well acquainted with
my old and very intimate fr[iend] Mr. Geo Jackson (late Secretary of
the Admiralty) who assures I may depend on every proper attention
being shown to Edwin.’101 With friends like Jackson (who became the
Judge Advocate of the Fleet) and George Rose who would become
the treasurer of the Navy, Harris confidently held his own cat-o’-ninetails, with a reach as great as the authority of the Admiralty. It guarded
against Edwin becoming expendable cannon fodder, or being left to
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satisfy the appetites of the crew.102 It is a pity that it could not protect
Edwin from himself.
Still, charity did not begin and end at home. If one of Harris’s
contemporaries had written a description of him, it could have used a
word invented just before his birth – ‘philanthropist’. This word was
coined to describe the man who embodied a new ideal of the eighteenth
century, a man who radiated fellow-feeling and savoured opportunities
to help the less fortunate, whoever was in great need. Harris’s response
to the plight of British sailors imprisoned in Napoleonic France was to
turn the Garden’s last night in summer 1811 into a benefit for these men.
As shocking tales circulated around the country about stoic captives
thumb-screwed and beaten, and chained by the neck and feet in fetid
French dungeons, his gesture resonated with Londoners who packed
into the theatre.103 Men of sensibility were prompted to think about their
countrymen overseas while watching Hamlet’s harrowing contemplation
of whether to suffer ‘the whips and scorns of time’ and ‘Th’ oppressor’s
wrong’ or to end all such troubles. Measuring the success of the evening,
Harris found that the takings were nearly four hundred pounds up on
the previous night.104 It was an achievement for the slowest period of the
year when theatregoers usually escaped the oppressive heat of summer
trapped by the reflective surfaces of the stone city.
For a man who remained a mystery to all but a select few, Harris
touched the lives of many people, even helping to bring children into
the family offered by school. A regular subscriber to the St Paul’s charity
school with its beginnings in Hart Street, Harris was spurred on to make
a lasting contribution to the education of local children by donating
land from his estate, near Uxbridge, to establish the School of Industry
for Girls.105 Two years later, in 1818, the large Georgian windows of a
single-storey building illuminated ninety local girls seeking their only
opportunity for education. In threadbare and ragged clothing, these
children were spared with great reluctance by parents who relied upon
their help to scrape an existence within the rural landscape. In return,
these children were taught reading, writing, arithmetic and needlework –
the rudimentary skills needed to obtain a place as a servant with the
possibility of regular food, shelter and a small salary. While such hopes
were distant for many, these children still felt the immediate comfort
of warm clothing bought from the profits of their own needles as local
patrons supplied the school with work, to convey the blessings of a life
of honest industry.
Harris’s charity may have been one result of his experience of personal
loss. In 1802, he had been taught an unforgiving lesson in the fragility
of life for children. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Eliza, had died at
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home, in his arms. As he helped her to climb the stairs, she had expired
inexplicably, innocuously, without warning. Both Harris and his wife
Charlotte had been confident that their daughter was soon to be well
again. After that, how was it possible not to feel the distress of charity?
Without the comfortable home that Eliza had enjoyed, even robust,
street-hardened children would struggle to survive. He had seen that
around Covent Garden.106
Certainly, Harris knew that such girls, as they approached adolescence,
had less upright and more dangerous ways of surviving. They might enter
the school of Venus. Such unfortunate girls fell prey to the ‘mothers’
who guarded monstrous broods in ramshackle garrets overlooking the
theatre. Even when these women ‘in a state of almost perfect nudity and
drunkenness’ were hidden by the darkness of the capital, their screams
still punctuated the ceaseless rumble of the city. After recruiting more
constables and pasting official warnings on every street corner, in the
vain hope of driving these undesirables out of the parish, the Covent
Garden authorities still confronted the highest concentration of brothels
and bawdy houses in London.107 The problem was such that London’s
prostitutes became known as ‘Covent Garden nuns’, whether they
lived there or not. And some with a grudge against Harris had claimed,
both in the courtroom and in the newspapers, that he called upon this
underworld when force was necessary to settle a dispute and all else
had failed. His associates included the keeper of ‘a bawdy house in the
neighbourhood of the Theatre’; men later hanged for rape, robbery and
murder; and the owner of two brothels in Blackfriars Road who lived
‘not by women, but by children, prostituting themselves’.108 Such claims
were never proven, but they hung in the air unchallenged – and they are
instructive in providing one perspective on Harris. He was marked by
the tension between striving to be honourable – in anticipation of that
quiet respectability valued by the Victorian middle classes – and the need
to be pragmatic, with the necessity of engaging with the realities of life
around Covent Garden.
Viewing the image of Harris as the placid, venerable gentleman of
business (Figure 2), it is difficult to suspect him of profiting from desperate
women. But if a lounger, leaning upon one of the columns of Covent
Garden piazza, had caught sight of him gently ambling towards the theatre
in the early nineteenth century, he may have seen Harris’s proprietorial
glance towards two buildings dedicated to serving all of the appetites,
including the sexual.109 One was the Shakespeare tavern. It carried an air
of notoriety for those grey-haired libertines who remembered it as the
stamping-ground of John Harrison, ‘the Pimp General of All England’
and the inspiration for Harris’s List of Covent-Garden Ladies, the

Introducing Thomas Harris

23

FIGURE 2 John Opie, Thomas Harris. (Courtesy of the Special Collections,
University of Reading)

directory of prostitutes that sold throughout London until the end of the
eighteenth century. The Shakespeare was well known to those old rakes
who had been familiar with its seedy back rooms, a place where the
touch of ladies from the list was enjoyed by James Boswell. Boswell later
recalled with great satisfaction how he had ‘sallied forth to the Piazzas in
rich flow of animal spirits and burning with fierce desire’ and had toyed
with ‘two very pretty little girls’ at the Shakespeare. It was an experience
to make him fantasize about being an infamous highwayman surrounded
by his adoring doxies.110
The other building was a bagnio where gentlemen could escape
London’s cold streets and enjoy the heat of a Turkish bath as it seeped
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into their bones, followed by the different kinds of warmth provided
by a meal, wine and the company of a prostitute. Like all bagnios, for
a fee, it offered streetwalkers and their clients a place to retire after
reaching an agreement.111 It was, most likely, haunted by two prostitutes
immortalized by the 1788 List, whose names were deliciously suggestive
of the theatre world which operated nearby: Miss Sarah S–dd–ns,
who was ‘well known under the Piazza’, famed for being ‘up to every
movement in the art of giving pleasure’, and willing to ‘oblige … in any
way’; and the tall, elegant and genteel Miss T–wnsd–n, who attracted
with a beautiful complexion and fine blue eyes and was ‘particularly
partial to that meal where four haunches are served up at once’.112 The
bagnio would have seemed an obvious acquisition for the entrepreneurial
Harris. After all, the theatre attracted gentlemen of the town intent on
an evening of entertainment, which in turn attracted women of the town
in search of customers.
Harris’s bagnio (number ten in the Great Piazza), with its freshly
whitewashed walls, never came under official scrutiny, and with good
reason. Stop a theatregoer who was about to enter the pit door and
engage him in conversation, and it would seem that Harris was largely
seen as a pillar of respectability with ‘universal integrity’ as the only
biographical notice of him at the time put it.113 Harris was discreet
too about what happened behind the window blinds of his buildings,
windows that stared blankly upon the activity of the piazza. One can
imagine a stranger to the pleasures of the Garden walking past number
ten without having the curiosity to pause, and to listen for the sounds
within. And, for John and Henry Fielding – the chief magistrates at the
Bow Street office only six doors down from the theatre – bagnios did not
cause a problem, but perversely provided one solution. Parish authorities
were most concerned about the nuisance that packs of destitute women
were causing upon the streets as they committed sexual acts in public
with the willing, and loudly jeered, grabbed and even assaulted the
unwilling.114 As a sign of the anxiety caused by this ‘open lewdness’,
the law threatened retribution that was murkily sinister in its lack of
definition. Offenders might not simply face a fine or imprisonment, but
also ‘such infamous punishment as to the court in discretion shall seem
proper’.115 This showed a willingness to let the capricious outrage of the
people decide the viciousness of the fate, like the pillory where the law
simply held the criminal in place as the mob decided on the severity of
the pain inflicted, which in extreme cases included mutilation, the loss of
sight and death. In this atmosphere, the Fielding brothers had decided to
wink at the activities of bagnios around Covent Garden while recognizing
the need – first and foremost – to keep ‘Whores within Doors’.116
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Also to Harris’s advantage was the difficulty of proving anything
legally in Georgian London. For him to have fallen foul of the law,
prosecutors would have needed to establish that disorderly men and
women were blatantly frequenting the bagnio for whoring. They would
then need to identify him as the owner of such a bawdy house.117 Possibly
as a way of confusing the issue of ownership, and avoiding implication,
Harris organized a basic sequence of payments. The Duke of Bedford,
who owned a large part of Covent Garden, leased the property to Harris
in 1792. Harris then used the rear of this cavernous building to extend
his theatre, and sublet the front to Daniel Brewer for an annual rent that
made use of his nefarious activities.118
Aware that silence was safety, Harris did not disclose the use made
of number ten when plans of the area were drawn up for him in 1808,
and which were passed on to the Duke’s Office.119 Not everyone was
tight-lipped. One clue as to what happened there was divulged in a
moment of thoughtlessness by Harris’s architect, Robert Smirke. In
1818, in another plan submitted to the Bedford Office in preparation
for a new lease agreement for the ground upon which the theatre stood,
Smirke annotated a rough sketch of the area to reveal the use made of
the house on the south side of the piazza. When the Office produced a
neat copy of Smirke’s sketch for the sixth Duke’s perusal, to accompany
a new contract with Harris, the label ‘bagnio’ vanished from the plot of
number ten.120
Of course, some bagnios were more respectable than others. One
owner tried to prevent his house from being used by the doxies and molls
of Covent Garden by not allowing women to enter after midnight.121
Nonetheless, as it was located within ‘the great square of Venus’, it
would be naive to believe that the steaminess of Brewer’s bagnio was
perfectly innocent, especially as official documents (including the one
from Harris) coyly failed to acknowledge the use of the building.122
Consider too that Harris collected a rent from this building only slightly
less than that which he received from the Piazza coffee house next door,
which had much larger premises and where business was brisk. Judging
by his calculations, he believed that the bagnio could be hugely profitable
for the right keeper, and profits were not made through being selective
about who could enjoy a bed together.
If you are trusting enough to suppose that all of the sums received
from Brewer are recorded in the surviving account books of the theatre,
then it seems that Harris made little or no profit on the lease. Moreover,
after he had paid the many different taxes, there would most likely have
been a deficit.123 Strangely, for a man who has been described as the
embodiment of miserliness, such business deals were rarely only about
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the money. Instead, the bagnio in the 1790s gave him a different type of
opportunity – the chance to extend the theatre for its survival. Hemmed
in by tottering rows of taverns and shops, Harris saw that a larger, bolder
theatre could be made using number ten.124 But with the Bedford Office
doggedly committed to protecting the Duke’s revenue – which meant
keeping the size, structure and use of his properties unchanged – Harris’s
only opportunity was to acquire the leases of Brewer’s bagnio and others
like the Piazza coffee house as they became available, and then expand
into the backs of those buildings while keeping their façades and front
rooms intact.125 These shop fronts eventually hid the Garden’s saloons
as well as the workrooms of painters and carpenters, those spaces for
the secret work of theatre.126 By doing so, Harris was forced to accept
the ownership of a bagnio, a potential financial loss and the dishonour
that could accompany knowledge of his involvement in a trade that was
difficult to reconcile with a social conscience. He accepted all of this to
satisfy an all-engrossing ambition of a rarer kind than cupidity.
We shall never know if Harris’s decision to give benefit nights for the
General Lying-in Hospital at Bayswater – one of the many charitable
institutions that provided shelter for pregnant girls unable to care for
themselves – was an attempt to calm his conscience. Perhaps it was merely
good business practice in supporting a place safely out of the city that
would take those pregnant girls who needed care and had the potential
to embarrass. The newspapers merely commended ‘the benevolence of
Mr. Harris’ in helping ‘a multitude of unhappy objects … much in need
of such timely succour’.127 In the land of illusion orchestrated by him –
where the heroes of pantomime travelled across the world in a leap and
vanished in a haze of confusion – he was able to drop out of sight in
ways which were less magical and more worldly, but just as effective.
The art of being seldom seen
After the first flush of youthful swagger as the Garden’s new manager,
Harris became an inscrutable figure to those outside of his network
of friendships, even though his theatre held a fascination and served
as a centre for trade and commerce. The theatre needed everything
that was to be found in the outside world to create the illusion of real
life. Everyone in Covent Garden with a service to offer – watchmen,
bow-street officers and attorneys; carpenters, bricklayers and house
painters; colliers, rat-catchers and chimney sweeps; drapers, mercers and
shoemakers; haberdashers and hairdressers; bakers and vintners – knew
the value of being able to enter the stage door. None of them knew enough
about Harris, though, to satisfy inquisitive customers, and only a few
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knew him by sight. To avoid unnecessary contact with the busy, hustling
life of London, Harris employed a network of superintendents.128 At the
head of this group at the beginning of the century stood the immovable
obstacles of James W. Brandon and Edward Barlow. They would decide
whether a stranger would gain an audience with him, or not.
Brandon was a gift to the caricaturists, instantly recognizable with
his swollen, pock-marked face, monstrously bulbous nose and perpetual
scowl.129 However, it was not necessary to witness his disturbing
silhouette upon the dimly-lit alleyways, with its exaggeration of his
grotesque burly form, to see that he was no laughable or droll figure.
There to maintain order amongst the theatre’s rakehells, he had built a
reputation as someone who could not be touched – legally, physically
or emotionally. Dibdin received it as the ultimate compliment when, at
a performance of one of his sentimental plays at the Surrey theatre, he
saw tears pass down Brandon’s ‘iron cheeks’.130 Even his red, mottled
complexion seemed to have been caused by the endurance of an austere
life, rather than by years of heavy drinking. Having begun life as a house
servant before Harris took control, Brandon could be found leading
the constables, with a cudgel in hand, to remove disturbances from the
theatre. He would haul all offenders before the sitting magistrates in
nearby Bow Street, from the gangs in the upper gallery who threw lumps
of iron into the depths of the pit below, to the wags who put on false
noses shaped like giant phalluses to make indecent proposals.131
His exploitation of one of Harris’s weaknesses, through expressions of
devotion such as the naming of his daughter ‘Charlotte Harris Brandon’
after his manager’s wife, was seen by the authority conferred upon
him.132 After many years of service, Brandon was eventually given carte
blanche by Harris, feeding a self-importance that was as plain-spoken as
the crude lines that captured him in satirical prints. Surveying the map
of his kingdom – the large chart that recorded the occupants of each
box for the night – he controlled the bookings and payments from the
most affluent and influential visitors to the theatre. While enjoying this
freedom, much of the finances passed through his hands as he supervised
the backstage staff and managed the day-to-day running expenses.133
‘Pray keep a wary Eye on all that may pass’ was the key instruction
to his other superintendent, Edward Barlow, whose official title was
the theatre’s ‘inspector and auditor of accounts’.134 As with Brandon,
Harris confided in him when he needed to share a knotty or delicate
problem, such as when the actions of the ‘unaccountably mysterious’
and mischievous pettifogger Mr Utoph threatened both ‘malignedly to
ruin us’ and the very survival of the theatre.135 The trust acquired by
Barlow stemmed from a similar emotional leverage upon Harris; it was

28

Thomas ‘Jupiter’ Harris

the reward for years of tigerish loyalty. When one man made the mistake
of questioning Harris’s honesty, Barlow expressed the quick anger of a
man who felt compelled to protect an old friend. On that occasion, he
railed against the ‘illiberal and unjust’ treatment of his ‘Dear and worthy
friend’ – and with righteous indignation claimed ‘I feel the insult to my
friend severely. After an intercourse of above 27 years, it was distressing
to me to see for the first time his probity doubted.’136 His words were not
empty attempts to curry favour. After he promised that his son would be
taught how to ‘respect and esteem’ the theatre’s proprietor, that promise
was redeemed every day after dinner when the child was prompted to
raise his glass of wine with the toast of ‘Mr Harris, and success to Covent
Garden Theatre’.137 With his uncompromising, monochrome sense of
honour, Barlow regarded Harris as a man of integrity.
When in need of someone to carry out his private instructions, or
conduct contractual negotiations in his name, or be his troubleshooter
and get the business done, Barlow was sent.138 There was much to
recommend him when Harris had to leave, travelling long days along
country post roads in search of a spa that might cure his breathlessness.
Barlow grabbed problems by the scruff of the neck, sometimes by
physically dragging people who had caused a problem to the door
of Harris’s office where they were told to wait.139 He possessed those
qualities that became the Dickensian stereotype of the veteran of the
armed forces, with that pride in ascetic self-discipline, good order and
attention to fine detail. Life was to be methodical and everything was
to be shipshape. For Barlow, the one great evil was ‘slovenly careless
inattention’, especially where money was concerned. Wastefulness
maddened him, compelling him to write to Harris frequently such as
when ‘Rich Genoa Velvet at a Gu[inea] a yard’ was used to refurbish
the theatre ‘when Manchester at 8 s[hillings] would have answered
the purpose as well’.140 Harris must have hoped that these pragmatic
qualities, necessary for survival at sea, would rub off on Edwin who
had spent his early years in the care of Jane. He allowed Edwin and
his friends to treat Barlow’s house as their home with the possibility
of its steady influence. When calculating the cost of cutting ties with
the theatre, Barlow placed the highest value upon Edwin’s friendship.
‘What gives me more real anguish than any personal inconvenience I
may encounter’, he wrote to Harris, ‘is that by doing so I remove myself
from all intercourse with a Gentleman I esteem and value so sincerely
as do you.’ After Edwin betrayed his mother’s nature in yet another
reckless escapade at twenty-six – in a career that revolved around the
sailor’s four habits of drinking, gambling, whoring and fighting – it was
to Barlow that he went for sobriety and shelter. Barlow’s willingness
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to forgive his faults gave Edwin a refuge from threats to his safety,
his father’s anger and the cold rejection of those whose good opinion
he had lost.141 It would not, it seems, protect Edwin from his eventual
imprisonment as a debtor at the King’s Bench, marriage to a woman
who could not write her own name, or estrangement from his father.142
Dropping through the cracks of society, and no longer able to stir
abroad, his end had been foreseen by Harris with a mixture of disquiet
and renunciation.143
Brandon and Barlow shared little else besides their hard-bitten
personality and tendency to make grand gestures of loyalty. As the
ever-faithful Barlow worried about the theatre’s finances, his letters to
Brandon – to impress upon him a sense of obligation – were met with
silent, unconcerned bravado.144 But did Harris, during increasing periods
of absence, nurse suspicions that Brandon was careless, knavish and
unscrupulous? One anonymous writer felt the need to make him aware
that he was ‘placing the most implicit confidence in Servants, and having
that confidence abused’. Dated only days before his death, the letter
was written to inform him about the lavish lifestyle of two brothers
who were employed at the theatre as it drifted towards financial ruin.
It claimed that they owned a mansion, expensively furnished with silver
plate that was polished by two servants, as well as a landscaped garden
with the extravagance of both a hothouse and a greenhouse. And it had
all come from the proceeds of a ‘conspiracy’ to defraud him.145 Whether
Harris came to believe this or not, he would lament in private that his
situation was like the fable of the bear and the bees – a sting to be
endured because of the danger of antagonizing the theatre’s community,
those workers upon whom he had become dependent.146
We will never know if the anonymous letter was actually sent, or how
it afterwards came to be in Barlow’s possession. It could be that Barlow
was alarmed enough, by Brandon’s refusal to provide receipts for expenses
claims which were rising at an unrelenting rate, to compose this letter
to Harris. It certainly contained an insider’s thoughtfulness about the
vulnerabilities in how money was handled at the theatre. Perhaps Barlow
had dictated it and then had second thoughts about sending it, or maybe
Harris’s subsequent death made it pointless. Nevertheless, the bitterness
would continue to fester. As Brandon refused to reduce his claims or
pay back fourteen years of benefit costs amounting to £1,155, Barlow
petitioned the management and tried to make himself heard. Brandon
instead preferred to keep matters between himself and his brother John,
the treasurer. Only after John’s death came the revelation that his son,
the pride of his ageing father and destined for a career in law, helped him
in his struggle to keep careful records.147 With it came the possibility that
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someone bewildered by the myriad of financial transactions, like John,
could have been easily hoodwinked by his brother.
The successors to the Harris family, the management team headed
by Charles Kemble in the 1820s, gradually uncovered the financial
irregularities. Their first warning that something was wrong – when
cleaners, porters and charwomen came to their door desperate for wages
months in arrears – may not have been Brandon’s fault. It may have
been just impossible to pay everyone when nervous investors, frightened
by the news of Harris’s death, had suddenly called in debts large and
small.148 But Kemble’s team came to believe in Brandon’s deceit as the
evidence mounted that he had used every fraudulent ploy possible to
profit personally from the theatre’s boxes – from printing and selling
his own admission tickets, to pioneering the concept of the booking fee
by charging members of the public for the privilege of buying a place in
an empty box.149 His death brought the most damning evidence. When
Lord Belfast came to renew the lease on his private box, it became clear
that the pugnacious old servant had audaciously charged him one rate,
declared another, and pocketed the difference amounting to hundreds of
pounds each year.150
Harris had been warned by those roguish servants who lived by
their wits for the entertainment of his audience. They had become a
cliché, plotting and scheming ever since the beginning of theatre. When
audiences laughed at the audacity of Subtle, Face and Dol Common in
revivals of Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist, it was with a recognition that
those characters were nothing new, and could be found in every wellto-do household. Masters were resigned to the risk that when they were
not stealing your silver and lace, servants were seducing your son or
daughter.151 Yet delegation was a necessary evil in such a big community
as the Garden, a necessity that Harris usually turned to his benefit. As
Barlow bitterly recognized, people who were given power at the theatre
were seen to make the unpopular decisions and gained ‘the Honor of
the abuse’, while Harris enjoyed ‘all the advantage’.152 This tactic of
encouraging others to enforce law at the Garden was something that
Henry Harris learned from his father. And it was relied upon when a
pantomime nearly ended in a fatal accident.
The pantomime’s main character was Harlequin, a swift, mercurial
blur of colour. His outstanding trick was a spellbinding disappearance.
As a tour de force, he made a death-defying leap from a springboard to
a flap cut high in the scenery at the back of the stage. Propelled through
the flap, he appeared to jump through the moon, or an upstairs window
at the very least. With his safety placed in the hands of habitually drunk
carpenters who were notoriously testy, the stakes were high. Another
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Harlequin luckily escaped with only wounded pride when he attempted
to accelerate through a trick flap that remained locked, breaking only
the scene to pieces.153 Paulo ‘Little Devil’ Redigé was not so lucky.
Memories of Redigé’s fatal accident haunted Tom Ellar as he nervously
steeled himself to make the show-stopping vault in the winter of 1818–19.
Instead of being caught backstage, Redigé had fallen to his death after
bursting through the opening. The acrobat, who always seemed more
than human upon the stage, showed how delicate the human body was
after landing head first upon a protruding iron screw.154 Unnerved earlier
in the day by rumours that the carpenters were not going to catch him
either, Ellar’s mind had tried to imagine what such an end would be
like. He feared the worst after banging upon the scene to make sure
that the men holding the carpet were in position, and received no reply.
Now alive to the consequences of having failed to tip those men who
were conscious of their power and its potential to procure drinks, he
eventually made the dive with a protective arm outstretched.
Hitting the hard, wooden boards backstage, his fears were painfully
realized. Carrying a broken hand, he had to haul his damaged body
through the rest of the performance. Journalists enjoyed flattering Ellar
by telling him that he was a disembodied spirit with legs that ‘twinkle
rather than dance’, but they were not aware of the strains and dangers
placed upon his flesh and bones every night.155
Hearing of the accident and the threats of the carpenters, Henry Harris
passed the problem to the last stage-manager of his father’s reign, John
Fawcett – a blunt, forthright man whose charitable friends likened him
to a pineapple, ‘rough outside, but full of sweetness within’.156 Fawcett,
a seasoned performer, knew the Harris’s management technique well. He
lined up all of the carpenters on stage.
‘If Mr. Ellar would undertake to say he believed the accident had been
brought about willfully, you should every one be discharged on the spot.’
Ellar was then allowed to enter from the wings. Nervously cornered
without the Harlequin’s power of escape, his only reply was, ‘I can not
believe it was intentional.’ Still convinced that it was no accident, he later
whispered ‘the fellow has a wife and half-a-dozen children dependant
upon him’ to a concerned Grimaldi.157
Fawcett, for the management, had dutifully shown concern for the
performers’ welfare and had given the injured player an opportunity for
satisfaction, a chance to settle the score. And, shrewdly, Ellar was seen to
have the final say. By placing him in charge of the situation, this tenderhearted performer was left exposed at centre stage with an unpleasant
decision to make, one with ugly consequences. Everyone knew that these
temperamental workmen could cut up rough and paralyse a production

32

Thomas ‘Jupiter’ Harris

if they felt aggrieved. The slightest provocation had in the past led to
the strings of the pantomime machinery being cut and destroyed in one
night, ‘the kettle-drums perforated, and all the cloth on the entrance
doors to every avenue hacked to pieces’.158 And if such anger ignited
the feelings of their friends on the outside, the next audience could swell
with trouble, whether they had a case or not. The safest course of action,
for Henry and Fawcett, was to offer encouragement from the wings
while someone else walked the tightrope of management.
For Thomas Harris, to operate unnoticed and unobserved was not
to be insignificant, but to exercise power without interference. After all,
nothing could be gained by challenging a Londoner’s sense of his right
to preside over the entertainment. And John Bull, as the nation’s subjects
collectively came to be known, could be as dangerous and difficult to
predict as the name suggested. ‘Mr. Bull is not a gentleman to be drubbed
into any other man’s way of thinking,’ one writer proudly claimed.159
When Harris became embroiled in scandal and his authority was tested,
he would expertly edge away from confrontations and the publicity they
created. His responses were quietly discreet with a concern to quieten
affairs.160 The vacuum created by Harris left his stage-manager, an actor
with a small share in the business, to confront the glare of the public and
to employ his skills to appease them.
One of them, John Philip Kemble, faced London in 1809 during
an unprecedented sixty-seven nights of rioting in the theatre and its
surroundings.161 As rioters fought through the crowd of constables,
firemen and prizefighters hired to control them, the actors could only
cower behind the threat of water cannons which poked through the stage
curtains.162 Night after night, the auditorium became a ‘theatre of war’ as
spectators fantasized about hanging Kemble from a gibbet while thrashing
the other servants of the theatre into submission using bullwhips.163
In the midst of anarchy and noise likened to the chaos caused by a
thousand drunken sailors, banners were unfurled proclaiming Harris as
the people’s champion against the despotic Black Jack Kemble.164 One
portrayed Kemble as the murderous Macbeth desperate to avoid the
blame for his own treacherous actions when confronted by Harris as
the ghost of Banquo returning to accuse him. As the riots continued,
the mob even accused Kemble of buying the approval of newspapers,
unaware of the influence over the daily press exerted by his partner.165
After Kemble’s attempts to pacify the crowds failed, he was humbled
upon the stage, vilified in print and terrorized by night-time attacks.
In one of these attacks, before the hour of eleven on the night of
mischief in November, it seemed as if the threats scrawled upon the
banners in the auditorium were about to be executed. A mob of around
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300 marched a mile north, from the theatre to Kemble’s house in
Great Russell Street, Bloomsbury. Raising ‘the most horrible yells’, they
surrounded the house. After breaking the windows and throwing the
mud and filth of the street against the front of the house, the crowd
surged forward to force open the door.166
Two evenings later as large bodies of men began to roam the streets
again, threatening to plunge the capital into lawlessness once more,
the Home Secretary had to mobilize troops to protect Kemble and his
property.167 Despite being subjected to all of the anger that the Garden’s
audiences could lob, it was the reception given to his brother’s heavily
pregnant wife that finally forced Kemble to realize the foolishness of
trying to reason. As Maria ponderously moved on to the stage, she was
met with a ‘shout of savage violence’, chants of ‘No little Kembles! No
more little Kembles!’ and pelted with half-eaten apples and oranges.168
With the auditorium in such chaos, the only hint of Harris’s presence
came when Kemble retreated from the stage to one of the side boxes,
hidden from view, to receive instructions.169 Some Londoners tried to
account for Harris’s disappearance through the story that the great
impresario was near to death, bedridden, semiconscious and pitifully
unaware of his surroundings.170 The real cause was less sentimental. At
seventy-one, Harris could ill-afford to be recognized upon the streets
and suffer the fate of Charles Kemble who had been roughly knocked
about by the crowds at the Stock Exchange.171 He knew too that it was
pointless trying to negotiate in person with those street-dwellers who
swelled the numbers of the rioters – the abusive fishwives and feral
apprentices who created their own entertainment by congregating around
the theatre’s entrances to abuse the actors and anyone else who appeared
well-dressed. Instead, away from scrutiny in the spa town of Bath, he
considered ways to regain control of the theatre, unseen and unknown.
Modern historians who accuse ‘the hubristic’ John Philip Kemble of
causing the problems, just like the rioters did, can be forgiven because
Harris was accomplished at escaping attention.172 This was no mean feat
during the dawn of a mass-market celebrity culture that enjoyed peering
into the private lives of others. One foreigner, who was able to appreciate
the strangeness of everyday life in the city, was amazed at ‘the continual
intrusion of the newspapers into the affairs of private life’; for him, it was
one of the oddest customs. ‘A man of any distinction not only sees the most
absurd details concerning him dragged before the public’, he wrote, ‘but
if anything really worth telling happens to him, it is immediately made
public without shame or scruple.’173 Clearly, Harris was an exception, and
in other ways too. He remained elusive, evading capture in the lines of
the engraver, while London’s caricaturists reworked the latest events and
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their celebrities to satisfy the public’s love of humiliation. Artists in the
filthy, tumbledown lanes of Covent Garden lived by making fun of figures
who had suddenly become infamous or famous, gleefully stretching faces
and bodies to monstrous proportions. And their monstrous images had
the potential for huge embarrassment. With some the size of posters,
they were pasted up anywhere and everywhere – brothels, workshops
and boarding houses – providing victims in gaudy colour for the cheap
enjoyment of onlookers. And the successful ones papered London’s
streets, being copied around 2,000 times before the copper engraving
plates were rubbed smooth.174
Astonishingly, a search of the vast hoard of 9,740 caricature prints
in the British Museum, the collection of around 5,350 at the Library
of Congress and the holdings of the Morgan Library, the Folger
Shakespeare Library and the theatre collection at Harvard, reveals only
three indisputable images of Harris after he became manager in 1774.175
The frontman John Philip Kemble had to look at – at least – fifteen
images of himself during the 1809 riots alone that made grotesque fun
of his angular face with its hook nose.176 Harris’s only appearances came
in prints that encouraged London to laugh at his problems while trying
to engage the actor William Henry West Betty.
Betty was the biggest draw of the new century, a theatrical
phenomenon. Londoners were gripped by mass hysteria and placed life
and limb in jeopardy just to catch sight of him. None of the greatest
and most challenging parts in the English language – from Hamlet to
Richard III – seemed beyond this cherub-faced thirteen-year-old who
could command a remarkable fifty guineas a night.177 As theatregoers
nursed sore heads and delicate ribs after another undignified scramble
for seats, Thomas Rowlandson playfully considered the reactions of
Harris’s temperamental stars when upstaged by a mere child.
In his scene Melpomene in the Dumps (Figure 3), no one survives
unscathed. One of the leading ladies, Sarah Siddons, reclines majestically
and moodily to berate Harris, the ‘First Monarch’. Behind them stands
the towering figure of Kemble who tries to placate the colossal dignity
of his sister. She reminds them of her past glories by adopting her aweinspiring pose as the Tragic Muse from the famous full-length portrait
of her painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds twenty years before.178 She wears
a flowing white dress in an attempt to appear statuesque, like a piece of
living sculpture. But the sight of the matronly Siddons, pretending that
she is still the graceful, beautiful and commanding figure of her prime,
provided Londoners with the chance to snigger. Now, Rowlandson
suggests, she can only make an impression because of her sheer size in his
comic society of large and small. The immensity of this print – a poster
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FIGURE 3 Detail from Thomas Rowlandson, Melpomene in the Dumps; or,
Child’s Play Defended by Theatrical Monarchs (1804). (Courtesy of Beinecke
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)

intended for display – makes the point forcefully. Even the Harris figure
is over six inches tall.
But if this artist aimed to reveal laughable insights into Harris’s
situation, then the caricaturist flaunted his ignorance. His ridiculous
Harris is needy and childlike, feebly endeavouring to wield authority
while holding an upturned hat in the attitude of a beggar and dressed
shabbily in patchwork trousers. Other copies, coloured differently,
take the joke even further. One at the British Museum gives him bare
calves through flesh tones, while another at the Houghton daubs him
like someone who has just trudged through the overflowing gutters of
Holborn.179 That Harris was trapped by his past, forever an impoverished
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soap-boiler from the lowest of society, is slyly suggested by the print
behind them showing actors in various attitudes. Its title ‘Propogation
of a Lye’ refers to the creation of emotion by the actor’s art, yet the final
word also described the waste liquid that oozed away from the soapmaker’s vats as the liquid fat slowly solidified into soap.
Would Harris have recognized himself in these pictures, or would
anyone else have been able to? If John Opie’s portrait is to be trusted –
an artist with a reputation for creating perfect likenesses – then perhaps
Rowlandson’s elderly man with the small frame and the gentle gaze came
closest to capturing him. But in comparing Rowlandson’s Harris with the
other two imposters (Figures 4 and 5), it seems that there was no clear
consensus about what he actually looked like. Or at the very least, a set
of easily recognizable traits were not understood or circulated. Do not
be fooled by the obvious similarities such as the pointing hand, and the
commonplace clothing and style of hair. The slavish repetition of such
characterless features showed that what was distinctive about Harris
was not common knowledge. Moreover, the colouring of his dress in
The Young Roscious reveals this Harris to be a bad copy of the one
from Theatrical Amusement from the previous month – an imitation not
owned by either its engraver or printer beyond ‘Charles del. et Sculp’.
At most, these caricaturists must have had only glimpses of Harris to
work with, while peering into the shadowy recesses of the royal box.
In contrast, the fame of other men, who had shared secrets with Harris,
spawned caricatures with lives of their own. Take Pitt the Younger, who
was always the ridiculously thin, gangly youth; the delicate adolescent
with the snootily upturned nose. Or Sheridan who became the man with
the manic stare whose lumpy, brandy-faced complexion struggled to
contain all of the flesh within.180 But not so for Harris, who escaped being
fixed as a caricature, or so it would seem.181 These jokes at his expense
relied upon Londoners first recognizing his well-known companions –
the stars of the satirical print such as Betty in his famous frills – and then
identifying Harris through association.
As Harris competes with Sheridan to place Betty in golden shackles in
The Young Roscious, he claims ‘If my Gold be not so Weighty, you will
find it of a more pure quality!’ This did not simply draw attention to
the notoriety of Sheridan’s finances, the swindler who might even pass
‘gold’ of dubious value. In contrast to Sheridan’s heavy ostentation and
crude showiness, Harris is a man of quality not quantity. He operates in
a world not so easily appreciated, a world for an expert eye like those in
the Assay Office. The real Harris could find a perverse satisfaction in his
relative obscurity because the ability to exert a power undetected was
even more important to him in another life.
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FIGURE 4 Theatrical Amusement or Tossing-up for the Young Roscius! (1804).
(Courtesy of the Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard
University. Call number: TCS 61)

FIGURE 5 The Young Roscious Weighing the Managers Gold (1805). (Courtesy
of the Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University. Call
number: TCS 61)
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The British Secret Service – known as the SS around the Home Office –
was set in motion by a cabal of intriguers at the birth of modern espionage.
Among them were George III, William Pitt the Younger, Treasury officials
George Rose and Charles Long, and Thomas Harris.182
Inside their headquarters, a row of undercover agents waited
to be posted around the world – with destinations from Sweden to
Constantinople. In the attempt to disguise them, they had been placed
in rough hemp sacks which were tied up around their necks, as if
clumsily gift-wrapped. Or, at any rate, this is what the artist Charles
Williams thought. In his print Secrets upon Secrets (1806), a clownish
yokel stares at them through a window while admitting with wonder, ‘I
can’t think in my heart what [they] be about … tis nation hard [they]
wont let I into the secret.’ Those who thought of themselves as urbane
and sophisticated might fantasize about such activity, or find comfort
in mocking the ridiculousness of trying to keep anything secret.
However, when the State chose to keep them in ignorance, didn’t they
all become dumbfounded country bumpkins with their noses pressed
against the glass?
Like much in his life, Harris’s role in the SS worked upon the principle
that other people’s ignorance was power. His activities have only left
behind cryptic notes on discoloured paper. Take one letter – on a matter
of urgency – that Harris wrote to Charles Farley before the actor left for
Paris in the late summer of 1814, a trip financed by the manager himself:
Bellemonte
Dear Farley

Thursday 7th July

We shall be undone if we do not provide something very powerful for our
opening.
If we are able to make any advantage of the late wonderful transactions in
Paris – it must be done then (at our opening) or not at all –
I suppose you are preparing for your excursion to Paris – & I am glad of
it – having no doubt that you will pick up something serviceable, & that you
will find much amusement & information in the French theatres –
I wou’d have you (as soon as you can) see Mr. Williams (alias Anth.y
Pasquin) living at No. 3 Camden Place, Camden Town – he is just return’d
from Paris, where he was theatrically employ’d by us – he is desirous of
consulting with you on all that he has done – & besides will give you some
recommendations & information that may be of much convenience &
assistance to you during your journey & your sojourn in the great city –
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I wish much to see you before your departure – will it be convenient to
you to take a dinner with us here on Sunday next –
Ever most truly yours
T. Harris –183

Harris’s letter revealed his eagerness to direct Farley’s movements
around Paris and its theatres. Farley was his reliable inventor of ballets,
pantomimes and stage tricks, the bankable father of Mother Goose and
Aladdin. He was the very man to observe how the restoration of the
Bourbon monarchy was being celebrated on the stage, and then to carry
back some ideas for the Garden. Harris was as much troubled by the
lack of anything fresh with which to start the new season with a flourish,
as he was impatient to celebrate the ‘wonderful transactions’ over the
Channel. As ever, he was looking for ways to celebrate a royalist cause
and turn a profit at the same time. And with the removal of Napoleon,
along with the threat of imprisonment for Englishmen on French soil, an
opportunity had opened up. Harris was eager to dispatch him – Farley
had to go, this July and August, while the country continued in a state
of uncertain calm.
As Farley discovered, this was no simple business trip. Years of conflict
had left an indelible mark on the countryside, while the English had only
ceased to be the enemy three months earlier. Riding towards the capital,
he noticed the gangs of soldiers who had enough fight to show their love
for Napoleon and their hatred for the English. His first experience of
Paris was the stench of the seething dead in mass graves outside the city
wall. Within, the statue of Napoleon ‘crowned by fame’ continued to
look down upon the people. The Emperor’s lingering presence was also
felt in the theatres, with little of the pre-revolutionary brilliance having
survived. Farley would have been on a fool’s errand had he gone there
solely as a theatrical scout, or to school himself in performance. War had
not been a father to their opera, or to their ballet. ‘It was worse than any
London Theatre would have been. … Went home quite disappointed
and somewhat angry,’ he wrote after one night’s entertainment. Their
circus spectacles had the power to impress though, like ‘the Woman on
the Rope’ at Tivoli gardens who climbed at least sixty or maybe eighty
feet in the air amidst an explosion of fireworks; but such sophistication
could have been seen most nights at London’s pleasure gardens.184 Some
of the most useful objects he would carry home were not memories, but
books of national dress – the exoticism of French, Swedish, Russian and
Italian costumes.
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But did Harris’s letter that July include code – ideas insinuated darkly –
for the writer and recipient alone? Some of the words from this precise
man of business are vague and ambiguous – and are perhaps meant in
more ways than one. What exactly did he mean by hoping that Farley
would pick up ‘something serviceable’ and find ‘much information’? And
in sending him to see Anthony Pasquin, what exactly had the latter been
doing in France at so sensitive a time, and what was the ‘information … of
much convenience’ to be exchanged? Never did a man so need an alias as
Pasquin, a dirty fellow in more ways than one.185 Even the muck-raking
journalist John Taylor called him ‘worthless and despicable’, someone
with a character as foul as his dress who could ‘disgrace’ a room just by
entering it. Taylor could only speculate that Pasquin’s disfigured moral
character had been formed by the fists and boots of a Bow Street tavern,
just as his clothes carried the filth of its floor. One night, after provoking
the disgust of a company there, Pasquin had been told to apologize on
his knees – which he refused to do. After being beaten, he crouched
upon the floor ‘partly from weakness and partly from fear’ and said all
that they had demanded. For his trouble, his head was kicked with such
force as to drive his teeth from their sockets. Many others, whom he
had terrorized around Covent Garden, would have liked to have done
much the same. To have called him a hack would have underestimated
his inventive ability to blackmail actors and painters with the threat of
ridicule in the press. The judge Lord Kenyon had other choice words
for him. Describing him as a man who did not deserve the protection
of the law, he had hoped that a way could be found ‘to prevent all such
unprincipled and mercenary wretches from going about unbridled in
society to the great annoyance and disquietude of the public’. Add to this
Pasquin’s roaming of the English-speaking world as a political agitator
for anyone’s hire – whether in London, Dublin, Boston or New York –
and Harris’s connection with him takes an even darker turn.186
One of Pasquin’s letters to Henry Harris has survived, mentioning
his search for pantomime plots in all of the old Parisian bookshops, as
well as his offer to the celebrated Grimacier de Tivoli on the Garden’s
behalf.187 Moreover, Pasquin was not unfamiliar with the stage as a selfstyled connoisseur of the Continental – his Pin-Basket to the Children
of Thespis (1797) provides potted histories of the European stages,
including a list of the Parisian places of entertainment for that year.188
If his voluminous multi-part poems on the state of London theatre are
taken as a guide, his knowledge of its performers, writers and managers
had a satirist’s acute awareness of the personal weaknesses to ridicule.
And he had knowledge enough not to make an enemy of Harris. As
the scourge of the stage, his theatrical poetry had only ever mentioned
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Harris in one line – about how the manager’s ‘pence’ had kept the ‘follies’
of his writers ‘in tune’ – combined in his collected Poems (1789) with
an editorial note which stressed Harris’s ‘many instances of kindness’
and generosity towards Frederick Pilon during the playwright’s lifeending illness.189
And yet, to suppose that Pasquin was purely Harris’s theatrical eyes
and ears, when he had never acted or written a play for the London
stage, would have overlooked his usefulness as a well-travelled political
mercenary in this volatile, new State. Whatever the roles of Pasquin and
Farley, their status as theatrical agents for a world-famous royalist theatre
must have smoothed their passage. To obtain passports, they were asked
to identify themselves under the scrutiny of the King’s officials at Calais
harbour. And Farley was later granted an hour’s conversation with
Monsieur Rénée who held an appointment under the new government,
and who gave ‘much information’.
Before returning, Farley had worried about leaving a paper trail
behind. He was detained in Paris waiting for letters expected from Harris,
but which had failed to arrive. Growing frantic with each passing day –
‘Still No Letters!!’ – he attached a supreme importance to them, along
with the unavoidable suspicion that they had been taken en route.190 But
to have broken their seals, in the search for clandestine business, would
have been to accept a challenge. Similarly, when the account books of
the theatre record a payment to an ‘Agent’ in Paris, such as the sum of
fifty pounds to a Mr Baldwin, it teases and defies the reader. Was such
a payment simply for a copy of the latest Parisian play scribbled down
by one of Harris’s Continental contacts and destined for translation by
Elizabeth Inchbald?191 Or, was it for a different kind of information as
the Service’s Alien Office nervously watched events at the heart of postrevolutionary France? Was Baldwin part of that international network of
anonymous agents who identified each other through the secret token of
three small red flowers?192 To plumb the depths of the SS, it is necessary
to step inside the Home Office.
Above all else, the Home Office housed a group dedicated to the
protection of the King and his government whose efforts intensified
with every spasm of anxiety caused by events in Paris. They waited in
expectation of the worst – an uprising at home. Harris’s involvement
coincided with the years of the French Revolution when the Office
received a steady stream of correspondence alerting them to the watchful
unease in London. Anything out of the ordinary, that stirred suspicions
of social unrest, led to letters from self-styled patriots. Every week
brought information about the discovery of papers under coffee house
tables that called for revolution; or about seditious pamphlets slipped
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under the doors of public buildings; or about lodgers who received
strange messages from overseas; or about sightings of carts filled with
rifles not destined for an army barracks; or about threats made upon the
King’s life by those invoking the scourge of God and swearing that ‘King
George is not my king, nor his laws will I fear’.193
These discoveries were reminders about just how exposed and
defenceless the King and his ministry were – reminders about how
illusory their control was over the city, over the mass of organized
chaos. One note that was forwarded to the Office worryingly included
confidential knowledge about the King’s future movements. It had been
slipped under the door of a coffee house near Westminster Bridge under
the cover of midwinter darkness. It was an invitation to take up arms
and join an ambush while the King was at his most vulnerable, travelling
through the city.194 Another report that year, from an agent at large, was
equally disturbing. Its uncertainty hinted darkly at danger outside ten
Downing Street:
An ill dress’d Man was walking before Mr Pitt’s Door yesterday between
eleven & twelve, waiting or watching, I don’t know which, or how long.
Some mischief is certainly intended on Wednesday or Thursday next.195

As Harris and the others knew well, it was a war waged through urban
intelligence. In response to the threats, SS agents crept unannounced
into every significant town in England. William Blake called these men
‘Satans Watch-fiends’, notorious for their obduracy in conducting the
movements of surveillance.196 They kept watch upon printers whose
penny pamphlets were thought to encourage discontent. They intercepted
and opened letters from writers deemed to be dangerous. They infiltrated
friendships between people on the watchlist, and they hovered around
crowds where the huddled masses called for more rights, or for more
bread. When having nothing upon their hands, these men lounged upon
street corners on the lookout for anything suspicious – such as a handbill
casually dropped upon the pavement. Anyone hounded by the spy
network would agree that ‘in such men as generally fill that detestable
office everything is to be feared, from their cunning, their falsehood and
their malice’. ‘Mr Spy’ was a term of abuse.197
For all of the dangers posed by lone assassins and small bands of men
intent on revolution, the government was acutely aware that the printed
word posed the biggest threat to national security in the 1790s. In the
struggle for hearts and minds, it was seen potentially as the difference
between a contented nation cheerfully toasting the King’s health and an
unstable one where Westminster would burn. Print would make or break
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the nation depending upon who could reach the biggest audience. The
government’s challenge was to place its message into as many hands as
possible, while suppressing those publications deemed to be dangerously
radical or republican.198
As the King explicitly commanded his courts to punish – with the full
venom of the law – anyone caught handling ‘wicked and seditious writings’,
the radicals engaged in subterfuge. The most dangerous publication
during the years of the French Revolution – the sensational Rights of
Man by the outlawed Thomas Paine – was slyly slipped to customers
under false covers, helping to boost its circulation in England to near
50,000 copies in just two months. Messages attacking the government’s
response to events in France were nailed up along turnpike roads with
the stealth of the modern-day graffiti artist.199 The most audacious ploy
used the name of Pitt’s confidant in the SS to distribute the scandalous
Morning Post, free of charge. Newspapers with an MP’s name attached
went without postage – it was unremarkable – but using George Rose’s
name was too brazen to escape attention. The whistle-blower promptly
sent a letter that made up the mountain of correspondence in 1794:
Dr Sir
The Morning Post is the most impudent Seditious Paper which comes out.
In order to circulate this paper for ill purposes, whenever there is one more
impudent than ordinary, they are sent all over the Country.
Yesterday the Postmaster of Foots-Cray (Busby) received a Packet
containing five or six directed to George Rose Esq. in order to go free, which
has been done before.
I directed Busby to write to Mr. Rose, & take the liberty to inform you of it.
Yours sincerely
Cha: Townshend200

In the daily struggle to control the news, it was not unknown for a
subscriber to a radical London journal to find that a Tory newspaper
had been delivered to him instead, courtesy of the Clerks of the Road.201
Where the radicals employed invention, the government used money.
The ministry paid for the mass printing and binding of royalist critiques
of the Revolution, such as Examen de la constitution de France de 1799.
Amounting to thousands of copies, these titles were then promoted
in government-funded journals and sold at cost in bookshops around
London.202 Like the printing press, this government machine had many
moving parts working in sync.
Into this contest to be heard stepped Harris. Operating at the centre
of the government network as one of its paymasters, Harris’s influence
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has left little trace beyond the appearance of the government’s message
in newspapers and periodicals. Without attracting attention, he helped
to manipulate reactions to the State and its activities at a time when
unrest was blunt and direct and always threatened to find a voice
through anarchic violence. Controlling the release and presentation of
government news, Harris’s career introduced the age of the political
‘spin doctor’. While others – including Sheridan – sought to promote
political ideas through fundraising and writing for the press, only Harris
executed ‘spin’ in the true sense of the word.203 He was at the heart of dark
intrigues, in a position to influence the masses while operating without
the knowledge of outsiders. He was in a different sphere to Sheridan
whose every move was in the malignant gaze of the public eye. The butt
of satirists’ jokes, Sherry became known as ‘Joseph Surface’, the archvillain from one of his own plays – and shorthand for someone whose
ploys were transparent, fooling no one.204 Unseen, Harris exerted control
over what the public saw upon his stage, the newspapers they read in
the coffee houses and the opinions that they held. And with newspapers
providing the only glimpse of what was happening in the world at that
moment, Londoners consumed and exhausted the information. To
belong to this London of a million strangers was about reading the same
reports, and arguing about the same incidents, as everyone else that day.
To achieve this sway over public opinion, the majority of London’s
newspapers – those with the biggest circulation – had been in Harris’s
pocket at one time or another during the 1780s and 1790s. His list
included the Morning Chronicle, Public Ledger, St. James’s Chronicle,
London Evening Post and the Whitehall Evening Post, amongst others.
The Morning Herald, one of London’s bestsellers, was another. It was
owned by Henry Bate Dudley who had been given one of Tregent’s gold
pocket watches as a gift. On the day that Sheridan had admired the
selection of timepieces in the manager’s drawer, Harris was about to
choose one for Bate Dudley. It was intended as a handsome and constant
reminder of his loyalty to Harris as a friend. While Dudley’s scandal
sheets specialized in the beating of public and political figures – with the
printed word used as an extension of his fists that he was equally ready to
employ – he was no stranger to Harris’s government money, with regular
payments to ‘the Morning Herald’ and ‘H. B. Dudley’ recorded during
1790 and 1791. It was the government’s recognition that Dudley had the
power to ‘influence the nation’s affairs through his newspaper’.205 One
print, A Baite. For the Devil (1779), described him as ‘A Government
Runner, of Falsehood a Vender’ as well as ‘A Managers parasite, Opera
Writer’. Perhaps the attraction of his opera scripts for Harris was based
upon more that their theatrical merit.206
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Acting as an ‘auditor’, Harris personally calculated and transferred
payments to newspaper owners which, during one particular five-month
period, amounted to at least £1,500.207 In return for Harris’s ministerial
guineas, and other people’s secrets in this celebrity-hungry culture, the
newspapers praised Pitt’s administration and concealed its scandals.
However, these payments were more like compensation than profit
for most editors, as disgruntled Londoners sought a literary champion
for their grievances against the government. As one under-secretary
wryly observed, ‘as soon as Government has any influence over a paper
printed in this town, the sale of it decreases and an Englishman will
like no newspapers that does not shew him he is ill governed and on
the brink of ruin’.208 Harris – by passing money from Rose and Long
to third parties – carefully prevented those payments from being traced
back to their source, which was essential to prevent the outrage of the
Opposition and an official investigation.209
In Parliament, Sheridan would again place himself in opposition to
what Harris and the ministry stood for. He would show his resentment of
their power over the press – the power to silence, to restrict information
and to keep the methods of government secret. Sheridan presented
himself as a crusader for a free press, a press that could release the masses
from the slavery of dark ignorance by illuminating the corruption of
their masters. He addressed Parliament and implored its members to act:
Give me … but the liberty of the press, and I will give to the minister a venal
House of Peers – I will give him a corrupt and servile House of Commons – I
will give him the full swing of the patronage of office – I will give him the
whole host of ministerial influence … and yet armed with the liberty of the
press, I will go forth to meet him undismayed; I will attack the mighty fabric
he has reared with that mightier engine; I will shake down from its height
corruption, and bury it beneath the ruins of the abuses it was meant to shelter.

The noble liberality of his sentiments and his rousing eloquence may
have deserved the burst of ‘Hear! Hear!’ that echoed around the chamber.
Sheridan’s friends, however, did not subsequently stand and plead for
his proposal. His argument may have been a worthy one, but it was also
embarrassingly naive. To ask anyone to consider a free press – whatever
that was in the age of Harris – was like asking them to consider a far-off
world that no one had actually seen. It was like asking them to consider
a distant planet like Neptune – accepted through a leap of faith, but
only comprehensible in the most abstract terms. To add insult to injury
in the debate, William Windham even insinuated that Sheridan was the
corrupt one in the pay of the press; the possible reason why pressmen
hailed him in the street like one of their own. Clearly, Sheridan was
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someone about whom the world knew too much, much that could be
used against him, unlike Harris. If Sheridan was referring to Harris as
his adversary who had raised a ‘mighty fabric’, he never named him. His
anonymity remained intact. Sheridan could only offer a spectral foe to
the House.210
As for how Harris saw himself, it may well have been as a second
Tiberius Caesar, if such an unassuming man could have entertained such
a fantasy. The imprint of Harris’s official seal, upon legal documents,
bears a resemblance to the profile of that notorious ruler of Rome.211
This image stamped into the sloppy medium of hot wax is enough to
seem familiar, yet too ill-defined to make identification certain. It was the
perfect emblem for a man who guarded his privacy with great jealousy –
a quality that had defined old Tiberius in the chronicles.212
Harris’s most likely method of meeting Tiberius would have been
through Ben Jonson’s controversial play, Sejanus His Fall, which was
reprinted and rewritten during the eighteenth century. If Harris had
thumbed through a copy – with the shadowy presence of Tiberius inside –
it might have given him moments of recognition.213 Tiberius is the expert
intriguer who has effortless control while lurking on the edge of events
as an insignificant ‘servant of the Senate’. He is politically dominant,
but never the centre of interest. As a spymaster, he keeps a ‘strict watch’
upon events from a distance. And crucially, Jonson’s Tiberius is not
simply a consummate rhetorician with a heart that lies a thought further
away from his lips when compared to other men. He is also a ruler
who can manipulate language to promote an official version of events.
This is exactly what Harris dedicated himself to, both inside and outside
of the theatre. But Sejanus is no mere Machiavellian textbook. It has
the power to prick the conscience of a man like Harris with a moral
dilemma that was inescapable for someone in his position.214 Namely,
to what lengths should the State go to maintain control of the political
message? The imprisonment of subversive writers without a fair hearing?
The destruction of books like Paine’s Rights of Man? Tiberius may have
claimed that ‘in a free state (as ours) all men ought to enjoy both their
minds and tongues free’, but the Senate is quick to order the burning of
books during a show trial that accuses one author of sedition. Everything
considered, to have a high regard for Tiberius, or to see yourself in
the outline of the legend, was best implied only through the indistinct
medium of wax.
If Harris’s involvement in the dark arts of government raised uneasy
questions, it was surely tempered by an appreciation of Rose’s political
philanthropy. As a lover of the theatre, Rose’s frequent visits to the
Garden gave Harris plenty of opportunities to admire plans for the
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improvement of the country.215 Rose attracted admiration through his
idealism of compassion without punishment, and his belief that giving
the poorest an opportunity to work could change their lives. Rose’s
ideas, about providing the poor with the financial aid and education
that would eventually allow them to provide for themselves, changed
Harris’s life too.216 The School of Industry, which Harris helped to
create, was Rose’s philosophy in action. For the paternal manager,
there was much more about Rose to esteem. Amid strident calls in
Parliament to curtail the cost of poor relief which was thought to have
become out of control, Rose instead recognized that not all of those
dependent upon the State were idle, undeserving or thoughtless in such
a precarious world.217 This advocate of the poor supported outdoor
relief against the claustrophobic terrors of the workhouse, seen by him
as ‘punishment by imprisonment’. He argued for a minimum wage. He
fought for apprenticeships. And he spoke out against the rising cost of
food, a problem exacerbated by the Corn Law of 1815 that suppressed
cheap imports to maintain grain prices for farmers; but which, after
dire harvests, made the most basic food unaffordable for the most
vulnerable. He was conscious of how the spectre of starvation dogged
the steps of the ragged poor. Other ministers would continue to ignore
their plight, even after the pains of hunger led to a week of window
breaking that targeted the houses of MPs.218
While mulling over possible recruits, Rose had taken notice of
Harris. The gatherings organized by the brewer John Mayor – a
government man from the world of London trade, a man cut from
the same cloth as Harris – gave them opportunities to meet.219 There,
Rose might have discovered that, for someone about whom little was
known, Harris knew many people. He could call upon the press, from
the ink-stained hands grubbing in miserable courts to the mightiest of
booksellers, the Robinsons of Paternoster Row. With Barlow sent on
regular journeys with puffs and payments, he might return with new
manuscripts from either the Robinsons or the Longmans, or another
print merchant who was a willing go-between. Harris also came into
regular contact with those playwrights and actors who, to supplement
their meagre and sporadic earnings, wrote newspaper reports celebrating
the government’s achievements.220 And the table at Mayor’s home
had introduced him to one important ally – the Tory newspaper hack
Taylor – who would become the owner and editor of the True Briton
and the Sun, the bedrock of support for the ministry. In the words of
Harris, Taylor became someone ‘constantly ready at your post for our
service, as if you had no concerns whatever of your own’.221 That Harris
was also the brother-in-law of Thomas Longman – a shareholder of the
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Public Ledger, St. James’s Chronicle and the London Evening Post, and
an investor in the theatre – was an added bonus, allowing him to cast the
net of influence over a wide area.222
More crucially, when the Treasury’s poor judgement about whom to
employ could cause embarrassment, Harris could be relied upon to be
silent about any activities that would need to be disowned, if detected.
He had been moulded by the society of Freemasonry with its elaborate
rituals protected by a code of silence.223 To be a Freemason was to obey
one central command:
betray not our distinguishing marks and characteristics to any stranger; not to
your nearest and dearest relation, nor most intimate and confidential friend.
… You will keep a strict guard over your discourse, looks, and gestures; so that
the most piercing eye, the quickest ear, or the most penetrating observations
may not possibly discover what ought to be concealed.224

That his SS activities are only betrayed by the negligence of Rose, who
failed to burn a small number of accounts and receipts bearing Harris’s
unmistakable signature (Figure 6), is an indication of the agent’s selfdiscipline.225 Moreover, only one clue to the rewards enjoyed by him
has survived: a Crown list for 1796 records that a ‘Mr Harris pays
no assessed taxes’.226 With such revenue essential for the war against
Napoleon, Pitt had become more enterprising. Not content with
taxing the number of windows and clocks within the theatre, even the
wearing of hair powder by performers was taxed and added to a bill
that threatened to collapse the Garden.227 It seems that help from Rose,
along with financial accommodation from the fifth Duke of Bedford,
spared Harris’s embarrassment after his decision to purchase the grand
Bellemonte estate, near Uxbridge, while recovering from the lavish
redevelopment of the theatre.228 But the theatre’s books continued to
record assessed tax payments, as if to hide the favour from the Garden’s
other minor investors.229 Such speculation becomes persuasive with the
revelation that, many years later, Harris would pass fictional accounts
off as genuine ones when under immense financial stress.
His involvement in the SS can illuminate a number of mysteries
surrounding Harris’s life, not simply his escape from the caricaturist’s ill
humour at a time when many of them looked for ministry money.230 It may
also explain how he secured the Garden’s future through contributing
thousands of pounds of revenue, while the takings fluctuated wildly from
one night to the next. Harris had to admit to his landlord – the Duke
of Bedford – that the ‘Proprietors’ had ‘advanced five thousand guineas
from their private fortunes’ to service the debt from a lavish rebuilding
of the theatre in 1809, despite enjoying ‘profits’ that were ‘greater …
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FIGURE 6 Receipt from Thomas Harris to George Rose, 28 April 1790, PRO
30/8/229. (Courtesy of the National Archives, Kew)

than were ever known in any Theatre’. These donations were disguised
by bewildering and contradictory account books.231 Alfred Bunn would
claim that Harris had lived in ‘splendid style’ upon the fifty-acre estate
of Bellemonte because of profits from the theatre. However, this remark
sadly reveals more about Bunn, a romantic bankrupt, than about Covent
Garden theatre.232 Bunn had tried in vain to keep Harris’s empire afloat
in the 1830s and nostalgically admired a past that never truly existed.
The first person to grapple with the Garden’s accounts – after its
lifeline had ended with Harris’s death and Henry had retired from
the management – became so incensed as to demand that the cryptic
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‘contradictory’ ledgers ‘be brought before the Court for inspection’.
Henry Robertson’s frustration as the theatre’s conscientious new
treasurer was understandable as he pored over thousands of bewildering
pages of numbers that gave no clear information about where revenue
had come from, or about debts, or even about which bills had been
paid.233 To make matters worse, Harris had come to see the Garden’s
assets as his own after making so many deposits, creating more confusion.
An astonished Robertson rudely discovered that the theatre no longer
owned one of the lucrative boxes, the one occupied by Lord Holland;
the yearly rent had been signed away to the bankers Stephenson &
Remington of Lombard Street to repay one of the theatre’s debts, as
well as a private debt of Harris’s amounting to £4,000.234 As more
of Harris’s murky deals were brought to light, it must have become
obvious that he had not wanted to record everything on paper. One
such deal included a gift of the ultimate prize to the banker Mr Coutts,
whose company had held money destined for the government’s spy
network in an official SS account.235 Three small, glinting silver disks
were handed over to him, each one giving free admission to the theatre
for eighty-five years. As Harris filled the Garden with more and more
spectators who paid no entrance money, what he gained in return is not
known because this transaction, like many others, was not recorded.236
Striving to manage complex debts, while having less and less money to
use, he was forced to become inventive with the theatre’s finances while
carefully leaving no textual traces. Instead, he relied upon his memory
and those of the people he confided in: his son Henry, the Brandons
and Barlow.
Later, when the baffled Robertson felt ‘the disgrace’ of ‘unsettled
claims’, and became a prey to swindlers who refused to pay debts,
Brandon was unsurprisingly silent given his profiteering, and Henry
was evasive.237 When Robertson eventually took the books to court in
a dispute caused by Harris’s schemes, the Lord Chancellor had to gloss
over his own failure to understand them in the hubbub of competing
claims about what the theatre was worth, and even about how much
profit had been made in just two seasons. ‘The whole machinery was
continued for the purpose of deceiving,’ he concluded, with the father
and son turning the cogs.238
Only a skilful inventor of theatrical tricks, like Charles Farley, could
have hoped to portray Harris’s life with its subterfuge, sleight of hand
and surprising escapes. But first, Harris had to fight for possession of the
theatre. His life at the Garden would have a violent birth.

