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Preface

THIS IS A book about a man whose life and death became front-page news throughout the world between the autumn of 1922 and the spring of 1923 when, with his colleague Howard Carter, he discovered the tomb of Tutankhamun and then, shortly afterwards, died. The media circus that accompanied the opening of the tomb latched onto the glint of gold, the extraordinary treasures and, of course, the superstitious world of ancient Egypt. The back story of hard work, the acquisition of experience and knowledge in an inhospitable climate, was overlooked in a welter of excited prose.

Carnarvon did not seek the world of celebrity. Born to a position of great responsibility, the eldest son of one of the pre-eminent Victorian statesmen, Carnarvon had a restless and enquiring mind that was held back by a lifetime of illness and injury. An avid racegoer and horse breeder, he was also involved in both the worlds of aviation and of automobiles in their earliest days. His health compromised by a serious car accident, he then discovered the joys and frustrations of excavating an ancient civilization when he spent winters in Egypt for the benefit of his health.

Working from source where possible, this book has been a different journey, far richer and more diverse than I expected when I set out. From contemporaries, from his family, from his own records and from snippets in archives throwing up shafts of light, it has been a journey of discovery about a different man from the one I thought I would find.

To quote his beloved sister Winifred, it is a ‘story that opens like Aladdin’s cave and ends like the Greek Myth of Nemesis and cannot fail to capture the imagination of all men and women’.
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In Memoriam – 26 December 1874
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How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

For the ends of being and ideal grace.

LORD CARNARVON HAD just requested the footman, Williams, to bring a further screen into the sitting room to make sure his wife, Evelyn, would not suffer from the slightest draught, given it was so intensely cold outside. He was fussing gently but the fire was well built up and Lady Carnarvon was trying to find a comfortable position in which to sit, expecting her fourth child in just two or three weeks.

Lord Carnarvon had removed his wife from Highclere Castle to their house at 16 Bruton Street, Mayfair, London, well before her lying-in, desiring to be near all the best doctors, and he had engaged Sir William Gull and Dr Farre to be in attendance.

It had been such a sad and melancholy Christmas. Poor Mrs Laverick, Highclere Castle’s housekeeper, had left on Christmas Eve to stay a few days with her mother but there had been a dreadful railway accident near Oxford. About thirty people died and at least seventy were injured. Carnarvon had sent David Thomas, the butler from Highclere, up to Oxford to find out what news there was and, as it emerged, to identify Mrs Laverick’s body. It seemed that a pneumatic tyre had failed, and one railway carriage pulled the others down an embankment into the freezing, snowy fields. Despite local brave efforts to assist, there was little to be done and Mrs Laverick had, if it was any comfort, died instantaneously. A week later she was buried at Highclere in the cemetery in the park with many of the estate staff standing by, heads bowed against the weather and the tragic loss.

Evelyn was very much shocked and overcome at the news. She asked her husband to organize a wreath for the coffin as a heartfelt gesture for a much-loved member of the household. Carnarvon noted in his diary that he would write on behalf of them both. ‘I cannot help but feel it very much − she was one of those old-fashioned and faithful servants . . . a heavy shadow seems to have fallen over the whole house.’ He had then received a letter from Her Majesty Queen Victoria about an entirely different, political matter. It was written in her own hand, and he read it out to Evelyn to offer, as much as anything, a momentary distraction. Looking out of the first-floor window into the grey London dusk, the thawing snow, now turning to liquid mud, was fading into the dark obscurity and he hoped the children were able still to enjoy the winter weather in Devon, where they were staying with his mother.

Ten days before, Lord Carnarvon had travelled down to Pixton Park with Winifred, Porchey and little Margaret, who were to spend Christmas there along with their governess Petit and nurses Emma and Mary. His youngest sister Gwendolen was also staying at Pixton, and, although not in the best of health, kindly ensured their beloved mother was supported. For his own part, he had thoroughly enjoyed some excellent walks and shooting, as well as catching up with his sister Lady Portsmouth who had arrived a couple of days beforehand. Their mother, known to all as Muddy, was giving them occasional cause for anxiety over her health this winter, which he supposed might be expected given she was now 71 years old. Two of her sisters had sadly died but she and her younger sister Charlotte were still flying the flag.

It was a happy household high on Exmoor, a muffled white world with the newly made snowmen and quick shouts of laughter as snowballs thrown by Porchey or Winifred found their mark. Carnarvon spent some precious time away from cares of government, pulling the children across the lawns on a sledge, helping build their snowmen and enjoying their chatter and stories. Porchey seemed stronger for being outside; his parents were often concerned for his health as he was very slight and tended to suffer too readily from chest ailments.

Lady Portsmouth returned home to Eggesford, a large, rambling Gothic house only twenty-five miles away, albeit a challenging journey across the wintery moors. She had, however, her mother’s calm practicality, which was much needed as she had twelve children, the youngest of whom was only 4 years old, and a busy and noisy household to run. This very much revolved around her husband’s timetable of hunting and shooting, though her eldest girls had reached the stage where they were more intent on attending every local dance. In between, all of them were out riding ponies and playing with dogs or hiding to fire snowballs at unsuspecting family and staff.

Shortly afterwards, Lord Carnarvon left for London bearing stories, drawings and good news about all three children’s health for their mother.

Unaware of the loss of Mrs Laverick, the three children spent a lovely Christmas with their grandmother and were excited about meeting their new brother or sister. The days passed quickly on Exmoor until a telegram was delivered to Muddy with the happy news that they had a new little sister, born quite quickly on Wednesday 30 December 1874. Eve was exhausted but overjoyed, in tears as she held the darling little baby in its swaddling clothes. Evelyn’s mother Anne, Countess of Chesterfield, seemed quite annoyed it was another girl and not a boy, but all the newspapers gladly reported that mother and baby were doing well, and Lord Carnarvon received congratulations from his friends.

The plan had been for the children to return to London in January by train and ten days later they set off. They arrived in Bruton Street exhausted but excited, tumbling out of the carriage eager to see their parents and new sister. They were quickly borne off to wash their hands and straighten themselves up after the journey. Their mother’s bedroom was snug and warm and the heavy fringed brocade curtains were pulled back around the bed, several lamps allowing some pale light into the high-ceilinged room. Winifred was just 10, her younger brother Porchey 8 and Margaret 4. Wide-eyed, they could see their mother leaning back on the white pillows. Their father had told them she was tired but, reassured by her smile and her gentle voice, they tiptoed into the bedroom, clutching their nurses’ hands. Winifred, being the eldest, gently reached across to wind her fingers through her mama’s hand, which was always so pale and delicate. Their father leaned over the other side of the bed, smoothing the pillows.

‘Here is Baby as well, my darling, doing so well,’ said C, ‘and all our other angels.’ Porchey and Winifred tried to smile but felt frightened: their mama seemed so faint. Little Margaret tried to climb up onto the bed, but her brother gently pulled her back, his face creasing up in happiness as their mother smiled encouragingly. ‘Darlings, I am feeling a little tired, but I will be better soon. I love you so much. Tell me about your snowmen. Who made the biggest one?’ Relieved, Porchey said he had sledged the fastest, he had flown off over a stump, but the snow was so deep it was a huge cushion. She turned her head and asked after Muddy, their grandmother. Winifred said she was resting as she had a cold but really wanted to see Baby. Winifred said they all wanted to know what she was going to be called. Soon they tiptoed out of the room to let their mother rest.

Evelyn did gain a little strength but when Benjamin Disraeli, the leader of the Conservative party, dined with Lord Carnarvon in Bruton Street on 15 January he felt most concerned and wrote to Lady Bradford, Evelyn’s aunt: ‘I partook of a Bretby turkey in Bruton Street − rather a melancholy repast, for Lady Carnarvon had a relapse in the morning and Lord C was very nervous and depressed. Gull (the physician) came in the evening and was not discouraging, and C told me at cabinet today that her pulse had again subsided.’

It was less than a week later when Lady Portsmouth read a most painful account of dear Evelyn from her brother Carnarvon and she gathered herself promptly to leave for the train, arranging for Lady Duckworth to chaperone her daughter Cathy at an upcoming dance down in Devon. She heard from Eve’s mother Lady Chesterfield that her doctors were more encouraging, but she was soon ensconced on the 11.40 train from Exeter to London with a thoughtfully provided basket of provisions.

The next day she spent the afternoon with her brother and Lady Chesterfield. The doctors thought Eve was a little better. While standing in the hall of Bruton Street talking to her brother as he left, dear little Margaret ran to her for a hug and, stroking her brown curls, she suggested she took her off for a cheerful tea at Batt’s Hotel in nearby Dover Street, the nursemaid following along behind. Meanwhile, Lady Portsmouth determined to ask the doctor herself for an account as her brother worried dreadfully and she found it hard to determine the truth of the news.

The Dowager Lady Chesterfield was struggling to hold herself together. Her son, Philip, had died barely three years ago. He had been one of the party accompanying the Prince of Wales to Scarborough and they had both contracted typhoid. The Prince of Wales recovered, although it was touch and go, but her Philip, her beloved boy, a first-class cricketer and a politician, had died. Now she was sitting with her daughter, the kindest, best of daughters and the possibility that the normal order of nature would again be reversed with her child so desperately ill.

January the 21st brought some good news for Lady Portsmouth in that her mother, who had kept to her bed since the New Year, was feeling much better. However, the next moment brought a note from her brother saying that darling Eve had suffered a relapse, though she had in fact slept the night before and her temperature was not as high.

Very anxious for news, Lady Portsmouth walked round to Bruton Street and into the saddest, most desperate house. Everyone knew that Eve’s life was ebbing. She had been both Lord Carnarvon’s love and his companion, a woman of excellent judgement whose influence over him in political matters was invariably both sensible and good.

The children filed back into their mother’s bedroom and Winifred solemnly bent closer to her mother to hear ‘love each other, my darlings, you are my eternal gift, and I will always watch over you, please always help each other’. ‘Yes, Mama’ was all they could say.

During the last hours, Lady Chesterfield rarely left her daughter’s room, sharing the precious time at the bedside with her son-in-law. On Sunday Lady Portsmouth ‘prayed hoped feared trembled hoped again all day’ and, on a more practical note, suggested that their brothers, Alan and Auberon, who had arrived for the deathbed, stay with her and not Lord C.

Evelyn died on 25 January surrounded by her family. Lady Chesterfield was white with exhaustion while Lady Portsmouth cried out ‘for my dearest C − my darling Eve’. However, she wrote in her diary on 26 January that there was some blessing in even painful certainty.

Carnarvon was utterly devastated and spent the following days in despair, walking aimlessly with friends through the London parks. Their words and letters helped keep her alive for him and gave her value despite the too-early death. Augustus Hare wrote: ‘The news of dear Lady Carnarvon’s death came . . . as a shadow over everything. Surely was there never a more open, lovable, unselfish, charming, and truly noble character, apparently radiant with happiness and shedding happiness on all around here [the West Country].’

More formally, Lord Derby wrote, ‘Lady Carnarvon who has been dangerously ill for a fortnight died this morning, a great loss to the party. She will be regretted by many, being hospitable and sociable in disposition.’ Even the Queen had felt the greatest possible anxiety about Lady Carnarvon’s illness − a telegram of enquiry from her was sent in the early hours of the 25th, perhaps indicating that she was thinking of the Carnarvons while watching at the bedside of her son Prince Leopold, who was dangerously ill − and on Eve’s death said she would become sponsor for the late Countess’s motherless infant.

The children had their nurses, who loved and hugged them and tucked them up in bed with hot chocolate, making sure they were never alone. The nursery maids were with Margaret as they helped look after Baby in the nursery and the routines continued. Winifred, stoical and serious, wanted to do what she could to help her father, while Porchey, small and thin, not the strongest of children, became rather silent and wrapped up in his own world.

Soon afterwards, Lady Chesterfield left for her home, Bretby, in Derbyshire, and the family prepared to leave for Highclere. A few days later, on Friday morning, Porchey peered out of the train windows, Margaret leaning over him. The train was slowing, puffing, with squealing brakes as it drew to a halt in an overcast cold, snowy Newbury. The stationmaster hurried forward, dressed respectfully in black like everyone else, and Lord Carnarvon stepped down. Given the circumstances, Carnarvon managed wonderfully, full of thought for everyone, rallying around his brothers: Auberon, married and living in the New Forest, Hampshire, and Alan, who lived in Paris where he practised as a doctor, working in a hospital, as well as the precious children. His sister gathered the children around her and hurried them all up the steps into the carriage, which soon pulled away, the horses impatient in the cold weather.

The children craned their necks, curious, and saw the end of their mother’s coffin being carried from the train. It was a monochrome scene, from the graphite sky to the black coats, hats, dresses, veils, mufflers.

The next morning Lady Portsmouth was up in good time and went into the library in case her brother was there. Eve had adored these new rooms. The Castle had been remodelled by the architect Sir Charles Barry for his client, the 3rd Earl of Carnarvon, who had died before it was finished so it had been partly Eve’s life work. She had thought so much about how to decorate the rooms, how to dispose the furniture and yet now was instead lying in state in her coffin.

Later that day, the coffin left the Castle and the family walked together down the hill, holding the children’s hands, past the silent estate workers, to the cemetery chapel in the middle of the park which had been so recently completed. Lady Portsmouth held tight to little Porchey’s hand while Thomas (Lord Carnarvon’s house steward) bore the late Countess’s coronet and the tradesmen and tenantry formed a close line on each side of the road. The coffin was taken into the mortuary chapel, followed by the mourners, and Lady Portsmouth watched as ‘dearest C’ placed a wreath of white camellias from her mother on the coffin, before carefully placing one from himself and their children. Evelyn was buried to one side of the chapel built by the 3rd Countess of Carnarvon. She had said she wanted to be buried in the light.

The following day, Sunday, was the last day of January. It was a bright day and after they had sung Evelyn’s favourite hymns and received the sacrament, Lady Portsmouth wrote, ‘we all walked with the beloved children to her grave and covered it with flowers. In the afternoon Mr Waters preached to a crowded church a true and loving sermon of our darling . . . alas alas.’ Auberon left that day, and on the following day Cousin Robert and C’s brother Alan also left.

Over the next few days Lady Portsmouth walked a great deal with Carnarvon and visited Evelyn’s grave, feeling very anxious about Eve’s children. Linking her arm with her brother, she said that night and day he and his children were in her thoughts as she asked herself what would Eve have wanted? . . . ‘my heart is so very sore. I loved her like a beautiful very unique jewel and then I loved her for my dear Carnarvon’s and for her darling children’s sake and oh how I long for her back.’
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The Christening
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IN THE INITIAL period following his wife’s death, Lord Carnarvon withdrew from public life to look after his family and cope with his bereavement. He walked continually, desperately wanting to share his stories and grief, especially with his sister, who had stayed on. ‘We walked and visited her grave, all newly turfed and we thought the hard frost dealt gently with the flowers (I found the gardener covered them with matting every night). Dear Little Porchey was kept in with a slight cold.’ Lady Portsmouth spent a lot of time with ‘the dear children’. ‘Winifred and Porchey (often) with me walked round for their exercise and I told them stories.’

Eventually, it was time to return to London for the christening of the baby, rather grandly named Victoria Alexandrina Mary Cecil Herbert. This took place in the Chapel Royal of the Savoy, an ancient church near the Thames much loved by their mother. As promised, the Queen was one of the godparents and was represented by the Marchioness of Ely along with the Marquess of Salisbury and the Countess of Derby. Lady Portsmouth and her sister Lady Gwendolen were there to support their brother. It was a moving service and Evelyn’s uncle, Canon Forester, took the opportunity to pay tribute to the rare intelligence of a very special, kind woman who touched so many people’s lives in such a positive way.

Queen Victoria was true to her word and did not neglect Lord Carnarvon. During the year she asked him to stay both at Windsor and at Osborne House, followed later by Balmoral. While conversation may have been about political affairs, he also wrote that ‘her genuine kindness touched me most greatly’. She also asked Lord Carnarvon to bring the children to Windsor and he noted that, although ‘they seemed rather frightened and shy, the Queen was so kind that they finally lost their fright and became at home and very much interested. She ended by giving them each a present.’

During the next few years much of the children’s life was spent between Highclere and one of Lady Portsmouth’s noisy households, whether in Devon or in Hampshire. Kind friends such as the Marquess of Salisbury asked Carnarvon to stay and Porchey remembered at one point being pulled round Hatfield on a bearskin by his sister. His father took them sailing along with their aunt and cousins. Lord C had bought a new yacht which he described as ‘very good but, like all other things, just short of perfection’. Porchey in particular loved being on the water: he enjoyed being with the crew, learning about the art of sailing and watching and listening to the sound of the waves.

On 7 May, probate on Lady Carnarvon’s will was granted and the family was reminded sharply once again of their loss. Lord Carnarvon sat down in the library with his son to read out what his mother had written: She ‘begs her son Lord Porchester to look on the said estates, which he would thereafter succeed to, as a solemn trust not to be used for his own gratification or pleasure but for the glory of God and the honour of those who have gone before him’. She had also made provision from her brother’s estates − the late Earl of Chesterfield − for her younger children.

Winifred and Porchey were much loved, living between Highclere and their aunts, going out for rides, being fed sugar wafers and hoping for toys. They adored their aunt Gwendolen, a frequent visitor from her home in Putney, who in return loved her motherless nieces and nephew. She was something of an invalid, a little figure sitting on a sofa or going round in her donkey cart, but there was always room for the children, and she always saw the upside of their adventures.

Most importantly for Porchey, she was there to intercede with irate housekeepers who found water cannons aimed at oil paintings or dogs hidden under the bed covers. Porchey spent weeks explaining to his aunt that a spear would help him understand ancient history and early battles most awfully well. She arranged for one to be made and, in some ways rather luckily, it was soon thrown and wedged by its happy owner in a rather important engraving. It was not returned to Porchey who then thought that a saw would be most useful to learn how to cut up logs and trees. Diplomatically removed from Porchey’s grasp, this in turn was hung on a blue ribbon from the schoolroom wall as a work of art.

A cricket ball sailed through a window in the library and Porchey was crestfallen and hopelessly worried about what would be his punishment. Gwendolen consoled him with half a crown, and he ran off in a much happier frame of mind. He was a gentle boy, a terrific tease, loving to play practical jokes from a young age, and, given that he grew up in a family of sisters, very relaxed and amusing in the company of the fairer sex.

That autumn their father was not very well, tired and with a nagging cough. He had thrown himself back into his government work in his role as colonial secretary with a feverishness that was neither quite healthy nor natural. Porchey and Winifred spent a certain amount of time with their aunt Lady Portsmouth. They were happy with her, and she had written to her brother, ‘Porchey has grown very sweet and handsome looking’. Her Devon home was all about the outdoor life and Porchey and Winifred spent their days hunting, shooting and riding across the moors with their cousins. The hunt meets at Eggesford were full of characters from all walks of life and Porchey spent days with them, waiting in spinneys, cantering across the moors, or simply chatting. The equanimity with which he treated anyone in his future life was perhaps a result of this upbringing with his aunt. Then, in the evenings, the children would sit entranced as their aunt read out loud from books such as Ivanhoe.

At other times, to try to stem her loneliness, Lord C would send the children up to Bretby to stay with their grandmother, Lady Chesterfield. She lived in an enormous house and ran the estate herself, even if Lord C tried always to be available to help. Bretby was a house of much antiquity, remodelled to a design by Sir Jeffry Wyatville in 1812 and was famous for its gardens and park, which had been completely restyled by the 2nd Earl in the late seventeenth century, so that some even compared them favourably with the gardens at Versailles. Over the next few years, Lady Chesterfield became especially close to Winifred and Porchey.

Just as the family were learning to cope with their new way of life, in May 1876 Lord Carnarvon received a telegram to say that his mother’s strength was waning fast. He rushed down with Sir William Gull, the royal physician, to Pixton, in Somerset, where she lived. Her three sons and two daughters were by her side as she peacefully left them, an indomitable, wise, shrewd and kind woman they affectionately called Muddy.

Muddy had taken much pleasure in all her grandchildren, playing the piano for them to sing and dance to and encouraging them in all they did. Her coffin was brought back to Highclere, and she was buried with her husband in the graveyard in Old Burghclere. Alan, Carnarvon’s brother, took some time away from his hospital in Paris to help with all the arrangements and, in any case, he much enjoyed spending time with his nieces and nephew at Highclere. A most courteous man, he enthralled Porchey and Winifred with fascinating stories of the Siege of Paris that had taken place five years earlier and said that he looked forward to welcoming the children to Paris whenever they were deemed old enough.
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The Reluctant Schoolboy
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PORCHEY’S COUSINS HAD been sent to a preparatory school, Cambridge House at Belmont, near Brighton, so he was sent there, too, the school chosen perhaps more for its reputation than its suitability for each child. The headmaster was a Mr Sibthorpe and the school reports tended to be rather average and not quite what Lord C hoped for; a boy who was often not very well and who should not eat so many sweets − although he could give credit where it was due, writing in November 1878: ‘It is most gratifying to see the earnestness with which he applies to his studies. The change is so satisfactory that I thought you would be glad to participate in the pleasure.’

Porchey missed his father very much and found the whole experience hugely challenging. His well-written letters always expressed the hope that his father would come and visit and the cheerier news invariably included an outing with Mrs Walker or Mrs Sibthorpe. Looking back, the experience probably ingrained in him a measure of reserve and personal withdrawal. Unhappy, he used to tell his sister Winifred how homesick he was and the only positive outcome as far as he was concerned was that he survived it. His cousins tried to look out for him as he was neither strong academically nor a good sportsman, although he did enjoy cricket. During the holidays, his father took various recommendations as to good Latin tutors, which seemed to haunt his life and yet, by the age of 10, he was reasonably bilingual in French with a good working knowledge of German, some Latin and less Greek. He played the piano and had a charming voice.

Like many children, the school holidays were the most important dates of the school year, whether they were spent in Devon, Highclere or Bretby. Whatever the circumstances, Lord C very much enjoyed taking his son out shooting, especially when they spent the day walking together; in turn, Porchey enjoyed the stories and companionship of his father. There was nothing better than sitting with their father in the evening by the fire and persuading him to tell them a ghost or a fairy story. The children were entirely entranced: nobody did it better.

In January 1878, Lord C was again unwell. At work, he was at odds with Disraeli (now Lord Beaconsfield), not wanting to repeat the mistakes of the Crimean War and refusing to sanction sending the British fleet to the Dardanelles. Both Lord C and Lord Derby resigned in protest, to the fury of Queen Victoria, who had wholeheartedly given her support to Lord Beaconsfield. In fact, the Queen would not even shake hands when he returned his ministerial insignia to her.

At this point Porchey managed to persuade his father that he could leave school and be tutored at home. Winifred often interceded on her brother’s behalf and in many ways her academic leaning and reading were more like those of her father than Porchey’s; in later life she would write biographies of several seventeenth-century figures. When Porchey returned to school, his father later went to stay by the sea, too, which made his sister Winfred happy. She was a caring, kind child, writing with as much home news as she could to her brother.

Lord Carnarvon had begun to find a family rhythm through the year with his young children, Winifred was now 13 years old, Porchey two years younger, Margaret 8 years old and Baby was 3. It was nevertheless not easy, given his work and social commitments, and he relied heavily on his sisters. Nevertheless, he wrote regularly to the children when they were apart and was always concerned about their health and welfare.

Lord C’s mother’s family were the Howards who lived at Greystoke Castle in Cumbria and the sadness of Muddy’s death had brought forth more family invitations. During the holidays Greystoke was often filled to overflowing with children of all ages, which was fun for his own children. Days were spent on the shores at Ullswater, and Lord C described how glorious he found the huge skies, mountains, and water, ‘much too beautiful for mortal man’. From riding and boating by day, evenings were spent with music and stories. He had also met a rather serious, elegant young cousin called Elsie (Elizabeth) Howard and a new chapter in his life was about to open. He was conscious that she was twenty-five years younger than him, and he wrote to her aunt saying that he was aware of what he ‘was asking dear Elsie’ but she had decided to accept him.

It was not long before his sister Lady Portsmouth received a letter which she read out loud to her husband − her brother was to marry. ‘I do not think you will be surprised . . . I am engaged to be married to dear Elsie.’ He had so much ‘admiration as you know for her charming character’. She wrote to her brother Alan, ‘all is settled between Carnarvon and Elsie’. His daughter Margaret wrote to him at Greystoke to say Aunt Gee (Gwendolen) explained to her he was going to be married and she was very happy and had been allowed half a day off school, too. ‘When are you coming back that I may see and talk to you all about it?’ Winifred had met Elsie already and sent her ‘best love’, and she had also written to Porchey saying she was sure he would like her.

Elsie and Lord C were married from Greystoke Castle on Boxing Day morning 1878. Alan Herbert was best man and the bride arrived to the ‘Bridal March’ from Wagner’s Lohengrin. The wedding breakfast was served in the great hall, and they were surrounded by family and friends. Winifred was so excited to wear such a beautiful dress and she and Porchey thoroughly enjoyed themselves. It was very cold with deep snow and a hard frost so Porchey thought they would be able to sledge or skate the following day. In the end, he helped build an igloo and, on the 29th, Lady Gwendolen wrote from Greystoke to Lord C, who was by then at Pixton, ‘Porchey in good health & spirits & everyone is most kind & fond of him. He & Esme [Elsie’s brother] descend a bank of snow on tea trays’, but he ended up with a cold before spending New Year with his cousins and Aunt Eveline at Eggesford in Devon.

After his departure from Greystoke his aunt Gwendolen wrote, ‘Esme says he shall feel quite dull Porchey made him laugh so much.’ A few days later she wrote, ‘I could not help feeling glad he had shown his real self to them even if sometimes one might have had a fear of his spirits growing too high’, commenting that ‘the shy silent Porchey is after all only a make believe & so long as his spirits are not allowed to run away with him the boyish side of his character is very taking’.

Lord and Lady Carnarvon went first to London and then to Pixton for their honeymoon. Back at Highclere, Elsie scooped Vera and Margaret into her arms and thereafter they just called her mother. However, Elsie was only 22 and so thought Winifred and Porchey were different, and it was for them to find their way together rather than for her to dictate.

Lord C hoped for the best and wrote to his sister that Winifred saw Elsie as a central figure in her life and ‘Porchey is evidently captivated by her’. He would even agree to sing if Elsie accompanied him on the piano. In the spring, Lady Portsmouth kindly agreed to present the new Countess at court: ‘I shall be delighted to present Elsie and very proud’ and Lord C hoped that Highclere could now be a real home again for his children.

An old friend, Lady Phillimore, wrote of the newly married couple: ‘They are happy together those two and make sunshine around them.’

Lord C kept a study on the top floor of the Castle. It was lined with a gilded painted leather wallpaper similar to that in the saloon and had outstanding views. It was not far from the nursery which in the past had been useful. With careful thought he noted in his diary on Tuesday 23 September 1879, ‘Porchey’s last day at home. Tomorrow, he begins his Eton life − and walks alone. He goes in good heart hoping and expecting for more than he fears . . . and a sense of emancipation probably greater than he knows . . .’

Together with his father and stepmother, Porchey caught the train from Highclere to Eton smartly dressed in a tweed jacket. His trunk had been sent ahead of him. Like so many parents, Lord C thought ‘parents could do nothing so good for their children as to give them a good . . . education.’

His father had carefully chosen G. E. Marindin as Porchey’s housemaster. Marindin had attended Eton as a boy himself before returning in 1865 as a master, remaining there for twenty-two years. Cotton Hall House was built for him in 1870 by William White in the ‘Domestic Revival’ style and Marindin carefully superintended the plans until it was finished in 1871. By reputation, he ruled entirely with kindness and spoke with gentleness and humour even in moments of reprimand.

The Carnarvons arrived in time for tea; Porchey was shy and uncertain while his father sought to strike the right balance of encouragement and fortitude before he and Elsie left for home. Porchey returned to his room which would not really change throughout his career at Eton: a shut-up bed, a burry (bureau), washstand and sock cupboard in which his tea things were kept. Over time Porchey acquired some nice racing prints and some obligatory schoolbooks.

Just as in his father’s time, Eton was a school full of ceremonies, acronyms and tradition. The early morning challenge for each new boy was to be up on time, dressed in tails and starched collars. Then it was down to breakfast, the first time wondering what your fellow students would be like. Porridge and eggs or kippers, mushrooms and grilled sausages were all on offer as the menu was rotated through the week.

The first few days were exhausting as Porchey just tried to be in the right place on time, beginning with Lower Chapel and later finding his way around the campus with the right books. Every lesson was in a different building, and he had to plan all his books before returning for chambers, a mid-morning break, for half an hour with toast and tea. More lessons followed before lunch and then the prospect of games. All the boys had to share some of the domestic duties and to run errands and tidy for the older boys – a duty known as ‘fagging’ − in addition to tidying their own rooms.

Just four days later, Porchey found himself faced with some comprehensive exams. These really did not go very well in his father’s eyes as he was ranked in the lower half of his year. As usual on his side, his aunt Eveline wrote to her brother at Highclere that ‘dear Porchey . . . is only 13 and a quarter, . . . He may have been very nervous . . . his own greater readiness to work is worth everything. You took so high a place at Eton . . .’ In Eveline’s view he just needed to be encouraged. Her two eldest sons were also at Eton, though further up, while John Francis would join the next year, so Porchey had some support and, given time, she felt he would find his own level. Porchey himself, however, was acutely aware that he could not produce the exam results his father had found so easy. He could feel his father’s disappointment and he missed his home and sisters.

The 4th Earl was intellectually extremely able. He had read Homer, Virgil, Horace and Herodotus before he went to Eton and, at a similar age to Porchey, had written to his own father that: ‘I do four different kinds of verse Elegiacs, Sapphics, Alcaics and Iambics of which Sapphics are my favourite.’ He took a first at Oxford in Literae Humaniores (known as Greats) and had travelled for a few years before returning home and marrying.

Rather like London cab drivers who must learn ‘the Knowledge’ (i.e. know their way round London’s streets), so Porchey and every other new boy had to learn and pass the ‘colours’ test, which meant they knew where every house was, the housemasters by initials and the house games colours.

The school prided itself on sporting prowess and the success of the boys was judged on the field or on the water, but such absorption in sport did not suit every young man. Happily, Marindin was also no athlete although he sought to inspire those in his house. While neither football nor rugby were appealing to Porchey, his cricket was sufficiently good enough to win him his cricket house colours.

However, the best time of the day for most of the boys, whatever the term, would be late afternoon back in their houses, when they would split up into ‘messes’ of two or three boys within each year and tea would be set out and taken in one of their rooms. The house provided bread, butter and milk but otherwise they could bring in a cake or cook eggs or even a pheasant, after which they would help clear it away. It was a time when real friendships were formed before ‘late’ school. The formal evening meal was then taken in the company of the Dame and the tutor.

Porchey’s father, visiting him at the end of October 1879, commented, ‘he gets on well with the other boys . . . I think he is also desirous of working up to a higher place in the school’, and that his son was ‘a good dear boy’.

Lord C was trying to create a nurturing home but was still acutely aware of the children’s loss of their mother. Nevertheless, he noted in his diary that Porchey ‘is very fond of Elsie and she is quite charming to him’. End of year reports were encouraging and Porchey had made good progress with the piano as well.

The family went down to Devon and the two youngest children, Margaret and Vera, set off in a coach with their aunt Eveline to cross Exmoor to Pixton where they would join their father and siblings for Christmas and New Year. All the family enjoyed walks across the moors and Porchey went out with the keepers to enjoy some walked-up birds. His father had been suffering from gout so rested with Elsie, who had just shared the happy news that she was expecting a baby. Despite her own youth and the hard work of trying to oversee an inherited family of young children, Elsie had also organized gifts, sweets, fruit and cakes for eighteen children from the Dulverton workhouse.

Too soon the return to school loomed, never an inviting prospect especially in the dark, cold winter months. Porchey tended to suffer from bronchitis and spent some of the following term in the sick bay.

Like many other boys, Porchey tended to begin each lesson with enthusiasm, concentrating briefly on what the tutor was writing on the blackboard before subsiding into a daydream as his interest in turning out Latin verse and construing Latin sentences waned. Fortunately, Marindin was always on hand to help. Despite his father’s joy and commitment to learning, Eton was not necessarily regarded as a school for scholars. It did produce very self-possessed and polished pupils but the education itself focused, in time-honoured fashion, on the ‘dead’ languages of ancient Greek and Latin.

There was little flexibility in the timetable and more practical subjects such as Geography, Modern Languages and Mathematics only occupied more of the timetable further up the school years. Porchey much preferred them for their practicality but was little encouraged. Perhaps inevitably, he naturally sought out the more idiosyncratic opportunities. His friend Charlie Newton Butler had started to help keep the Eton Beagles and organize drag hunts, while the attractions of Windsor Racecourse, just across the river, were soon identified and formed an integral part of his career at Eton.

A new boy started at Eton in the Lent term, the son of His Highness the Maharajah Duleep Singh. He entered Manor House (A. C. James) but was in the same year as Porchey. Prince Victor’s father enjoyed a special relationship with the Queen and was staying with her at Windsor Castle, handily close to Eton. He had become the Maharajah of the Punjab at the age of 6, but the Punjab had been annexed by the British and, in 1849 under the third Treaty of Lahore, both the young Maharajah and the Koh-i-Noor diamond were sent to England. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert entertained him at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight and Queen Victoria was swift to insist to her courtiers: ‘With regard to the Young Maharajah. The Queen wishes to observe to Lord Aberdeen that he should be treated as a Prince in whom the Queen took an interest and we accordingly treated him just as we do all Princes . . .’

Queen Victoria thoroughly enjoyed his company and included him and his family in both her private and public life. The Koh-i-Noor diamond was formally presented to Queen Victoria on 3 July 1850 at Buckingham Palace to mark the 250th anniversary of the East India Company. Put on display with its mysterious history, this huge, flawed and asymmetrical diamond failed to bring the expected rapturous applause from the public and Prince Albert decided to commission a skilled diamond cutter brought in from Amsterdam to cut it. From its original 186 carats, ‘the Mountain of Light’ (the translation of Koh-i-Noor) became a polished stone of some 105 carats.

Some months later, the Maharajah was staying with the Queen when she commanded a brightly arrayed group of Beefeaters to bring the jewel from the Tower of London to be admired once more by the young Maharajah.

The casket was ceremoniously brought in. ‘Maharajah I have something to show you.’ He stepped across and was stunned into silence when he saw the diamond. It was not the mythical, symbolic Mountain of Light he had once held. With supreme effort he held it once more, walking towards the light by the window while the Queen watched him anxiously. After some time and a deep sigh he walked back across and with deferential reverence placed the diamond into the Queen’s hand, tendering it as a gift and offering his loyalty to her. Not all the assembled courtiers were entirely happy as they did not consider it was the Maharajah’s to gift.

Queen Victoria welcomed him as one of the family. ‘I was quite sorry to see him go,’ she wrote after one visit. ‘I take quite a maternal interest in him.’ She also paid time and attention to the young Maharajah’s education. A tour around England was organized to inspire the young Maharajah to settle down to an English country life and it was repeated to the Queen that he was ‘one of the most charming young men’. Queen Victoria wrote that he ‘sat next to me at a dinner dressed in his beautiful clothes and wonderful pearls and emeralds’. He was also a favourite with Prince Albert as well as the royal children.

It was no surprise therefore that in 1863, with such encouragement, he bought an estate in Norfolk called Elveden and it was there that he would bring up his family, having chosen his own bride, Bamba Muller, whom he had first seen in Cairo, Egypt. She was the illegitimate daughter of a German father and Ethiopian mother, living in a Cairo mission, whose life was now transformed into that of a Maharanee.

The Queen wholeheartedly welcomed his new wife, giving them both precedence at royal occasions, invariably placing them next to her. Later in 1866, she insisted on christening their son. ‘I have never beheld a lovelier child . . . I named him Victor Albert . . . the Dean of Windsor performed the service . . .’ Frederick was born two years later followed by three more children, both boys following in their father’s footsteps and attending Eton.

By the end of the Lent term, Porchey and Prince Victor had become firm friends as they equally and consistently found themselves at the bottom of most classes. Both were also slightly different from the consensus of pupils at Eton. Victor wore his dark hair far longer than was usual and displayed a certain elan and sense of style in his manner; he had, of course, also arrived in the middle of the school year, which is never easy. Porchey was a shy and skinny boy who often required medical exemptions from many of the usual school activities.

Eton broke for the Easter holidays, always most welcome to Porchey after the mud and wintery weather of the Lent term. Both boys went their separate ways, Porchey returning home to Highclere to be there when his stepmother, Elsie, gave birth to a brother, Aubrey, on 3 April (the name Aubrey having perhaps been chosen because it was the childhood diminutive of his uncle Auberon).

Lord Carnarvon was thrilled, for 3 April was also the birthday of his distant kinsman, the seventeenth-century poet George Herbert. Aubrey, however, was always called Hereward by his parents after the Anglo-Saxon hero Hereward the Wake, to whom his parents fondly thought they were also related.

Porchey’s father had just given him a George Hare mahogany plate field camera as a present and the boy was thrilled. He became both intrigued and fascinated by the effort it took to operate the camera successfully and loved the results. He immediately began by taking photographs of two sides of the Castle and his father was very proud of his efforts, writing ‘Porchey’s first photograph’ alongside the result in April 1880, and ‘Highclere Photographic Company’.

In early summer, the whole family settled into their London house in Bruton Street, as Lady Winifred was to ‘come out’ for her first London season. Porchey, however, returned to Eton, but always found the Summer term much easier, not least because cricket was the one sport he was reasonably good at. This year, however, he found a new outlet. Both he and Duleep Singh very much enjoyed slipping away to watch the races whenever possible. At Eton, the boys traditionally organized a lottery on the horses running in the Derby, but any other betting was usually inhibited by a lack of funds. However, this consideration did not apply to the young Prince, and Duleep Singh caused something of a sensation when he placed a bet of £5 on a certain horse, by far the largest wager ever accepted.

Lord Carnarvon remained unaware of his son’s extra-curricular activities and was once more immersed in politics, developing an initiative to take forward the idea of National Insurance to support unemployed workers and those who were sick or elderly.

Meanwhile, the Queen had commissioned a splendid painting of Prince Victor by Sydney Prior Hall to be displayed at the Royal Academy in May. Prince Victor was dressed for his portrait in a beautiful red silk tunic, a foil for all the jewels and strings of pearls as well as an historic embellished belt and sword. On Thursday 27 May his parents attended one of many royal events, a State concert in Buckingham Palace with all Queen Victoria’s family gathered together. Outside the immediate royal family, the next place of honour was, as usual, given to the Maharajah and Maharanee Duleep Singh. The Earl and Countess were also invited and looked appreciatively at the couple in Indian dress covered in splendid jewels and pearls as well as admiring the Maharanee’s sweetness of expression and very fine eyes.

Elsie was still not well, suffering from post-natal complications, and after a brief visit with Lord and Lady Sefton to Royal Ascot, the family travelled to Wildbad in Germany to take the cure and rest. Winifred was particularly excited as she had never been abroad before. They set off on 23 June but after only two weeks away returned to London. Elsie had become increasingly unwell, and they wanted the reassurance of a London doctor with whom they were familiar, Dr Gull. Porchey had not accompanied them but instead was staying with his beloved aunt Gwendolen in Putney, who was not only well disposed to welcome his school friends but who enjoyed their somewhat spirited company very much.

When the Carnarvons returned to the fresh summer air at Highclere, they found Porchey really very unwell with a terrible sore throat. Dr Douglas of Newbury had been using his laryngoscope to inspect the throat and prescribing gargles, but Gwendolen swore by sage tea interspersed with teaspoons of honey.

Elsie was at last feeling better and taking drives around the park enjoying the lovely weather. A constantly revolving stream of friends and family, picnics, riding and boating made for the best of the summer idylls and Porchey felt far better being outside in the warm weather. Reality soon intervened, however, and the last week of the holiday was spent at Bretby, a family house in Derbyshire, with his tutor Robert Harrison, whom his father had engaged to try to get Porchey’s second year at Eton off to a better start academically. Porchey himself, though, was far more interested in a trip to Newmarket with his grandmother, always on the lookout for a tip and already happily familiar with several bookmakers. Again, his father was not necessarily aware of all that was going on.

During the autumn both Elsie and her husband felt under the weather and decided to avoid the damp, cold weather at Highclere and spend the worst of the winter months in Madeira. They sailed with the other children on 26 October, leaving Porchey and one of his Wallop cousins to sail out later in December.

Lord C had thought that he might spend the time learning Portuguese, improving his German and translating the Odyssey. It was not, however, the warm, restful time that he’d hoped for, and bad weather and mishaps dogged the entire expedition. Everyone went down with colds and even bronchitis and Elsie slipped on ‘some stones . . . thank God no real harm . . . foot and ankle sprain’, meaning that Dr Graham, who was based in Madeira, was in almost constant attendance.

Meanwhile, Porchey sailed from Southampton on 16 December without his cousin, who had caught the measles. His father noted he had ‘much enjoyed the voyage. The captain and the officers had been very kind to him, and everything had gone well’, but his return journey was delayed until 16 January due to high seas and challenging weather. En route back to school, Porchey stayed with Lord C’s close friends the Phillimores at Henley; they wrote to his father, ‘you will have heard how charmed we were with Porchey, a pleasant better-bred boy I have seldom seen.’ In turn, Winifred kept Porchey up to date, writing regularly to him and very proud, too, that she and Elsie had sailed to the Canary Islands and returned to Madeira after a brief exploration without mishap.
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Lessons and Life
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‘I am always ready to learn although I do not always like being taught.’

PORCHEY’S EASTER SCHOOL holidays were often spent at Bretby. Lord C was now editing the eminent 4th Earl of Chesterfield’s Letters to his Godson, dating from the 1760s−1770s, a sequel to the already well-known Letters to His Son, written over a period of thirty years from 1737 to give perceptive and nuanced advice for a gentleman based on his own calm diplomacy, gentle tact and linguistic dexterity. His godson and heir, who became his adopted son and succeeded him as the 5th Earl, was a favourite companion of George III, accompanying him on his morning rides and joining his whist parties on the royal yacht. In 1798 he was appointed Master of Horse to His Majesty, and he took a great interest in agriculture, being considered a good judge of horses and cattle, while his Home Farm at Bretby was held to be one of the most complete establishments in Derbyshire.

Sadly, the 6th Earl of Chesterfield did not follow any such advice and quickly dissipated a large fortune on the turf and in the hunting field. He paid astonishing prices for his racehorses and gave his name to the Stanhope, a carriage driven by a four-in-hand team. He won the Ascot Gold Cup in 1829 with Zingaree, for which he paid 2,500 guineas, and had purchased another good horse, Priam, for the then record price of 3,000 guineas. With this he won the Goodwood Cup in 1831 and again in 1832. Another horse, Don John, picked up at a bargain price of 110 guineas, won him both the 1838 St Leger and Doncaster Cup.

He won the Oaks twice and in 1843 the Grand National with his horse Vanguard. The outlay, however, was unfortunately far above any return and he fell heavily into debt before retiring to live entirely at Bretby Hall. Nevertheless, he did construct a gallop of some two miles to exercise his horses and much enjoyed his shooting before dying aged just 61. One month later his grandson Porchey was born. He would very much follow in his grandfather’s footsteps with his twin passions of racing and gambling.

Chesterfield’s widow Anne continued to live at Bretby and was very fond of her grandchildren, sharing with her grandson a love of horses and racing and, even at 72 years old, she was often to be found at Newmarket. Prime Minister Disraeli was a regular guest at Bretby and even proposed marriage, to no avail, although they remained friends and regular correspondents.

Whilst Porchey had returned to Eton in January, the rest of his family left Madeira to return to England in time for Easter, when the whole country and the Queen were plunged into mourning by the death of Disraeli. It marked the end of an era and Lord C wrote of him: ‘a large character disappearing off the stage . . . a man who will be a puzzle and a subject of wonder. I am . . . very glad I returned in time to call and to send him a message.’ He was laid to rest on 26 April in Hughenden churchyard with his wife Mary Anne. Disraeli’s great friend Alfred de Rothschild helped organize the funeral and its procession and Queen Victoria sent a posy of primroses. A few days later, in private, she visited his tomb with her daughter Princess Beatrice. They walked the route the funeral cortège had taken and laid a beautiful porcelain cross of camellias and other flowers on the tomb.

That summer, Lord Carnarvon and Elsie went to Eton for the ‘Fourth of June’ (the school sports day). Happily, the weather was good and there were fireworks, the procession of boats, luncheon in Hall, Chapel services and a promenade in the playing fields. The guests of honour were the Maharajah Duleep Singh and his Maharanee, who occupied with oriental dignity two venerable, if not splendid, armchairs on either side of the Provost. Sir Frederic Roberts, the Duke of Buckingham and many other notable Old Etonians were also present, so it was something of an occasion and the Carnarvons were delighted to meet Porchey’s great friend Prince Victor. On an academic note, happily the housemaster Marindin gave good and encouraging reports.

The summer heralded a marvellous round of parties in London. The Prince and Princess of Wales held a garden party at Marlborough House to which they invited Lord and Lady Carnarvon. Every night hostesses from the Salisburys to Lady Portsmouth competed to welcome guests to every type of entertainment, from small, exclusive dinner parties to large extravaganzas. Lady Holland began the season with a huge garden party for all the children as well as ‘1,200 persons of distinction’ in her home, Holland House, Kensington. With beautiful gardens and lawns, refreshments for all and a Punch and Judy show, it was much enjoyed. Among the young guests was a beautifully dressed young lady, Miss Almina Wombwell, who arrived with her aunt Lady Julia Wombwell.

Exhausted, the Carnarvon family retired to Highclere for the month of August and later in the month hosted a Saturday garden party with bands for three hundred guests. A number of family and friends were staying, among them Sir John and Lady Macdonald, one of the founding fathers and Prime Minister of Canada.

The state rooms were open to be viewed and admired while the garden improvements and winding walks newly meandering across the lawns were a great success. A novel event was the arrival of a cow decorated with a necklace of flowers and led onto the lawn outside the library. The milk produced there and then was immediately made into a syllabub, to the huge enjoyment of the children. With a marching band and old English country dances, all of which Porchey and his sisters joined in with, the afternoon gave much pleasure to all. Lady Carnarvon had engaged a conjuror who entertained guests in the saloon and later a buffet was served from the dining room.

Now 15 years old, Porchey was a more relaxed individual. He was happy to spend time riding, fishing and boating with his sister Winifred, and cousins and friends were always coming to stay. His camera was still of huge interest, and he loved the dogs and pets, which were as much as possible smuggled in upstairs. The harvest had been brought in early and the hay was great fun to jump down into, the woods offered new trails to canter through and they were all trying out tennis on the east lawns with rubber balls and wooden-framed racquets. His tutor Harrison was supposed to undertake structured tutorials with his pupil every day but there were many distractions and escape routes.

The return to school soon dawned and Porchey had a major crisis − he could not find his pet snake, a present from his friend Duleep Singh. His sisters all helped him look for it and eventually one of the footmen found it hanging behind one of the curtains in the library. Retrieved and safely contained within a box, it returned to Eton, where it lived in his desk.

In discussion with his house tutor, Lord C agreed that space and time, as well as leaving less important matters be while standing firm on academic achievement, would be a sensible approach. Both his father and housemaster sought to provide adequate supervision. As every parent, Lord C had to remind himself that at this age a young man’s treble voice cracks, bristles compete
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