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FOREWORD


It would be very hard to over-estimate the importance of this book. It mainly covers the uncharted years of the authors' family and Castletown in the twentieth century, with all the highs and lows that accompanied them.


Sally Conolly-Carew, with the help of her brothers and sister, has painted a marvellous picture of what it was like to grow up at Castletown, with the stables full of horses and the garden and greenhouses flourishing, all playing their own important role. She also makes us fully aware of the appalling difficulties that led to her father’s reluctant decision to sell. Little did I think that in years to come I would find myself buying the empty house to save it from vandalism.


In 1956, soon after I married, we rented Carton from Lord Brocket as a base to find a farm for ourselves. It is about 4 miles from Castletown as the crow flies and was built in 1739 by the FitzGeralds, Earls of Kildare and later Dukes of Leinster. Midway stands by the 140ft high Conolly Folly, an obelisk built on Carton land in 1740 by the Conollys, to give employment during the Great Famine.


I shall never forget the excitement of the first time we went to dinner with Lord and Lady Carew. The governess, Miss Colls, came down the magnificent staircase in full evening dress and a fur coat! The evening was full of fun and laughter; it also helped to fuel my growing passion for architecture. My other passion was hunting, and it was not long before Diana Conolly-Carew and myself were joint masters of the North Kildare Harriers, and I was lucky enough to compete with her in cross-country events.


Sally’s beautifully written memories bring those far-off days to life and make them seem like yesterday. We have a lot to thank her for.





Desmond Guinness


February 2012




INTRODUCTION
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Being the eighth and last generation of Conollys who have lived at Castletown, we are surrounded with the memories of our years growing up as Conolly-Carew children. In this book we have tried to look back on those magnificent days as best we can; days of Grand Balls, tiaras, titles, and etiquette; of prancing horses, carriages, early cars, and donkeys, which all carried the great (and often eccentric) people to receptions, dinner parties, and balls. We look at the passing of a bygone age, and ultimately, the latter-day struggle of our parents to keep the house going.


But, above all, we want to tell you of the fun we had from day to day, and what life was like in those different days of servant and master, when our world was gently gilded by that inexplicable bond between an Irishman and his horse. These are the halcyon days that we would like to share with you. All is changed now, of course – for instance, our much-loved butler’s granddaughter is now a Princess.
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In 1938, Sylvia Carew (our mother) was the third newly married wife to take up residence during Castletown’s 200-year-old history. She was treading in the footsteps of Lady Louisa Conolly, great granddaughter of King Charles II, who created the decorations in the house, and who had cut the walks and rides we loved, dotted with temples, lover’s byres, tea houses, and the Great Wood.


If Mother knew nothing of the colourful stories of the past, the secret castle, the gold and vermillion state coach of Speaker Conolly jangling up the front avenue, the Devil in the dining room, and how parts of the house fell down when it was first built, she could not possibly have known what the future held …


And perhaps this was just as well. Perhaps it was just as well not to know of the years ahead, when a servant’s hand that would reach out of the window to hide the silver in the basement hedge; the IRA hand that threatened the gun on us all; the handmade donkey cart, and the smoking gas-cars of the elite; the pranksters who painted the statues red in tender places; the naked grave robber; the lifeless hand of a dead butler at a Hunt Ball; the hands of lovers and trespassers climbing through the windows of the house.


How could she have known that one day, her mother (a Dowager Countess) would get down on her hands and knees to scrub the floor of the famously decorated Long Gallery? Or that a society tailor would come to watch his clothes dancing at the Ball? That loving relatives would open a coffin, only to find it full of bottles? How a barge-horse from the local canal would make her eldest son famous?


And what about our father, Bill Carew? It was a good thing he never knew that his teeth would become a cause of wonder and speculation for us, his mischievous children.
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En Dieu est Tout was granted to Speaker Conolly in the reign of Queen Anne. A later motto, Fiat dei Volumtas, was taken by our great-great-grandfather Col. Conolly, when he changed his family name from Packenham (Longford) to Conolly, when he inherited Castletown.
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THE EARLIER YEARS – 1860-1934
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Our great-grandfather was Tom Conolly of Castletown (1823-1876), a confidante of emperors and kings, whose brother, John Augustus, won a Victoria Cross in the Crimea War. Tom spent most of his adult life trying to equal his brother’s daring feats, latterly as an adventurer, buccaneer, spy and gunrunner in the American Civil War. He spent the family money, and on one occasion famously shod his carriage horses in silver to win a wager at the Great Exhibition in Paris in 1861. Yet when he died in 1876, aged just fifty-three, he left his widow alone, with three small sons and a daughter, to cope with his debts.


By 1900 his eldest son, Lt Tom Conolly (junior), was the thirty-year-old owner of Castletown. Tom had served in the Scots Greys in the Sudan, and was now fighting in the Boer War along with his third brother, Edward Michael (Ted) Conolly, who was serving in the Royal Artillery. They both fought in three inconclusive battles at Driefontein, Johannesburg, and Diamond Hill. Young Tom was already an adventurer of note. He had sealed a personal pact with his old school friend and army colleague, Jack Seely, vowing that neither of them would surrender to the enemy unless they had been wounded. They were reacting to reports of British soldiers being overwhelmed by the Boers and surrendering all too easily.


On 10 July, the small garrison post at Nitral’s Nek, held by Baden-Powell’s force, was relieved by the Royal Scots Greys, together with five companies of the Lincolnshire Regiment, and two guns of the Royal Horse Artillery. At dawn on the 11th, an overwhelming number of Boers attacked the position. The garrison held out all day, waiting for the help that never arrived. By evening, ammunition had run short, and they were forced to surrender the entire squadron of the Scots Greys, plus ninety officers and men of the Lincolnshire Regiment.
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Col. John Augustus Conolly, who was awarded one of the first Victoria Crosses in the Crimean War. He was our Uncle Ted’s uncle and was born at Castletown.


As they dropped their weapons, Tom Conolly remembered his vow with Seely, and decided to try to shoot his way out. He shot the Boer closest to him, but was then himself shot dead on the spot.


His act of bravado was needless, as the entire squadron was disarmed and released a few hours later. The Boers did not, as it turned out, wish to feed their prisoners. Ted Conolly had lost his charismatic, swashbuckling elder brother; and Castletown lost a favourite son.


Jack Seely later became the grandfather of racing journalist and commentator, Brough Scott, who wrote Galloper Jack about his friendship with young Tom Conolly, and about his grandfather’s warhorse.
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In 1903, the owners of large Irish houses lost their ‘outside’ means of support, when the income to maintain them was removed through the passing of the Wyndham Act, and the Land Reform Bill, which allowed long-term Irish tenants to buy their holdings from distant landlords at peppercorn prices. Owners of estates could only keep the lands that immediately surrounded their main house, which they farmed themselves. The Act changed the fortunes of tens of thousands of less fortunate Irish families, and set them free to prosper with land of their own, but for many of the landed gentry it meant disaster.


The Government issued compensation in the shape of Land Bonds, which were to be cashed in at some later date. For Ted, all the great estates that his four times Great Uncle, Speaker Conolly, had acquired all over Ireland were gone in a stroke.


With very little money to pay for servants to care for the fabric of such a large house, Ted had little choice but to rent out the house as often as possible to wealthy tenants who invested money to keep it in good order and to pay for servants to maintain it.


Tenants were not continuous, but for the twenty-eight-year period, from approximately 1891 to 1919, Castletown was rented to Thomas F. Kelly, an Irish-American businessman with strong Republican sympathies. He claimed to be a millionaire and agreed to financially support the Irish poet, Padraic Colum, for three years.


Other impoverished writers quickly sought Tom Kelly’s backing; amongst them was a young James Joyce. Joyce was living on virtually no money in Phibsboro, Dublin, and was having problems getting his writings published. On 10 December 1903, he walked the 14 miles to Castletown to confront Tom Kelly and try to persuade him to finance a weekly literary pamphlet called The Goblin, which he was keen to get off the ground. But a servant took one look at the rough state of his clothes and refused him entry. James Joyce had no choice but to walk all the way back to Dublin! He penned an angry letter the following day protesting at his reception, and got a telegram apologising by return, as well as a letter in the next post.1 However, Tom Kelly did not, in the end, finance The Goblin, which was never published.


The second person to rent Castletown was Sir Peter ‘The Packer’ Parker, Chief Justice. He was so called because he is reputed to have packed in the juries at some speed.


The last was Capt. Arnold S. Wills, a soldier serving with the British Mounted Regiment, the 18th Hussars, stationed at Curragh. He was born in 1877, the son of Sir Edward P. Wills, of the Wills Tobacco Company, and between 1910 and 1911 was Master of the Kildare Hunt. He was unpopular for his tendency to dig out foxes that had gone to ground. One property owner was reputed to have pleaded for the life of a gallant fox, after a long run, but to no avail. Poor Mr Reynard was dug out, and a deputation was raised to remove Capt. Wills. He finally retired as Master of the Kildares after confronting a rather graphic banner outside Lawler’s Ballroom in Naas, for the Hunt Ball; it read:





Birds have their nests – Bees have their hives


The Kildare Hunt doesn’t want Capt. Wills.





However, Capt. Wills was good for Castletown, and made many improvements, including providing new curtains and a carpet on the main staircase. He also purchased several items of furniture, including the elegant Georgian dining room chairs2 and, as a member of the Kildare Polo Club, he also brought the Castletown Polo Field back into play.
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In 1904, Ted’s older sister, Catherine Conolly, married Gerald Shapland Carew, a Tea Taster and Broker3 in London. They had no idea that one day they would become the 5th Lord and Lady Carew, because a cousin held the title, who had younger siblings. The 3rd, 4th, and 5th Baron Carew were all of similar age (from the same generation, two brothers and a cousin), and died in 1923, 1926, and 1927 respectively. This meant that the cousin, our grandfather, held the title for precisely ten months before he died, at which point it passed on to our father, aged twenty-two.4


On 23 April 1905, at 28 Belgrave Square in London, Catherine (Conolly) Carew gave birth to our father, William Francis (Bill) Carew. He and his younger brothers, Gavin and Peter, lived there until they moved into 120 Tedworth Square, Chelsea, living next door to the Dowager Marchioness of Sligo, their father’s aunt.5


Ted Conolly watched his sister’s three Carew boys grow up in London, where they all attended Sunningdale Prep School; our father then went on to Wellington College, Berkshire, Gavin to Shrewsbury School, and Peter to the Royal Naval School at Pangbourne. The boys of the next generation were deliberately sent to separate boarding schools at the age of eight, because of the exploits of their father and his brothers, who apparently wreaked havoc together at their Prep School.


At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, Ted Conolly returned to serve in the Royal Artillery. His nephew, aged ten, visited Castletown on the occasional school holiday (when the house was not let), accompanied by his mother Catherine and his grandmother Sara Eliza (Shaw) Conolly (a Celbridge girl, and widow of his gunrunner grandfather Tom Conolly), and his uncle Henry Shaw and other friends.


His great aunt Lady Sligo’s family name was Brown, and it was in her house that the Carew boys’ mother, Catherine, is believed to have introduced her only surviving brother, Ted Conolly, to Eileen Agatha Brown in 1918. Eileen was born in 1889, the daughter of the 6th Marquis of Sligo, and was just twenty-six when she met Uncle Ted, who was aged forty-one.


As cousins, they were allowed the freedom to travel together without much comment, but when the romance became obvious, Lady Sligo is thought to have thoroughly disapproved; Ted Conolly had no money to look after Castletown, let alone a wife. There was no happy ending to Ted’s story. Eileen was the love of his life and he regretted losing her, letting everyone know that ‘he could not afford to get married’. Had he led an ordinary life, without the responsibility of Castletown on his shoulders, perhaps old Lady Sligo would have given her consent in the end … who knows? Believing that the freedom to keep your property was part of what they had all been fighting for, he returned to Castletown alone. When the house was rented, he lived in the Garden House, which had been built sixty years previously by his father Tom Conolly for his land agent.


Later, Ted returned to the main house and lived in just one bedroom, bathroom, study, and the dining room. He had a wonderful housekeeper, Roseanne O’Connor from Athlone, who brought him early morning tea, cooked his meals, and cleaned his clothes. He used to sit in solitary splendour at one end of the dining room table, and no doubt, wondered if he would ever see the days of joyous parties again. In the winter he huddled around a one-bar electric fire in his study.6


With property prices very low, he had already been forced to sell Leixlip Castle,7 which had been owned by the family since Castletown’s builder – Speaker Conolly’s heir and nephew, William Conolly – lived there in the first half of the 1700s. It had been let ever since, frequently to a Lord Lieutenant, or to other various British administrators. Ted Conolly had also managed to sell some outlying acres on the estate, in order to keep Castletown going. The one luxury he allowed himself was the breeding of thoroughbred foals each year, as they brought in money at the sales. Later, he was able to race his homebred horses, and won the 1941 Irish 1,000 Guineas with a filly called Milady Rose.


One of his favourite pastimes, which he continued throughout his life, was to walk for miles across the fields carrying a long-handled thistle-cutter, chopping below soil-level and uprooting the weeds as he went. He also walked or bicycled a mile along the garden path twice a day to feed and let out his brood mares and foals in a far field.


Two years later, he received an invitation to the marriage of his old love, Eileen Agatha Brown, to the 7th Earl of Stanhope. Manners dictated that he should attend.
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So Ted Conolly, disappointed in love, lived his singularly under-funded life at Castletown.


As his sister Catherine’s children got older, she would bring her boys to stay for the school holidays. The youngsters revelled in the magical freedom of the place, but were blissfully unaware of the show he put on for their comfort and enjoyment (hiring servants for the occasion). He had always made it clear that our father, the eldest, would inherit the house. This may have sounded exciting to a young boy, but without sufficient income to maintain the estate, there would be hard times ahead for another generation.


For the duration of the First World War, Ted had relied heavily on his Land Agent, Dease, from the nearby Stacumany, who was the father of Ted’s great friend and army comrade, Ernest Dease. During this time, he let out all the fields around Castletown to his close Masonic friend, Mr Ganley. This was at a time when every piece of unused land was required to be ploughed up for the war effort. He grew corn, and managed to farm the rest of the land as quality grazing land for his sizable cattle dealership.


When Ted returned from the war, he had invaluable help and advice from Dease. He took back most of the farm and re-employed Ganley’s estate workers, gradually changing the land to more tillage. While Ganley still farmed a few of the Castletown fields, he helped the finances by buying and selling cattle for Ted.


However, Ganley was not able to use the farmyard or the stable yard, for they were kept for the people who rented Castletown. Corn was threshed elsewhere and stored with great mountains of hay along Dongan’s Walk.8
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Uncle Ted led a busy life. Out every morning by 8 a.m. to see the workmen, he was known as a hard but fair taskmaster. His aim in life was to free Castletown from debt and to bring back parts of the estate which had been let. He lived a frugal life, his only pleasures being hunting twice a week, and going flat racing, where he was a steward.


Although he did not entertain at Castletown, he changed into evening dress every night for dinner, and quite often his great friend Ernest Dease would bicycle from Stacumany in evening dress to dine with the major. Sadly for Ted, Ernest succumbed to the exotic charms of a French lady, somewhat late in life; and Ted indignantly told the tale of how this ‘femme fatale’ had laid her plans to cart Ernest back to France. Although Ernest maintained he didn’t really want to leave, the determined French lady was not to be denied, and Ted was left without the company of his greatest friend and ally.


As a little money slowly filtered through the system from land compensation, Ted gradually found life easier, and at last he could complete the most urgent repairs to the house. He had more time to go flat racing, where he was a Member of The Turf Club, and Steward at the Curragh. In latter years, he regularly visited Newmarket where he stayed in the Jockey Club Rooms


A constant problem every autumn was the old lime trees along the Front Drive,9 which were originally planted there by Speaker Conolly. The farm workers remember being kept busy, for Ted would never let the Front Avenue tree branches be cut or trimmed in any way, so the men had to sweep away the fallen leaves, for all three-quarters of a mile!


Later on, when he could afford a new, more powerful car, he enjoyed driving it up and down the Front Avenue to blow away the leaves. This was very popular with the men, and they stood and cheered. It proved that cars had their uses after all – ‘Marvellous invention’, they said.


The estate was mainly turned to the plough, with the exception of the front and back fields. One man ploughing with two horses could turn an acre a day (someone calculated that to be 19 miles walking), surrounded by shrieking gulls. There were usually two ploughmen working the one field. (Later, in the 1940s, a 2-furrow Ferguson tractor would do one acre in two hours.) Crops of turnips, kale, and mangolds were grown, and corn for the cattle, plough horses, and milking cows during the winter, as well as hay.


During the wintertime, the fattening bullocks were tied up loosely in stalls in the lower farmyard, as were the cows. There were also eight cart horses tied up in their individual stalls. In the winter the horses carried a thick coat and, because their heavy ploughing work caused sweat and dirt, they were half-clipped (their lower halves were clipped and the tops left unclipped, for warmth).


Everything on the estate seemed to take two men to operate. For instance, both the clippers and the mangles were two hand-operated machines; the latter being circular choppers which were used for turnips, mangolds, and chipped straw (chaff), and provided the daily diet for the cattle and the cart horses in the farmyard. To this was added oats, which required both large crushers from the stable and the farmyards.


The daily diet for the horses in the stable yard was usually a combination of crushed oats, damp bran with Corenda, and cooked barley, which looked like cornflakes and was used for conditioning. They were given fewer oats to eat if they were too excitable, and their diet was sometimes supplemented with turnips and carrots from a big clump in the farmyard. There was also a salt lick on the stable walls.
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Since 1916, the Republican Movement in Ireland had grown in determination, and in 1922, the Troubles erupted into armed conflict. Many of the great houses, which had previously escaped Cromwell and/or the economic decline, were targeted by the Republicans, seen as the symbols of British oppression. This included the Carew family house, Castleboro, in Wexford.


The Republicans often travelled in posses at night and were armed with flares; always using petrol to start their grim bonfires.


Occupants of big houses posted lookouts at night, shut their shutters and bolted their doors; but once they were targeted they could do little to protect their homes, except to argue their case. They dared not leave them empty, for this would be a certain invitation for arson.


One night Ted Conolly received news that a large group of Republicans were marching up the front drive of Castletown, armed with their flares. Uncle Ted watched from his study window as they gathered by the farmyard, where an accomplice on the estate had stockpiled petrol cans. Opening his front door, he invited the posse into his small study, just off the front hall, and argued, and argued to try to save the house. He pointed out Lord Edward FitzGerald’s (founding member of the Republican Movement) association with house, and that it had been built by the Irish Government for one of Ireland’s greatest politicians, Speaker Conolly (a story the family has always believed), who had been born a true Irishman. He also made them aware that the Conolly family were still in residence, and that the house had never been English-owned.


The gang did not want to listen to reason, and were intent on creating enough of an inferno to destroy the house. Fortunately, at this moment, Art O'Connor burst into the room, and persuaded them to change their minds. Perhaps Art O’Connor was the only man a Republican posse might listen to. Certainly, the only reason Castletown still exists today is because of its purebred Republican connections.
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Mr Art O’Connor was a 34-year-old local hero who brought the name of Celbridge to countrywide attention as one of the best-known Republicans in Ireland. Born and raised on his father’s farm 2 miles away, at Elm Hall, Celbridge, he had stockpiled smuggled rifles, and armed the first Celbridge Volunteer Group in 1914. By 1916 he was one of the leaders of the National Resistance Campaign against the enforced conscription of Irishmen. He went on the run for two years, while the Irish newspapers gleefully reported his narrow escapes; these were often effected on a bicycle, or by being spirited away from under the very noses of the authorities by family and friends, after delivering rousing speeches against the British Rule. Disguised as a drover, he was finally spotted at a cattle fair in 1918, and arrested by a police sergeant from Celbridge, who knew him well.


In 1918 he joined de Valera and many of the Irish Resistance leaders imprisoned in England. While in prison, Art and some of his colleagues were elected to the Irish ‘Dáil’ Parliament, and he became Shadow Minister for Agriculture; following their release, his party came to power. In 1921 his tirade against concessions being given to the English over the Independence Treaty, helped to raise the country to armed struggle once again, in 1922. ‘Damn your Concessions, We want our Country.’


Shortly after he had saved Castletown, he was recaptured and imprisoned, variously in Mountjoy and Kilmainham jails in Dublin. He became a cause célèbre, going on hunger strike for fifty-three days, and forcing the authorities to release him. After his release, Art helped deValera found the breakaway Fianna Fáil Party.


Retiring from politics in 1932, he practiced law, which led to him being appointed a Circuit Court Judge for Co. Cork in 1947. When he stepped down as a judge, he was described as a warm-hearted human being, who was a friend to everyone, including Ted Conolly, who delivered an address to him and was photographed congratulating him at his retirement party.


Notes


  1  Tom Kelly’s letter and telegram are in the Joyce Collection at Cornell University, in the USA.


  2  Ted Conolly had copies made by Hicks of Dublin.


  3  Tea tasting and the mixing of blended tea was regarded as an important profession; much like wine tasting, they both took years of training. A good taster would have a ‘nose’ for flavour, even though he might have to taste 200-300 teas in the course of a day. Gerald Shapland Carew had first been a tea planter with his cousin, Henry Shaw, in India.


  4  Sadly, neither he, nor his father ever had the chance to live in the Carew family seat at Castleboro, in Co. Wexford (built in 1770 by the 1st Lord Carew), as it was destroyed during the Troubles of 1922/3. Even earlier, in 1840, an accidental fire destroyed all but the west wing of Castleboro; and the Kilkenny (and Oxford) architect, Daniel Robertson, was asked to design a new classical house, (central block and two wings) incorporating the surviving wing; and to create terrace gardens, and a lovely lake. Its triple terraced garden, with three fountains and magnificent water features, were reputed to be second only in Ireland to those at Powerscourt House, Co. Wicklow, which were designed by the same architect.


   A relation of William Adams, Daniel Robertson had redesigned All Souls' College, Oriel College, as well as St Clement's Church, in Oxford, but had left England under a financial cloud. Years later, he worked on the designs for the gardens at Powerscourt, but became so befuddled while imbibing the ‘hard stuff’ that he had to be transported about in a wheelbarrow. According to contemporary reports, unwary visitors were greeted with the incongruous sight of this rather large folded-up person with ginger whiskers, waving his arms about attempting to direct the workmen.


  5  She also lived at Westport House, Co. Mayo.


  6  Castletown can be very cold if no fires are lit. Even with the house full of servants to light the fires, we used to put coats on to run along the passages from room to room.


  7  Leixlip was bought by Lord Decies, who installed a new front door with his family coronet and a large ‘D’ carved on it.


  8  For short history of Dongans, see Dongans, Earls of Limerick in the appendix.


  9  These copied a line of lime trees that Speaker Conolly planted, in the late 1600s, at his previous house at Rodanstown, Kilcock, 8 miles away.
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FINDING A BRIDE
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Our story really begins with a letter of reprimand:





Castletown


Co. Kildare


1934


Dear Bill,


I have received some news of you in Bermuda! I really think the time has come for you to settle down. What you must do is to find yourself a girl of splendid fortune, come and live here, and secure the future of Castletown.





Ted Conolly.





What an ultimatum!


At this time, our father had been in the British Army for twelve years, with the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry (DCLI), having joined straight from school, via Sandhurst. He was a good athlete, and had been the army’s number 2 high hurdler.10


In 1926, his father had become the 5th Baron Carew, but only held the title for ten months before he died; our father became the 6th Lord Carew the following year. In 1931 he was appointed ADC to the Governor of the beautiful Protectorate Island of Bermuda – there were girls and parties galore, and reports of high jinks and the spreading of wild oats, which eventually reached the attentive ears of his uncle Ted Conolly at Castletown. (Somehow he managed to leave his own mark on Bermuda, being remembered as the instigator of the first fire engine for the capital, Hamilton; and for the fire hydrants still in evidence along Front Street.)


How would he begin his search for his heiress? At the time, it was popular to marry an American girl. It was often said that wealthy Americans liked titles and enormous houses. But it was our father’s youngest brother, Peter, who found him the right girl; she turned out to be a fair Scottish lass.
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Peter, a serving naval officer, had stayed at Thirlestane Castle, Lauder, Berwickshire, several times between 1934 and 1935, where a certain willowy, fair, blue-eyed Scottish girl lived. She was a considerable heiress through her mother and her grandfather, J.J. Bell-Irving (once chairman of the old trading company, Jardine Matheson of Hong Kong).


Lady Sylvia Maitland, a daughter of the 15th Earl of Lauderdale, was just twenty-one when she first met Peter Carew. Her brother, Ivor, aged nineteen, was heir to the Lauderdale title. Sylvia had a mind of her own, having been unofficially engaged to the son of a local Scottish family, but had suffered the heartbreak of seeing him killed in front of her as he rode at Kelso Races. It was only much later in life that she spoke of the tragedy; and only shortly before her death in 1991 did she explain the reason for her constant refusal to allow her older daughter Diana to ride in point-to-point races.
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In 1936, when our father, now Lord Carew, returned from his ADC duties in Bermuda, he met the grieving Sylvia Maitland (our mother), and must have offered his own particular brand of compassion and understanding. They had much in common, sharing a love of riding, shooting, fishing, tennis, and all winter sports. Both were stylish accomplished riders to hounds, and their official engagement photograph was taken posed on their hunters at a meet in Lauder. Mother, at such a young age, was a renowned shot and fisherwoman, having some of the most abundant salmon fishing in Scotland at her mother’s family house, Makerstoun, on the Tweed, near Kelso.


Mother had grown up with parents who were equally sporting. Both she and her mother, Ivy, were the picture of elegance, riding side-saddle to hounds together over the most challenging of English hunting country in Leicestershire, as well as with the local pack of foxhounds, like the Lauderdale and the Duke of Buccleuch’s Hounds.


Both Sylvia and Ivy were renowned skiers – and this was in the days when you skied the hard way; manoeuvring long wooden skis uphill, with animal skins covering the skis to get a grip when ascending (and long before ski lifts were introduced). Ivy did the Cresta Run several times when she was newly married (it was later judged to be too dangerous for women), as did her husband, the Earl.


Tennis competitions at a high level (long before the days of professional players) were part of the summer season, and groups of friends would stay in seaside hotels in towns such as Frinton-on-Sea, and join in the annual competitive tennis matches. There was a family double, around 1932, when our mother’s brother Ivor qualified and completed at the Junior Wimbledon competition; her father, Ian, played in the doubles competition at Senior Wimbledon.
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The Earl of Lauderdale and the Earl of Dundee, two of the oldest titles in Scotland, have the honour of carrying the two Scottish flags, the Saltire and the Lion of Scotland, before the Monarch on State occasions. The Lauderdale family name is Maitland, and throughout the Middle Ages, the Maitlands owned much of the Lammermuir Hills between the River Tweed and Edinburgh.


In 1250, the original Thirlestane Castle at Lauder was a strong hill fort (the ruin is still visible 2 miles south-east of the present castle), on a strategic route 25 miles south of Edinburgh, built to guard against any invaders from the south. It was owned by Sir Richard Maitland and his son, who fought for both William Wallace, Regent of Scotland, and for King Robert the Bruce. Legend also recalls that the father successfully repulsed a fifteen-day siege by the forces of King Edward I of England (Edward Longshanks).


The present Thirlestane Castle was built, in 1590, of pink sandstone, by Sir John Maitland, 1st Baron Thirlestane, Lord Chancellor of Scotland to King James VI, who later became King James I of England at the union of the crowns. His older brother, Sir William Maitland of Lethington (1525-1573), had been Secretary of State and a devoted friend of Mary Queen of Scots (James I’s mother).


The Chancellor’s son was created the 1st Earl of Lauderdale, and his grandson became the first and only Duke of Lauderdale. He had been captured at the Battle of Worcester by Cromwell and kept under sentence of death in the Tower of London until he was released in 1659 at the Restoration of King Charles II. He was created a Duke in 1670. He became an advisor and personal friend of Charles II, and the ‘L’ in the CABAL (Clifford, Ashley, Buckingham, Arlington and Lauderdale) cabinet.


The Duke virtually ruled Scotland for the King, and became extremely unpopular. He enlarged and embellished the castle, intending it to rival Hollyrood Palace in Edinburgh.


With the Duke having no son, the Dukedom was lost, and his younger brother inherited their father’s title of the Earl of Lauderdale (which it has been ever since).
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Ian Maitland, the 15th Earl of Lauderdale (1891-1953), our grandfather, was an arch practical joker. He was the son of the 14th Earl, Colin, and his musical wife Gwenny Vaughan Williams (a cousin of the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958)).11


Ian had some success composing music; we remember the excitement when one of his pieces was played on the radio. At school, Ian was a renowned long jumper, holding the Eton record of 21ft. He was an all-round athlete, but later on in life suffered from a chronically weak heart.


He joined the 3rd Battalion, Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders, and was married in 1912 to twenty-year-old Ethel Mary Bell Irving, known to her friends as Ivy.


He served as a Major in the First World War (1914-1918), and later was appointed ADC to the Viceroy of Ireland in 1915-16 (and 1918). During that time, he lived with his wife and two-year-old daughter, Sylvia Maitland, at Viceregal Lodge, in Phoenix Park, Dublin, where his son and heir was born (1915), and where the new baby was christened Ivor after the Viceroy, Ivor Viscount Wimbourne.


Many stories have passed down from their time in Dublin, mainly relating to Ian’s constant practical jokes. Perhaps it was the golden era of daring jokes, the more outlandish the better – one enterprising fellow of the time inspected the fleet as the Sultan of Zanzibar; the same prankster drilled a hole in the middle of Piccadilly, in London. He put a screen around it, and left. It stayed there for days, causing untold nuisance, before anyone thought to ask questions.


Our grandfather was very proud of a realistic-looking faux dog mess he often kept in his pocket, in case he might have the opportunity of embarrassing a pompous host. Once, whilst he was staying near Ascot for the annual Races, an unfortunate butler, carrying a giant silver salver of drinks, spied the ‘dog mess’, and satisfyingly dropping the lot. Ian discreetly bent down, picked up the offending object, and replaced it into his pocket.


In later years, he would take great delight in organising the whole army of eleven children on our summer holidays. He equipped us with saltshakers and sat us down outside different rabbit burrows near the castle – the fields were infested with rabbits. ‘If you put salt on the white bob tail, you can catch it.’ There was a bribe of sweets involved and we would sit for hours, quite certain that a bunny would hop by! His constant sense of fun infected us children, and has left all of us with a mischievous turn of mind.


They say the Irish can laugh at themselves. What would the world be like without Irish jokes? There were some well-known hosts whose delight was to tease their guests, and if you accepted their invitation, you knew you were in for a good evening. The late Earl of Meath used mechanical means. A favourite trick was with a wind-up, long-legged spider, which he set off down the centre of his long dining room table, sending glasses and mustard pots flying, and all the ladies into shrieking disarray.
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We had the impression that our Grandmother Ivy, Ethel Mary, Countess of Lauderdale, was most definitely unamused by his antics. In later life she could be quite severe, though she was widely respected.


As a young wife, Ivy was very keen on hunting. She had no official job at Viceregal Lodge, so she spent her time organising the hunting and the horses for the household. They had the pick of the British Army horses at their disposal, as did every other officer and his spouse.12


For local meets, the horses would be led by grooms – often riding one and leading two (most of the riders out hunting would have a second horse). At meets further away, the horses would go by train from the station near McKee Barracks, beside the Liffey. In Meath, there was a well-known meet at Kilmessan, at a small railway village in the middle of superb hunting country. On non-hunting days, many rode or drove out into Phoenix Park, or to a small indoor riding school at Collins Barracks, or the larger one at McKee Barracks.


Ivy was a remarkably strong-minded person. She had a business brain from a very young age, because of her father, J.J. Bell Irving. Having no son, he brought Ivy and her sister Marda up in the world of stocks and shares. Even the most unlikely circumstances were often turned to her own advantage. On one occasion she bought a most unusual coloured kitten for about 6 pence. She kept a careful note of the costs of feeding it, and sent it to be shown in the regular cat shows around the country. It would be put on the early morning train in its basket, and returned late at night with its prize ribbons. She achieved her aim after a while, and sold the rare coloured cat to someone in the USA for £100, making a profit of £80.
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Bill Carew eventually proposed to Lady Sylvia Maitland, she accepted, and they were married on 3 June 1937, at St Margaret’s Westminster, with her twin cousins John and James Ormerod as pageboys, and a guest list straight out of Who’s Who. He was thirty-two and she was twenty-four.


We, their four children, have inherited the sporting genes that were later channelled into serious competitive events, and seemed to have passed on those genes to the next generation. We all eventually represented Ireland, in eventing or show jumping.
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Our parents' arrival at Castletown with baby Patrick. Their precious wedding gifts and furniture were transported to Castletown on the back of the garden produce lorry. (Courtesy of The Tatler, 1938)


In 1938, exactly nine months and six days after their wedding, the new Lord and Lady Carew produced a son, Patrick Thomas, in London. Within three weeks of the birth of his son and heir, Father complied with the original Conolly family edict, drawn up in the late 1700s, that all who lived at Castletown should retain the name Conolly. Though his title was still Lord Carew, by deed poll both he and his children would now be named Conolly-Carew. (This was the second time the Conolly name had been adopted by the family of a female inheritor – through his mother Catherine in this case – the first being the Packenhams in the 1800s.)


By the autumn of the same year, our parents moved into Castletown with baby Patrick.


Notes


10  The Number 1 high hurdler was (later) Lord Burghley, from Burghley House, who went on to win an Olympic Gold Medal.


11  Ralph Vaughan Williams was a composer of sublime classical music, as well as hymns like ‘For all the Saints’.


12  That privilege has continued to this day. Patrick and his wife, Celia, hunted army horses when he served in the Household Cavalry in London in the late 1950s and ’60s.
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In 1938, when Mother arrived at Castletown as a young wife, with her six-month-old son Patrick, she could have no inkling of what lay ahead of her. Perhaps she got an insight when it transpired that all her precious goods and chattels were rattling along on the back of the farm lorry.


As they drove up the broad Front Avenue between the heavy boughs of the untrimmed, heavily scented lime trees and swept into view of the house, over thirty servants and estate workers were lining both sides to greet them. Uncle Ted Conolly welcomed them at the top of the steps, and the housekeeper ceremoniously handed over the enormous bunch of keys (though, later, she was asked to take them back until the new mistress of the house found her feet).


If Mother required some of her prized possessions that night, she would have had to wait, for their mountain of luggage was being unloaded into the stables as the farm lorry was needed to load up with turnips and potatoes for the early morning market (the Haymarket) in Dublin the following day.


One of the first major changes came at the start of the Second World War in 1939, when the entire kitchen wing was given over to a girls' orphanage school, including the old kitchen. A new kitchen, pantry, servants’ hall, and wash room were fitted out in the cellars of the main house, directly underneath the dining room area, which enabled a small pulley lift to ferry the food to the table while it was still hot.


The wonderful old kitchen (now used as the tea room) had an old range, impossible to keep in repair, with an outdated Elsen chemical toilet beside it. Previous generations had coped with relays of liveried running footmen, carrying hot dishes and food out of the old kitchen fifty yards along the narrow curved corridor, before they turned left, up the stone back stairs, into the pantry, and through to the dining room.13


Mother got used to the Conolly way of not using the front door, except for important guests, or on very fine days; the house was cold enough without the unwelcome draught. The main back door, leading from the drawing rooms, was opened very rarely. The most used door was the ‘shute’, an enclosed Victorian stairway, built from the ground floor down to the stable yard. (It has now gone, deemed out of keeping with the house.)
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In later life, Father somewhat resembled Capt. Mainwaring in the television comedy series Dad’s Army – down to the glasses, the moustache and an occasional strut, but with a heart as big as a lion. He was short, portly, a stickler for detail, and had very small feet. Mother was taller, and would consciously ‘bend down a bit’ when a photographer was capturing them on film together. Our mother was very good-looking, and retained the same willowy figure, intense blue eyes, and short, fair curly hair for most of her life; but very occasionally she unconsciously did slightly ridiculous things.


A Christmas shopping list was written on a roll of Bronco paper, for the very good reason that it was the only paper to hand. The list was undoubtedly written ‘on the hoof’ while visiting the various cottages to find out the families’ urgent needs for Christmas. The shop assistant not only had to keep a straight face as she unrolled the list (all the tenant’s and worker’s children on the estate had a present each – some families had as many as eight children), but the words were difficult to decipher on the toilet paper. The unfortunate assistant had to fetch the supervisor; you were not allowed to giggle at a valued customer.


She once inserted an advertisement for a cook, in later days when everyone doubled up in their jobs; it was picked up by the tabloids as a weekly funny: ‘Lady Carew requires a Cook, plain cooking, can bring own horse.’ She was indignant that anyone would think the horse might be on the menu!
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In 1939, a year after our parents moved into Castletown to live with Uncle Ted Conolly, the Second World War broke out, and Father left to rejoin his regiment, along with many Irishmen who joined up, even though Ireland was a neutral country.


Fears and rumours spread that Hitler would tread all over Ireland, using it as a stepping stone to invade England. Some elderly owners of grand houses hastened to bury their silver in their ‘ha-ha’s (stone-faced ditches). As the war dragged on the owners died off, the servants dwindled, and some of the hiding places have never been found.


Many sons, having survived the war, returned home to find the cupboard bare, and the wine and whiskey cellar empty as well. If the butler wasn’t to blame (they were renowned for being excellent ‘tasters’), it was almost certainly the fault of the grandmother who had steadied her nerves with a few hot toddies at night – every night for four years. There was nobody to point out that the crates of vintage whiskey had been deliberately laid down for the future. Certainly, at Castletown, there was a Pipe of Port kept in the cellar opposite the kitchen, which followed the tradition of families giving this gift to an eldest son upon his twenty-first birthday for him and the next generation to drink after he inherited the house.
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Mother’s greatest friend was Lady Athlumney.14 She was a merry widow who had married a much older husband with a fast reputation. Born in Australia, she was scooped up as a young girl by her Irish Lord, hoping her money would prop up his estate at Somerville Co. Meath.


However, the story that fascinated us concerned the last will and testimony of Lord Athlumney. When he died, he left her the house, which was then to be passed down to her older sister’s son. But there was a problem; the older sister did not have a son, although everyone knew she had had a fling with the old Lord (her brother-in-law) at an earlier date. (Was she getting him to pay alimony for an illegitimate son who did not exist?) Considerably later, a son was born to Lady Athlumney’s sister. He was Quentin Agnew, and he eventually married our Scottish cousin, April Drummond.
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