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THE HOUSE OF MONTAGU


Sir Edward Montagu, 1488–1557


m. Cicely Lane, Agnes Kirkham, Eleanor Roper (17 children)


Chief Justice of the King’s Bench, one of 16 executors to Henry VIII’s will


|


Sir Edward (son of Edward), 1530–1602


m. Elizabeth Harington (12 children)


Treasurer to Mary Queen of Scots, Sheriff of Northamptonshire


|


The Earls of Manchester (created 1626)


Henry, 1st Earl, 1563–1642


m. Catherine Spencer, Anne Holliday, Margaret Crouch (3 children)


Lord High Treasurer/Lord Privy Seal, confidant of Charles I, Star Chamber judge who sentenced


Sir Walter Raleigh to death, bought Kimbolton Castle in 1615


|


Edward (son of Henry), 2nd Earl, 1602–1671


m. Susannah Hill, Anne Rich, Essex Bevil, Eleanor Countess of Warwick, Margaret Countess of Carlisle (4 children) Major-General in First English Civil War, Oliver Cromwell his second in command, Knight of the Order of the


Garter, opposed trial of Charles I, confidant of Charles II


|


Robert, 3rd Earl, 1634–1683


m. Anne Yelveton (9 children)


MP for Huntingdonshire, Gentleman of the Bedchamber to the King Charles II,


High Steward of Cambridge University


|


The Dukes of Manchester (created 1719)


Charles Montagu (son of Robert), 1st Duke and 4th Earl, 1662–1772


m. Dodington Greville (4 children)


Envoy to Venice and Ambassador to France, confidant of William III and George I


|


William Montagu (son of Charles), 2nd Duke, 1700–1739


m. Isabella Montagu (no issue)


Knight Companion of the Order of the Bath, Governor of the Foundling Hospital for abandoned children


|


Robert Montagu (brother of William), 3rd Duke, 1710–1762


m. Harriet Dunch (4 children)


Lord Chamberlain to Queen Charlotte, Lord of the Bedchamber to George III


|


George Montagu (son of Robert), 4th Duke, 1737–1788


m. Elizabeth Dashwood (6 children)


Lord Chamberlain of the Household to George III, Ambassador to France, signed the Peace of Paris to end the American Revolutionary War


|


William Montagu (son of George), 5th Duke, 1771–1843


m. Susan Gordon (8 children)


Governor of Jamaica, oversaw abolition of slavery, Postmaster General of UK


|


George Montagu (son of William), 6th Duke, 1799–1855


m. Millicent Sparrow, Harriet Dobbs (6 children)


MP for Huntingdonshire, Deputy Lieutenant of County Armagh, Ireland


|


William (son of George), 7th Duke, 1823–1890


m. Louise von Alten (6 children)


MP for Bewdley and Huntingdonshire


George (son of William), 8th Duke, 1853–1892


m. Consuelo Yznaga (3 children)


MP for Huntingdonshire, declared bankrupt in 1890


|


William (son of George), 9th Duke, 1877–1947


m. Helena Zimmerman, Kathleen Dawes (4 children)


Captain of the Yeomen of the Guard, bankrupted on numerous occasions


|


Alexander (son of William), 10th Duke, 1902–1977


m. Nell Stead, Elizabeth Fullerton (2 children)


|


Sidney (son of Alexander), 11th Duke, 1929–1985


m. Adrienne Christie, Andrea Joss (no issue)


Angus (son of Alexander), 12th Duke (last to serve in the House of Lords), 1938–2002


m. Mary McClure, Diane Plimsaul, Anne-Louise Taylor, Biba Jennians (3 children)


|


Alexander (son of Angus), 13th Duke, 1962–present


m. Marion Stoner, Wendy Buford, Laura Smith (2 children)









Prologue


18 JULY 1949


The vast lawns had been mown and carefully crosshatched into diamond shapes, and weeds—hairy bittercress, sticky willy and ivy-leafed toadflax—had been pulled from the white stone driveway and plucked from various cracks and crevices around the front staircase. Twin lines of red sequoias stood tall like ceremonial guardsmen along the route from the road to the forecourt of the great building with its Palladian pillars.


Kimbolton Castle in Cambridgeshire, the grand home of the earls and dukes of Manchester for more than three centuries, gleamed under bright summer sunshine. The future of the Montagu family, troubled but defiant, depended on their bastion being seen at its finest.


By mid-morning the front courtyard had become a parking lot, with family saloons, two-door shooting brakes, sleek touring cars and throaty roadsters massing in front of the entrance as people began arriving for a rare offering. The castle, once home to the tragic Catherine of Aragon, former Queen of England, was being opened to the public for the first time.


Inside, the remnants of the war years spent as a hospital depot had finally been cleared away, the damaged panelling patched, rugs vacuumed and furniture brushed. Heavy drapes had been drawn back to once again reveal the full splendour of the ground-floor drawing rooms.


The painted gaze of the previous dukes and earls and their children looked down from giant canvases as the townsfolk of Kimbolton wandered through the great rooms to see for themselves how their feudal masters lived, confirming the stories of opulence.


They were joined by dozens of Londoners—the curious and the opportunists—who, drawn by newspaper advertisements, had travelled by train from the city and ferried in on special bus services laid on from the station at the nearby town of Bedford.


They expected grandeur and were not disappointed. The works of art represented almost every great British artist or European master who had spent time in London in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, including the Venetian painter Giovanni Antonio Pellegrini, whose murals Minerva and Triumph of a Roman Emperor decorated the entrance stairwell. They were considered among the finest wall paintings in Britain, the colours as bright as when they had been daubed over a five-year period between 1708 and 1713, commissioned by Charles Montagu, the 1st Duke of Manchester and ambassador to France.


The crowds gawked at the giant works of famous kings and queens, politicians and courtiers, including a portrait of Elizabeth, 4th Duchess of Manchester and her son, George, who would become the 5th Duke. The pair were captured as Diana and Cupid by the great English portraitist Joshua Reynolds and dominated one wall of the great Green Drawing Room. On the opposite wall hung portraits of Oliver Cromwell, said to be the work of Victorian painter Charles Lucy, Charles I by John Russell and Catherine of Aragon by Hans Holbein.


A portrait of Queen Anne, by Sir Godfrey Kneller, hung in the White Hall, alongside William III by the 17th century Dutch master Willem Wissing, while the Red Room next door held a painting of Henry VI, by Holbein, and Queen Charlotte by the German neoclassicist Johan Zoffany.


Most prominent above the fireplace in the great dining hall was a giant canvas, Prometheus Bound, painted in 1612 by the Flemish Baroque artist Peter Paul Rubens. It depicted the story of the Greek god paying the price for stealing fire from Mount Olympus for humankind, his liver being ripped from his body by an eagle sent by Zeus.


And on it went, through the Ivy and Archway rooms, the saloon and vestibule, Popham’s Gallery, Queen Catherine’s and King William’s rooms and beyond to various bedrooms and even the night nursery. It seemed that each successive duke had commissioned grand and heroic portraits of his family, friends and, importantly, political sponsors. The dukes also collected art as they travelled through Europe, the names on the walls an astounding collection of masters—artists like Van Dyck, Mytens, Veronese, Claude, Bassano, Titian, Correggio, Tintoretto and Canaletto.


The furniture matched the artworks in scope and craftsmanship—Chippendale chairs by the dozen, Georgian serpentine chests and lattice bookcases, a Queen Anne bureau, a William and Mary gilt suite, the canopy of King William III’s state bed, and the studded leather dowry chest of Catherine of Aragon, which took pride of place beneath the main staircase.


Among the crowd was the 10th and current duke, Alexander ‘Mandy’ Montagu, who had inherited the title two years before when his father, another William, had passed away. His Grace stood to one side in the White Hall, preferring to be in the background as strangers inspected and chatted about his family’s history. Normally a convivial man with a reputation as being fair and competent in his duties to the town, he was hesitant to engage because of the circumstances of the event.


His long line of predecessors had been an important part of British history—earls first, then promoted in aristocratic importance to dukes. They had been advisors and confidants to kings and queens, including Henry VIII and Charles I and II, and to military leaders; they had filled important civic and diplomatic positions; and they had frequently been significant players in historic political tussles.


But times had changed. Alexander, aged forty-seven, was a naval oﬃcer and war hero but other recent dukes, his father and grandfather in particular, would be remembered not for contributions but weaknesses, their legacies more about moral decay and financial mismanagement. For Alexander, this day was not about pride, but shame.


More noticeable in the castle this day was the Duke’s wife, a small, neat and eﬃcient figure with engaging eyes and a sharp wit, dressed smartly in tweed and heels. Unlike her husband, Nell Manchester greeted many of the visitors with a smile, encouraging them to wander the rooms, and explaining the paintings and the artists.


Her ties to the family were marital rather than blood so the event was perhaps easier to accept—a temporary intrusion that would hopefully provide a permanent solution to their money worries.


Unlike her husband, Nell was not born in England, let alone into the aristocracy. Her ‘common’ background was more akin to that of the visitors, as she recalled her own awe and wonder when she had first explored the rooms and their treasures in the days after she had married Alexander, then Viscount Mandeville, more than twenty years before.


Rows of chairs for two hundred people had been set up in the dining room. The seats were filled by eleven o’clock when a tall, well-dressed man rang a bell and called the room to order.


The fire sale at Kimbolton Castle was about to begin.









1


THE SON AND THE HEIR


Castle church bells pealed in celebration in England and Ireland when Alexander George Francis Drogo Montagu was born on 2 October 1902.


Dukes hold the most senior title in Britain’s creaking feudal system of nobility, ahead of marquesses, earls, viscounts and barons in that order. The birth of a son and heir to a duke was an occasion to be hailed.


There were only thirty dukedoms in the United Kingdom, six of them held by members of the royal family. Of the rest, the Duke of Manchester, created in 1719 for Charles Montagu, Ambassador to Venice and France under the reign of George I, was considered the eighteenth most senior title by the two bibles of aristocracy, Burke’s Peerage and Debrett’s. Mandy—nicknamed because of the traditional courtesy title, ‘Viscount Mandeville’, that he would carry as a youth—was destined to become the 10th Duke of Manchester and take a seat in the House of Lords, where his ancestors had played prominent roles in the nation’s governance for at least five centuries.


The sense of occasion was confirmed a few days after his birth when The Guardian carried an announcement. ‘The Queen has consented to be the godmother to the Duke of Manchester’s child,’ it read, adding: ‘Her consent was conveyed in the following telegram to the Duke: I am delighted to be godmother to your little son. Alexandra R.’


The baptism was a lavish ceremony at the Chapel Royal in St James’s Palace in front of a ‘fashionable congregation’. Queen Alexandra, wife of Edward VII, held the boy during the ceremony, during which his head was anointed with holy water from the River Jordan while choristers in blue and gold heralded his arrival.


The family’s seat was Kimbolton in Cambridgeshire, an imposing medieval castle that was, in 1920, three hours north of London by car. It had been the last home of Catherine of Aragon, the banished first wife of Henry VIII. The earls and dukes of Manchester had owned the estate for three hundred years, and the family also owned Tandragee Castle in Ireland, 50 kilometres south of Belfast, which had come to the family estates via a marriage dowry in the nineteenth century. A third castle would soon be added when Mandy’s maternal grandfather, an American railroad baron named Eugene Zimmerman, bought Kylemore Castle in Connemara, County Galway, Ireland, in celebration of Mandy’s arrival.


It seemed that money and privilege flowed in abundance for the Montagu family. Its noble house could be traced back to Norman warrior Drogo de Montagud, a descendant of the Viking king Rollo; he had accompanied William the Conqueror across the English Channel to fight the Battle of Hastings in 1066 and was rewarded with lands in Somerset.


But modern aristocratic life was much more complicated. Behind the pomp and adulation, the Montagu family had struggled in recent generations to keep alive their great estates, weighed down by heavy taxes and rising costs. It was one thing to own vast acreages of land and cavernous castles, and another to have the money to maintain them.


The impact of inheritance tax on real-estate assets, made more punitive in 1894 to help pay off government debt, was increasingly devastating for wealthier families as great houses, their contents and parcels of land were sold off in bits and pieces to pay the death duties. Auction companies like Sotheby’s and Christie’s handled most of the bonanza of sales of valuable household items—boxes of jewellery, fine furniture and paintings. In 1950 alone there would be three dukes, two Marquesses, nine earls, five viscounts and fourteen barons who would sell off family valuables to pay taxes.


Lady Irene Lawley had to move out of the family home at Escrick Park, one of the largest estates in northern England, because of heavy death duties owed when her father, Lord Wenlock, died in 1912. The earls of Strathmore had their estate taxed twice in six years during the 1940s, meaning they effectively handed over more than three-quarters of the family’s wealth to the government. Death duties hit the earldom of Chichester three times in sixteen years.


For those who survived, it was merely a matter of time; three, perhaps four generations would be enough to hand the wealth to the state, or to force a sale and breakup of the estate itself. In the meantime the costs of managing such properties took their toll, much of it caused by a land tax on the estimated capital value each year, irrespective of an estate’s income—which was often less than the tax.


The Montagu family was lucky in many ways because Mandy’s father, the 9th Duke, had inherited in 1892, just two years before the new tax came into effect, but it was only a matter of time before they, too, would face the reality of a death tax demand.


In the meantime, the family’s financial affairs had come under a different pressure: profligacy.
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Many of the great aristocratic families were rescued by America—specifically by the eligible daughters of American industry barons, who were happy to provide huge dowries in exchange for an aristocratic title and entry into British society. What might have appeared to be in poor taste was actually a rare moment of noble pragmatism, famously initiated when, in 1874, Lord Randolph Churchill married a Brooklyn girl named Jennie Jerome, the first of the so-called ‘dollar princesses’ and the mother of Winston Churchill. Few of these marriages would last, most ending in divorce, or estrangement and adultery by consent, but then love was never a likely ingredient in these transactions.


Mandy’s mother, Helena, was an American from the Midwest city of Cincinnati, and his father’s mother, the dowager duchess Consuelo Yznaga, had been a Cuban-American heiress from New York, a childhood acquaintance of Jennie Jerome. Consuelo had married George Victor Montagu, the 8th Duke of Manchester, in 1876, bringing with her a dowry worth US$6 million that would become the financial backbone of the family.


George and Consuelo would have three children—a son and twin daughters, Alice and Jacqueline, who both died young, from tuberculosis and malaria respectively. The marriage would be a disaster, and George was just thirty-nine years old when he died in 1892, leaving their fifteen-year-old son William to inherit the title as the 9th Duke of Manchester.


‘Little Kim’, as William was known—in deference to his father’s nickname, ‘Kim’—was still a schoolboy, and it would be a decade before he took his seat on the Liberal benches in the House of Lords to re-establish his family’s presence in the parliament. When Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman was elected prime minister in December 1905, William was appointed Captain of the Yeomen of the Guard, a ceremonial post dating back to the fifteenth century. Two years later he was appointed a member of the Privy Council, one of a select group of politicians who gave advice to the sovereign of the day.


He and Helena, whom he married in 1900—much to the annoyance of his own mother—would have four children. Mary, known as Alice, arrived in 1901, the year after their marriage, followed by Mandy in 1902, Edward in 1906, and Ellen, known as Louise, in 1908.


But the marriage would follow the norm and fall apart, and the children grew up mostly in an estranged household. William moved to his London townhouse, where he launched various questionable business schemes, and he sent his sons to boarding schools. Helena, who had been living mostly at Tandragee, took her daughters with her and lived between Paris and New York. The breakup and scattered childhood would have a profound effect on all the children.


Mandy’s upbringing was short on love and attention and long on neglect dressed up as caring parental strategy, as his father would recall in his 1931 memoir My Candid Recollections:




If my eldest son Mandy fell down, instead of sympathising with him for hurting himself I made him take a second tumble, on the principle that if one knocks a funny bone one immediately knocks the opposite funny bone in order to ease the pain of the first. I was anxious to prevent him from suffering from physical fear and to make him manly. It is fatally easy for a parent to sympathise with a small child who tumbles, but the consequence is that the tumble immediately becomes magnified in the child’s mind into something of a great importance, and frequently it will fall again through sheer fear of being hurt. Now, Mandy could take a toss with anyone.





Mandy’s recollection of childhood lessons from his father included learning to shoot from either shoulder and with either hand: ‘When I was quite young, my father would say “Mandy, we shall require snipe and salmon for breakfast.” I knew that if I didn’t deliver them he would beat me. Later on, when I began to be invited to shoot pheasant or grouse, my father made me wait until I had spent a year learning to shoot left-handed.’


Mandy was indeed a resilient young man, and his father would have been pleased with his manly parenting skills as he watched his son performing on a rugby pitch. Mandy shone as a sportsman during his school days at Eton, particularly in rugby, where he was lauded for his ‘pluck’ and regarded as a player of great promise.


‘The boy has brains as well,’ the Duke told a newspaper reporter proudly after watching one match in which Mandy starred while playing rugby for Blackheath. This London club was synonymous with sporting icons, such as the cricketers Andrew Stoddart and C.B. Fry, and boasted it had more capped England players than any other club.


But a sporting career would take a back seat when, soon after his eighteenth birthday, Mandy dropped out of Cambridge University to pursue a career as a naval oﬃcer. He enrolled at the Royal Naval College, Osborne, where Prince George, the fourth son of King George V, was among his cohort.


Mandy was commissioned the following year as a midshipman aboard HMS Lowestoft, a light cruiser. Life aboard ship was a mix of strict routine and, as pages from his training manual revealed, a concoction of demands placed on the behaviour of gentlemen oﬃcers, ranging from saluting properly to dress standards. There was a particular disdain of overdressing ‘in sou’westers and seaboots like men on sardine cans’ when on watch. Dinner-table behaviour was of the utmost importance, particularly arriving on time and dressing properly. Bad language was not tolerated, nor were proposing toasts or making bets, whistling or singing, or ever mentioning a lady’s name. ‘Don’t curse domestics during meals because the food does not meet with your approval,’ he and his fellow oﬃcers were warned.


He settled well and impressed his commanding oﬃcers suﬃciently for them to promote him the following year to sub lieutenant, an appointment the mention of which found its way into the social pages alongside news about Prince George. Although they served on different ships, the pair would remain close friends.


[image: ]


But then a change of plan. In 1923, just a few months before his twenty-first birthday and with another promotion in sight, Mandy sought extended leave, apparently to go searching for gold. Whatever his superiors thought of this rather bizarre move, they agreed to let the young man head off to Canada, where his father was trying to establish a gold mine in the wilds of Ontario. Some saw it as his attempt to re-bond with his errant father.


The Duke had taken the lease of 6000 acres (2420 hectares) of virgin forest a dozen or so kilometres from an established mine that had struck it rich some years before. He had told British newspapers that he was taking his valet, Chilton—‘a remarkable fellow’—and a team of local prospectors and woodsmen first to clear virgin forest and then to begin to dig for ‘great veins of gold’.


Mandy spent several months with his father as the Duke struggled to make headway at the mine. Eventually the older man headed back to Europe while insisting to newspaper reporters who found him at the local airport that the decision was forced upon him by bad weather and that he could not continue working the claim in the winter. He promised to return the next summer but never did, leaving a line of angry creditors behind him.


Mandy did not return to Britain immediately but crossed the border into the United States. He was still there on 2 October when he turned twenty-one and crossed the threshold into adulthood—a tradition that originated as the age at which a young man could become a knight, but now tied to voting rights, marrying without consent and signing legal contracts. Back home in England the church bells, in spite of his absence, rang out across Kimbolton once again to celebrate this momentous birthday. Flags were hoisted and villagers celebrated. The same celebrations occurred at Tandragee Castle, where town councillors sent telegrams in the hope they would reach the young man, who newspapers declared was now one of Britain’s most eligible bachelors.


Social writers concluded that Mandy’s time in America meant he was on the hunt for a rich American heiress—or they observed that he should be. After all, his father and grandfather had both made the same trip and come back with brides.


But even if Mandy had been searching for a wife in America, he came home a few months later empty-handed. Now there were to be formal celebrations at Kimbolton of his coming of age, with his mother in attendance and his father absent. Watching his parents’ marriage founder had entrenched in Mandy the need to take life seriously. Try as he might, he was no playboy. Marriage, for him, would be an affair of the heart and not of the wallet.


When he finally reported back to Admiralty House in early 1924, the young man was sent to HMS Dryad, a ‘stone frigate’ at Portsmouth, which was home to the Royal Navy’s warfare school for torpedo and gunnery courses. These would qualify him for the next rung in the ladder.


The indulgence in allowing Mandy a little freedom was not just because of his title, as his record would demonstrate. Not long after being promoted to lieutenant, an assessment was made by a Captain Edward Cochrane, who described Mandy’s future as an oﬃcer as very promising, noting: ‘Forceful personality, physically fit and very strong. Good gun rifle shot and speaks fluent French. Shows promising leadership with tactful management with ratings’—junior sailors—‘although he tends to be rather abrupt.’


In 1925 Mandy was commissioned to join the HMS Cairo under the command of Captain Cochrane. This was the ship that would determine not only his navy future but the course of his life—and his attempts to save the family fortune.
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A LEGACY OF TITLES


The River Kym has flowed through the middle of Kimbolton for thousands of years. It is more of a stream really, especially in the summer when reduced to a series of pools with stepping stones for townsfolk to cross. But in the winter it can swell with melted snow and floods from heavy rains to become more menacing as it carves its way through the Cambridgeshire countryside before emptying into the Great Ouse and eventually draining into the North Sea.


It was flowing when a small Roman settlement was established on its banks around AD 50, and mentioned a thousand years later when the Domesday Book, the world’s first census, was published, noting that the town, then known as Kenebaltone, had one hundred and twenty-one residents, two men-at-arms, a water mill, a church and a priest. The town was a quiet village surrounded by fertile land measuring twenty ‘ploughlands’—a unit of measurement based on how much a team of oxen could till in a season—which made it a prominent settlement in England.


The river was the cornerstone of life in Kimbolton, even as the town grew and then stagnated, its buildings clustered around the St Andrew’s Church spire, built in the thirteenth century. Inside, the church was filled with the remains of earls and dukes, with the monuments and regimental colours of wealthy donors, long dead, whose gifts—bread and coins mostly—were emblazoned with gilt letters on black boards under the organ gallery.


It was said that King Harold Godwinson, the last Anglo-Saxon king, whose reign ended with his death at the Battle of Hastings in 1066, had owned a hunting lodge nearby and worshipped at the local church. The invading Normans reached Kimbolton a few years after Hastings and built a wooden motteand-bailey castle on raised ground. Its remains are still visible centuries later as a low grass mound surrounded by a ditch.


By the thirteenth century there was a new building on the site, a fortified manor house built by Sir Geoffrey FitzPiers, the Earl of Essex, a confidant to the Lionheart, King Richard, and his successor, younger brother King John. The manor and lands would change hands frequently over the next two centuries as wealthy families fell in and out of favour with the passing parade of monarchs.


The building would also grow and evolve into Kimbolton Castle, becoming not only a visible part of British architectural history but intrinsically connected to the fragile politics of court society, with links to almost every king and queen over the next five hundred years. Most critically, in the early sixteenth century it was given to the diplomat and courtier Sir Richard Wingfield, a Knight of the Garter appointed by King Henry VIII.


The Wingfield family remodelled and expanded the building to create a castle of note. In 1534 it became the home of Catherine of Aragon, Henry’s first wife, who was banished to the castle after refusing to accept Henry’s ruling that they were no longer husband and wife. He had turned to Anne Boleyn, Catherine’s lady-in-waiting, to provide him with a male heir. It marked his break with the Catholic Church and the bloody beginning of the Church of England.


The castle would be Catherine’s prison, where she spent the last years of her life in almost total isolation. Banished and forbidden to see her daughter Mary, she spent more than eighteen months holed up in a few rooms at the southwestern corner of the building with a handful of loyal servants. Her failing health was blamed on the climate but, based on descriptions at the time, it was more likely to have been a form of cancer. By January 1536 she was confined to bed and hardly able to eat. In one last, defiant act, she dictated a letter to Henry from her Kimbolton prison, ‘pardoning’ him for his actions against her and the Catholic Church:




The hour of my death now drawing on . . . I pardon you everything, and I wish to devoutly pray God that He will pardon you also. For the rest, I commend unto you our daughter Mary, beseeching you to be a good father unto her, as I have heretofore desired. Lastly, I make this vow, that mine eyes desire you above all things.





Catherine died a few days later, her body embalmed with spices, wrapped in waxed linen and encased in lead before being left in the castle chapel for three weeks. Afterwards her body was driven 40 kilometres north to be entombed at Peterborough Abbey. In one final act of cruelty, Henry refused to allow their daughter, Mary, to attend the funeral.


There was a last reminder of Catherine’s time at Kimbolton—a studded leather coffer that contained her most personal belongings. Almost four centuries later, the empty coffer was still in the castle, placed in the central hallway beneath the grand staircase.


Catherine’s ghost was said to walk the halls, appearing as legs and lower body projecting from the ceiling, while on the floor above her head and shoulders would be seen gliding along a hallway. It was as if her apparition was haunting the building as it had stood in her time, long before its transformation.
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The Montagu family arrived at Kimbolton in 1615 when the castle was bought by Henry Montagu, a lawyer and politician, and a member of the so-called Star Chamber court that sat in the royal Palace of Westminster. He became Lord Chief Justice of England, confidante to King Charles I, and best known for sending the explorer Sir Walter Raleigh to the executioner for his alleged role in the plot to dethrone the monarch.


Henry’s royal rewards first came with junior peerages as Viscount Mandeville and Baron Montagu of Kimbolton. Then in 1626 he was appointed Earl of Manchester, a newly created title. Manchester was then a modest Lancashire town; two centuries later, driven by the industrial revolution, it would become one of the great manufacturing cities of the world.


Henry Montagu’s son Edward, the 2nd Earl of Manchester, was a politician and commander for the Parliamentary forces during the First English Civil War. His second in command, for a time, was Oliver Cromwell, with whom he later fell out. Despite fighting against the Royalists, Edward felt the same as many MPs and opposed the trial of Charles I, who was eventually beheaded for treason. Edward later became a key figure in the Restoration and subsequent return from exile of Charles II.


The Montagu family’s proximity to power continued into the next generation when Robert, the 3rd Earl of Manchester, served as gentleman of the bedchamber to Charles II. Despite the family’s social prominence and apparent wealth, Kimbolton Castle was falling into disrepair and was in need of refurbishment by the time the title was handed down to the 4th Earl, Charles Edward Montagu, in 1683.


Charles served as England’s ambassador to France and later ambassador to Venice during the reign of William, Prince of Orange. After the partial collapse of the castle’s south-east corner in the late seventeenth century, Charles commissioned the radical architect and dramatist John Vanbrugh, and his collaborator Nicholas Hawksmoor, to redesign and rebuild the front of the castle.


Vanbrugh was in demand; he had just completed construction of Castle Howard in Yorkshire, and was also building Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire, both of which would be hailed as ‘English Baroque’ masterpieces. Kimbolton was a different challenge as he persuaded the Earl to allow him to reface all sides in a classical style and keep a sense of its history as a fortified building with battlements—‘a castle air’.


A classical portico was added and the courtyard rebuilt while, inside, the great halls were divided into a series of state rooms and saloons, the family chapel restored and a grand staircase added. The work took three years, after which the Earl brought the Venetian painter Giovanni Antonio Pellegrini to England to paint murals for the new rooms—including the wall and ceilings of the main staircase, the musicians’ gallery and the chapel. A portrait of the Earl’s children would adorn the main wall of the largest of the halls.


Pellegrini’s airy, illusionistic compositions, with their bright flickering colour, set a new standard of rococo elegance for English decoration. To complete the effect, French upholsterers were commissioned to design and make gilded Louis XIV-inspired furniture.


Not long after the work was completed, Charles Montagu received an appointment to the household of King George I. In 1719 the King then created a new, upgraded title for his trusted aide—the Earldom of Manchester had become the Dukedom. With the title came a coat of arms with the crest of a mythical griﬃn above a shield of eagles and diamonds representing mountaintops. The ‘supporters’ were a heraldic antelope, representing harmony and purity, and a griﬃn, representing strength and leadership.


But it was the motto—Disponendo me, non mutando me—that would attract the most attention and discussion over the years. Translated from the Latin, it means ‘By disposing of me, not by changing me’, but the interpretation, revealed in an 1837 guide to the British peerage system, provides the most interesting aspect. The Montagu family believed it meant ‘Pay me well and I am yours,’ and referred to the role of Edward, the 2nd Earl of Manchester, in the restoration of the crown to Charles II.


It also said much about the questionable character of some of the dukes who were to come.
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The Montagu men may initially have been the dominating voice in the family but there was plenty of character and intrigue among their wives. It was the duchesses who would hold sway over the family and its finances for much of the first three centuries of the dukedom.


Lady Isabella was the wife of William Montagu, the 2nd Duke of Manchester. The couple was childless, which led to her decision to help establish the Foundling Hospital, a charity that worked to save children abandoned by their parents due to poverty. In 1730 she was one of twenty-one ‘prominent lady petitioners’, as they were dubbed, whose signatures persuaded King George II to give the charity his royal seal.


The hospital would become the world’s first incorporated charity and play an important role in managing London’s overwhelming child poverty crisis. Its supporters included the painter William Hogarth, who established Britain’s first public art gallery as a fundraising initiative, and the composer George Frideric Handel, who held an annual benefit concert where he would present a performance of his masterpiece Messiah.


Lady Isabella was also admired as a talented amateur artist, receiving acclaim from the writer and art historian Horace Walpole, who noted that she painted ‘remarkably well in crayons’.


Elizabeth Dashwood, wife of George, the 4th Duke, was also an artist of some note, and her pocketbook was acquired by the Royal Academy of Arts. It was George and Elizabeth who would save the castle and rebuild its crumbling walls; many of the treasures and acclaimed artworks that came to hang inside it were attributed to her eye. She commissioned paintings by such artists as Joshua Reynolds, whose portrait of the Duchess and her son, titled Diana Disarming Cupid, would later hang in the Victoria and Albert Museum.


Lady Susan Gordon, wife of William, the 5th Duke, was famous not for charitable works or artistic endeavours but for shocking polite society. After bearing eight children in twelve years, the Duchess stayed behind in England when her husband, a notorious philanderer, was made governor of Jamaica in 1808. When he had not returned four years later, she eloped with one of her footmen, forcing her wayward husband to negotiate an unusual financial settlement that banished her from the castle and left it abandoned for almost a decade until his own return.


The 6th Duke of Manchester, George, married Millicent Sparrow, who brought with her the keys to Tandragee Castle and its estates in County Armagh, Ireland, as well as Brampton Park House, a magnificent eighteenth-century mansion near the village of Brampton, a dozen kilometres east of Kimbolton. It was in Brampton that the diarist Samuel Pepys was said to have buried his fortune of gold coins in a panic after the Dutch navy invaded the River Medway in 1667.


Tandragee, once the home of the powerful O’Hanlon clan, had been largely abandoned but with Millicent’s money, it was redesigned in Scottish baronial style, including a turret where the Duchess had light to do her needlework. She was loved in the town, where the Manchesters were considered good landlords and where Millicent established schools, clothing funds and an orphanage for Protestant girls. Mandy, who was born at Tandragee in 1902, would later follow the lead of his great-great-grandmother as a landowner who provided for his tenants.


Louisa von Alten was a German countess who would become known as the Double Duchess after first marrying William, the 7th Duke of Manchester in 1853 and then, when he died forty years later, wedding Spencer Cavendish, the 8th Duke of Devonshire. In truth, the relationship with Cavendish had been going on for years as she and William became estranged.


She was typical of a woman who lived what was regarded as a fast life and was once called ‘a social climber with a nose for power’. She became a great friend of the Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, and managed to wrangle herself into the position of Mistress of the Robes to Queen Victoria. In 1897, at Devonshire House in London, she hosted a costume ball to mark Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. The event would become known as one of the city’s most successful social events, attended by at least one member of every European royal family.


Her marriage to the 7th Duke had set a pattern, and henceforth the dukes of Manchester would look past Europe and other noble houses for their wives, starting with George, the 8th Duke of Manchester, and Consuelo Yznaga, a renowned Cuban-American beauty. Consuelo’s story was one of the inspirations for her friend Edith Wharton’s unfinished novel The Buccaneers, which followed the stories of five wealthy and ambitious American women and their unhappy cross-Atlantic marriages.


Consuelo and George were doomed to failure for one reason: George was a drunken wastrel, who took Consuelo’s money and burned it on gambling and a music-hall actress named Bessie Bellwood. As George and his wife drifted apart and he was ostracised by his peers for being an inebriate (he would die of cirrhosis of the liver, aged thirty-nine), Consuelo was becoming a prominent society figure in London and among the intimate circle of Edward VII.


For all her wealth, it seemed that Consuelo had a social conscience. She championed causes in poverty, education and health during her lifetime, although media attention at the time of her death in 1909 focused on her money and chattels, particularly the ruby-and-diamond bracelet she bequeathed to Queen Alexandra. Also the Manchester tiara, created for her by Cartier, for which she had supplied more than one thousand brilliant-cut and four hundred rose-cut diamonds; this would end up in the Victoria and Albert Museum.


Helena Zimmerman was the daughter of Ohio businessman Eugene, who made his fortune investing in oil as a business associate of John D. Rockefeller, and then parlaying his profits into railways as the American interior was opened up in the late nineteenth century. His big mistake was to let William Montagu, ‘Little Kim’, the young 9th Duke of Manchester, walk through his front door and charm his daughter.


Two years later, after seeing off a Polish prince as rival suitor and promising to give his bride Tandragee Castle, William married Helena in secret. The move enraged his mother Consuelo, the dowager duchess, who, clearly influenced by her own matrimonial experiences, refused to believe that her son had repeated his father’s dishonesty until she went to the church and demanded to see the register for herself.


Eugene Zimmerman’s response was more charitable when the newlywed couple travelled to America after the wedding. ‘He has the potential to be a good husband, even if he is in debt,’ Zimmerman was reported to have said, while quietly establishing a $1 million trust fund for his daughter that the Duke could not touch.


The newspapers greeted the marriage with a level of cynicism. One columnist remarked of the Duke: ‘Besides being affable, fond of horseback riding and auto-mobiling, he knows every chorus girl in London.’
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The young Australian debutante Nell Stead must have pondered how she could fit into this legacy of titles, politics, prominence, wealth and waste. She was none of these things: a woman of modest means, at least in comparison to the women who had come before her, and certainly without the social position that they all occupied.


But there was one important thing that she had to offer the Montagu family: a marriage born of love rather than opportunity, and a relationship sincere enough to survive life’s challenges, of which there would undoubtedly be many.
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BESOTTED AND BETROTHED




6 August 1926


Misses Nell and Erin Stead have gone for a holiday to Colombo.





By the time their sojourn was mentioned in the social pages of the Prahran Telegraph, the young Stead sisters, aged twenty-four and twenty-one respectively, had left Melbourne and were on their way to Ceylon, the tear-shaped island nation off the southern tip of India. It was a popular destination for adventurous, well-heeled Australians in the early years of the twentieth century, established as a tourist hub because its capital was one of the main ports of call along the shipping route to London via the Suez Canal.


The sisters were aboard the RMS Cathay, a ‘luxurious modern oil burning steamship’ launched by P&O barely a year before. Two nights before its 14 July departure, they were among the guests at an event hosted by a group of passengers in honour of the ship’s oﬃcers. It was a bubbly affair, the dining tables decorated with bright red poppies and sprigs from olive-green gum trees. The oﬃcers returned the favour the next night by hosting a dinner at the Ambassadors Cafe for selected passengers who danced the Charleston, the latest craze from America.


Life for the sisters seemed promising although there was personal tragedy behind the holiday. It was a journey arranged by their father, Sidney, in the hope that they could set aside for a while their grief for the loss of their mother, Lilian, who had recently succumbed to cancer after a two-year battle. She was just fifty-one.


Nell had always been noticeable, once turning a social writer’s head by wearing ‘an uncommon frock of tete-denegre tulle, bronze metal lace with a design in Oriental colourings’. But it was her attitude that made her stand out in a crowd of eager young things—petite, almost pixie-like, with bobbed hair, large eyes and a challenge-me twinkle. Laughter came as easily as her unquestioned sense of self.


Ceylon, as modern-day Sri Lanka was then known, was their father’s choice—a safe but exotic holiday where white folk could peer into the steamy culture of Asia without having to sully their hands, viewing the colour of street life from the shade of a rickshaw in the midday sun and taking English tea served by exotically dressed native staff. Besides, Sidney Stead had friends there who could keep an eye on his girls.


The three-week journey from Melbourne was comfortable, the cabins boasting the latest luxuries of electric lights, hot and cold saltwater bathrooms, a ‘charming’ music room and library. But shipboard life had been largely uneventful between mealtimes, with no landfall between Fremantle and Colombo. The Stead sisters were now looking for some excitement and a little male attention.


Their father had perhaps foreseen his daughters’ eagerness and arranged for a chaperone when they arrived. Gill Whitby, a half-dozen years older than Nell, had grown up in Melbourne and was now married to an Englishman, George, who managed a large tea plantation and would later serve as an MP in the Sri Lankan parliament.


After arriving in Colombo, the sisters joined the well-trodden tourist trail for a tour of the northern plains, through rubber estates, coconut and tea plantations, and thick jungle—where leopards and elephants were still hunted—before reaching the ruins of the ancient city of Anuradhapura. It was once the size of London until a marauding Tamil army had forced its largely Sinhalese citizens to flee and leave the buildings to the advancing jungle.


The trip then headed south, past the ruined city of Polonnaruwa with its artificial lakes, built to negate droughts but now filled with lazy crocodiles who kept frightened tourists awake at night with the swish of their tails. Next was the capital Kandy, where the relic of the tooth of Buddha lay in the royal temple, the approach past a dingy pool filled with sacred turtles and up steps lined with beggars—the blind, the lame and the emaciated—hoping for a miracle. Inside, amid the deafening noise of tom-toms and blowpipes, crowds bore offerings of flowers and scented bowls of jasmine and frangipani mixed with coconut oil.
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