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‘With enough material to furnish volumes, Wellesley has managed to concentrate the flotsam of six generations into an absolutely riveting whole, revealing how Arthur’s descendants live for ever in the “fierce light” of their ancestor’s legendary fame’    Daily Mail


‘A fascinating, richly anecdotal family biography’    The Spectator
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My father, the 8th Duke of Wellington, died on 31 December 2014, six months into his hundredth year. The sadness and loss I feel at his passing are heightened by my great regret that he will not see this edition. The original inspiration for the book came from my father, and he was by my side for much of the research and writing journey – sometimes metaphorically, often literally. He encouraged me in my endeavour to place our great ancestor in the story of the family, and the book became an important depository for many of his own memories, and those of my dear mother, who died in late 2010.


When the first edition of Wellington appeared in late November 2008, the 200th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo was some way off. Now it is upon us, and my book is being re-issued to claim its place amongst the many books that are being published to coincide with the bicentenary. The main text of Wellington remains untouched; it stands as an account of the life of my great-great-great-grandfather, and the four generations who followed in his steps, up to my father, the 8th Duke.


In 1915 the centenary of Waterloo was not commemorated, as once again war raged in Europe. In the weeks leading up to June 1915, the Second Battle of Ypres was fought with nearly 120,000 casualties from both sides. The poppy fields of Flanders were less than ninety miles from the battlefield of Waterloo, where, one hundred years earlier, by nightfall on 18 June 1815, more than 50,000 men lay dead or dying.


Waterloo would prove to be a battle that would play a crucial part in the formation of a new Europe, and had the First Duke been able to see into the future, he would, I feel sure, have been proud of his founding role. He would also have derived satisfaction from seeing all the nations of Europe who have taken part in the conflicts of the last two hundred years, standing together to honour the fallen. For my father, the prospect of 2015 resonated in a unique way. Born in 1915 and a veteran of the Second World War, he was determined to lead the commemorations for Waterloo on 18 June. In his mind would have been thoughts of his great ancestor, but also his own memories of soldiering, and the sacrifice of so many who gave their lives for peace in Europe. I shall carry those thoughts for him.


January 2015




 


Prologue


Dawn has not yet broken, but Arthur Wellesley, the First Duke of Wellington, is at his desk writing letters. It is Sunday, 18 June 1815; the place is Waterloo, a hamlet in Belgium, twelve miles south of Brussels. He is forty-six years old and five feet nine inches in height; his hair is still dark; his aquiline features are dominated by his piercing blue eyes. For the third night running, Wellington has managed only a couple of hours’ sleep, but he is a lean, fit man, and ready for the demanding day ahead. For the last twenty-one years, his military career has been building up to this point. By nine o’clock in the evening, Wellington will have changed the course of European history. But the victory will be at a great cost: over 50,000 men will die at the battle of Waterloo.


Three days earlier, Wellington had been one of the guests of honour at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball, a party, given in a huge coach warehouse in Brussels, that would earn its own place in history. The Duchess had checked some weeks before with Wellington: ‘May I give my ball?’ ‘Duchess,’ replied the Duke, ‘you may give your ball with the greatest safety, without fear of interruption.’1 His firm reply owed more to tactics than to the truth. It was essential that the Emperor’s spies observed the unconcerned revelries of the English community. Ever since Napoleon had returned to French soil on 1 March, the Allies had been mustering their armies. Tsar Alexander had voiced the views of many when he told Wellington at the Congress of Vienna, ‘It is for you to save the world again.’2


On the day of the ball – Thursday, 15 June – word reached Wellington that Bonaparte had crossed the border into Belgium. The Duke issued orders that the army should be ready to march at a moment’s notice, but for the benefit of the ‘numerous friends of Napoleon who are here’, he declared, ‘let us therefore go all the same to the Duchess of Richmond’s ball’.3 Wellington arrived late, but rumours were already flying around the room. Georgie Lennox, one of the Richmonds’ daughters, who had known Arthur since she was a small girl, rushed up to ask him if they were true. ‘Yes, they are true, we are off tomorrow,’ replied the Duke. One observant guest at the ball noted, ‘Although the Duke affected great gaiety and cheerfulness, it struck me that I had never seen him have such an expression of care and anxiety on his countenance.’4 Others were taken in by the appearance of serenity that ‘beamed’ over his face.5 As the latest news of enemy movements arrived, a council of war was held in the Duke of Richmond’s study, a map of the area spread out in front of them. It was later said that Wellington identified the village of Waterloo – ‘we shall not stop him there [Quatre Bras], and if so, I must fight him here’.6 The ground was not unknown to him: the year before he had reconnoitred it on his way to take up his post as Ambassador to France.


Some of the officers at the ball bade farewell to their friends, and hurried off to join their units; others, preferring to stretch out the minutes they had left before going to an uncertain fate, went to the front still dressed in their evening clothes. Tokens were thrust into hands and pockets by young girls fearful for the safety of a sweetheart. One keepsake, a purple velvet handkerchief sachet given to Henry Percy by one of his dance partners, would play an important part in the drama of the next few days.


Shortly after seven the next morning, the Duke left Brussels. ‘There he goes, God bless him, and he will not come back until he is King of France,’ said a maid to her mistress. A few hours later, near Ligny, Wellington met up with Marshal Blücher, who as commander of the Prussian army would play a crucial role in the campaign. As they discussed their strategy, they climbed a windmill to scan the enemy troops massing in front of them. Among the 80,000-strong army, their telescopes fell on the figure of one man: the Emperor himself. In fact, in the many years that Wellington had been engaged in fighting against Napoleon and his forces, this was the first time he had his adversary in his sights. He may have formed the same opinion as his niece Emily and her husband Fitzroy Somerset – ‘short and fat’.7 However, like many others, he had great respect for the generalship of his opponent.


Shortly after the meeting of the two Allied Generals the Prussians were, as predicted by the Duke, ‘mauled’ by the right flank of the French army at the battle of Ligny. Three miles away, at Quatre Bras, Wellington’s Allied army narrowly managed to maintain its position against a determined onslaught from the French. Blücher, faced with no alternative, retreated; Wellington, to prevent Napoleon from driving a wedge through the two armies, was forced to follow suit. ‘I suppose in England they will say we have been licked. I can’t help it: as they [the Prussians] have gone back we must go too.’8 But the French were following hard on British heels: Lord Uxbridge is said to have urged his cavalry, ‘Make haste! For God’s sake gallop, or you will be taken!’ As the army re-formed, Wellington maintained his customary sangfroid: some of his men observed him sitting on the grass enjoying the gossip in the London papers; others saw him sleeping in his cloak, with a copy of the Sun shading his face. But the weather had broken, and a violent storm crashed onto the landscape. It was a good omen. The veterans of the Peninsular War knew that Wellington’s victories were often preceded by a deluge. It was Saturday, 17 June – the eve of the battle of Waterloo.


As Wellington wrote his letters in the early hours of Sunday morning his troops, in the countryside around Waterloo, were having a wretched night. It was still raining, but every man was trying to get some rest and shelter. Sodden blankets provided makeshift tents, lumpy haversacks pillows for weary heads. Some cavalrymen slept on their horses. Most went hungry – the supply wagons were still forcing their way along the muddy road from Brussels, through the forest of Soignes. One popular Sergeant had acquired quantities of gin the day before from a fleeing Belgian. The veterans of the Peninsula did what they could to stiffen the resolve of the new boys. Nervous dread hung in the air. A seasoned Private in the 28th Regiment of Foot reminded his comrade ‘that it was far better to die on the field of glory than from fear’, but he later confessed that, when the man turned away from him and, with a burst of tears, cried out, ‘My mother!’, ‘The familiar sound of this precious name, and the sight of his sorrow, completely overcame my attempts at concealment, and we wept together.’9


Wellington’s own tears were to flow after the battle, but in the early hours of Sunday morning there would have been few thoughts of home: the woman on his mind was Lady Frances Wedderburn-Webster, with whom he had dallied since arriving in Brussels in early April. He wrote warning her to be ready to leave the capital ‘at a moment’s notice’, but he went on, ‘I will give you the earliest information of any danger that may come to my knowledge; at present I know of none.’10 In London Kitty, Wellington’s wife, avidly scoured the press for information, but the news would not yet have reached England that the campaign had commenced. However, The Times of Saturday, 17 June had confirmed the ‘intelligence’ that ‘Buonaparte’ had arrived at Maubeuge, the ‘Head-quarters of the rebel army’. The leader column went on to cite ‘highly important events being about to take place. Something in the nature of a Declaration of War against this black and atrocious rebellion.’11 Arthur was always in Kitty’s prayers, and this Sunday, when she went to church, would be no different. She would worry, but her anxiety was tempered by confidence in her husband’s ability to defeat the great enemy. ‘Ah! wait a little, he is in his element now; depend upon him’,12 she had told friends.


At the inn in the village of Waterloo Wellington shaved and, with the help of his valet, donned his customary white buckskin breeches, white stock and dark blue frock coat13 worn over the gold knotted sash of a Spanish field marshal. His boots – hessian with tassels – were likely to have been one of two new pairs from Hoby in St James’s Street; ‘the last’, he had written in April, ‘were still too small in the calf of the leg & about an inch & half too short in the leg’.14 He breakfasted on tea and toast, and may have tucked a crust of bread and a hard-boiled egg into his pocket to stave off any later hunger.15 Soon after 7 a.m. Wellington rode out of the village astride his favourite horse, the chestnut stallion Copenhagen. His low cocked hat carried no ornamentation apart from the large black cockade of Britain, and three smaller ones for Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands. The Duke would spend the day putting off and on his dark blue cape – ‘I never get wet when I can help it’. He carried a sword, but his most important ‘weapon’ was his telescope. He was attended by his retinue of ADCs and other staff. ‘They all seemed as gay and unconcerned as if they were riding to meet the hounds in some quiet English county,’16 wrote one observer.


His arrival on the battlefield heartened his bedraggled troops, who were doing their best to get dry and make sure their muskets were in order. ‘The morning of the 18th June broke upon us and found us drenched with rain, benumbed and shaking with cold,’ wrote one of his soldiers; but as Wellington passed along the lines of his army, he was roundly cheered. The Duke’s chosen command post was under a lone elm tree, standing on the ridge of Mont-Saint-Jean which straddled the road from Brussels. From this vantage-point he could see the French army stretched out in front of him, and to his right the château and outbuildings of Hougoumont, and in the centre, the farm of La Haye Sainte. To both farmhouses he had sent some of his best troops.


Meanwhile Napoleon, having decided to delay the battle in the hope that the ground might dry off, was riled by one of his marshals praising the effectiveness of the British infantry. He retorted, ‘Because you have been beaten by Wellington you consider him a great general. And now I will tell you that he is a bad general, that the English troops are bad troops, and that this affair is nothing more serious than eating one’s breakfast.’17 His mood may have been affected by an uncomfortable condition: the night after Ligny, Napoleon was in pain from haemorrhoids. Nevertheless, by nine o’clock he was on his saddle and inspecting his troops, and the sound of ‘Vive l’Empereur’ drifted over to the Allied ranks.


‘There’, the Duke had said, pointing at a British Private, ‘it all depends on that article, whether we do the business or not.’18 The ‘business’ was now before him, and his army numbered a little over 73,000 men, supported by 157 guns; the French force was 77,500 men and 246 guns; critically, Blücher’s Prussians numbered 49,000, with 134 guns. Much of the battlefield, three miles wide and one and a half deep, was already covered in mud; the corn, which had been shoulder-high in places, had been flattened by the rain. But, for Wellington, the ground had one feature unique to his battle strategy: the reverse slope, where he had placed the greater part of his infantry.


Just before 11.30 in the morning, the roar of the French guns signalled the start of the battle. Wellington had instinctively placed himself near Hougoumont, which took the force of the first attack, and for part of the time he himself gave the orders. This small bastion, defended by 2,600 men, would see some of the fiercest fighting during the day, as more and more French troops were sent to take it. Many years later, when Wellington was asked to nominate the ‘bravest soldier in the British army at Waterloo’, he claimed that the success of the battle ‘turned upon the closing of the gates of Hougoumont’.19 At one point, the defences there were broken by a huge Frenchman nicknamed, ‘L’Enforceur’ who, armed with an axe, stormed the château with thirty other French troops. All were massacred except a fourteen-year-old drummer-boy, whose life was spared by the British.


Two hours after the start of the battle Napoleon committed a quarter of his entire army when he launched a massive infantry attack headed by Marshal d’Erlon. This phase of the battle involved the British heavy cavalry, including the Scots Greys, who galloped at the French guns with the cry of ‘Scotland forever’. As the huge grey horses thundered past the Gordon Highlanders, some of the Scotsmen grabbed their countrymen’s stirrups, and were carried into swirling smoke and musket fire. As British swords struck French breastplates, one soldier was reminded of the sound of ‘a thousand coppersmiths’20 at work. Two of France’s prized eagle standards were captured, 21 but at great cost; by the end of the British cavalry charge, many lay dead on the field, including Major-General Sir William Ponsonby, who had led the Scots Greys. When found, the collar of the jacket on his bloodied body lay open, revealing a locket with a picture of his wife, Georgiana.


Amid the chaos and carnage, Wellington was ever visible. As one of his ADCs noted, ‘It is hardly possible to describe the calm manner in which the hero of that day gave his orders, and watched the movements and attacks of the enemy. In the midst of danger, bullets whistling close about him, round shot ploughing up the ground he occupied, and men and horses falling on every side, Wellington sat upon his favourite charger, Copenhagen, as collectedly as if he had been merely reviewing the household troops in Hyde Park.’22


As rumour circulated in Brussels that a victory dinner was being prepared for the Emperor, the third phase of the battle began. At 3.30 p.m. Marshal Ney (‘the bravest of the brave’) placed himself at the head of the French Cavalry as they charged, between the two vantage-points of Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, towards the Anglo-Allied infantry. By the time Ney reached the infantry it had lined up into squares. As the earth shook under the enormous mass of men and horses, the command ‘Prepare to receive cavalry’ rang out, just before the French force attacked, shouting ‘Vive l’Empereur!’. One Ensign serving with the 1st Foot Guards was in the same square as Wellington; ‘every man in the front ranks knelt’, he wrote, ‘and a wall bristling with steel, held together by steady hands, presented itself to the infuriated cuirassiers . . . Our Commander-in-chief, as far as I could judge, appeared perfectly composed; but looked very thoughtful and pale.’23 Soon after, the inside of the square had become like a hospital, full of ‘dead, dying, and mutilated soldiers’.


While the French cavalry continued their attacks on the squares, Wellington, spotting weak points with the help of his telescope, rode the battlefield, giving orders and encouraging and exhorting his men to hold fast, his visibility a critical battle strategy. ‘We had a notion, that while he was there nothing could go wrong,’ said one of his officers later. As he arrived at a unit the cry would go up, ‘Silence – stand to your front – here’s the Duke.’ In some places the air was like a furnace; men’s faces were as black as sweeps’. At 4.30 Wellington heard cannon fire from the Prussians, but they were still some way away to the east.


At six in the evening, Napoleon issued the order that La Haye Sainte must be taken. There, throughout the day, a force that numbered only 376 men of the King’s German Legion had withstood numerous attacks, but now they were running out of ammunition. Ney, frustrated by earlier battle failures, threw substantial men and armoury into taking the farmhouse. By 6.30, with the building on fire and the defenders suffering an unyielding barrage of shots, the few survivors were forced to abandon their position. This was the most dangerous point in the entire battle, as it opened up the centre of Wellington’s line; Ney took every advantage of this, pounding the line at close range.


Some of Wellington’s troops, witnessing the carnage around them, judged that the end would be apocalyptic. ‘I had never yet heard of a battle in which every body was killed; but this seemed likely to be an exception, as all were going by turns,’24 thought one. Another possible outcome presented itself to an artillery officer, when he picked out the figure of the Emperor surrounded by his staff. ‘There’s Bonaparte, Sir,’ he said to the Duke, ‘I think I can reach him, may I fire?’ ‘No! No!’ replied Wellington. ‘It is not the business of commanders to be firing upon each other.’25


When the line threatened to break, Wellington wrote an order to one of his officers, Shaw Kennedy, to get troops and ‘all the guns you can find’ to the spot. Kennedy reported later that Wellington then ‘put himself at their head . . . in no other part of the action was the Duke of Wellington exposed to so much personal risk’.26 But though his troops were clamouring to charge the enemy, he cautioned them, ‘Wait a little longer, my lads, you shall have at them presently.’ The Duke was waiting for the Prussians, and fortune favoured him when Ney was refused reinforcements by Napoleon. The Emperor, in the last hours of his reign, was reserving the Imperial Guard, his best troops, for what he expected would be the final rout.


The sun was beginning to sink when Napoleon, who for much of the day had been stationary at his command post at La Belle Alliance, rode to within 600 yards of Wellington’s front line to launch the final attack. As the famous Imperial Guard – Les Invincibles, as they were called – marched into battle, they were saluted by their Emperor. On their backs they carried ceremonial dress for the victory parade into Brussels. The advance would prove to be the last French attack of the Napoleonic Wars. Even to the Allies they were an impressive sight – ‘the heroes of many memorable victories’,27 as one British officer called them. But when the first column approached the top of the hill, their enemy, unknown to them, was waiting on the reverse slope. Wellington could not resist giving the order himself, ‘Up Guards! Make ready! Fire!’ As 1,500 men stood up, the advancing French, now at close quarters, were caught in a hail of bullets.


But the day was not yet won, and Wellington knew it. He was spotted nervously sliding the tube of his telescope in and out of its socket. At last the moment came: at 7.30 p.m. the cry rang out – ‘The Prussians have arrived!’ Snapping his telescope shut, Wellington rode to his command post at the top of the ridge. A ray of light from the fading sun lit up the ‘Great Chief’ as, standing up in his stirrups, he raised his hat and waved it towards the enemy. His troops needed no further encouragement. ‘No cheering, my lads, but forward, and complete your victory.’28


One of his officers later described the scene:




I have seen nothing like that moment, the sky literally darkened with smoke, the sun just going down, and which till then had not for some hours broken through the gloom of a full day, the indescribable shouts of thousands, where it was impossible to distinguish between friend and foe. Every man’s arm seemed to be raised against that of every other. Suddenly, after the mingled mass had ebbed and flowed, the enemy began to yield; and cheerings and English huzzas announced that the day must be ours.29





When one of Wellington’s ADCs urged him to take care – ‘your life is too valuable to be thrown away’ – the Duke replied, ‘Never mind. Let them fire away. The battle’s gained: My life’s of no consequence now.’30 In the French ranks, among the Imperial Guard a cry was heard which, in its eleven-year history, had never been heard before. ‘La Garde recule!’, rapidly followed by ‘Sauve qui peut!’


The battle was over by nine o’clock. Most of Wellington’s staff were dead or wounded. Fitzroy Somerset had lost his arm; Lord Uxbridge, more famously, his leg: ‘By God! I’ve lost my leg!’ ‘Have you, by God?’ The surgeons’ instruments had been blunted by use.31 One man welcomed deafness because it blotted out the cries of the wounded. In the 27th Foot Regiment’s square, every man lay dead.32 The eight and a half hours of brutal fighting had none the less contained instants of compassion and humanity. A French officer gave one of the wounded British officers33 a draught of brandy from his flask, and directed that he should be wrapped in a cloak and a knapsack placed under his head.34 The Allies at Hougoumont had spared the life of the drummer-boy. The sight of the corpse of a tortoiseshell kitten in the mud reminded one man of home. Over the three days of the campaign, 120,000 men had died, over half of them at Waterloo. At Hougoumont, where the bodies lay among the disfigured apple trees, the perfume of the jasmine and honeysuckle was soured by the smell of death.


When Wellington met Blücher at ‘La Belle Alliance’ inn, which throughout the battle had been behind enemy lines, the two men shook hands. The seventy-five-year-old Prussian General commented, in the language common to both men, ‘Quelle affaire.’ Afterwards, in the moonlight, Wellington rode slowly back to the inn at Waterloo. He spoke to no one. One who witnessed the scene thought it resembled more the ‘aspect of a little funeral train than that of victors in one of the most important battles ever fought’.35 When Wellington reached the inn one of the first things he did was to order the doctors to move his most trusted ADC, the gravely wounded Alexander Gordon, to his own bed. He then sat down to eat supper. Every time the door opened he looked up hoping to see a familiar face, but most of the places at the table remained empty. He drank a single glass of wine, with which he toasted ‘the memory of the Peninsular War’. Shortly after, exhausted, he fell asleep on a pallet on the floor, only to be woken by Dr Hume, his Surgeon General.




As I entered the room he sat up on his bed, his face covered with the dust and sweat of the previous day, and extended his hand to me, which I took and held in mine, whilst I told him of Gordon’s death, and related such of the casualties as had come to my knowledge. He was much affected. I felt his tears dropping fast upon my hands, and looking towards him, saw them chasing one another in furrows over his dusty cheeks.


He brushed them suddenly away with his left hand, and said to me, in a voice tremulous with emotion, ‘Well! thank God! I don’t know what it is to lose a battle, but certainly nothing can be more painful than to gain one with the loss of so many of one’s friends.’36





The following morning the battlefield was a scene of total destruction. ‘The whole field was strewed with the melancholy vestiges of devastation’, ran one account:




Soldiers’ caps, pierced with many a ball, – eagles that had ornamented them, – badges of the legion of honor, – cuirasses’ fragments, – broken arms, belts, and scabbards, shreds of tattered cloth, shoes, cartridge-boxes, gloves, Highland bonnets, feathers steeped in mud and gore, – French novels and German testaments, – scattered music belonging to the bands, – packs of cards, and innumerable papers of every description, thrown out of the pockets of the dead, by those who had pillaged them, – love-letters, and letters from mothers to sons, and from children to parents; – all, all these, and a thousandfold more, that cannot be named, were scattered about in every direction.37





Wellington began writing his Despatch at the inn and finished it after his return to Brussels on Monday morning. Four in every ten of his officers who had attended the Duchess of Richmond’s ball had been killed in the battle. Young Henry Percy, one of the survivors, was selected to carry to London the captured French eagles and the Waterloo Despatch. He remembered the velvet handkerchief case which still lay in his pocket and discovered that the Despatch fitted neatly inside it. It was thus that the dramatic news of the victory was borne over the Channel, and raced through English lanes to be delivered to the Minister of War. Then Percy, still in his bloodied scarlet tunic, dashed into the house where the Prince Regent was attending a ball and, on bended knee, laid the captured French eagles at his feet. ‘Victory, Victory, Sire.’38


Back in Belgium, Wellington wrote to a friend, ‘My heart is broken by the terrible loss I have sustained of my old friends and companions and my poor soldiers. I shall not be satisfied with the battle, however glorious, if it does not of itself put an end to Buonaparte.’39 To another he commented, ‘I hope to God I have fought my last battle.’40 Both wishes were to be granted. But if Wellington was a hero even before the battle, now some would give him a place among the gods. Handel’s ‘See the Conquering Hero Comes’ would greet him wherever he went; cities, streets and squares would be named after him; ‘Duke of Wellington’ public houses would spring up around England as his old soldiers celebrated their ‘Great Chief’; statues would be raised to proclaim the man and the battle.


Kitty’s heart swelled to bursting when she heard the news of the great victory. At seven and eight years old, her boys Charles and Arthur would be just mature enough to grasp the importance of the event, but they would be the first of Wellington’s descendants to live in the fierce light of their father’s fame. A hundred years later, when Wellington’s great-great-grandson Valerian, my father, was born, the light was more benign. Now, as the world approaches the bicentenary of the battle, his descendants can luxuriate in the warm glow cast by their great ancestor. Maybe they can even reclaim him into the family. ‘I am but a man’, the First Duke would insist when pressed to reveal a pride in his deeds. For me, he is but a great-great-great-grandfather.


*


When, in 2004, I stood with my father, the 8th Duke, on the battlefield of Waterloo, I realised how little I knew about our famous ancestor. My father talked about the army, his own experiences of war, and the pride of association with one whom some would call the greatest British General. All my life the public figure of the First Duke has eclipsed the private: his victory over Napoleon at the battle of Waterloo was an iconic moment in history which defines his legacy. When I was a small child, my first awareness of him was the statue that stands guard, imposingly, at the main gate of Stratfield Saye. This child’s-eye view of the great man still holds: his heroic deeds and extraordinary life tower over all his descendants.


Millions of words have been written about the First Duke of Wellington, many of them in his lifetime, and some of them far from complimentary. Every step he took, every battle he fought, every word he uttered, every letter he wrote; all have been pored over and analysed by historians. But now I wanted to know about him as a husband and father, brother and uncle, and several grades of grandfather. And how hard was it to follow in his shoes – to be ‘the Duke of Wellington’?


For my father, born in 1915, the year of the centenary of the battle, his great-great-grandfather was, when he decided to pursue a career in the army, both supreme role model and inspiration. But he never expected to inherit the title, since he was the son of a younger son. As with his illustrious forebear, fighting for King and Country, with the sacrifice and devotion to duty that went with it, was a natural instinct for my father. In fact war has not only shaped the destiny of the Wellesley family, but also played a significant part in my father’s life. Born during the First World War, he met and married my mother (herself the only child of a distinguished soldier) in Jerusalem during the Second World War.


And what of the women, who so often become footnotes in a family’s history: Kitty Pakenham, who, even among the family, is a rather shadowy, tragic figure, and the other Duchesses who followed in her footsteps as consorts to successive Dukes and, sometimes, mothers of their heirs? And, of course, my mother, Diana McConnel, the 8th Duchess, whose Scottish blood runs through my generation.


Although my father is the 8th Duke, the First is only four generations behind him. The line of descent has zig-zagged its way through the last two centuries – sometimes passing sideways and, in the Second World War, backwards. The family still lives in Stratfield Saye, Hampshire, and Apsley House, London, the two houses that were the First Duke’s homes. All eight Dukes, with different measures of commitment, served in the British Army; for my father, it has been one of the passions of his life. But the military tradition is coming to an end: I have four brothers, but none of us chose a military career. When my father’s tenure of the title is over, that baton will have been dropped.


An era is closing, and not only of the military tradition. My father is the last Duke who can claim to have met people who knew the First Duke of Wellington. He can say, ‘My grandfather was the First Duke’s grandson.’ That simple statement has an irresistible resonance for me. A little over sixty years separates my father’s birth and the death of the First Duke, when the country went into mourning and Queen Victoria called him ‘the greatest man England has known’. When my parents’ generation has taken its last bow, with it will go a set of values and experiences which are very different from those of mine.


My journey begins, and will conclude, with the First Duke. But it is through my parents that I reach back to earlier generations, and now, with their diamond wedding anniversary already in the past, I savour the privilege (in my middle years) of exploring some of their memories, and of discovering more about my grandparents. By the end of my quest, I hope to be able to relate to the First Duke of Wellington not merely as a public figure who belonged to the nation in life, and in death was still claimed by it. Perhaps, despite his fame and glory, I will be able to wrest him from his lonely column and reclaim him back into the family.




 


ONE


Born to Serve


When he was a child growing up in Ireland in the 1770s, the future Duke of Wellington’s only apparent ability was a flair for playing the violin. His father, Garret, whose life was steeped in music, will have smiled with pleasure to see the small hands drawing the bow across the strings of his instrument. But Arthur’s mother Anne, far from being the proud parent, may even have winced as she heard the strains of the music. She saw little advantage in men having musical gifts: her husband’s considerable reputation as a composer had helped him earn an Irish earldom, but it had made no contribution to the family purse. Anne was strong and immensely practical, but she was not a warm mother. This tough, sharp, ambitious woman’s indifference to her third surviving son – ‘he’s food for powder and nothing else’ – would be one of the spurs that drove Arthur upwards. His father’s artistic disposition lived on in his son, but when the moment came that Arthur believed it was holding him back, he covered it with layers of determination and discipline and pushed it to the inner recesses of his being.


Garret’s own childhood was idyllic. An only son, he was born on 9 July 1735, when his parents had become reconciled to the idea that two daughters would be their only children. He grew up with little memory of his mother Elizabeth, who died when he was only three years old, leaving him to the doting care of his sisters. His father Richard had been born a Colley, another of the small band of Anglo-Irish families who had been intermarrying for centuries; Richard adopted the name of Wesley when his uncle through marriage, Garret Wesley, died childless and left him a fortune and estates, including Dangan Castle in County Meath. Richard seems to have had an amiable disposition: his good friend Mary Granville (later Mrs Delany) described him as valuing ‘his riches only as they are the means of making all about him happy; he has no ostentation, no taste merely for grandeur and magnificence. He improves his estate and all the country round him as much as if he had a son to enjoy it (which there is no great probability of his having).’1 When the unexpected son and heir arrived, Mrs Delany stood as his godmother.


Richard was a keen amateur violinist, playing, it was said, ‘well for a gentleman’. His little son would listen happily to the sound of his father’s fiddle, beating time with his hands. Once, when a visitor to the house tried to remove the violin from his father’s hands, Garret objected, but when the child heard him play, he was entranced. The guest was the noted violinist and composer Matthew Dubourg, who since 1728 had been Master of the Dublin Castle Band. From that moment, the toddler would sit at Dubourg’s feet whenever he played at Dangan.2 It soon became clear that Garret was a musical prodigy: according to a contemporary, he was able to play the organ, violin and harpsichord, ‘almost by instinct’, before he was five. He wrote pieces which he called ‘serenatas’.


The great musical event of Dublin in the 1740s was a visit from Handel, whose flagging popularity at the court of George II prompted his friend Dubourg to encourage him to make the trip. He arrived in November 1741, having just completed a new oratorio called Messiah. Before his arrival he had been in touch with several of the charities in Dublin, including Mercer’s Hospital, of which Richard Wesley was a governor. Handel finally agreed to the first performance of the oratorio being in aid of three charities, including Mercer’s, and Messiah was first performed on 13 April 1742 to an audience of 700.


Might a small boy of seven have sneaked into the back of the hall to listen to the heavenly music? If not, Garret certainly heard Handel perform when he visited Dangan and delighted all Richard’s neighbours, who gathered to hear the maestro play the organ in the great hall of the castle.3 If, in later life, Garret told his own children about the concert, at least one of his offspring would have relished the account; when Arthur, as a grand old man, served as a director of the ‘Ancient Concerts’, he selected several pieces by Handel. It is said that when Handel left Ireland in August 1742, he presented Richard Wesley with one of the organs he had brought with him from England.


The Wellesleys of the eighteenth century may have had music in their veins; but the strongest family tradition, going back seven centuries, was one of service to the Crown. The ‘Welles-leighs’ were originally from ‘Somersetshire’, having been rewarded with lands there for their passive acceptance of the Norman Conquest. An early member of the family arrived in Ireland in 1171, as official standard bearer to the invading King Henry II. Over the following centuries the Wellesleys established themselves in the country, as, with a mixture of luck, opportunism, manipulation of conflicting loyalties and strong marriages, they dug their roots into the Irish turf. And it was often the women who brought riches into the family – including the estates in County Meath. But whenever the status of Wellesley property or possessions was questioned by the representatives of the Crown, ‘Bearing the Standard of the Lord the King in his Wars to Ireland’ was always invoked to ratify ownership.


Of the many Wellesleys whose names spring off the pages of the chroniclers of these times, I am drawn to a namesake of my father’s, one young ‘Valerian Wellesley’, who, left a ward at the age of ten in 1603, was contracted in a marriage to which, when fourteen, he objected forcefully, ‘being fully resolved in my owne mynde to keepe my selfe at libertye until God shall graunt me best judgement to make choice for myself’.4 Clearly his strong will persisted: later in life his estates were confiscated for his shift towards Roman Catholicism. His son Garret changed his name to Wesley and recovered the family footing, and the estates, by claiming he was an ‘innocent Protestant’ and managed to pass this considerable inheritance on to the next generation, another Garret. It was this Garret Wesley who, failing to produce an heir, procured one in the shape of his cousin Richard Colley, grandfather to Arthur, who would in his own unique way become the consummate standard bearer to the Crown.


Richard spent a considerable part of his inheritance on his estates, and his status in society was enhanced when, in 1746, in recognition of his charitable ventures and patronage, he was made a baron, choosing the title of Mornington. There is no record of why he picked the name but it may have been because a fifteenth-century Richard Wellesley had, through a successful marriage, acquired large estates including the manor of Mornington (originally Marinerstown), not that far from Dangan.5 When Richard died in 1758, his son Garret inherited a large fortune which gave him an income of £8,000 a year (over a million pounds in today’s value). Having completed his education at Trinity College, Dublin, in 1757, he immediately set about finding himself a bride. It looked briefly as if he might marry a duke’s daughter when he set his cap at Lady Louisa Lennox, daughter of the Lord Lieutenant, the Duke of Richmond, but, Lord Mornington was informed, she had developed an ‘insurmountable dislike to him’. In the end it was a Miss Anne Hill, just sixteen years old and the daughter of a banker, who became Lady Mornington.


The fair Anne must have had attributes that appealed to Garret, for she had no fortune; he may even have loved her. They married on 6 February 1759. Garret’s godmother, Mrs Delany, had the newly-weds to dinner and reported back to her sister about their demeanour: ‘Lord Mornington seems very happy as well as his Lady, a pair of good-humoured young things, but I think her education not finished enough for her to make any considerable figure, nor her judgment sufficient to get the better of some disadvantages he has had in his education.’6 This perceived lack of judgement was compounded by Anne’s strong temper, inherited from her father Arthur, who was described by a contemporary as having a ‘little pepper in his composition’.7


Just before her eighteenth birthday, on 20 June 1760, Anne gave birth to their first son, Richard. By this time, Garret had established a Musical Academy and become the first Professor of Music at Trinity College. Three months later at the age of twenty-five he was created an Irish earl, and the following year the new Earl and Countess were bidden to George III’s coronation. Arthur, born in 1769, was their sixth child. Such was the inconsequence of his birth that confusion has always surrounded both its date and place. Claims include 6 March, and 3, 29 and 30 April – at Dangan, on the road between Dangan and Dublin, and at sea. But in 1815, when her son’s fame was at its zenith, Anne Mornington insisted she remembered the details: 1 May 1769 at 6 Merrion Street, Dublin – an elegant new townhouse round the corner from St Stephen’s Green, the largest public square in Europe. Arthur’s arrival in the family was preceded by Richard, another Arthur (who died of smallpox when very young), William, a short-lived Francis, and Anne, named after her mother. The choice of Christian name was to honour his maternal grandfather, Arthur Hill, of the peppery constitution.


The world that Arthur was born into was in a state of impending change and upheaval. Six years before his birth, Britain had emerged from the Seven Years’ War as the most powerful colonial power in the world, having vanquished for now her principal enemy, France. In the year of his birth, patents were registered for Richard Arkwright’s spinning machine and James Watt’s steam engine. Both these inventions would help to drive the Industrial Revolution forward. In the year before Arthur’s birth, Samuel Adams in Massachusetts had written a circular letter objecting to taxation without representation and calling on colonists to unite in their actions against the British government, thereby sowing seeds for the American struggle for independence. Closer to home, George III had been on the throne for nearly a decade but there was great dissatisfaction amongst some of his subjects. In 1769 John Wilkes, the journalist and outlawed radical politician, founded the Bill of Rights Society, which ultimately led to the Parliamentary Reform Act, to which the future Duke of Wellington would be so implacably opposed. As Britain reached out to find new parts of the world to conquer or colonise, the explorer James Cook landed on Tahiti. However, for Arthur Wesley, by far the most significant event of 1769 would turn out to be the birth in Corsica on 15 August of Napoleon Bonaparte.


Three more children, Gerald in 1770, Henry in 1773, and Mary in 1774, completed the Mornington family. Later in life Richard, the first-born, would dismiss his parents as being ‘alas! frivolous and careless personages like most of the Irish nobility of that time’; this displays an element of ingratitude given that it was Richard on whom were showered all the advantages the Morningtons could provide. When Arthur was still a toddler Richard was sent briefly to Harrow and then Eton, where he became a hugely successful scholar. Meanwhile Arthur’s childhood was unremarkable and largely unrecorded.


Arthur’s first taste of education was at a small diocesan school in the town of Trim, a few miles from the rolling parklands that his grandfather had created at Dangan. The stone building which housed the schoolroom was known as Talbot’s Castle – named after the fifteenth-century warrior dubbed in Shakespeare’s Henry VI Part 1 ‘the scourge of France’. Maybe the young Arthur was inspired by accounts of Talbot’s exploits, but the only anecdote that has survived from those early years presents an insecure, lonely child who craved attention. One day, Arthur’s cousin and fellow schoolmate, Richard Crosbie (later to attain notoriety for his ballooning), climbed the ‘Yellow Steeple’ – the tower of the abbey which lay beside the school. When Crosbie’s ‘last will and testament’ floated down from the top the steeple, Arthur was distraught to see that his friend had not left him anything and he burst into tears. This sensitivity cannot have endeared him to his stern-willed mother, who was already convinced that Arthur was the dunce of the family, and was said to treat him if not harshly, with marked neglect.8


By the late 1770s Garret’s purse was depleted by bringing up seven children, and with his Irish estates already mortgaged, he decided to move the family to London. Possibly he imagined that his catches and glees, for which he now had a loyal following, would have the chance of a wider audience. A society which promoted music of that kind had been established in the city a few years earlier and it was becoming quite fashionable. The Morningtons also believed that their children would benefit from getting away from Ireland, and the danger of ‘a singularity of pronunciation that hereafter might be a disadvantage . . . in society’.9


Today Dangan Castle is a dark ruin: sheep graze in the great hall where Handel once played and rooks nest in the thick grey stone walls. On the land round the house there is nothing to suggest the grandeur and elegance of the park that Arthur’s grandfather created, which was described by Mrs Delany as ‘magnificent’, with its wide gravel walk to a large lake scattered with small islands. The house in Merrion Street is part of a smart hotel, happy to proclaim its association with the First Duke, and an area of the hotel grounds is called ‘Lady Mornington’s garden’. Would Richard’s generous benefactor, Garret, have been dismayed that the family on whom he had bestowed his name and worldly wealth were so eager to escape their birthplace in search of richer pastures? Arthur returned as a young soldier to the court of the Viceroy, and his elder brother, Richard, would serve two terms as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland; but none of their generation of Wellesleys, or any subsequent members of the family, re-established roots on the island. Famously, in a moment of pique, Wellington was said to have uttered the words, ‘Because a man is born in a stable that does not make him a horse.’10 But, in speeches during his time as Prime Minister when he was pleading for Catholic Emancipation, his concern for his country of birth was evident. When I went to see the high monument that commemorates Wellington in Dublin’s Phoenix Park, I asked the taxi driver why the statue had never been blown up by the Republicans. ‘Because,’ he replied, ‘he was an Irishman.’


When the Morningtons arrived in London, Garret took rooms for his family in Kingston House, Knightsbridge.11 The house had been built in 1757 for the Duke of Kingston, whose wife, after his death, was tried and convicted of bigamy by the House of Lords. Fortunately for the Morningtons, she was forced to leave the country and part of the house was let. Arthur’s new school in London was Brown’s Seminary in the King’s Road, where his lacklustre educational programme continued. Later in life Arthur confessed to his friend and biographer, George Robert Gleig, that at this time he was ‘a dreamy, idle and shy lad’. One of the highlights of his time there was when his brother Richard, by now a student at Christ Church, Oxford, gave him a tip of a shilling.


Despite his continuing output of fashionable compositions, with such titles as ‘Gently hear me, charming maid’,12 Garret’s finances did not improve in London. He even wrote to his agent in Ireland with a scheme to raise money through a kind of lottery: ‘If you will send me ten numbers I shall take two and give each of my Children and my Lady one, but don’t let these numbers run all in order, but different thousands if possible.’13 But his music continued to be the focus of his life and each week he would breakfast with his namesake, Charles Wesley, to make music with the Wesley children. Such was his dedication to his profession that the 1944 Oxford Companion to Music cites him as having been ‘a man of cool courage, for he is reputed to have been the first member of the British aristocracy who dared to walk through the streets of London openly and unashamedly carrying a violin case’.


On 22 May 1781 Garret Mornington, who had been born with such wealth of talent and possessions, died leaving considerable debts for his son and heir, Richard. Before Anne had reached forty, she was left a widow with seven children. Richard took care of the arrangements for his father’s funeral and, in spite of the family’s situation, spent £80 to ensure he was buried with due pomp and ceremony. An account of the expenses lists all the items, including cloaks and crape hatbands for the whole family, a huge canopy with sable plumes, two coaches for the mourners and even a pair of black gloves for the Morningtons’ housekeeper. As the small cortège wound its way up Knightsbridge and through the toll-gate at the top, they would have passed close to a new red-brick building a few hundred yards from the church in South Audley Street where the 1st Earl of Mornington was to be laid to rest. Named after its original owner, this was Apsley House, which in future years would be Wellington’s London residence.


Garret was only forty-six when he died: the age at which his unpromising son, Arthur, would score his name into history by winning a battle near the Belgian hamlet of Waterloo. On the day of the funeral, Arthur must have felt intensely the loss of his father’s sympathy. He was left with a mother who was soon to dismiss him with the heartless words, ‘I vow to God I don’t know what I shall do with my awkward son Arthur.’14 For Arthur, a twelve-year-old middle son, the future must have seemed bleak.


*


My own father was the treasured first-born when he entered the world in Rome on Friday, 2 July 1915. He was born in a great hall, frescoed with busts of Roman emperors, one of whom was Valerian. His parents, Gerald and Dorothy, designed and commissioned a tiny little font made of the semi-precious stone verde antico, and christened their son in the small chapel attached to the house. They called him Arthur Valerian. His mother immediately began an album of photographs – carefully writing ‘Valerian’s book’ on the cover. A simple grey-bound volume with black leaves, its first few pages show a young mother lying in a huge baroque carved bed cradling her baby in her arms; others, in profile, reveal Dorothy smiling tenderly at the tiny infant. Over ninety years on, some of the photographs have faded, but as I look at these touching images I feel immensely sad. Seven and a half years after Valerian’s birth, Gerald and Dorothy’s marriage fell apart.


When Lord Gerald Wellesley married Dorothy Ashton on 30 April 1914, two families smiled approvingly. Gerald, born in 1885, the third son of the 4th Duke of Wellington, was a clever, artistic, gifted linguist who had entered the Diplomatic Service in 1908, serving three years as a Secretary at the British Embassy in St Petersburg, where he had learnt to speak Russian. ‘One’s friends, the Grand Dukes and so forth, invariably spoke French but I always made a point of talking Russian to my coachman’,15 he later recalled. Since 1912 he had been attached as Second Secretary to the Embassy in Constantinople. As a younger son, he had grown up knowing he would inherit very little money and must earn his living. He had wanted to be an architect, but his parents ‘mistrusted a career which they considered hazardous and uncertain’, and he was ‘guided into the safer paths of the Foreign Office and diplomacy, where a modest competence and an eventual pension were assured’.16 The year before his wedding, on leave from Constantinople, he had been briefly engaged to Violet Keppel (the daughter of Edward VII’s mistress Alice), but the arrangement had been broken off. He was now nearly thirty. His diplomatic career would be more agreeable with a wife by his side.


Dorothy’s prosperous industrialist father had died when she was only nine, and her mother, left a wealthy widow, had married the Earl of Scarbrough. Dorothy herself had inherited a fortune and an estate in Cheshire when her only sibling, christened Robert but known as ‘Scamp’, succumbed to tuberculosis in 1912. ‘I became, to my misery, an “heiress”,’ she wrote many years later. But while burying her sorrow in a frantic round of hunting and socialising, she also pursued literary aspirations; by the time she became engaged to Gerald, she was a published poet. Her Early Poems had appeared under the pseudonym of ‘M.A.’ (Miss Ashton). In her memoir, Far Have I Travelled, she explained how her engagement came about: ‘From time to time I became engaged to this young man or another, but they always jibbed at the last moment or else I did. I think young men and women were in some sense afraid of me. For after years of solitude I became somewhat mordant in my judgement of humanity. Yet when my mother asked G.W. to Sandbeck I began to feel differently, and later when he asked me to marry him I said “Yes”’.17


The marriage took place on Thursday, 30 April at the Priory Church of St Bartholomew the Great in Smithfield. The choice of one of London’s oldest churches – it was built in 1123 in the reign of Henry I – rather than a more fashionable venue, reflected their shared love of historically interesting buildings. Dorothy wore a ‘gown of white and gold brocade, with a train of the same material slung from the shoulders’.18 She had a wreath of bay leaves, covered by a tulle veil held on either side by a bunch of orange blossom. Her bridesmaids wore primrose satin frocks and mobcaps. Dorothy was given away by her stepfather, ‘Dandy’ Scarbrough, of whom she was very fond. But as she walked down the aisle she can only have mourned the absence of her brother Scamp. The couple, as was the custom of the day, were showered with lavish gifts, including a diamond and sapphire pin for Gerald from the Queen of Spain. When they set off for their honeymoon the bride was wearing ‘a dress of dove-coloured charmeuse, with a large black hat with blue feathers, and a gendarme cloak of dove colour and blue’.19


The Gerald Wellesleys returned to Constantinople via Florence and Venice, the serenity of their honeymoon slightly marred by the presence of Dorothy’s new mother-in-law in the former and an aunt in the latter. It rained all the time, but as they left Venice for their new home, ‘the Salute appeared to me like a dome of many-coloured glass, staining the white radiance of eternity’. My grandmother wrote these words, with their quotation from Shelley, many years later in her memoir. ‘Few will deny’, she went on, ‘that the voyage from Venice to the Golden Horn is one of the most beautiful journeys in the world; the islands, light gold at dawn, deep gold at dusk, lavender coloured by day; night descending with its great stars and greater moon. As the sunny days glided by life seemed enchanted.’20 The enchantment carried her through to their arrival in Constantinople and a move into a large wooden house, cooled by the breezes of the Bosphorus.


When the house was ready, Gerry and Dottie threw a party to celebrate. ‘The Gerrys last night gave a very notable festa in their wonderful garden,’ wrote one of their guests. ‘We went up through a beautifully lit tunnel on to a terrace high up, and sat on carpets under pine trees by the light of Japanese lanterns and listened to wonderful Greek singers.’21 While Gerald went to work in the Embassy, Dorothy roamed in the hills. She lay in the sunshine relishing the heat and the smell of the wild rosemary, lavender and thyme. In the evening they ate outside and watched the fireflies dancing. Gerald bought a white mare and stallion, called ‘Snow’ and ‘Dapple’ respectively, and they would ride through Constantinople’s Belgrade Forest. One evening, as they passed through a dusty village, they came across a tiny kitten with blazing sapphire-blue eyes. For Dorothy it was love at first sight and Gerald tucked the small creature into his pocket.


But the enchantment was soon to end. On 28 June 1914, a mere two months after their wedding, an assassin’s bullet killed Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. On 4 August Britain declared war on Germany and two German warships slipped through the Dardanelles and dropped anchor opposite the Wellesley house. Their guns, Dottie wrote to her half-sister Serena (known as Mitey, but whom she called Mite), ‘seeming to be pointing in our direction’. The Ambassador ordered all the women and children to leave. Dorothy initially refused, but in the end decamped to Sofia with her frightened maid, leaving Gerald behind. She wrote again to Mitey on 17 October: ‘For three weeks we refused to go but at last we had to as he said he would telegraph the Foreign Office in London if we didn’t. So then I was afraid it might do Gerry harm so I went – We all think it’s absurd & everyone is furious. I am going back soon anyway as I must go back to Gerry & it is deadly here.’


Dorothy may have been bored in Sofia, but when news arrived of the Russians shelling a village on the Black Sea, it was a little too close for comfort. In any case, she had concerns other than for her own safety: she was pregnant, and convinced the baby would be a boy. When Turkey lined up alongside Germany in early November, Gerald and the last remaining Embassy staff had to flee Constantinople, ending up in Salonica, where the Wellesleys were reunited. Gerald had to break the news to his wife that they had lost everything from their house on the banks of the Bosphorus. However, there was a small consolation for Dorothy when she saw, staring out from a white bundle in their chauffeur’s pocket, a pair of sapphire-blue eyes.


In Salonica the couple boarded a destroyer which carried them to Gerald’s next posting in Italy. The sea journey was not without incident. One night they were held up by a German submarine and the heavily leaded Foreign Office bag was thrown over the side into the deep waters of the Adriatic. When they finally reached Rome, Dorothy was exhausted and worried about the health of her unborn child. But soon she was revived when Gerald returned from an outing in high spirits: ‘“I have found the perfect house.” We went to see it and perfect indeed it was. It had a great marble salon below for summer days, and above was a lovely sitting room with little balconies facing south. There were also two dining-rooms, one for summer, the other for winter. We transformed the garden into a charming Baroque affair, and I made a little spring garden for myself among the ilex trees I had planted.’22 Their Italian neighbours soon called Gerry and Dottie’s house ‘Casa Vellesli’.


It was here in the great hall of Casa Vellesli that my father took his first breath. I suspect that the date of Valerian’s birth – a hundred years and two weeks after the battle of Waterloo – gave some pleasure to his father, already a keen devotee of his great ancestor. Since the world was at war, the mood for the Waterloo centenary was sombre. ‘Echoes from the Field of Battle’, ran a headline in The Times. ‘A hundred years ago today the fate of the world was decided upon the field of Waterloo. Today, after the lapse of a hundred years, the Low Countries are the scene of a mightier struggle, and once more the fate of the world hangs upon the issue; but the foes of a hundred years ago are brothers-in-arms against a common enemy.’ In Paris the oldest British residents placed a wreath in the cemetery at Neuilly-sur-Seine, where lay many French and British soldiers who had died at the battle of the Marne; in London a wreath of ivy in the form of a heart garlanded with red, white and blue ribbon was put at the foot of the equestrian statue of the Duke of Wellington; at Wellington College (founded in memory of the First Duke) Gerald’s father, the 4th Duke, planted in the grounds an acorn from the Stratfield Saye oak by the grave of Copenhagen, the horse that carried Wellington for fourteen hours at the battle. As the Wellington school corps paraded across the playing field, there were many among the spectators who reflected that some of these young boys would soon be called to sacrifice their lives for their country.23


In May 1915, to the relief of the British, Italy had formally entered the war on the side of the Allies. The Ambassador, Sir Rennell Rodd, recounted later how ‘the wives of two of my secretaries, Lady Gerald Wellesley and Mrs Parr, ransacked their jewel boxes and brought all they could spare to be sold for the cause’.24 In spite of the constant anxiety about friends and family on the front, Rome was truly the perfect posting for a couple who derived so much inspiration from classical art, history and poetry. When diplomatic and charitable duties permitted, the Wellesleys would go on expeditions to the countryside to search for the stones they loved: porphyry, verde antico, giallo antico. In an uncultivated field they discovered a site where there must once have stood a grand Roman villa; they filled ‘sacks’ full of their treasures. Closer to home, in the Borghese Gardens, they found another prize: ‘an adorable little Greek piece, a Grecian girl figure, probably once part of a vase’. The prim English nanny was shocked when the soil-clad articles were dumped in Valerian’s pram to be taken home, where they were washed carefully and added to the growing collection.


Gerald and Dorothy would scour antique and junk shops looking for curiosities. One of their best finds was a picture by Longhi of an eighteenth-century rhinoceros called Clara, who for seventeen years did her own Grand Tour of Europe, at a time when the sight of the huge, strange creature enthralled her audiences. When, in 1758, Clara died in London at the age of twenty, she was the most famous animal in the world. My father has known the picture all his life: my grandfather gave it to him when he got married, and it has hung in every house he has lived in.


But the real pleasure for both of them was their son. Dorothy proudly sent her half-sister a picture of him: ‘Darling Mite, Here is a naked photograph of Valerian looking like a tadpole, all head! I will try and do some better ones later; also a delightful one of Gerry, I think, in his bathing dress, don’t you love it?’ My father has some hazy memories of those early years of his life. He remembers macaws flying round the great hall in front of the frescoes of Roman emperors. There were trips to the Tuscan countryside, where Valerian’s treat would be to ride on a donkey. Once, he remembers, he was extremely upset when ‘one of the donkeys had been badly beaten by its owner and had awful raw marks all over its body’. There was always talk of war, and somehow this penetrated the consciousness of the child. ‘I remember once, when I was riding on a donkey, we were on a hill, and when I looked down into the valley I saw what looked like a lot of smoke, and I asked if that was the war.’


As war progressed, food became scarce. Dorothy recalled in her memoir that ‘there was no fish, no meat, no milk for the child, nothing but endless heaps of pasta to be consumed as best one could in small quantities’. By the spring of 1918 the effects of an inadequate diet were taking their toll on Valerian, and now Dorothy was expecting another baby. The Wellesleys set off to a villa in the Alban Hills, but the heat became more and more oppressive. One evening, when Dorothy found Valerian sitting in his bath sucking at the sponge, she dragged the tub outside and let him run naked round the terrace. An aunt of Dorothy’s came to stay, and her cousin Robin Hollway too. After her brother Scamp, Robin was the relative Dottie loved the most. They would lie together under lime trees as she read poetry to him. He had been badly wounded on the Western Front, and later suffered dreadfully from shellshock. On a night-time recce, a sniper’s bullet got him; he had hung on to some barbed wire for hours, and then managed to crawl back to his trench. He was eventually evacuated on a hospital ship, which was the scene of another kind of hell. ‘Why did they lay the wounded and dead on pallets of straw side by side?’ he sobbed to Dorothy. To the little Valerian, Robin appeared like a rather romantic figure from Peter Pan.


By the time the summer’s heat began to subside, the war was drawing to a close. In October 1918 the Wellesleys packed up and returned to Britain. They docked at Southampton on a bright day and their first stop was with Gerald’s parents, the 4th Duke and Duchess, in Hampshire. Dorothy’s health and spirits were revived by long walks in the countryside – ‘over hedges and across ditches, which delighted my father-inlaw.’ By Christmas the family had moved into a house in Ebury Street, London, which they had borrowed from their friends Harold and Vita Nicolson. It was meant to be haunted by the ghost of a lady who had been the mistress of a king, and ‘a cat which was said to walk through the air towards one with a malign expression on its face’. It was here, on Boxing Day 1918, that Gerald and Dorothy’s daughter was born; with the special permission of the King, they christened her in the Chapel Royal, St James’s Palace, and named her Elizabeth. My father, not yet four years old, remembers his little sister bawling her head off throughout the short service. Robin Hollway was one of the godparents, Mitey another.


By now the country was in the throes of the terrible ‘Spanish’ influenza that would kill more Britons than had died in the entire war, and up to 59 million people worldwide. It was common to see soldiers carrying coffins out of houses on the streets of London. The Wellesleys, with Dorothy’s fortune, were able to buy both 43 Portland Place – ‘an Adam house with the original colours and medallions by Angelica Kaufmann’ – and Sherfield Court in Hampshire – ‘a charming little Queen Anne manor’ on the border of the Wellingtons’ Stratfield Saye estate. My father remembers the nursery quarters high up in the London house: ‘There was a top passage with a rail with banisters and one day I stuck my head through as far as I could to see down below, where there was a ball which was attended by the Prince of Wales, who was a glamorous figure in those days – very dashing and good looking.’


In the morning, Valerian would often go down to Gerald’s room and watch his father shaving. ‘I was fascinated by the old-fashioned cut-throat razors which he used to sharpen on a strap, and then the routine of foaming the soap in a wooden bowl with a badger’s-hair shaving brush, which no one does now.’ London could be exciting – my father recalls watching, as a seven-year-old, from the nursery window, as a band played and great crowds gathered to witness the unveiling of a statue commemorating Field Marshall Sir George Stuart White, a hero of the Boer War. But Sherfield Court was the home my father loved best as a child. ‘It had this magical island. You went out of the house onto a terrace, which was a nice place to sit, and then there was the moat, with a bridge across it to the island. To the child’s eye it seemed quite large, though it was probably not more than an acre and a half. It was the fact that it was an island which appealed to me – it was our own little world. We played all sorts of games, but our favourite was pirates.’ For Dorothy, this little bit of land held another kind of magic. In the reign of Elizabeth I the scholar George Puttenham lived in a house there and wrote The Arte of English Poesie which, when it was published in 1589, was one of the first books of poetry criticism. Before that the island had a less romantic association: in the Middle Ages prostitutes were tried there, and it was called the Court of the Harlots. When Dorothy wandered around the moat in the twilight hours she wished ‘that the old house would rise like Camelot from the waters’.


The island was full of old gnarled apple and plum trees; there was a nuttery and one damson tree. Dorothy covered the moat in waterlilies by tying bricks to their roots and throwing them in. Valerian and Elizabeth thought they looked like green paving stones and called them ‘link-pads’. It was at Sherfield that Dorothy was able to indulge her passion for gardening. She believed that ‘the single flower holds within itself the purest of all beauty; for the best flowers can contain the whole of existence within an eighth of an inch’.25 She used part of a long-neglected farmyard and a high brick wall to protect her plants from the cold winter winds. To the delight of the children, she also built a swimming-pool and turned the piggery beside it into a pool house where, on hot summer nights, she would sleep on a camp-bed so that in the morning she could dive straight into the pool.


As soon as they returned to England Gerald had left the Diplomatic Corps and articled himself to H.S. Goodhart-Rendel, to pursue his goal of becoming an architect. When he married Dorothy she had made it clear that she did not want to be a diplomat’s wife for the rest of her life, and in any case with the financial security that she brought to the marriage he could ‘now please himself’. By 1921 Gerald had qualified as a FRIBA and set up his own partnership with Trenwith Wills; their offices were in Bedford Row, a brisk stroll from Portland Place. The Wellesleys divided their time between their two houses, and for Valerian and Eliza, life assumed an harmonious routine. Dorothy’s second book of poetry appeared – this time under her married name of Lady Gerald Wellesley.


The first seven years of my father’s life were spent bathed in a warm glow of family fun and affection. He had a doting mother and father, two sets of attentive grandparents, a younger sister to tease, homes in the tranquillity of Hampshire and the bustling West End of London and the comfort of being part of a small family of four. Then, early in 1923, his parents separated and his world collapsed.


A poignant picture is drawn in a letter written by Harold Nicolson, who was staying at Portland Place at the time. Valerian was then with his father, who decided one day to go to Sherfield. ‘They started off after breakfast and walked to the bus’, wrote Nicolson to his wife Vita,




Gerry straight-backed and defiant carrying a grip with their mutual night clothes in it, & Valerian struggling under a large parcel of brocade. So large was the parcel that it protruded beyond Valerian, & its sharp brown paper corner came up against and even scratched the shiny blue door which so diversifies the otherwise symmetrical alignment of No. 43. There was a long and rather petulant pause while the handkerchief was got out and the door dabbed to see if it was really serious – & then they started off again to walk to the bus together.26





For a while Valerian went to a day school in London, and he and his sister lived at Apsley House with their grandparents. A year after the separation, on 1 May 1924, he was sent to a prep school. Ludgrove had been established in 1892 for the single purpose of preparing boys for Eton, so there could be no other choice of school for him. I suspect that it was one of the few uncontentious decisions his parents made about arrangements for their children. In those days Ludgrove was in Barnet, with large grounds and lawns on two levels leading down to a pond. The boys slept five or six to a dormitory and there was as much emphasis on winning at games as there was on learning. The headmaster, Frank Henley, was a distinguished sportsman who had played cricket for Oxford. ‘I remember my father drove me there in his Morris Minor and we were both in floods of tears.’ His father wrote to him the following day from his offices in Bedford Row; the letter was typed so it would be easier for the little boy to read.




My darling Valerian, I was thinking of you all last night and wondering how you were getting on. I am sure you will like school and being with boys of your own age. When you begin to play cricket you are sure to find that there are other boys who know just as little about it as you do and the same is true of work and everything else. When you find that you do a thing about as well as the other boys of your own age you must then begin to try and do it better. I am sure you will find it all great fun and I am only frightened that you will forget about your Daddy and Mummy who love [you] more than anyone else does. I will come and see you in about a month or six weeks. Your loving Daddy





Valerian’s mother, who was staying with the Nicolsons in Sussex, wrote to her son on Vita’s monogrammed paper: ‘My darling I am writing to you from Long Barn. I have left Nigel [her son] at Sherfield to play with Elizabeth, & am on my way to London to finish the flat . . . I do so much want to get a letter from you, so I hope you wrote yesterday . . . Are you beginning to enjoy yourself darling? Write and say if you are happy. Yr own loving Mummy.’ My father probably did send letters to his mother (boarding schools usually ensure that their charges keep in touch with their parents), but if Valerian wrote to say he was happy, that was far from the truth: he was miserable. The school was comparatively small, with fewer than seventy boys, and whereas before at his day school no one had known of his parents’ separation, now it was common knowledge. ‘I was very much aware of the split-up of my parents, and unhappy and ashamed of the fact that they didn’t live together. Ashamed that when other boys’ parents came down to take them out, they were always a pair.’


When I talked to my father about this distressing time, I was shocked to learn of the open censure from the parents of his friends, including the mother of his best friend. ‘I didn’t get invited to stay with my friend in the holidays – I think she disapproved very strongly of the fact that my parents weren’t living together . . . In those days you stuck together, even if you may have had other people in your lives, but if you did it all went on very discreetly.’ I sense the hurt even now. ‘I don’t think I talked about my parents much, I suspect that I avoided it because it would immediately get me into a conversation where I had to explain so many things.’ However, though Ludgrove holds few happy memories, Henley was a caring headmaster, writing a long, chatty letter to Valerian in October 1924, when he was recuperating from an appendix operation. ‘We miss you in Vth Division very much. Goodbye now, & don’t sneeze – it hurts!!’


Later letters to Valerian at Ludgrove contain melancholy appeals to a lost innocence. A fortnight after Valerian’s tenth birthday in July 1925, Gerald wrote to his son: ‘It is less than a fortnight now before you come home which is very exciting . . . Terence the tortoise has escaped through the little hole out of the five-ten court. I have got another tortoise too big to get through the hole. I have given his shell a rub with oil which makes him look very smart.’ Gerald ended the letter ‘Love and xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx from Daddy’. In May 1926 Valerian’s grandmother said she hoped he would come and stay in the holidays and ‘see my birds – but I cannot take any of their (birds) eggs – I want to breed Blue birds they are very very precious.’ She ended the letter, ‘Ever darling Valerian your loving Granny Kathleen Wellington’. A few months later the headmaster’s wife took Valerian onto the terrace of the school and gently told him that Granny had died.


Perhaps my grandparents tried to keep the bitterness of their separation away from their children: if so, it did not work for my father. When the time came for him to move on from his prep school to Eton, the change came as a welcome relief. He could leave behind the prying disapproval of his friends’ parents and swim in a bigger pond where boys were encouraged to think for themselves and stretch out towards being independent adults. Eton was where Valerian began to remove himself from his parental orbit – creating a personal life that would be filled with his own interests, ones that did not necessarily chime with those of his mother and father.


*


For Arthur Wesley Eton was not a fulfilling experience. He had failed to excel in any way either at his school in Meath or Browns Seminary in Chelsea. Now, under the patronage of his eldest brother Richard, the new Lord Mornington, he arrived at Eton in the autumn of 1781 seemingly ill-equipped to deal with an establishment that numbered at the time 300 pupils, all of whom were challenged to achieve great heights in sporting and scholarly ambition. In lessons he was slow and near the bottom of his class, his name appearing at number fifty-four out of seventy-nine.27 In any case, Richard had set a high bar for all his younger siblings. He was one of the most celebrated classical scholars of his day, admired for his Latin and Greek verses.


In contrast, one of the younger brother’s most distinguishing characteristics was his shyness. Later in life Arthur admitted to George Robert Gleig that he ‘contracted few special intimacies among his contemporaries’. ‘His was indeed a solitary life’, Gleig continues, ‘a life of solitude in a crowd; for he walked generally alone; often bathed alone; and seldom took part in either the cricket matches or boat-races which were then, as they are now, in great vogue among Etonians.’ However, something must have happened to give Arthur confidence; one of the few stories about his Etonian days concerns a fight with a fellow pupil, ‘Bobus’ Smith, brother to Sydney, later Canon of St Paul’s. Bobus, who, strangely, later became famous for his ugliness, was swimming in the Thames when Arthur started throwing stones at him from the bank. This unprovoked attack led to a fight and according to Smith, ‘he beat me soundly’. There may well be an apocryphal element to this anecdote, since it can only have benefited the teller to be able to boast that ‘I was the Duke of Wellington’s first victory’, and Arthur himself did not recall the incident.


However he did remember Raganeaus, the ‘house’ where he boarded, presided over by an Eton ‘Dame’ (part matron, part mother), and when he visited his sons there nearly thirty-five years after he had left the school he went out into the garden to see the ‘broad black ditch over which he used so often to leap’. He apparently remarked, ‘I really believe I owe my spirit of enterprise to the tricks I used to play in the garden.’ On one of these visits he was meant to have run along the top of the Long Wall with ‘unexampled gaiety’.28 He also recollected that in his day they called the room next to the kitchen where the maids slept ‘Virgins’ Bower’, and he seemed to know that there was a way through it. Apparently there was a tree near the house which he liked to climb and which was later known as Duke’s Tree. Arthur’s solitary inclinations are reflected in another story about his days at Eton. No doubt embellished by several generations of star-struck young Etonians, it was recounted by a later occupant of the room Arthur had slept in:




. . . when all the good burgomasters and thrifty tradesmen of Windsor and Eton had retired to rest, young Wellesley [Wesley at the time] on the commencement of a cold winter’s night would be proceeding up old icy Father Thames, in a lonely skiff, to the vicinity of Maidenhead Bridge, and there, wrapt in single blanket, and watching with a single gun, he would be ready by daybreak to get a shot at the wild ducks, or other wild fowl, which were accustomed to congregate under shelter of the eyots, and other harbours of refuge on the Thames.29





*


My father was charmed by this Eton tale. Of the thousands of anecdotes about his ancestor, it is one with which he can dare to identify. It is not merely the allure of the lone adventure – squeezing through a small window; scrambling across roofs; clandestinely obtaining the gun, the skiff and the ammunition; finally, returning to a room unobserved and with an explanation for the booty. It was at Eton that my father’s enthusiasm for shooting developed. As a pastime in the holidays, it was his way of escaping to a solitary world in the woods where he could immerse himself in the sounds of nature, train his eye on his prey and forget the upsetting consequences of his parents’ separation.


*


For Arthur, the best times of his schoolboy years were those he spent with his eccentric maternal grandmother, Lady Dungannon, at her house in Brynkinalt, North Wales. There he found himself in another fight, this time with a young local blacksmith, with whom he was playing a game of marbles. On this occasion Arthur was roundly beaten and his opponent, remembering the incident many years later, boasted he had ‘beaten the man who beat Napoleon’ and that ‘Master Wesley bore him not a pin’s worth of ill-will’.30 Without his illustrious military career, it is likely that the only impression Arthur would have left on Eton was his name, stealthily carved by him on the kitchen door of his boardinghouse. His younger brother Gerald easily overtook him scholastically and Henry, the next one, was following close behind. Maybe it came as a relief to Arthur when in 1784 his mother and brother decided that he no longer merited the cost of Eton and packed him off to a tutor in Brighton.


After Brighton, Arthur’s mother took him with her to live in Brussels; they were accompanied there by the son of a rich Yorkshire baronet who had been a close friend of Lord Mornington. John Armytage was roughly the same age as Arthur and the arrangement was mutually beneficial: Arthur and his mother shared John’s lodgings and in return Armytage enjoyed Lady Mornington’s protection. Given Anne’s attitude towards her son, the atmosphere in the house must have been less than congenial, but the landlord, a Belgian lawyer called M. Louis Goubert, clearly made a favourable impression on Arthur. Years later he would recall: ‘As I rode into Brussels the day after the battle of Waterloo, I passed the old house, and recognized it, and pulling up, ascertained that the old man was still alive. I sent for him, and recalling myself to his recollection, shook hands with him, and assured him that for old acquaintance’ sake he should be protected from all molestation.’31


John and Arthur behaved like typical sixteen-year-olds. They ‘pursued their studies in a desultory way’, but put as much energy into enjoying themselves. John’s memory of his teenage friend was that he was ‘extremely fond of music, and played well upon the fiddle, but he never gave indication of any other species of talent . . . there was no intention then of sending him into the army; his own wishes, if he had any, were in favour of a civilian’s life’.32 As it happened, after a year in Brussels, Lady Mornington could stand it no longer; she returned home and packed Arthur off to the Royal Academy of Equitation in Angers, France. He entered the Academy in January 1786 – one of 334 students for that year, a third of whom were English – and was registered as ‘Mr Wesley, gentilhomme Irlandais, fils de Mylaidi Mornington’.


The academy, with its classical façade, two vast courtyards, stables and surrounding pavilions, had a grand air about it. The regime, little changed over two centuries, was designed to train and civilise the young sons of nobility from all over Europe. Arthur learnt the arts of horsemanship and sword display; he studied mathematics and the humanities; above all, perhaps, he encountered a motherly woman with a compassionate nature, the Duchesse de Séran. Many years later, just after Waterloo, when the Duchess was an old lady, he bumped into her at a reception in Paris and introduced her as the person ‘in whose society he had passed the happiest part of his life, and to whose matronly kindness he owed more gratitude than he could ever repay’.33


Arthur fell in with the sons of a couple of other Irish peers. In the evenings they would sometimes go into town, dressed in their scarlet jackets adorned with yellow buttons and sky-blue facings, and have a night out at one of the many inns. Though he went on to enjoy a strong constitution, Arthur’s health at the time was not good and this provided an excuse for him to lie on his sofa playing with his white terrier, Vick, or, less benignly, sit at his window with his friends dropping change onto the heads of passers-by. Sometimes the students were allowed to play games of chance – but under strict supervision and the rigid constraint that if the stakes became too high, the winnings would be confiscated and put in the ‘poor box’. According to the records of the academy, Arthur showed an early display of charitable instinct by one day persuading his fellow gamblers to play for gold.


By the time Arthur returned to England late in 1786, the clumsy, shy boy had become a confident young gentleman who could speak good French, ride well and was beginning to form his own ideas about life. He may not, however, have forgotten his mother’s harsh opinion of him, since it was reported that her first sighting of the transformation was at the Haymarket Theatre, when she exclaimed incredulously, ‘I do believe there is my ugly boy Arthur!’34 Initially she had not recognised the tall young man with a healthy complexion and powdered hair. But her persistent dismissal of her third son’s attributes and abilities was no longer echoed by others. When asked if he had any English boys with potential, the director of the Academy of Equitation had cited – ‘One Irish lad of great promise, of the name of Wesley.’35


Many of Valerian Wellesley’s burdens lifted off his shoulders when he arrived at Eton in January 1929. Being descended from the school’s most famous old boy may even have garnered him a little glory. ‘I had a wonderful feeling of liberty and it was great to have my own room – my own kingdom. I could even choose what to hang on my walls.’ His father, Gerald, gave him the watercolours that had decorated his own room when he had been at Eton. But Valerian’s years at the college did more to form him than the influence of his parents, whose dissenting views of life were the cause, for him, of so much upset.


Eton in 1929 numbered over eight hundred students, but in other respects it had changed little since the First Duke’s time. Its intake was still dominated by the sons of wealthy landowning families and the aristocracy. The boys were all divided between houses where the quality and compassion of the housemasters and dames played a crucial role in the successful development of the pupils under their charge. Valerian’s housemaster was ‘Tuppy’ Headlam, who was known to be witty but rather idle – a combination which endeared him to the boys. ‘I remember him with great affection – he was quite a character, often making jokes in obscure Latin.’ On one occasion, when Valerian got into trouble with the French master – a mildly sadistic character who liked to twist the ears of his victims – Tuppy confessed to Valerian that he ‘could not stand the fellow’. The enlightened attitude towards discipline made for a happy house and Valerian found this restorative. However, it did not save him from punishment when Headlam discovered a huge batch of cigarette butts in the candle-holder on his windowsill. ‘The penalty was ghastly, 500 lines a day for a fortnight, Ovid and Horace, I still remember it – “Eheu fugaces, Postume, Postume . . .” I could quote a lot of Ovid once.’


Unusually for a housemaster, Headlam was unmarried, but had a host of glamorous friends who would often visit him. One of his girlfriends was Anna May Wong – at the time a famous Chinese-American actress who made her debut as an extra in The Red Lantern (1919) and had her first starring role in 1922 in Hollywood’s first colour movie, The Toll of the Sea. ‘She was tremendously attractive and all the boys got very excited when she accompanied Tuppy on his evening rounds of the boys’ rooms.’ Anna May went on to make a huge number of films, but her involvement in Headlam’s lively social life may have contributed to the fact that she died in 1961, aged only fifty-six, of cirrhosis of the liver.


A crucial decision that all Etonians have to make is whether to be a ‘wet bob’ – a rower – or ‘dry bob’ – a cricketer. In Valerian’s case, the decision was made for him. He came down with a bad attack of measles in the first summer he was at the school and spent most of the ‘half’ (Eton’s word for term) in the sick wing, the ‘San’; when he eventually recovered he had missed too much cricket to qualify for a team so he started rowing. This left him with enough time to pursue another sport and he took up shooting, which became one of the enduring pleasures of his life.


When Valerian won his colours in the Eton shooting eight, his grandfather, the 4th Duke, was delighted; himself a keen sportsman, he too had been in Eton’s shooting team. Part of the attraction of the sport was that every school weekend the team would travel round the country, playing against their long-standing rivals, including Harrow and Winchester. ‘It was great fun,’ remembers my father gleefully. ‘We weren’t much supervised and would often manage to sneak into the local pub for a quick smoke and a glass of beer.’
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