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Prologue

This book describes the lives of the family who lived at Highclere Castle from 1923 to 1945, in particular the beautiful Anglo-American Catherine Wendell and the man she married, who became the 6th Earl of Carnarvon. Like its predecessor, about Almina the 5th Countess of Carnarvon, it is intended more as a narrative of the time than a work of history. Nonetheless, it is the product of many months of research in the Castle’s archives as well as conversation with those surviving family members who knew the people involved. It is based on diaries, memoirs, letters, household accounts and photographs, the guestbook that records those who came to stay and the recollections of those who worked here.

In Britain, the inter-war years were marked by the legacy of the First World War, which had exacted a terrible price on young men’s lives and bequeathed economic turbulence and political change. The fabric of the old society was loosening and a new spirit of personal liberty was in the air. Many of the great houses of England declined as their owners became impoverished. Highclere’s survival as the family home of the Carnarvons was very much in the balance. Increasingly, so was peace between the nations of Europe.

The new young 6th Earl and Countess of Carnarvon were initially burdened by their responsibilities, but soon enough they were swept up in the freedom and gaiety of the 1920s. Catherine was a beautiful, vivacious but thoughtful woman, loved by everybody; her husband was a generous and amusing host, an excellent judge of racehorses, and a kind and proud father. Unfortunately for Catherine, however, he grew increasingly fond of the glamour of London, of its clubs, its fast society and its romantic diversions.

The book features a cast of well-known people, friends of the Carnarvons, who played a part in shaping the politics of the 1920s and 1930s. At the outbreak of the Second World War, a new generation of the people who lived at Highclere were swept up into global conflict. The Castle became home to evacuee children and teachers, and the estate provided a training ground for soldiers from all over the world. Catherine’s son, the heir to Highclere, played his part in one of the most brutal campaigns of the war.

Despite the trials of these years, Highclere Castle and the community of people who lived and worked here survived; the house remains the home of the Earl and Countess of Carnarvon. Via its television alter ego ‘Downton Abbey’, Highclere Castle has achieved new renown on a global scale and thrilled millions of viewers in hundreds of countries.

I hope that you enjoy this book and its insights into the history of the Real Downton Abbey. My husband Geordie and I love this house, the landscape and the people who work here with us. It is an extraordinary place, full of wonderful stories.
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India, March 1923

It was a stifling afternoon at the Wheeler Polo Club in Meerut, northern India. The waves of heat still distorted the view over the five first-class polo grounds, but Catherine was much relieved that the most oppressive part of the day was over. She was sitting on a white-canopied dais with the Viceroy, Lord Reading, and Lord Inchcape, the chairman of the P&O line, their wives, Lady Reading and Lady Inchcape, and some other friends. Behind them, on the long, whitewashed verandahs, several hundred of the team members’ families and guests were watching the afternoon’s match.

Catherine’s husband, Lord Porchester, was playing number two and the game was level. She had never seen a polo match until she arrived in India two months ago, although her husband, a keen rider, played well. It was part of army life in a cavalry regiment. There were other amusements, beyond the polo grounds was a racecourse and her husband – who was known to family and friends all his life as Porchey – also enjoyed plenty of snipe, duck and black partridge shooting with his fellow officers.

Catherine was a favourite with all Porchey’s friends. Very pretty, with an entrancing smile, she was flirtatious and fun. She was always impeccably stylish in the latest fashions. Even sitting under the huge canopy she would wear one of her charming wide-brimmed hats to protect her complexion from the relentless sun. March was not the hottest month in Meerut by any means; Catherine knew it would become uncomfortable as the spring turned to summer. But it was so beguiling, so different from the narrow grey skies between the houses in Mayfair, London. She loved the scents of the great Neem trees, the different herbs and spices that flavoured the air and the vastness and colours of India. It was all a world away from her experience.

Despite playing a significant part in the British Army during the First World War, time had stood still for the Army of British India. The cavalryman reigned supreme and his regiment trained and drilled in between dressing for supper and dining off silver plates in full mess kit. Servants were legion. Each officer occupied a bungalow with his wife and family and was attended by a khitmatgar (butler) and a bhisti (bearer). Catherine was born in Maine and had spent her first twelve years in New York and New Hampshire. Now she was adjusting to a very different environment, with its Old World customs, its bougainvillea-filled gardens and manicured lawns that had to be watered carefully every day.

It was the last chukka and Lord Porchester’s stick tangled with an opponent’s, but he managed to push the ball towards the mouth of the goal. For a moment it seemed to hesitate, but good luck spun it over the line. Catherine leapt up, smiling and clapping with excitement. When he came to write his memoirs, more than forty years later, Porchey recalled his moment of triumph. ‘My beloved wife Catherine was probably the most excited of our many supporters.’ There was tremendous applause. The exhausted teams presented themselves to the Viceroy and Catherine smiled proudly as her husband received a commemorative cup from Lady Mansfield. Her husband was not the bookish type like his father. He loved the racing and sporting worlds, was a noted horseman, a soldier and superb raconteur; he was enormous fun to be with.

A tall chuprassi, one of the messengers from the Viceroy’s bodyguard, dressed in white and beturbaned, stepped forward to hand something to the dishevelled Lord Porchester. ‘Sahib, a priority telegram from Egypt.’

Porchey turned to the Viceroy for permission to open it. ‘Of course, dear boy. More news of your dear father and his wonderful discovery, I imagine.’ Catherine smiled at her husband. Porchey’s father, Lord Carnarvon, had uncovered the tomb of Tutankhamun just before Christmas; in fact, just before they sailed to India. It had been front-page news around the world and was the culmination of more than sixteen years of painstaking excavation in the hills around the Valley of the Kings in Luxor, Egypt.

Catherine liked her father-in-law very much. He was totally different to his son: he loved to pore over scholarly texts about Egyptology, was passionate about Egypt’s culture and possessed one of the finest collections of Ancient Egyptian works of art in the world.

Porchey slipped open the telegram. Catherine stepped towards him as he stood motionless. Then he read aloud, ‘From Sir John Maxwell, Commander in Chief Egypt to Sir Charles Monroe, Commander in Chief India. Urgent. Will you please expedite an immediate passage for Lord Porchester to the Continental Hotel Cairo, where his father Lord Carnarvon is seriously ill. Three months compassionate leave.’

Catherine leaned in to her husband. ‘Darling, I am so sorry.’

The match was forgotten. Lord Inchcape cleared his throat. ‘Look here Porchester, the Narkunda sails tomorrow and will be calling at Suez. She’s full to the gunnels but I could instruct the Captain to have a junior officer’s cabin made available.’ Lord Reading turned to one of his ADCs and said, ‘I’ve an idea. We should put Porchester on my train down to Bombay tonight; that will give him ample time to board the Narkunda.’

Porchey was tremendously grateful to them both. He turned to Catherine and the two of them went to sit down and discuss their plans. ‘I hate to leave you alone here, darling, but I don’t see we have any choice.’

Catherine had never seen her husband cast so low. She took his hand. ‘I shall be perfectly fine, really. I’m sure all our friends will be a wonderful help. I’ll make a start on closing up the house.’ Porchey nodded. Though they didn’t acknowledge it, they both felt that somehow he would not be coming back to India and that this part of their lives was over. Catherine would return to their bungalow, Bronx Hall, in Mhow. He would send a telegram as soon as he arrived in Egypt.

Porchey brightened. ‘I’m sure my mother will already have set out for Cairo, so all may not be lost.’ Almina, 5th Countess of Carnarvon, was an extraordinarily skilled and gifted nurse. If anyone could save her husband, she could.

Porchey arrived at the Continental Hotel a week later to find that his mother was already there. She had hired a small biplane and flown to her husband’s bedside, accompanied by the family’s personal doctor, Dr Johnnie. This was even better than Porchey had hoped for. His mother’s determination never ceased to amaze him. She and Dr Johnnie had arrived in two days rather than the two weeks it would have taken by train and sea.

Porchey went straight to his father’s rooms and tapped on the door. A nurse drew him into the dimly lit space. Everything was quiet. She whispered to him, ‘Thank goodness you’ve come, Lord Porchester. Your mother is exhausted. She’s had several sleepless nights now and we’ve had to insist that she gets some rest.’

Porchey nodded. ‘How is he? Can I see him?’

‘Of course,’ replied the nurse, ‘though I’m afraid he may not recognise you.’

Porchey trod softly across to the bed. His father was unshaven and seemed so angular, his pulse visibly beating erratically. Porchey touched his hand, which felt burning hot. ‘Papa, this is your son, Henry, I’ve come from India to see you.’ His father’s eyes turned towards him but they were blank. He seemed delirious. Porchey felt overwhelmed by sadness. He had been away at school, away at war and then away in India. Now he could feel that it was too late for both of them. Suddenly he felt exhausted.

That evening he had supper with his father’s colleague, Howard Carter, and his sister Evelyn. Eve had been out in Egypt with their father for weeks and was already very strained by the extraordinary events that had overtaken the 5th Earl’s investigations in the Valley of the Kings. Eve had been at his side to witness the momentous unsealing of Tutankhamun’s tomb, an event that generated massive excitement all over the world. After nearly twenty years of excavations in the desert, the 5th Earl of Carnarvon and Howard Carter, the brilliant Egyptologist, had made a discovery that would rewrite historians’ understanding of Ancient Egypt and fascinate people for generations to come. Now, just six weeks after stepping into the Shrine Room and Treasury, the first man to enter the tomb of the boy king in three thousand years lay desperately ill.

Porchey had hardly fallen asleep when he heard the knock. It was nearly two in the morning. One of the nurses put her head around his door. ‘Lord Porchester, hurry. I’m so sorry, your father has just died. Your mother has closed his eyes and would like you to go in and say a prayer.’

Porchey scrambled into a dressing gown and headed for his father’s rooms. Suddenly the hotel was plunged into darkness. Carefully he made his way along the corridor and into the suite. He could just make out his mother, on her knees at his father’s bedside, crying softly. He knelt down beside her and put his arm around her as he offered a small prayer of his own. ‘He fought so hard to live,’ whispered Almina, between tears, ‘but just at the end he said, “I have heard the call; I am preparing.”’

Porchey stayed a few minutes and then decided to leave his mother alone. He retreated from the bedroom to the sitting room where Eve, Dr Johnnie and Howard Carter had gathered. Somebody had brought a torch. A few minutes later, much to their relief, the lights came on again. Porchey and Eve hugged one another. Everyone was desperately upset, their faces showing exhaustion and sadness. Each of them, in their different way, had loved the 5th Earl.

In the days to come, the world’s newspapers would work themselves into a state of feverish excitement over the Earl’s death. ‘The curse of Tutankhamun’, shrieked the headlines. The press took great delight in suggesting that at the moment of Lord Carnarvon’s passing, the lights throughout Cairo had been extinguished by ghostly command of King Tut. The reality was more prosaic: power shortages were common in Cairo and the Earl had died of blood poisoning contracted from a mosquito bite that he had nicked while shaving. The cut festered in the Egyptian heat and the illness seeped steadily through his body.

Lord Porchester was about to assume the role and responsibilities to which he had been born. It was a terrible shock. He was just twenty-five years old and, though his father’s health had never been robust, the 5th Earl was only fifty-six when he died. Lord Porchester had not expected to inherit for many years; he had just rejoined his regiment on the assumption that he had a long army career ahead of him. Porchey and Catherine had been married for less than a year and they must have expected that they had plenty of time to really get to know each other and establish themselves in their marriage before the duties attached to being the heads of the household claimed them.

Porchey sent a telegram to Catherine – their intuition had indeed been correct. She should sail for England as soon as possible. Though she had half expected this news, it must have been difficult to take in. In addition to the grief and the worry for her husband, Catherine had to prepare herself for a new life. She was no longer the wife of an army officer. Catherine had just become the chatelaine of Highclere Castle, one of the loveliest and most famous country houses in England. She and Porchey were now the 6th Earl and Countess of Carnarvon.
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A Very English American

Catherine could never, as a child growing up in New York State, have expected to live in India, much less Highclere Castle. Then again, by the time she married Lord Porchester, she had already lived through a great deal of disruptive change. Catherine was the daughter of Jacob Wendell Jnr and his wife, Marian, née Fendall, and had been born Anne Catherine Tredick Wendell on 25 November 1900 in a house called Willowbank in Kittery, Maine – one of the family’s many homes. Her father wrote a teasing but evidently pleased-as-Punch letter to his Aunt Sallie to tell her the news. ‘I don’t know whether you’d call it a pretty baby or not: it reminded me more of a plucked turkey than anything else. Its eyes are blue and what hair it has is light. Marian is as happy as can be and delighted with her little daughter.’

Catherine was the third of four children and had two older brothers, Jacob and Reginald; five years later, she would also have a younger sister called Philippa. At the time of Catherine’s birth, her family were, if not quite in the ranks of the American super-rich, then certainly extremely wealthy.

Her father, Jacob (Jac) Wendell Jnr, was born in 1869 into one of New York City’s foremost families. The Wendells were of Dutch descent and among the original settlers of Manhattan Island. Catherine’s paternal grandfather had increased his family fortune through trade, and her father had followed in his footsteps, making his own success by going into business with a college friend to form a railway supplies company.

Wendell Jnr seemed to be a chip off the old block: reliable and savvy as well as jovial company, a man beloved by his many friends. He was a prominent member of the Harvard class of 1891, and caroused with Mark Twain and Ralph Waldo Emerson during his European tour after graduation. At the inaugural dinner of the Harvard Club of Rome in April 1892, he entertained these friends with comic songs and impressions that had them all in gales of laughter. He was excessively charming, witty, kindly and eligible, an altogether excellent match for Marian Fendall, who married him in her hometown of Washington DC on 16 April 1895.

Where the Wendells were an old family that had made money through business, the Fendalls could boast equally longstanding and even more illustrious lineage. Jac and Marian’s wedding breakfast was held at the home of the bride’s aunt, Miss Mary Lee Fendall. Catherine was descended on her mother’s side from the Lee families of Virginia, which made her practically aristocracy in the United States. Her great-great-grandfather was Philip Richard Fendall, a cousin of Revolutionary War hero and eulogiser of George Washington, Henry Lee III. The Lee-Fendall clan was extensive and extensively involved in politics at the highest levels. The best known of all was Catherine’s distant cousin, General Robert Lee, the commander of the Confederate Army and one of the most lauded military leaders in US history.

The marriage of Catherine’s parents brought together two great families, and appears to have been, besides, a very happy one. As well as the house in Maine where she was born, Catherine grew up between her paternal grandparents’ town house in New York City and Frostfields, her mother’s country house in the tiny and picturesque town of Newcastle on the outskirts of Portsmouth, New Hampshire. The photos of Marian, Jac and their four children in the gardens at Frostfields show an informal group, seemingly caught in a moment between expeditions to play in the rock pools, or run down to the beach with the dogs. Frostfields was a modern seaside villa, imposingly large but not grand, unlike the New York headquarters of the Wendell family with its dark Victorian furniture and heavy drapes at the windows.

Catherine’s childhood was typical of a monied East Coast family, shuttling between the great hub of New York City and the country retreat at Portsmouth. There were long mornings with her governess followed by dancing and music lessons in town, tennis parties and ponies in the countryside. She saw far more of her parents than many of her British contemporaries, especially at the weekends, though Jac and Marian – or Gar as the children called her – also had their own busy social lives to lead. They were often out at balls, trips to the theatre, dinners with friends, or enjoying any of the other sources of gaiety available to the wealthy in the most prosperous city on earth.

The family was of the class that cherished its history and cultivated the sense of confident purpose that came from having been successful over the course of generations. Catherine’s parents were well matched and affectionate with each other and their children. She was close to all three of her siblings; most particularly in these early years her two older brothers. It appears that until she was ten, Catherine was a happy child living a charmed life.

Then, in 1910, her father lost his entire fortune in one supremely unlucky (or badly judged, depending on one’s point of view) stroke. Jac Wendell Jnr’s business was in railway supplies. For the best part of twenty years he and his partner sold equipment to the companies that were expanding the urban railway network in cities all over the States. They exported to countries around the world. With such a diverse and successful business of two decades’ standing, it is somewhat mystifying that Wendell Jnr should have elected to invest everything in a single railway stock. When its value crashed months later, he lost his entire business and, with it, the Wendells’ centuries-old winning streak.

The flip side to the United States’ economic dream factory, to the busy creation of all that staggering wealth, was this: risky manoeuvres that could bring whole fortunes tumbling down, and with them the livelihoods and prospects of hundreds of people, all the way from proprietor to lowliest employee. Fortunately for Catherine’s family, if not for the employees, her father had lost only his money, not Marian’s. The fact that Catherine’s mother was independently wealthy saved the Wendells from ruin, though their circumstances were inevitably much reduced.

In the wake of this financial disaster, Jac Wendell did something surprising. He took the opportunity to pursue a long-cherished dream and reinvented himself as a professional actor. It was a significantly left-field action for the scion of a New York dynasty with a young family to maintain, but it was also the flowering of a lifelong passion to entertain. Jac had been a key member of the Hasty Pudding Club, Harvard’s dramatic society, and was described by some who saw him there as the best amateur actor of his generation. For the Harvard Class of 1891 Fifth Report, produced in 1911, Jac wrote that, ‘My “play” has now become my work and I am working at that with enthusiasm.’ In his first season at the New Theater in New York, he played Agrippa in Antony and Cleopatra and Feste in Twelfth Night. He also played a dog and a half-witted boy in other productions which, as he wrote, ‘shows that there are some histrionic advantages that go with a college education.’

Perhaps Jac believed he would become one of the great professional actors of his generation. Unless he had ambitions to be an actor-manager or, better still, a big producer, he cannot have imagined he would make much money. It is tempting to wonder whether the peculiar recklessness that led to his financial ruin did not stem from a subconscious drive to eradicate his old life and thus free himself to pursue the one he had always wanted. Or, at least, it would be if the loss of his fortune hadn’t subsequently caused him so much distress. What is certain is that, with Marian’s money backing him up, in the wake of the disaster he was able to opt for something rather more Bohemian than the life he had lived previously. His boldness seemed initially to pay off: his second season at the theatre saw him cast as the leading man in What the Doctor Ordered.

Then a misfortune infinitely greater than the mere loss of a twenty-year endeavour befell the Wendells. Jac became seriously ill. For all his gaiety and determination to make the most of things, the worry about the impact of his decisions on his family had caused him to have a nervous breakdown. He was utterly exhausted. During the theatrical tour he contracted pneumonia.

Many encouraging notes from his friends were dispatched. Theodore Roosevelt wrote, ‘Jack Wendell here’s to you, oh incarnation of the pudding! We miss you greatly and we are deeply concerned to know that you are so sick. May you soon be well is the earnest hope of your friends and well wishers.’ In the archives at Highclere there is a tiny note Jac wrote to his wife in a spidery hand, which begins, ‘Goodbye my darling …’

Despite all the prayers and hopes, by the time the Harvard Class of 1891 Fifth Report came out, Jacob Wendell Jnr was dead. Where most of his classmates’ entries are more or less ironic accounts of their quiet lives, no longer than three paragraphs, Jacob’s entry is a five-page-long obituary, a tribute to a man so well loved by his college contemporaries that there is still a seat that bears his name at the Harvard Club.

In the course of just over a year, Catherine’s idyllic childhood had been obliterated. The confident expectations, the luxury, the secure social status, the happiness of a charmed circle: all were gone. Her father was gone.

Marian Wendell lost little time to grief. Though she and Jac seem to have been a sincerely close couple and his sudden death at the age of forty-two must have been shattering, she had practical questions to resolve. New York high society in the first decade of the twentieth century was not an easy place to be a young widow with four children and depleted finances. It was a world unchanged since Edith Wharton had described the gilded cages of rigid conventions that bound women’s lives. In New York a widow had no independent status. With the loss of her husband, she was effectively demoted. Marian had some money of her own and her house at Frostfields but, without marrying again, which she evidently had no desire to do, she and her children would be cut off from the lifeline of the city and its society. She decided it was time for a fresh start and wrote to her cousin, Gertrude Tredick Griffiths, who ten years before had married an Englishman and gone to live in London.

Gertrude and Marian had been fond of one another when they were growing up, and Gertrude had been a bridesmaid at Marian’s wedding, but they hadn’t seen each other since Gertrude’s move. The affection must have been deep and sincere though, because, in an act of significant generosity, Gertrude and Percy Griffiths invited Marian and all four of her children to live with them. He was a partner at the accountancy firm of Deloitte and a fanatical collector of rare furniture. They had a London house in Bryanston Square and spent the weekends at Sandridgebury, their home just outside St Albans, a small cathedral city twenty miles north of London.

Catherine left the States behind when she was twelve years old. She never lived there again.

Marian and Gertrude seem to have worked together to establish clear routines for the children almost from the moment of their arrival. Jac, the eldest boy, was sent to school at Repton. Reggie, two years younger, went to Eton. He was a direct contemporary of Porchey, Catherine’s future husband, and only the second American ever to be elected to Pop, the school’s society of senior boys, a body very roughly analogous to prefects. Catherine and Philippa were educated at day schools in London. At weekends Marian, Gertrude, Percy and the girls decamped the short distance to Sandridgebury, where they were joined in the school holidays by Jac and Reggie.

The arrangement seems to have worked very well. The only note of discord occurred when Gertrude, who had no children of her own, wished to adopt Philippa. Marian was quite firm in her refusal. Despite this sticky moment, the Griffiths were unfailingly kind and generous. It must have been an enormous change for them, as a childless couple used to pleasing themselves, and with two houses full of precious furniture; not a combination that would necessarily work well with four boisterous children.

In 1910 the Portsmouth Herald, the local paper of the New Hampshire town where Catherine had spent much of her first ten years, had run a rather breathless front-page profile of ‘Mrs Gertrude Tredick Griffiths and her success’. It claimed her as a brilliant society arbiter and ‘leader of the American colony in London.’ In truth, the Griffiths did not move in the most exalted social realm, though they were well connected among the wealthy professional classes that felt perfectly at ease mingling with the gentry, and had extensive contacts with other well-off Americans living in London. Marian Wendell might have reflected that, if life was perhaps a little less glamorous than it had been in New York before Jac’s death, she had at least achieved the reinvention of her family’s story. In London Marian was not just Jac’s widow, she was also Gertrude’s cousin. She was part of a solidly comfortable upper-middle-class world that, in practice, afforded greater social mobility than the New York high society she had left behind.

It’s impossible to say for sure what impact her family’s change in circumstances and country, to say nothing of the loss of her father, had on Catherine. Her mother’s efficient management of the move, the financial cushion of her wealth and the ready-made social circle that awaited the Wendells in London must surely have helped. So, too, must the companionship of her siblings. If they had been fond of each other before, after their arrival in England the four Wendell children were devoted to one another. Jac took his role as the eldest very seriously all his life, looking out for his sisters in particular. Catherine adored both him and her brother Reggie and regarded Philippa as her natural companion in fun. They were all very close to their mother, Gar.

As they grew up and settled more comfortably into London society, the family acquired a reputation for being excellent company. They all loved to dance, but Jac and Philippa were considered among the best dancers in London. Catherine and Philippa were growing into very attractive girls, fun and flirtatious, much in demand. Catherine had a soft prettiness, Philippa a dark-haired, dark-eyed intensity. A press photo of her in the Spanish dancer’s costume she wore to a ball at Claridge’s, not long after Catherine’s marriage, shows her looking extremely sassy, staring at the camera from beneath her flat black hat, arms on hips and shawl slung across her body.

The family worshipped at St Mark’s Church on North Audley Street in Mayfair. Catherine and her sister would sweep in on a Sunday morning, one on each of Gar’s arms, smiling and greeting their numerous friends from among London’s smart set. The Wendell sisters were charming, and were invited everywhere.

The Wendells’ adolescence seems to have been a lot of fun, despite the horrific events that were decimating the generation of young people among whom they were living. The war in Europe broke out two years after they arrived, and one can only imagine Marian’s relief that, as Americans, her boys were exempt from conscription. Reggie, born in 1898, was also just too young, but Jac was not. In 1915 he was sent a white feather, the gesture of contempt towards those so-called cowards who had not joined up. In fact, he, like so many, was desperate to go.

It can be difficult to grasp the eagerness that young men felt, even once the scale of the carnage and its seeming futility had become apparent. Alfred Duff Cooper, who served as a Grenadier Guard and was later a Conservative MP and opponent of Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement policy, as well as a friend of Catherine and her husband and a great visitor to Highclere, wrote in his memoir Old Men Forget, that for ‘normal young men’ in wartime, ‘joining the army was plainly the decent thing to do, like giving up a seat to an old lady or taking off one’s hat in a holy place.’ He acknowledged that some really did struggle with their conscience, but implied strongly that they were the odd ones. There was a combination of basic decency and the boldness of youth that swept most young men off to face the war’s long hours of fatigue and boredom and horrors.

In 1916, Jac joined Professor Richard Norton’s American Volunteer Motor Ambulance Corps. If part of Marian had hoped she would be spared this, she was also immensely proud. The Ambulance Corps was already legendary. It was founded in London in autumn 1914 by Norton, an eminent archaeologist and friend of Henry James and Edith Wharton, both of whom raised funds for the body. It began with two cars and four drivers. By the time it was taken over by the American Army when the United States entered the war in 1917, there were 600 American volunteer drivers and 300 ambulances. They worked alongside the British Red Cross and were initially under the command of the British Army. The French Army was, however, even worse served by ambulance units than the British, so they were promptly switched to work with the French.

The Ambulance Corps, or les voitures américaines as the French called it, was noted for exceptional bravery, rescuing men from right under the noses of the enemy and amidst heavy barrages. They were collectively awarded the Croix de Guerre, the French military honour created in late 1914 to recognise the unprecedented valour being displayed in the field. Richard Norton died of meningitis in 1917, but was nonetheless France’s most highly decorated non-Frenchman of the war.

Jac served in the seventh section of the Ambulance Corps, which received four collective citations in French honours. He was also cited individually. Despite being wounded at Verdun, he, unlike the unfortunate Norton and so many of his friends and contemporaries in the Army, who were dying in their dozens every day, survived the war. Once the United States joined the conflict in 1917, he became an aide-de-camp to General Pershing. He was clearly an asset to the US Army. For one thing, Jac, like Catherine and all the Wendell siblings, was fluent in French. He had also spent over a year on the ground in France and proved himself to be both supremely able and brave. That white feather must have felt like a ridiculous joke from another lifetime.

In 1918, with her beloved older brother safely back, Catherine threw herself into the rapturous celebrations of the end of the war. The social whirl had been maintained, as far as possible, throughout. It was felt that when the young men were on leave they needed to have as much fun as possible: champagne at dinner, the conversation of charming young ladies such as the Wendell sisters, and then for some (though never for the Wendells, who were well guarded from such scandalous activities) dancing in nightclubs till dawn.

Now the festivities ratcheted up a gear. There was a heady sense of liberation, of relief and possibility. Duff Cooper remembered that both during and for some time after the conflict, there was a sense that it was almost a duty to be not just cheerful, but as happy as possible. ‘Among my own friends it became a point of honour never to show a sad face at the feast. And if we wept – as weep we did – we wept in secret.’

Stoicism, indeed gaiety, was the virtue and the necessity of the age, but it can’t have been easy. Duff Cooper had very few friends left; they had been wiped out, one by one. Of the eight young men who made a trip to Venice in 1913, he was the only survivor. Each week there was another telegram, another friend dead.

Catherine’s future husband was partially shielded from the impact of this carnage by being posted to India and thence to Mesopotamia rather than the killing fields of northern France. Lord Porchester – Porchey – was eighteen years old when on Boxing Day 1916 he sailed for Bombay to join his regiment and complete his military training. The 7th Queen’s Own Hussars were a cavalry regiment and attracted the dashing sons of the aristocracy and the gentry. Porchey had joined up in a mood of boisterous patriotism and had the typical young man’s conviction that nothing bad could possibly happen to him. Training in Mhow appeared to bear this out. There were sword-play exercises, mounted combat with lances, polo games to improve horsemanship and four kit changes a day. Full dress uniform was obligatory at dinner, which was served off silver that would not have been out of place at Highclere, Porchey’s beloved childhood home.

Porchey was desperate to see action and serve his country. Finally, in autumn 1917, he got his wish when the regiment was sent to Mesopotamia to fight the Turks. They landed at Basra and marched 500 miles in blistering, spirit-sapping heat to Baghdad, where they had been ordered to join reinforcements to mop up the retreating Ottoman Army. Porchey and his men mounted an ambush on the Aleppo Road as another unit rode into the desert to cut off the flank of the enemy troops. The operation was a total success and the Ottoman 50th Division was duly defeated. Porchey had played his part well and with courage, surviving some near escapes. Lives were of course lost and he and his men had seen terrible suffering among the Arab civilian population that moved them profoundly. But overall, the Hussars’ experiences were more like a boys’-own adventure story than anything resembling the grinding horrors of the Western Front or the blood bath that was Gallipoli.

Porchey made it back to London in June 1919, exhausted and (according to his mother) in need of a good delousing, but unharmed. Almina, the Countess of Carnarvon, knew a great deal about the afflictions of returning soldiers. She had spent the last four years nursing wounded and traumatised officers, providing a level of care that was singled out as exceptional by the highest military authorities. At the outbreak of war, Almina had turned Highclere Castle into a hospital and nursing home, before moving the bulk of activities to Bryanston Square in London in 1916. When the amnesty was signed she packed up, exhausted but convinced she had found her life’s vocation. She nearly didn’t live to fulfil it. At the end of 1918 she fell ill with the Spanish flu, the deadly virus that raged around the world and claimed even more lives than the conflict that had just ended. Almina was fortunate, and strong. She survived to read the letters that poured in from grateful ex-patients who wrote that without the superb care they had received at her hospitals, they would have lost legs, or their minds, or hope.

Now the Castle was once again a home, but the houses of the aristocracy had to justify their existence as never before, and privilege was no longer taken for granted to quite the same extent. For the Carnarvons and the wider community of Highclere, as for families and communities from every walk of life up and down the land, the post-war years saw an uneasy return to normality in a changed world.

For everyone, there was grief and relief. There was also, initially at least, a sense that, however ghastly it had been, it had all been worth it. In the immediate aftermath of the Allied victory, and as the Versailles Peace Conference got under way, the opinion in victorious nations was that a decisive blow for peace and stability had been struck. It took a decade or so for that optimism to wear off and the scale of the war’s tragic consequences to emerge. By 1929, the certainty that the Allies had won a war to end all wars was being shaken, but in 1918 all of that was to come. For now, life had to go on, had – in fact – to be appreciated as never before. For those lucky enough to survive, it was time to live a little.

Porchey suffered appendicitis just after getting back, but his mother leapt into action and nursed him back to health after the operation. Then, as he waited to hear about his next posting with the 7th Hussars, he abandoned himself to the huge party that London society was throwing, seemingly every night of the week. Catherine Wendell was doing something similar. The spring and summer of 1919 were riotous with dinners, dances and gaiety of all kind. They must have criss-crossed the streets of London’s fashionable districts on the same nights, going from one ball to another without ever quite being at the same party at the same time. It was not in a ballroom in Mayfair that Catherine met Porchey, but on a harbourside in the Mediterranean.
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The Girl in the Yellow Dress

In May 1919, Miss Catherine Wendell appeared in a light entertainment whimsically entitled In a Persian Garden, organised by Lady Allington. The event took place at London’s Palace Theatre and was to raise money for the Church of England’s Waifs and Strays Society. Such tableaux vivants in aid of a good cause were tremendously popular among the smart set well into the Thirties. The daughters of London high society were enlisted to do good and to amuse themselves with dressing up and amateur dramatics at the same time. One imagines that such a divertingly exotic spectacle as a Persian garden must have proved very appealing to the young gentlemen in the audience.

Catherine, whose father had so loved acting, and whose siblings were famously good dancers, evidently treasured her time on the stage, since she kept the programme and the press photos from the event in her personal scrapbook, which is still at Highclere. She was one of an ensemble of dancers and sadly there is no photo of her in costume, but it was her headshot, alongside that of another participant, Miss Lois Sturt, that the press chose to illustrate their brief report. Her fair hair is waved and bobbed, her expression guileless and tranquil, except for a hint of a smile at the eyes. Catherine, like her siblings, seems to have inherited some of the physical charisma of their father. Eileen Carr, who was later to marry Catherine’s brother, Jac, remembered going to one dance and seeing this pretty blonde girl absolutely surrounded by young men. She asked her dance partner who she was. ‘Don’t you know? That’s Catherine Wendell. It’s said she has had thirteen proposals of marriage and I’m thinking of being the fourteenth!’

By the time she met Porchey, in Gibraltar in the autumn of 1920, Catherine had certainly bewitched many of London’s most eligible young men. Louis, Lord Mountbatten was an admirer, as was Prince George, a younger son of King George V and Queen Mary, who remained a friend for life. There seems to have been something about her that inspired devotion. She was a tremendous flirt, fun and pretty, but also totally innocent and very sweet, and she had indeed received numerous proposals of marriage before her engagement to Porchey. They ranged from the inconsequential to one that seems to have been accepted and possibly even announced in the press in the States in early 1919, before it was subsequently broken off. Francis Collingwood Drake was a neighbour of Catherine’s, the son of Mr and Mrs John Ramsey Drake of Batchwood Hall in St Albans. There is nothing to suggest what occasioned the break, but perhaps Catherine, somewhat dazzled by so much attention, simply realised she had been hasty.

In any case, her mother decided, in 1920, that it was time for Catherine to see a little more of the world. Catherine and Marian set off together on a trip around Europe and the Levant, leaving Philippa in the care of her brothers, and cousin Gertrude.

Arriving in the south of Spain, Mrs and Miss Wendell were invited to Gibraltar by Lord Inverclyde, who was one of the Governor of Gibraltar’s two aides-de-camp. The other was Lord Porchester, who had been appointed a few weeks previously. The posting was a very welcome change of scene from the damp chill of the regimental barracks in Catterick, Yorkshire, where he had spent much of the previous six months.

One of Porchey’s first tasks was to organise the annual Governor’s Ball, which had occasioned Lord Inverclyde’s invitation to the Wendells. Lord Inverclyde asked Porchey, as a favour, to collect his guests from the mainland. Ever obliging, Porchey made his way to the Wendells’ hotel and found himself face to face with a lovely girl with beautiful eyes and a delicious wide smile. He was captivated. They chatted as they strolled down to the quayside to board the boat for the crossing to the Rock, and Porchey noticed the faintest trace of an American accent. Catherine felt totally relaxed in this dapper young gentleman’s company. She had been rather glad of the break from the London social scene and, since she was so close to her mother, had been enjoying herself immensely, but it was refreshing to meet someone new, especially someone so charming.

Two days later, 150 guests dined in the courtyard of the Governor’s residence. The gardens were strung with lanterns entwined in the flowers and all the men looked resplendent in their uniforms. Catherine was besieged by hopeful partners who wanted to dance the night away, and was much admired by all. She wore a pale yellow dress that her mother had helped her to choose, and to some others’ chagrin, spent much of the evening gliding across the dance floor in Lord Porchester’s arms, chatting as they danced. Marian sat on one of the little gilt chairs that lined the walls of the ballroom with the other chaperones, proudly looking on and noting Lord Porchester’s evident interest.

It seems probable that Catherine and Porchey must have spoken again before his sudden departure in the days shortly after the ball, as over the months that followed they began a correspondence. They had evidently made quite an impression on one another but, much to his irritation, Porchey was not in a position to stay and further the acquaintance. The British Army was engaged in cost cutting, and henceforth the Governor would have to manage with only one ADC.

Porchey had arrived in Gibraltar determined to have a good time, and it had far exceeded his hopes. Now he expected to be returned to his regiment, which had been sent back to India, but to his surprise he was offered another, rather intriguing posting, this time on secondment to the British Embassy in Constantinople. When he arrived he discovered that his principal role was to do a spot of spying on a certain high-profile critic of the British position in the Middle East. Whoever had arranged this mission was either inept or running an expert double bluff. Porchey’s target was none other than his uncle, Aubrey Herbert, his father’s younger brother. Aubrey was a renowned expert on the Balkans and Turkish affairs, and very much persona grata with the Sultan. He was also an energetic eccentric, who had twice been offered the throne of Albania in recognition of his outstanding work in the region and, consequently, just the sort of man from whom His Majesty’s government did not wish to hear criticism.

Porchey was not really the mastermind sleuth type, so he had accepted the brief in the spirit of adventure rather than willingly. It was with relief as well as delight in the ridiculousness of the situation that he met Aubrey for dinner and told his uncle all about his role. The two men resolved to formulate some amusing stories for Porchey to channel to his superiors.

As well as the spurious information gathering, Porchey enjoyed various adventures, both amorous and commercial, and very much made the most of his time in Constantinople. In between he prepared for the arrival of Catherine and her mother, whose voyage through Europe and North Africa had continued after his departure from Gibraltar. Porchey found that Miss Wendell was still very much on his mind and he was anxious to arrange some day trips to amuse her while she was visiting Constantinople. They had been corresponding ever since he left, though the tone of the letters seems to have been low key rather than ardent. ‘Have you bought a lot of chic clothes [in Paris]?’ he enquired in May 1921. And then, ‘Write me a line or send me a wire or do something to cheer me up as a man cannot live on bread alone.’

One could never have accused Porchey of being a dedicated romantic, but he was superbly amusing company, always ready to laugh and to entertain. He also formed strong and sincere attachments to women, and he really could not wait to see Catherine again (though that was of course no reason to forswear dalliances in the meantime). As for her part, it seems very likely that much of his appeal must have have lain in the way his boisterous anecdotes and sense of fun reminded her of her father, who had always been ready with a good story to cheer people up. Though he was perhaps not the most sophisticated man in society, he possessed a warmth and a straightforward charm that made him very attractive to women.

When she arrived, all their favourable impressions of one another were confirmed. The two of them went riding and attended several dances together. Catherine charmed everyone she met and Porchey found himself totally under her spell. He was dimly aware that she was by no means significantly wealthy, and he suspected that his father would object, but he found himself thinking more and more about what an agreeable life companion Catherine would make. There was something enchanting about her simplicity and sense of fun. When the expected call came for him to return to his regiment in India at the end of the year, Porchey realised that he did not want to go alone. He asked Catherine to marry him and was thrilled when she eventually accepted. According to Catherine’s great-niece, he had to ask several times.

It was a grand marriage for her, there can be no doubt, which perhaps accounts for her initial hesitation. The prospect might have seemed like something out of a fairy tale on one hand, but it surely also felt daunting to have to step into the role of Countess. In the end the strength of her feelings overcame any doubts. Catherine was, as later events were to prove, utterly devoted to Porchey.

Marian’s feelings on the engagement are not known, but one can surmise that she was pleased. On their return to London in the early autumn, when Catherine told Jac, her oldest brother, he was also enthusiastic for Catherine’s sake, but when he subsequently met his future brother-in-law, he slightly reserved his judgement. Perhaps he had deduced something that Catherine and her mother had not, which made him wonder about the degree of Porchey’s capacity to support and look after his sister.

Certainly some of the letters that Porchey wrote to Catherine when their engagement was still a private agreement, not yet officially recognised, might have given a different woman pause for thought. He had a tendency to tell her what to do. Learn about polo, he advised, so as to be thought of as interesting and a good sport. ‘It’s awful to be classed a bore or even a non-entity.’ But elsewhere he could be brimful of affection and assurances. ‘Oh, C, if you only thought of me as much as I think of you, then you’d have no time to sleep! I have a feeling that next year all my dreams are going to come true, and we will have such fun.’

In any case, the two young people were convinced they were right for one another, and there was no objection from Catherine’s side. There was still the matter of Porchey’s parents, though. Being of age, Porchey could marry whomsoever he wished, but he had no desire to incur his family’s disapproval. Nervously, he delayed his return to India by applying for cavalry training in Wiltshire and set off from Constantinople to return to Britain in late autumn. He dropped in to Highclere en route, to speak to his father.

The interview must have been uncomfortable but it was not a disaster. The 5th Earl expressed exactly the reservations that Porchey had anticipated. He cautioned against marrying an American and, most especially, one with no money. He had done neither, and had enjoyed a very happy and successful marriage. Porchey couldn’t have known it, but Lord Carnarvon was already conscious that the vast fortune his wife had brought to their union, which had for twenty-five years seemed unlimited, was, since her father’s death, now finite. The 5th Earl had begun to instigate economies but the situation was not yet critical, and he could see that his son was sincere in his affection. Lord Carnarvon was a pragmatist but he had a heart. He suggested that Porchey bring Catherine to London to meet them.

Number 1 Seamore Place was the Carnarvons’ home in town, a large and elegant mansion, resplendent with artworks, situated behind Hyde Park Corner and with views onto the park. Both the house and the art collection had been left to Almina three years previously by the man who was generally accepted as her father, Alfred de Rothschild, who had settled a vast sum of money on her when she married.

Catherine must have been unspeakably nervous as she and Porchey stood between the stuccoed columns and waited for Almina’s butler, Roberts, to open the heavy black door to them. She could feel sure of her fiancé’s love for her, but of very little else. Porchey had asked his sister, Eve, to come along for support. She had helped to get him out of numerous childhood scrapes and was used to mediating between her brother and their parents. Porchey knew that she would be a great friend to Catherine.

The evening passed off as well as it possibly could have done. Almina, doubtless conscious that she herself had undergone the same assessment twenty-seven years previously when she met her prospective parents-in-law, was the perfect hostess, and later pronounced Catherine to be a very sweet girl. Lord Carnarvon admitted to his son when they were alone together after the ladies had retired to the drawing room that Catherine was really quite good looking. He reiterated his concerns, but Porchey could tell that his beloved Catherine’s powerful charm had worked again. His father was not going to object. The wedding was set for the following summer.

When the engagement was announced, in June 1922, the New York papers noted that Lord Porchester was wealthy as well as aristocratic and would inherit some 50,000 acres of land, including real estate in Melbourne, Australia, and property in London. The jewel of the inheritance was of course Highclere Castle, described as ‘one of the most magnificent country seats in England … set in a glorious old park 13 miles in circumference, celebrated far and wide.’ They also proudly reported that the bride was a descendant of the Washingtons and the Lees, and claimed (erroneously) that she would also inherit a large property fortune. Porchey had a large square sapphire reset for his bride’s engagement ring. The stone had been given by the 5th Earl to his great friend, Prince Victor Duleep Singh, who had then left it in his will to Porchey, who was his godson.

The official engagement photos released to the press show Catherine at her sweetly radiant best, with softly waved bobbed hair, clear eyes and a cupid’s bow of a mouth. Her luminescent expression suggests an innocent delight in her circumstances, mingled with perhaps a tiny hint of anxiety.

She and her mother were helped out hugely in the wedding preparations by Almina, who took on the role that had been played for her by Elsie, her husband’s stepmother, when she was a nervous bride-to-be of somewhat uncertain parentage. Catherine’s ancestry might have been considerably more solid, but she, unlike Almina, did not have the confidence that comes from possession of a vast fortune. Almina found Catherine absolutely charming and could see that she made her son happy, so with her typical disregard for expense or effort, she set about preparing a lavish welcome to the family.

One particular practical problem was just the same for Catherine and her mother as it had been for Almina and hers. Tradition dictated that after the marriage service, the wedding should be celebrated in a house belonging to the bride’s family or friends. Mr and Mrs Percy Griffiths’ house in town was comfortable but not magnificent or spacious enough to host the wedding breakfast of the future Earl and Countess of Carnarvon. Almina must surely have recalled the sensitive enquiry undertaken by Elsie, in far more delicate circumstances. Almina’s mother, Mrs Wombwell, had not been received by the Carnarvons on account of the rumours about Almina’s paternity, and it was therefore quite impossible that she should host the occasion in her own home. With the minimum of fuss, Elsie had secured the use of a friend’s house in Mayfair, a neutral space for the celebrations. A generation later and the motivation was different but the need was the same. Almina enquired among her many friends, and Lord Leigh very generously offered Mrs Wendell the use of his house in Grosvenor Square.

Three days before the wedding, Almina hosted a show-stopping ball for her daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert, and Miss Catherine Wendell, at Seamore Place. The Times reported that 1,000 people were invited, including HRH Prince George, Lord Louis Mountbatten and his fiancée Miss Edwina Ashley, dukes, marchionesses, earls, ambassadors and all who were considered amusing in the summer of 1922.

On Monday 17 July, Catherine dressed for her wedding in her bedroom at cousin Gertrude’s house. She was attended by her mother, cousin and younger sister, Philippa, who was one of her nine bridesmaids. Doll, her maid, bustled in and out of the room, fetching flowers and more hairpins and endless cups of tea. Catherine made use of these moments to prepare herself. The marriage would be celebrated at St Margaret’s Westminster, the very same church where, twenty-seven years previously, her soon to be mother-in-law, Almina, had married the 5th Earl of Carnarvon. Many of her own family had made the voyage from the United States and her mother had invited numerous London friends. Nevertheless, most of the 700 guests were connections of the Carnarvons’. Alongside her excitement at the prospect of marrying the man she adored, there was nervousness at being under the spotlight. The press would be there at her entrance and exit from the church and Catherine knew that every detail of her attire and demeanour would be scrutinised, first by the wedding guests, then by the readers of the following morning’s papers. But she also knew she had many supporters in Porchey’s family and intimate circle. She was especially pleased that Prince George had agreed to be the guest of honour. He was a particular friend of hers and his presence was an honour that gave her confidence a considerable boost.

Catherine’s exquisite wedding clothes must have reassured her that she was looking her very best. She wore a softly draped pale ivory satin dress, with wide chiffon sleeves and silver filigree and pearl-encrusted embroidery, and a four-yard-long Court train, complete with a veil of the finest silk tulle, five and a half yards long, which was held in place by ‘a classical bandeau of silver and diamond-centred orange blossoms’. Mr Reville of Hanover Square was her couturier, and his skills with draping were declared genius-like by the press. The first articles covering her fashion choices were rushed out to appear in that same day’s evening editions, illustrated with one of Mr Reville’s sketches.

Catherine was accompanied to the church by her elder brother, Jac, who was to give her away. He had just become engaged to Miss Eileen Carr, by now a great friend of Catherine’s, and one of her bridesmaids. He must have allowed his own good mood and Catherine’s evident happiness to silence any doubts about his future brother-in-law.

They were met at the church by all nine of Catherine’s bridesmaids and her single pageboy, Master Rennie Maudsley. He was the small son of a family friend, whose nominal role was to assist her with her train but whose main purpose was to look terribly sweet. It was a blustery day, to judge from a candid photo of the bridesmaids assembling, their skirts of canary-yellow georgette over satin whipping about their legs. They all wore magnificent broad-brimmed hats trimmed with flowers and yellow ostrich plumes, and carried large bouquets of yellow roses. The lavish flowers had been purchased by Almina at vast expense from one of London’s most fashionable florists. Catherine’s bouquet was a long trailing creation of yellow and white roses and delicate sprays of foliage that reached almost to the ground.

The bride arrived at the church door to the sound of the 7th Queen’s Own Hussars’ regimental call and made her graceful progress up the aisle on Jac’s arm to greet the groom, who was wearing morning dress. If she felt nervous as she took Porchey’s hand and prepared to assume her new role, then the nerves had dissolved by the time she emerged, a married woman, scarcely forty-five minutes later. In the photo of Catherine and Porchey leaving the church after the service they are both laughing, apparently full of that euphoria that results from the combination of great happiness and release from tension.

They proceeded to 31 Grosvenor Square where they and their 700 guests assembled to celebrate. Lord Leigh’s house had been filled to bursting with magnificent arrangements of the same yellow roses that were featured in the bridal party’s bouquets.

There is a beautiful menu card, festooned with a bower of pink roses, that records the sumptuous wedding breakfast. Guests were served a feast of classical French cuisine, including salmon cutlets and a lobster salad Parisienne, noisettes of lamb, crèmes de volaille and truffles, before sandwiches and patisserie.
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