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To Georgia, without whose guidance and love I would never have written this book





Author’s Note

 

 

I hate upsetting people and I realise that some of the stories in this memoir inevitably reflect the attitudes of the time in which they took place and include language and views that are now rightly considered to be outdated and offensive. This material has been retained to convey the atmosphere of the time, and its inclusion does not mean that I condone it.
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Introduction

Welcome to the Machine

My father once mentioned to my sister Anne, an eminent historian, that she should follow the lead of Lady Gwendolen Cecil, who laboured over a four-volume biography of her father, the third Marquess of Salisbury. He expanded on the idea, suggesting that the subject of Anne’s efforts should not be her father, but rather her brother – me. He then added, with typically understated wit, ‘I fear it might be rather a slim volume.’

Of course, my lifetime achievements will never match those of Salisbury, who enjoyed three stints as Prime Minister at the height of Britain’s Victorian splendour. Nonetheless, while inhabiting the slowly dying world of aristocratic privilege, I have also sought out friendships with people not normally associated with that milieu.

I am the 12th Duke of Beaufort. An unlikely heir, my father was the first cousin twice removed of the 10th Duke, inheriting the title and estate only because the 10th Duke was childless. Unlikely also because, while my ancestors seemed to be mainly preoccupied with country sports, my interests lie with the worlds of music and popular culture, resulting in a life lived somewhat in contrast to previous generations. At times it has also been a life lived in contrast to the formal setting of Badminton House, where I now live. The late Queen and the Royal Family have been regular guests at Badminton, but rock royalty such as Mick Jagger and Eric Clapton have also stayed here.

This autobiographical project has circled in my mind for some time, but I have been prevented from setting pen to paper by the general laziness that has intermittently dominated my life. I’ve always kept a diary, and when Covid lockdowns hit, I found myself, like everyone, at home, no longer gallivanting around parties and other social occasions. I paced about and, with nothing else to do, ended up poring over my diaries, reliving much of my life. The idea of a book surfaced again at a time when there were no reasons to prevent writing it.

As I embark on this memoir, I am sitting at my desk at Badminton overlooking the deer park, where not much has changed since Canaletto painted it on his European Tour in 1748. The view is occasionally disrupted by events such as the Badminton Horse Trials, attended by 150,000 people every year, or by the film crews and wedding parties we increasingly rely on to help keep the wolf from the door.





Chapter 1

Champion Ice-Cream Eater
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Wearing the sailor suit that I always wore to London tea parties.





 

 

 

 

Memory is a strange beast. At least once a week I recall a boy by the name of Henry Shaw. I have not seen him since my private-school days; indeed I don’t even know if he is still alive. But he once demonstrated to me a priceless skill: if you hold your arms up in the air when standing under a shower, the water encases your entire body, mimicking the feeling of lounging in a hot bath. Every time I now conduct a similar operation the name of Henry Shaw resurfaces in my mind. On the other hand, many events and people of considerably more significance have vanished into the mists.

Alongside my own unreliable memory, there is the memory of my family, dating back centuries. My nanny was the first person to inform me of my future duke potential. At this stage it was still uncertain whether or not my father would inherit the title of Duke of Beaufort, but that didn’t stop me from quickly deciding to mark this territory with my younger sister, rather boastfully demanding that she undertake some additional task for me on the grounds of my newly discovered seniority; I was subsequently severely reprimanded for this unattractive behaviour by my father.

The family is descended from John of Gaunt, son of Edward III and father of Henry IV. Gaunt was also a direct ancestor of Henry VII’s mother Margaret Beaufort. Margaret’s brother was the Duke of Somerset, whose illegitimate nephew, Charles, married a Welsh heiress called Baroness Herbert, the owner of large estates in Wales that included Raglan Castle. This union resulted in their family prospering through the Tudor era, and they were eventually given the Earldom of Worcester in 1514.

The 4th Earl of Worcester bought the manor of Badminton for his younger son, but by 1655 this branch of the family had petered out, so it reverted to the main family, and in particular to Lord Herbert, the eldest son. He was a figure of almost Machiavellian cunning: the family’s Welsh lands had by now been confiscated by Oliver Cromwell due to their support for Charles I during the Civil War, but Herbert won himself back into favour by converting to Protestantism, and then grew progressively more friendly with Cromwell himself. Along the way he was wise enough to marry a rich widow and, after the Restoration of Charles II and flipping sides again, he was rewarded with the return of the bulk of the Welsh lands.

Herbert found himself one of the richest men in the land. Unfortunately, Raglan Castle had been destroyed during the Civil War, so the decision was made for the family to move to Badminton, where, shortly after their arrival, construction of Badminton House commenced. Herbert succeeded to his father’s title in 1667 and then, ever closer to the King, was created Duke of Beaufort in 1682. It is thought he may have been the architect for the house as it is not attributed to anyone else, and he had a keen interest in architecture. He was even clever enough to recognise William of Orange as monarch in 1688 after the Glorious Revolution, despite having fought against him during the invasion.

The Beaufort family have been at Badminton ever since. Compared, for example, to the aforementioned Salisburys, the Dukes of Beaufort have wielded limited power on the national stage during this period of 350 years, but the estate in general has been sensibly managed and, mainly as a result of the aesthetic bent of the 3rd Duke, there are some fine works of art in its ownership.

When I was born in 1952, my parents lived in Eaton Terrace in Belgravia, so the first few years of life were in London. My father was an officer in the Coldstream Guards when he met my mother, Caroline, at a dinner party. It was an unusually hot night, and my mother said my father did nothing but complain about the heat, whereas she found the man sat on her other side (the ostensibly less glamorous David Rasch, who later married my father’s sister Anne) totally charming. However, by the end of the night, somehow there was an undeniable chemistry between them. Something clicked, and soon they became a couple.

My mother Caroline Thynne was the only daughter of Henry Thynne and Daphne Fielding. Daphne was part of the Bright Young Things in the 1920s, friends with the likes of Evelyn Waugh, while Henry was set to inherit Longleat. When they announced their intention to marry, some moves were made by the respective families to end the engagement – too much madness on both sides was the fear. In defiance they insisted on getting married, but few would deny the eccentricity of the subsequent progeny, in particular Alexander, the late 7th Marquess of Bath, who became well known in the 1990s for painting large nude murals in Longleat and having a harem of women he described as ‘wifelets’.

Daphne and Henry married in St Martin-in-the-Fields in 1927, subsequently becoming the sixth Marquess and Marchioness of Bath. They had five children, including my mother, who grew up at Longleat as her parents pioneered the stately home industry. The marriage ended in divorce in 1953 and Daphne began a new chapter of her life, becoming a popular society author, writing numerous biographies.

My father David Somerset was the second son of Bobby Somerset and Betty Malcolm. While his father (my grandfather) was the first cousin once removed of the 10th Duke of Beaufort, it was expected that the Duke would produce an heir of his own, so throughout my father’s childhood he, and his elder brother Johnny, grew up without any idea of what the future held. When the Second World War began, my father was eleven and Johnny was fourteen. Both went to Eton, after which Johnny joined the Coldstream Guards, but he was killed in action when he was just twenty, in April 1945. The following year, when my father was eighteen, he too joined the Coldstream Guards. By now, with the 10th Duke nearly fifty and without an heir, it became clear that the line was set to go sideways to my grandfather, Bobby Somerset, and then, with Johnny having died, to my father.

My mother’s family, the Baths, were a rich family, but they adhered to a total belief in male primogeniture, whereby the eldest son inherits everything and girls and younger sons virtually nothing. This was made worse for my mother and her siblings: they were bound by a clause in their trust as a precaution against extravagance, and so were not allowed to sell any of their stock, all of which comprised very low-yielding government bonds. My father was able to extract Caroline from this arrangement when they got married, and her money gradually grew into a respectable portfolio, but her brothers had to endure this situation for the rest of their lives. It was probably more important than my mother realised to make a good match, but she was uncomfortable with the courting rituals of debutante parties and later recalled having spent a lot of time as a wallflower, despite her unusual beauty.

When my father left the army in 1949 he ventured into business, becoming a partner of Marlborough Fine Art thanks to being blessed with a piece of luck; the artist Paul Maze, a friend of my grandfather, knew two Jewish art dealers, Frank Lloyd and Harry Fischer, who had escaped Nazi Germany and set up Marlborough Fine Art in England. They were looking for a partner who could make a small capital injection into their business and open doors to the great country houses, which at the time were shedding many masterpieces from their collections as the high-tax regime of the Attlee Labour government began to bite. Aged twenty, my father had a naturally aesthetic bent but a limited knowledge of art, so during his early assignments my mother had to whisper into his ear to remind him precisely which painting in the room he had come to see. Her knowledge was extensive despite her education having been regarded as of secondary importance compared to preparing her for a suitable marriage. Like many intelligent girls of her background, she read widely to educate herself, and became something of an expert in history and literature. I remember her telling me that, even though she was not religious, she had set herself the task of reading the Bible from cover to cover because she felt it was something she ought to have read.

Fortunately for my father, my mother’s knowledge of art helped him in the early days of his new venture, and it did not take him long to develop a serious level of expertise. The partnership with Lloyd and Fischer went from strength to strength, helped along by my father’s connections with people such as Gianni Agnelli of the Fiat dynasty. They had met in the south of France on my parents’ honeymoon and at that stage of his life Agnelli was more the playboy than the successful industrialist he subsequently became, but he was able to introduce my father to some of the richest people in the world, many of them big players in the art market. Agnelli and my father – both possessed of a certain mysterious restlessness – struck up a lifelong friendship, partly sustained by a shared love of beautiful women. My father used to speak to Agnelli almost every day at six in the morning, much to the annoyance of my mother, who was not an early bird. Their friendship mainly evolved in glamorous Mediterranean locations, seldom accompanied by wives. I, in fact, met Agnelli only about ten times in my life.

I arrived less than two years after my parents wed. By the time of my birth, they were fully aware that my father stood in line to inherit Badminton, so when I was christened not only was the Duke one of the godparents, but so also was Queen Mary, widow of King George V, and aunt to the 10th Duke’s wife. To this day I wear her present of gold cufflinks, engraved with my initials. She had been evacuated to Badminton during the war and was, at her request, made a godmother. Born in 1867, she was eighty-five at the time and died a year later.

There was still an element of austerity in the air, with rationing only completely ending in 1954, and a vaguely grey feeling hanging over the 1950s. Despite this, my parents and their friends did their best to recreate a bygone era, perhaps clinging on to everything they knew in the wake of so much change and uncertainty. Firmly keeping to tradition, an upper-class wife was not expected to work, but would hand over a huge degree of responsibility for her children to a nanny.

Nanny Nelson looked after me and my younger sister Anne, who even at this early age had been christened Monster by the family because, when she was very young, she had rather unruly hair that kept falling over her face. My father’s mother, in consequence, started calling her Gorilla, and this later evolved into Monster.

Nanny Nelson remained in post until I was seven. We adored her, but with hindsight our daily routine of seeing our mother for only an hour at the most after breakfast, and then after tea, seems quite strange, not least because my Mother spent much of her time downstairs playing patience and compiling rather obscure lists. When later she showed us these lists, her full eccentricity was revealed. One was headed ‘People Who Might Be Murderers’, and included Greek shipping tycoon Stavros Niarchos, whose wife died mysteriously, and Claus von Bülow, who was tried for but eventually acquitted of murdering his wife in a notorious trial in the 1980s. She also listed people she knew who had been murdered, but this group tended to comprise obscure characters such as Mrs Muriel Mckay, who was mistakenly kidnapped in 1969 in the belief that she was Rupert Murdoch’s wife; poor Muriel used to exchange greetings with my mother when they were seated next to each other at the hairdresser. The kidnappers were the first to be convicted of murder without a body, as Muriel was never found. On a more mundane note, the lists included the heading ‘Things to Do’, in which the first entry was ‘Go for a walk’, the second, ‘Watch television’, although I doubt she consulted these entries every time she was at a loose end.

But even had she wanted to be more present as a mother it would have been difficult: the slightest intrusion on to Nanny’s territory resulted in an immediate threat to leave, a misery our mother was reluctant to impose. At the time this was the norm and therefore accepted, but I’m sure my mother would have preferred not to have her life and her relationship with her children dictated by the nanny. For nannies, though, their job was their entire life. In the 1960s, a nanny’s leisure time was limited to one afternoon off a week. It was therefore not surprising that most of them never married, as they rarely had the opportunity to meet men. This, perhaps, made them all the more proprietorial of their charges and it must have been a recurring sadness when the children eventually grew out of the nursery and the nanny had to move on.

In some ways Monster and I lived a sort of double life, divided between the cosy existence of time in the nursery and being extracted – sometimes unwillingly – to join our parents for weekends away. Once, for my fifth birthday, I had two parties on consecutive days, one for the children looked after by Nanny’s friends and one for children whose parents were friends of my mother. I went to a lot of children’s parties and adored being generally boisterous.

Hyde Park was our principal playtime location. For this excursion we were dressed up in ridiculously smart clothes, which inevitably got dirty very quickly, especially for a rather unathletic boy like myself, who fell over a lot when playing any game. I developed a way of dealing with this, often falling over on purpose just for the sake of laughs. I remember being chided quite angrily by my mother when I took yet another fall. ‘Do stop doing the falling-over joke,’ she complained wearily. I did eventually graduate to more mature areas of humour, although sometimes I look back with a wistful envy at such easy routes to making people laugh.

Often, we were marched to Miss Ballantine’s dancing class, in a studio just off Sloane Street. I don’t actually remember being taught any dancing, so I assume it was just an excuse to play games such as musical bumps, at which, due to my falling-over specialisation, I proved particularly proficient.

I am not sure whether it was these unnecessary demonstrations of clumsiness, or something else, but Nanny Nelson became totally determined that I was a delicate boy who would benefit from a visit to the most famous paediatrician of the time. My mother was reluctant to agree, but, after considerable difficulty, got the appointment. She then suffered the indignity of some very strong words from the doctor, berating her for wasting his valuable time by bringing a perfectly healthy boy to the clinic.

I showed limited signs of any great ambition even at this age. I recently unearthed a press cutting in which my mother and two of her friends were accosted by a journalist in the park and the three children were asked what they wanted to do when they grew up. The others produced the fairly standard answers of soldier and train driver, but I selected the more unusual choice of ‘champion ice-cream eater’.

As I got a little older, the contrasts between life with Nanny, and life with my parents, became starker, illustrated on our annual holidays with my father’s parents, Bobby and Betty, who, from the 1950s onwards, were based in Majorca. Bobby was an adventurer, spending much of his time indulging in his principal hobby of sailing, racing his most famous yacht, the Jolie Brise, all over the world. He would have been aware – theoretically – that he was heir to the Duke of Beaufort if the 10th Duke failed to have children, but they were roughly the same age and I suspect it rarely crossed his mind.

The holidays were fun; the vibe, compared to being looked after by Nanny Nelson at home, entirely more relaxed. While we loved Nanny, time with our parents revealed areas of activity where they had more to offer. Nanny maintained a strict line on vulgarity, with various punishments threatened if we overstepped the mark. Not so our parents, particularly my father, who could not resist this easy route into our affections. On occasion it was difficult to gauge how far we could go. Once, at home in London, I was surprised at the lack of audience success when he came up to the nursery after a hard day at the office and I stood up in the bath and demonstrated my pissing skills.

I brushed off Nanny’s chiding after this offence and have retained a love of vulgarity to this day, albeit displaying it in subtler and less explicit ways. In this respect there were exciting new territories to conquer on holiday with Nanny left behind: I discovered the joy in hearing my parents swear. It was obviously something mildly taboo, but for reasons I couldn’t pinpoint. Monster and I did little else on that holiday other than experiment with various exciting expletives. In turn, this forced our parents to adopt a rather strange scale of (pre-decimalisation) fines: ‘Hell’ 2 pennies, ‘Damn’ 5 pennies, ‘Bugger’ 8 pennies (perhaps cheap at the price in today’s climate), ‘Bloody’ 10 pennies and finally ‘Fuck’, a full shilling.

My grandfather, Bobby, had a certain boyish charm about him and was adored by my father, who referred to him as ‘The Oracle’, because of his practical but rather vague wisdom. Once, Betty made an urgent request that, when guests were aboard his yacht, he should go on deck if he was about to fart. This made total sense to Bobby, so he climbed the steps and poked out his head before releasing the offending smell; the only problem being that he was now aiming directly into their faces.

When Bobby’s mother died, she romantically requested in her will that her ashes be taken out to sea and blown wherever the four winds should take them. His vagueness once again came to the fore and he climbed into a rowing boat in a rather dirty harbour, went out about fifty yards and tipped them over the edge, before proudly returning to land, believing he had fulfilled her wishes. While we only saw Bobby and Betty once a year on holiday, Bobby had made efforts with me, showing me his various skills, teaching me how to use a penknife and how to fire a catapult.

It came as a huge shock when Bobby tragically drowned in 1965 while sailing in a storm off Rhodes. He, along with his crew, had been on deck when they hit the rocks; the crew and one guest were able to jump clear, but Bobby went down to try to save the women sleeping below, alas in vain. When his body was recovered his arms were clamped across his chest, and my grandmother liked to believe he had found his beloved dog Jessica and was trying to carry her to safety.

My father was telephoned at home with the news. My mother later told me it was all rather uncomfortable as he sobbed uncontrollably in front of the servants. Bobby was only sixty-seven when he drowned, but my father always reflected that he wouldn’t have enjoyed the limitations that growing old would have placed on his boyish enthusiasms.

It was the second time in my father’s life that he had prematurely lost a close member of his family, following his older brother, Johnny’s, death in the war. He later told me that, during his brief flirtation with adulthood, Johnny had become incredibly extravagant, throwing lavish dinner parties, and, while my grandparents were concerned at the time, it gave them some small comfort to know that he had at least enjoyed these moments of hedonism.

When Bobby died, my father was in his late thirties, so, unexpectedly early, he became the heir apparent to the dukedom.
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