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‘A degenerate nobleman is like a turnip. There is nothing good of him but that which is underground.’

Anon.
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Introduction

It used to be very simple being an aristocrat.

To begin with, you were born into a family whose genetic health had been seriously impaired down the centuries by its habit of marrying first cousins. You would probably have an annoying surname whose pronunciation bears no relation to the spelling – Cholmondeley (Chumley), Featherstonehaugh (Fanshaw), Fotheringay (Funjee), Marjoribanks (Marshbanks) and so on. You would be ignored by your emotionally dysfunctional parents until you were old enough to carry a shotgun, having been packed off to a public school at the age of eight so they could spend more quality time with their dogs. You would have grown up to be socially inept, hopeless around girls (or boys, if you were a girl) and probably unable to tie your own shoelaces without the help of a servant. Then you would marry well, preferably into yet another aristocratic family you were already related to, or one of less impressive pedigree but vast wealth.

When you eventually inherited your grand, hereditary title you would preside over an impressive agricultural estate, which would provide you with a massive income to fund your work-free lifestyle. Meanwhile you would find ways of coping with superhuman levels of boredom. You might sit in parliament, or add to the family’s art collection, or join a club, where high-stakes gambling would allow you to show off both your extraordinary wealth and your even more extraordinary nonchalance as you lost it. Meanwhile, your calendar would be divided between your country mansion, where winter was spent killing wild animals, and the London pad, where your unmarried daughters were matched with eligible bachelors they were already related to, etc. etc. Then you’d die, whereupon respectful servants and tenants would mourn you and you could expect, as a mark of eternal gratitude, a carved tomb in the family mausoleum.

That was then. It’s rather different for the aristocracy now. They are still with us, against considerable odds, having survived the perils of inbreeding, agricultural decline, estate taxes and world war. Some of them are still fabulously rich. Others are pretty ordinary people with regular jobs who just happen to have inherited a grand-sounding title from a distant ancestor.

How did they get here in the first place? Their original titles were handed out by grateful monarchs as rewards for support in battle. Later, they were awarded for good work in politics or public service. Others were due to someone’s sterling efforts in the sack. King Charles II may have been the first British sovereign ever to use a condom, but there are dozens of dukes, earls and barons today who can trace their good fortune directly back to the king’s failure to wear one. He had no legitimate heirs but fathered at least seventeen bastards and was happy to recognise many of them by giving them titles. For example, the current Duke of Buccleuch, one of Europe’s largest private landowners, acquired his title via royal mistress Lucy Walter, who died of syphilis aged twenty-eight. Some ennoblements came about, as the late Earl of Onslow put it, ‘simply because someone’s forebear got tight with the Prince Regent’. The Prince’s younger brother William IV, as Duke of Clarence, rewarded his mistress, the actress Mrs Jordan, who bore him ten illegitimate children, by giving the eldest, George, the title Earl of Munster. The ungrateful son was so annoyed by the thought that he really should have been Prince of Wales that he shot himself in 1842. Nobody ever said it was easy being a bastard: ask William I.

The lion’s share of this book is given over to the British aristocracy. With all due respect to those interested in, for example, the Transylvanian nobility there is a good reason for this.* Since the late 1700s, the British aristocracy has been overwhelmingly the most exclusive, richest and powerful elite in Europe. Why did this happen in Britain and not Germany? Or Italy? Or Spain? It was largely thanks to the ruthlessly clinical rule of primogeniture, which means that the eldest son won the jackpot, inheriting both the land and the title. This was really tough on his younger brothers and sisters, who only got token handouts (or in some cases, nothing at all), but it ensured that the estate and the money remained intact. In Europe, on the other hand, the noble estates were repeatedly divided up among all the family on the death of the owner, which led to lots of small, less wealthy estates and a massive number of relatively worthless titles.* So, relatively speaking, European aristocrats really are two a penny; or as the 18th-century Irish writer Oliver Goldsmith put it, ‘I have known a German prince with more titles than subjects and a Spanish nobleman with more names than shirts.’ Which, I hope most people would agree, makes them slightly less interesting in terms of their wealth and power than their British counterparts.

So, what have the aristocracy ever done for us? Apart from the Derby, safari parks, Earl Grey tea, the Queensberry Rules, cardigans, the Elgin marbles, polo, fair play, pig sticking, association football, stiff upper lips, rugby, wellies, cricket and sadism? And sandwiches, let’s not forget those.

To be fair, the aristocracy has also supplied some great characters in fiction, such as the upper-class twit Bertie Wooster whose skills are restricted to stealing policemen’s helmets. There’s Nancy Mitford’s Uncle Matthew, who would ‘hunt’ his children with a pack of bloodhounds, and Jilly Cooper’s Chessie France-Lynch, who liked to backstroke topless just to shock the servants. And of course there’s also the sentimental Downton Abbey world of the upper class in their country estates where happy, kindly aristocrats are lovingly and gratifyingly served by well-fed, contented domestic servants.

Fiction has never quite done justice to the real deal. There’s no literary equivalent of Victor, 6th Marquess of Bristol, who was given to taking potshots at his houseguests from the upstairs windows of his home and once fired into the ceiling of a London pub. Or Sherman Stonor, 6th Baron Camoys, who once rebuked Harrods’ pet department because they didn’t stock baby elephants when he wanted one for his wife’s birthday. Or the 5th Earl of Hardwicke, whose only claim to fame, apart from losing his entire family fortune on the horses, is that he invented a preparation that gave his top hat extra shine. Or the 4th Lord Oranmore and Browne, who raised pigs in his drawing room in the hopeful expectation that livestock reared in posh surroundings would fetch a better price on the market. Or for that matter William Eden, 7th Baronet of West Auckland in the County of Durham, who insisted on having a wall of the Cavendish hotel in Piccadilly knocked down so that he could enjoy his own private entrance. And let’s not forget Angus Montagu, 12th Duke of Manchester, who once served time in the US for fraud but was let off by an English judge on the grounds that if intelligence were to be ranked on a scale up to 10, the duke would struggle to reach 1.

This book is about how some of the more colourful characters in the upper classes marked time between cradle and grave: the mad gamblers; the absurd duellists; members of clubs with silly rules; braying, tweed-clad grotesques; inbred, constipated upper-crust duffers; and, just occasionally, clever men and women who did something really useful with their time and their money.

For want of a better way of organising things I have arranged them by theme – hellraisers, gamblers, duellists, eccentrics, adulterers and so on. The Sutherlands get a chapter all of their own, partly because they were the wealthiest of all the European aristocracy and partly because, where I grew up, at one time they owned more or less everything as far as the eye could see, including a magnificent country palace, Trentham Hall, which they could apparently afford to maintain, fully staffed, despite hardly ever going near it; then, when it became an inconvenience, they offered it to the local council, who turned it down because it cost too much to run, so the Sutherlands simply had it bulldozed (because they could). The 13th Earl of Eglinton also gets his own chapter because he has a strong claim on the title Upper-Class Twit of the Nineteenth Century.

Finally, a few words of explanation about what for most people is an unfamiliar and frankly baffling subject: aristocratic status and titles (if you have a maze in your garden, you can skip this bit).

The five ranks of the British peerage are, in descending order of importance, duke, marquess, earl, viscount and baron.* In Western Europe, the equivalent of a British earl is a count. Dukes are one rung down from royalty in the social pecking order and are the most rare. At the time of writing, of over 800 hereditary titles in Britain today, there are just 24 dukedoms.* They are much more likely to become extinct than be created; the last non-royal dukedom was created for the Duke of Fife by Queen Victoria in 1900 and it’s very unlikely there will ever be another one. Because of complex inheritance laws there are also a few grey areas. For example, a peer’s eldest son would have a courtesy title of Lord so-and-so. For example, the eldest son of the Earl of Bedford was known as Lord Tavistock, although technically he remained a commoner until his father died and he succeeded to his title in his own right. A peer can also hold several titles at the same time. This is because it could take a family several generations to reach the top of the aristocratic hierarchy by a gradual accumulation of wealth, land and status. For example, the 1st Duke of Ancaster and Kesteven was also the 4th Earl of Lindsey and the 17th Baron Willoughby de Eresby. The original barony was a Norman title and his family had steadily moved up the ranks to a dukedom.



__________

* There’s better news for fans of this genre in Chapter 10.

* The French aristocracy also followed the rule of primogeniture until the Revolution abolished it.

* In 1611 James I introduced the baronetcy, which was basically offered for sale as a fundraiser for the monarchy and a replacement for the grossly devalued knighthood. This could be purchased at the knockdown price of £100 each.

* Not counting six royal dukes (seven including the Queen) – that is, those with titles granted to members of the monarch’s family.
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