
                   Downton (Abbey), -  A Sequel

Some might think it a pity that the producers of  “Downton Abbey”  did not use the real 
Downton as a back-drop for the TV series, - a happy conflation of fact and fiction. The real 
village is surrounded by beautiful countryside and boasts, (as the estate agents would 
say), a rich heritage of houses from at least Tudor times. For example, next to the parish  

church  whose origins are Saxon, is 
Parsonage Manor, once the home of 
Sir Carew Raleigh, brother of Sir 
Walter who was a frequent visitor to 
Downton. It is thought to have been 
built from timbers taken from a Tudor 
ship which sailed up the Avon to 
Downton.

And right in the heart of the village is a 
splendid “gentlemanʼs residence” dating 
from the 18th century known as Moot 
House.

But neither of these of these properties 
would be grand enough for the likes of Lord 
Grantham, one assumes, although quite 
nice for the Dowager Duchess perhaps. 

We need to cast our net a little more widely. 
Luckily, about a mile from the village, but still within the parish boundary is an estate of 
some 3000 acres at the heart of which is a large mansion called Trafalgar House.  “Just 
the job,”  as Lord Grantham probably would not have said. (It has already featured in 
several television plays and films including Sense and Sensibility.) And indeed here, for 
over a century and half, resided Downtonʼs very own Lord Granthams.
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Trafalgar House was built in 1733 and was known then as Standlynch House. Its renaming 
as Trafalgar seems, in retrospect, a rather bizarre affair, almost worthy of a treatment by 
Gilbert and Sullivan.

On the 21st October 1805 Admiral Nelson died on 
HMS Victory from a gunshot wound received during 
the battle off Cape Trafalgar.  His corpse was placed 
in a barrel of brandy with some camphor and myrrh 
for transportation back to England and a state 
funeral. (The usual practice in such naval battles was 
to fling the dead unceremoniously over the side. But 
Nelson was too grand a figure for that.) Nelson was 
regarded both by the general public and the 
government as the great British hero of the 
Napoleonic Wars and there was a widespread 
demand that “something should be done” to 
acknowledge this with the granting of some kind of 
honour,- not so easy when your hero is in his grave. 
The solution was to heap honours upon Nelsonʼs 
heirs, but unfortunately he had none, (at least not legitimate ones. We know about you, 
Horatia!)) The only person able to benefit was Nelsonʼs brother William, a quiet country 
parson. The government therefore made him an Earl, and a grateful nation endowed him 
and his family with £90 000 (over £2 million in todayʼs money) and this was used to buy 
Standlynch House, Downton. The family was also given a perpetual pension of £5000 (per 
annum, (£150 000 today) so that they might indeed live like lords. Standlynch was 
renamed Trafalgar and this name remains today. After the Rev. Williamʼs death the title 
passed to a nephew, Thomas Bolton, who took to the aristocratic life, funded by the public 
purse,  like a duck to water.

By 1912 the Nelsons had had almost a century to adapt to an aristocratic existence.Their 
way of life by then would have been indistinguishable from that of Lord Grantham. There 
was the same sense of entitlement, the same innate conviction of their own social 
superiority, their same  expectation of deference from the lower orders. In Edwardian 
Downton not much happened without the say-so of Lord Nelson.  Forelocks were tugged 
and village maidens curtseyed demurely in the presence of his lordship.
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It was the post World War Two Labour government under Clement Attlee which pulled the 
plug. The government reckoned that after 150 years the nation had paid off its debt to the 
great and heroic naval leader and the annual subsidy paid to the Nelsons was withdrawn. 
Having no private fortune to fall back on they had to leave Trafalgar in 1948. They 
vanished into the obscurity from which several generations earlier they had been plucked.  
A rumour circulated in the village, probably not true, that the last Lord Nelson had become 
a bus driver in Bournemouth. True or not, there is a pleasing clogs to clogs symmetry to 
this story. Trafalgar House is now used as a conference centre and venue for weddings as  
well as the occasional music concert in still elegant surroundings.  What fate awaits Lord 
Grantham and the “real”  Downton Abbey?

And the moral off this story?  Probably that anyone can become an aristocrat. It has 
nothing to do with lineage, breeding or blue blood, but everything to do with chance and 
opportunity. Kate Middleton offers our generation a splendid example. She becomes more 
aristocratic with each passing day and her most admirable mother, the former British 
Airways stewardess, can appear more Queen-like than the Queen herself, should the 
occasion demand. Bless!
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