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Summary: Lady Almina “is written by the former fashion designer  Fiona Aitken, now 

the eighth Countess of Carnarvon. She and her husband, the earl, are the current residents of 

Highclere, the 1,000-acre Hampshire estate that, not surprisingly, resembles Parliament, considering 

they share an architect, Charles Barry. Highclere is also the filming location of ‘Downton Abbey.’”-

Judith Newman for The New York Times, February 3, 2012. This book is a wonderfully detailed 

snapshot of privileged life in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. We see a vigorous, 

stunningly affluent individual rise through the ranks of acceptable society, living lavishly in her 

youth, maturing as a mother, and eventually employing her wealth and social prowess to nurture 

a war-torn country. 

 The historic home she came to oversee and care for still stands today as a testament to the 

centuries of technological updates, family diligence, and the back-breaking work of countless 

laborers. The Carnarvons held famous soirees, helped fund the excavation of King 

Tutankhamen’s tomb, spent their fortune impulsively, and entertained the kings and queens of 

England. During the heyday of Highclere, the motorcar was invented, electricity came to homes 

for the first time, the newly created machine gun was utilized in the First World War, and the 

British Empire began to rapidly unravel. Lady Almina lived to be 93, with much of her fortune 

spent. Still, the Carnarvons managed to make their legacy, and that of Highclere, one that would 

endure for years to come.  



Discussion: 

• Were you familiar with this time period before reading this account? How has the book 

affected your views of this era? 

• How is Highclere similar to John and Mable Ringling’s Venetian palace Ca’d’Zan? 

Think history, style, & legacy. 

• What was changing in the United States for the Ringlings, from 1890-1930? 

• The Ringlings had 7 domestic staff at Ca’d’Zan, and the Carnarvons had 25 in its heyday 

(and 7 now). 

• Lord Carnarvon would no more sell off Highclere piecemeal to pay taxes than Ringling 

would sell his art collection to pay Depression-era debts. 

• Do you watch Downton Abbey? How do you feel the upstairs/downstairs roles are 

portrayed?  

• Do you find this particular portrayal of domestic staff life to be rosy? Accurate? 

Inadequate? 
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