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I have been asked to write these memoirs by my children and by my dear Cousin 

Priscilla, * Lady Norman. I am very conscious of the defects in their presentation, but I have 

tried to put down things that have remained as salient memories in my long life and their 

connection with my dear parents, and especially with my beloved husband. 

 

 

[* My mother’s eldest sister, Caroline, married the 7th Earl of Abingdon and in 1923 her 

daughter ‘Joey’ inherited part of the Towneley estate from her first cousin, Cosmo Gordon 

Lennox, only child of Lord Alexander Gordon Lennox and his wife Emily (my mother’s 

sister). In due course, Priscilla (Lady Alice’s daughter by her second marriage) inherited the 

Worsthorne portion of the Towneley estate from her mother who, in turn, passed the property 

over to her son Simon.  It was only at the memorial service for my brother Maurice, Lord 

O’Hagan at St. James’s, Piccadilly on 21st February 1962, that Priscilla and I met for the first 

time in our lives which healed the sad breach between our families which had endured since 

our secession from the Church of Rome. ] 

 

  

I was born in 1876 at 19 Chesham Place, London, the eldest child of Lord and Lady 

O’Hagan, My two brothers, Thomas Towneley and Maurice Herbert Towneley and my sister, 

Mary Caroline, were also born there. Thomas became the second Baron — he died in South 

Africa in 1900 of enteric fever and my second brother, Maurice Herbert, succeeded him as 

Lord O’Hagan. He married, first, Frances Strachey, daughter of Lord Strachie. Their son, 

Anthony, married Lady Mary Palmer, daughter of the third Earl of Selborne. Mary Caroline, 

my sister, married General Sir Charles Carmichael Monro who commanded an army in the 

1914-1918 war. He became Commander-in-Chief in India and Governor of Gibraltar. 

  

Most of our childhood was spent at Towneley, that beloved home of my early years. 

When in London we lived at Chesham Place and later, during my father’s terms of office as 

Lord Chancellor of Ireland, we lived in London at Hereford House in Park Street and in 

Rutland Square, Dublin. 

  

Memories concerned with my father are few as I was only nine years of age when he 

died, but some vividly remain. One of my earliest recollections of my darling father is of 

walking with him in the woods at Towneley, hand in hand, while he taught me Wordsworth’s 

‘Daffodils’. He was a great lover of that poet. I believe those walks sowed the seeds of my 

great love of nature which has remained with me to this day. I must then have been about 

four or five years of age.  

 

.... 



 

TOWNELEY  

I never knew my grandfather, Colonel Charles Towneley, or my grandmother, Lady 

Caroline Towneley, daughter of the 2nd Lord Sefton, who both died before I was born. They 

had three daughters - Caroline, who married Lord Norrys, afterwards the 7th Earl of 

Abingdon, Emily - who married Lord Alexander Gordon-Lennox and my mother - Alice, 

who married Lord O’Hagan in 1871. My grandfather died in 1876 and was succeeded by his 

brother, John Towneley whose only son Richard died unmarried in 1877. John Towneley had 

four daughters - Teresa, Lucy, Mary who became a nun and was afterwards known as Sister 

Mary of the Angels and Mabel. 

 

On the death of John Towneley in 1878, his four daughters, together with my mother 

and her two sisters became co-heiresses of the Towneley estate. In the division of the 

property (which was decided by picking papers out of a hat), the house at Towneley with its 

contents become part of my mothers inheritance. This is how came about that so much of our 

happy childhood was spent there. 

  

 ... 

  

As is well known the Towneleys were great Jacobite.  In 1745 Francis Towneley raised 

the Manchester Regiment and joined the standard of Prince Charles. In retreat from Derby he 

and Colonel Hamilton were left at Carlisle with very few troops. Francis was taken to London 

a prisoner and hanged, drawn and quartered in the barbarous fashion of those times, and with 

those of other so-called traitors, his head was stuck on a pike on Temple Bar. A retainer of 

the family retrieved the head (he is said to have picked it off with a pitchfork from the top of 

a hay cart) and took it back to Towneley - the story has it that the gatekeeper of Temple Bar 

was bribed. The body was buried in the churchyard of old St. Pancras church but the head 

was kept for years in a basket covered with a napkin in the red drawing-room at Towneley. It 

was there when I was a child. 

  

When John Towneley succeeded his brother, my grandfather, Mrs. John Towneley who 

was a Tichborne, finding that the head of Francis Towneley was still unburied, had it placed 

in a box behind the oak panelling at the end of the chapel at Towneley, with a suitable 

inscription.  

  

After my mother inherited Towneley, being anxious to see that Francis Towneley’s 

head was all right, she had the panel in the chapel opened and discovered that the head had 

been blackened by contact with hot water pipes. It was removed, placed in a wooden and 

glass box especially made by the estate carpenter and kept in the sanctuary under the altar. It 

is now buried in one of the altar tombs in the Towneley Chapel in St. Peter’s church, Burnley. 

The Bishop of Burnley conducted a short service at the interment. Thus, after two hundred 

years, ended the amazing Odyssey of the head of a faithful Jacobite. 

  

Thoughts of Towneley bring to mind a vivid picture of great quantities of candles and 

lamps. Heating was entirely by coal fires; a coal fire in every bedroom with grates black 

leaded every day and an army of servants to carry the coals and keep the fires going 

continually. In the kitchen the huge fireplace where it would be possible to roast an ox; in the 

back kitchen a wide stove into which a whole wheelbarrow full of coal was emptied to make 

the fire up. 



The coal came from the Alice pit over a mile away at the end of a wood beyond the 

Todmorden Road. It was called the Alice pit because my mother when young had cut the first 

sod, when the mine was to be sunk and worked.  

  

As can be imagined there had to be an army of servants to keep such a large place 

going. The cook-housekeeper and the butler were very important people and were great 

disciplinarians towards the smaller fry among the servants. 

  

In the great hall between the two large wings of the house was an enormous billiard 

table around which we children used to tear and play. 

  

It was wonderful for a child to range far and wide, up and down, in and out of all the 

parts of the great house, from the enormous cellars to the marvellous attics so full of dusty 

treasures, and on to the breath-taking view from the wide roofs. 

 

Thrilling too, to peer into the priests hiding place where the rushes were still strewn on 

the floor and into the hidey-holes behind the oak panelling in the picture gallery where a 

double row of pictures of ancestors gazed down.  

 

We had great Fun with the family ghost which was of our own making In the dark we 

proceeded with visitors who wanted to see the ghost, up the long staircase and through the 

long gallery to the King's room by the light of a single candle. One of us had previously gone 

to the room with a damp sheet covered with phosphorous. When the party arrived the candle 

was extinguished and the ghost appeared, emitting suitable groans - very eerie, we thought.  

 

I must mention old Culshaw. He lived in a cottage whose walls were covered with 

pictures of my grandfathers (Colonel Towneley’s) shorthorns, notably the famous Butterfly. 

Culshaw had been the devoted servant of Colonel Towneley and had taken his shorthorns to 

show them abroad - no mean feat in those days. 

 

... 

  

The Home Farm was a source of great delight. I learned to milk and used to ride the 

cart-horses. The Edmondson family lived at the farm. They were remarkably tall people: 

Long Tom was the farmer. His sister, Alice, was a dressmaker and a devoted servant of my 

mother and she was with her at her death in 1921. We loved running into the Farm House 

where the oat cakes were strung across the ceiling. Sometimes we were given the crisp cakes 

with a glass of milk. In winter we skated on the pond in front of the house and we had great 

fun tobogganing down Castle Hill on tea trays. As we grew older there was skating on the 

small lake in front of the house. 

  

Behind the house there was a laundry where all the dirty linen was washed. There was 

also a brewery which in our time was never used. 



 

  

In the lovely oak-panelled chapel memory finds a focus in Midnight Mass at Christmas 

- Christmas with its bell-ringers and carol singers in the great hall and the brass bands that 

played in the quadrangle. There was a Christmas tree every year in the blue drawing-room 

with a huge tea for servants, tenants and children and an annual ball for tenants and servants. 

Sometimes we had theatricals or charades when the drawing-room was turned into a theatre. 

There were also parties for various organisations in Burnley to which many neighbours came. 

Frequent visitors were Lord Shuttleworth of Gawthorpe and his family whose eldest daughter 

Angela was my lifelong friend. 

  

The Tenants’ Rent Dinner was a great event at which my mother presided and always 

made a speech. The many guests sat at the long oak tables and on the huge settee in the 

Servants' Hall. Antlers hung all round the walls and nobody in those days seemed to think 

there was anything bad about stone floors. I remember that one year the toasts were drunk in 

a liqueur the name of which I do not recall, It was evidently appreciated because one old 

farmer tipped off the small glass, smacked his lips and loudly remarked: “A'll 'ave soom o' 

that in a moog”. 

  

In the growing social, political and economic changes which became apparent at the 

end of the nineteenth century it was evident that to keep up a house and property such as 

Towneley on one seventh of the income possessed by our grandfather would become 

impossible. It was therefore decided by my mother and elder brother to sell the house and 

neighbouring grounds for a nominal sum to the Corporation of Burnley. This was done, and 

the old home of the Towneleys is now a museum and picture gallery and the lovely grounds 

are the possession of the Corporation of Burnley. I remember that Lord Roseberry came to 

open the gallery and recalled how he had visited Towneley as a young man. My mother took 

the greatest interest in all these happenings. She had a house at the top of the deer park, The 

Hollins, rented from the Thursbys of Ormerod and she continued her public work in Burnley 

almost to the day of her death.  

 

 
 


