
READING GROUP NOTES 

  

The Dead Duke, his Secret Wife, and the Missing Corpse 

  

By Piu Marie Eatwell  

  

The Dead Duke tells the story of a famous Edwardian trial, the Druce-Portland case.  In 1898, 
a woman called Anna Maria Druce stunned the Ecclesiastical Court of London by claiming 
that her dead father in law, a famous Baker Street businessman called Thomas Charles Druce, 
was in fact the 5th Duke of Portland in disguise.  She claimed that the Duke had spent several 
months of the year as his alter ego, and had fathered several children, and that therefore her 
son was entitled to the Portland millions. 

Mrs Druce was helped in her case by the extremely reclusive and eccentric character of the 5th 
Duke of Portland.  Wary of the outside world, the Duke dug a maze of tunnels under the 
family seat of Welbeck Abbey and spent months on end underground, invisible even to his 
own servants.  The case that he had an alter ego as a Baker Street businessman dragged on for 
over a decade, and was only resolved by the exhumation of TC Druce’s body in Highgate 
Cemetery in 1911.     

For Discussion 

1. All the world’s a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances, 
And one man in his life plays many parts…. 

William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene VII 

How does this famous citation from Shakespeare, quoted as the Epigraph, relate to issues in 
the book?  What other devices does the author use to make a correlation between the action of 
the book and the stage? 

  

2. ‘When one is placed in the position of guardian, one has to adopt a very high 
moral tone on all subjects.  And a high moral tone can hardly be said to conduce 
very much to either one’s health or one’s happiness.’  

This observation is made by Jack, one of the leading characters in Oscar Wilde’s play The 
Importance of Being Earnest (1895).  As the young girl Cecily’s guardian, Jack is forced to 
act in a manner considered appropriate by the late Victorians to such a position.  As a 
consequence, he adopts two different personae – that of the fun-loving Earnest in town, and 
the serious, responsible guardian Jack in the country.  How do the themes of Wilde’s play – 



and the other examples of literary duplicity discussed in this chapter of the book – feed into 
the themes of the story? 

  

3. Consider the principal female characters that feature in the book. 

  

Anna Maria Druce, Elizabeth Crickmer, Fanny Druce, Amanda Gibson, Mary Robinson, 
Lady Tatton-Sykes, Mrs Hamilton and Fanny Ashbury are all, to some extent, outsiders 
and/or on the fringes of late Victorian society.  Why? 

What do we learn from the book about the position of women in late Victorian society? 

 

4. ‘The 5th Duke of Portland never makes an appearance himself in the book, yet he 
casts a shadow over it as the raison d’être of the action, through the fragmented 
recollections of the people who recall him, and the grand futility of his bizarre 
obsessions. He is, in a sense, the book’s tragic hero.’ 

  

Do you agree with this statement? 

  

5. ‘In the eighteenth century, there had been little doubt as to who could claim the 
status of a ‘gentleman.’  The term defined a specific class of people, essentially 
the landed gentry, about whose membership there was little dispute.’  

How and why did the situation described above change, over the course of the nineteenth and 
the early twentieth century?  What new definition of ‘gentleman’ began to gain pre-
eminence? 

 

6. Scene Nine introduces George Hollamby Druce, the second and major claimant 
to the Portland millions, a carpenter from Melbourne.   

  

This chapter also discusses the American writer Mark Twain’s interest in claimants to 
aristocratic titles, which he later satirised in his book The American Claimant (1892), through 
the character of Colonel Mulberry Sellers: ‘Colonel Mulberry’s white picket-fenced suburban 
house in Washington is emblazoned with the Rossmore coat of arms, and he fires off claim 
after claim to the English usurper of his title from his ‘library’, which is also his ‘drawing 
room’, ‘picture gallery’, and ‘workshop.’’   



  

Why did the prospect of reclaiming an ancient title hold such fascination for some American 
and Australian people at the time?  Would it still do so today? 

  

7. ‘The ending of The Dead Duke is fundamentally depressing because it implies 
that the past is always the past, and can never be recaptured.  Secrets of the past 
are lost forever.’/ ‘The ending of The Dead Duke is uplifting because, even though 
some aspects of the past are irretrievably lost, there is a sense that the past lives 
on in echoes through to the present, and that to recover and understand those 
echoes enhances and adds richness to our understanding of the present.’ 

Which, if either, of these statements is correct? 

 

8.   The narrative of the book is given from a number of different points of view, 
and the perspective of different ‘characters.’  Why might this be the case?  Does 
it enhance or detract from the reading experience? 

9. Look at Horace Avory’s devastating cross-examination of the witnesses in Scene 
Eleven.  What techniques does he use to tear them to shreds? 

10. Do detectives come out as heroes or villains of the tale? 

  

Enhance Your Book Club 

  

1. Part of the detective work in the latter half of The Dead Duke entails tracing 
through the 5th Duke of Portland’s descendants from the nineteenth century to 
the present.    

  

Start your own family tree, if you haven’t already.  Add to it with photographs and the 
personal recollections of yourself and other family members.  See if you can find out more 
through genealogical websites such as ancestry.com.   Bring your tree to Bookclub.  Did you 
discover surprising facts that you never knew?  Are there tantalizing puzzles that remain, 
waiting to be solved?     

  

2. One of the major themes of The Dead Duke is the early appearance of the mass 
media, obsessed with sensation at the expense of factual accuracy. 



  

Think of a recent news event that was widely reported in the press.  Collect articles on that 
event from newspapers, magazines, and online publications.  How do the articles differ in 
their choice of facts reported and/or tone?  Why?     

  

3. If you loved the world of The Dead Duke, you might also like to read (or re-visit) 
some of these classic works of literature that touch on themes in the book: 

  

-       Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre 

-       Charles Dickens, Great Expectations 

-       Charles Dickens, Bleak House 

-       Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

-       Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest 

-       Oscar Wilde, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde 

  

4. If you enjoyed talking about The Dead Duke, don’t forget you can follow the 
author on Twitter @PiuEatwell, or Facebook on Piu Eatwell. 

	  


