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      Rosina Harrison (known as Rose) was born in Aldfield, North Yorkshire, in 1899. Her mother was a laundry maid and her father a stonemason. Rose went into service in 1918, and she was later a lady’s maid to Lady Astor for thirty-five years. She later retired to Worthing, where she died in 1989.
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      The title of this book may be a little misleading, it should perhaps be called, ‘Some of My Friends in Service’.

      I have heard people say that they can number their true friends on the fingers of one hand, I run out of toes when I am counting. Perhaps this is because in a lifetime in service I have had to rely on and depend on the others that worked with me to do their job in order that I could do mine. I quickly learnt those whom I could trust and I believe that trust is the basis of true and lasting friendships. I hope that this book will demonstrate what I mean. So while I am particularly grateful to the five men whose lives are contained herein and to whom I dedicate this book, I also appreciate the many others, some living, some dead, who have shared their lives with me during my forty-five years in service.

      There are others whom I must thank for their help in the preparation of this book; my two sisters, Olive and Ann, and my brother-in-law Cyril Price, for their continued faith and support; Desmond Elliott, my agent and now my publisher who makes work such fun; my devoted typist and secretary Jenny Boreham; and finally Leigh ‘Reggie’ Crutchley, who has made it all possible.
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      When I began my book, Rose, My Life in Service, I thought it would be a story that primarily concerned me and a description of what my life was like as a lady’s maid. Instead it became, almost unconsciously, a tale of the relationships of two women of completely different class and upbringing, Lady Astor and myself. I tried to tell the truth, hoping to show my deep affection for her, while at the same time explaining how difficult she often made it for that affection to be sustained; how we battled through life together, how as the years went by we became necessary to each other. I, with my humble background and lack of education, was no match for her sharp wit, but my native Yorkshire bluntness would take the wind out of her sails and exasperate her to a point of screaming heeby-jeebies. But this, it seemed, was what she wanted from me.

      In order to verify my story, for I am a stickler for the truth, I set out on a journey visiting old friends who had worked for her ladyship. This book is largely a result of that journey, for as we talked I heard much more than I was able to include in Rose, My Life in Service. Our conversations took me back over domestic life during the whole of the twentieth century, indeed further, particularly in the case of Mr Lee who is ninety this year; he told of masters and servants who were an expression of mid-Victorian times and who lived and worked in areas of Britain where the relationship between the two had changed little since feudal times. So I like to think that this book is not just a series of the lives of servants but a bit of social history as well; that it shows the reliance that two sections of society placed on each other.

      When I look at the world today, it frightens me. People, it seems, are jealous of each other and of each other’s possessions. Knowing that they can never achieve either the positions or the things, the ‘have-nots’ have set out to destroy the ‘haves’. Envy is eating us up. And what for? Happiness? I’ve known scullery maids who were happier than duchesses. Position and possession in my day brought with them responsibilities of the kind that I and others like me were unfitted to carry. The people I served felt that they had a duty towards society. They may have played hard but they also worked hard, and sometimes it was difficult to distinguish which was which, for many a dinner party secured a large cheque from one or more of the guests, which went to help humanity.

      Much as people may dislike heredity, in my experience the sons and daughters of the so-called privileged classes were educated and brought up in the spirit of giving service to others. Today things have changed, Jack is as good as his master, so his master feels no responsibility towards Jack. ‘Blow you Jack, I’m all right’, has become the cry of the rich as well as the poor. Since Jack makes no secret of the fact that he’s trying to overthrow his master, who’s to blame them?

      What I’m trying to say though goes deeper than the servant/master relationship, it’s reflected in all our lives. When I was a girl there was no social service run by the government, but there was a more human kind run out of good neighbourliness. If people in my village were in trouble everyone did what they could to help, not just in their trouble, but to help them get out of it. People were of course expected to help themselves too. Spongers got short shrift.

      My father was a stone mason on the Marquess of Ripon’s estate. He never earned more than a pound a week and on that brought up a family of four children, yet when he died the entire village turned out to see him away, a sign of respect for a man who had done so much for other people. After his death my mother had little money, only what she earned from taking in laundry. We children followed the common fashion by sending her money and seeing that she was as well looked after as possible. Later I was able to buy a bungalow for her out of my earnings. I wasn’t making a sacrifice, it gave me great pleasure.

      Today if anyone falls on hard times, either through circumstances or their own fault, relatives and friends just give them a list of where they can get government grants, tell them it’s their right and leave them to sort themselves out. To my mind rights should be earned. Things that come too easy aren’t respected.

      I think that this change in people’s thinking is shown in the stories of this book, and I hope that it will prompt one or two questions. Are people with all the gadgets and entertainment that science has given us any happier today than we were? Are we now a better people? Is grabbing as good as getting?

      Having got that sermonising off my Yorkshire chest, let me come down to earth. Because it suited me to make my life in service as a lady’s maid I didn’t marry. I thought about it but after an engagement lasting nine years I decided against it. However, as my mother would have said, ‘I was always one for the boys.’ I enjoyed their company and companionship, I loved dancing, I even flirted with them providing there was no ‘hanky-panky’. I knew when and where to draw the line, and I saw to it that they knew as well. As I was, even at an early age, a career girl, putting my work first, my contact with men was reduced to those working with me and around me, and it was from amongst what might be called my own kind that I looked for and found friendship. I also made many women friends but in this book I’m limiting friendships to the men in my life, all of whom except one became butlers, but on their way up were lamp boys, page boys, hall boys, odd men, footmen, valets and under butlers.

      I was in service for forty-five years; five years with Lady Ierne Tufton, five with Lady Cranborne (now the Dowager Marchioness of Salisbury), and finally thirty-five years with Lord and Lady Waldorf Astor. During my first ten years in service I was growing up and made no lasting relationships; even if I had there would have been no place for them in this book since none of the men I worked with then are now alive and would therefore have been unable to recall their lives to me; and being a stickler that the truth shall be told, and witnessed to be told, I have selected my friends from those who can verify what I have written of them. So it is that all the five story-tellers have at some time worked for the Astors.

      When I retired from service in 1964 on Lady Astor’s death, I found it wasn’t something that I could put on one side. I continued to visit the friends that had served with me and on occasion I was ready to return to lend a hand at houses I had been to with my lady, if their servants were ill or on holiday. In this way I was able to keep in touch with the domestic scene, to watch the changes that were taking place and to make friends with some of the younger lot who had become servants under the new order of things.

      So through the eyes and tongues of my five friends I am able to present a picture of the position of men servants over the whole of this century, and at second or third hand over a much longer period; to show the changes that have resulted from two world wars and the social attitudes of the British, and sometimes of the American, people. So far as I can I have tried to capture the personalities of those who seem to tell their own stories and to give them the language and mannerisms of speech which are very much their own.

      This book though is not confined to servants. Where there is a downstairs there must be an upstairs, so that another picture will emerge, that of the way of life and behaviour of the aristocracy and the landed gentry. Because this picture is, as it were, painted by servants it may be thought that it’s one-sided, particularly where conflict occurs, but if the masters or mistresses come in for criticism I think that it will be found that it is friendly and not malicious.

      To a man my friends defend the system under which we worked and regret the passing of the privileged society which they served. They miss the glamour, the glitter, the manners and the style. Perhaps most of all they miss the business of ‘knowing your place’ and ‘keeping your place’, expressions which you will find they apply not only to themselves but to those whom they served.

      Today such expressions, which were common in my life, may need explaining. When I first joined the Astor family Mr Lee, the butler, in describing Lady Astor said, ‘She is not a lady as you would understand a lady, Miss Harrison.’

      This remark spoke volumes to me; I knew that I would be serving a woman who couldn’t or wouldn’t conduct herself according to the rules and that because of this my life would be made precarious and unpredictable. If Lady Astor didn’t know ‘her place’ it was going to be hard for me to keep mine. On the other hand when Mr Lee described Lord Astor as ‘every inch a gentleman’ I knew straight away that I would be able to serve him with ease.

      The master/servant relationship which so many people now decry gave peace of mind and often social and financial security, providing it was conducted according to the rules. ‘Playing the game’ wasn’t just something that was learnt and practised in English schools, it was a code of behaviour for life. Particularly is this seen to be true in the way stately homes were conducted.

      Many people will say that this is a political book, that I’m an out and out Tory. It isn’t, and I’m not. Perhaps in a way there’s a touch of religion in it, though it would be impossible to pinpoint it. I’ll try and show what I mean.

      All my friends and I were born and brought up in country villages where church-going was a part of our lives. Consciously or unconsciously it influenced us, it gave us a set of values so that, at certain moments when later we were called upon to make decisions, we were able to make the right ones and to assume responsibilities that our schooling had not prepared us for.

      But perhaps I’m stressing too much what I see as the serious side of the book. First and foremost it’s a fun story. Domestic service was played to certain rules, but different people had different interpretations of rules and this led to conflict. Then of course rules are made to be broken and they were, on both sides, which adds to the fascination of the game, and to the writing about it.

      The television series ‘Upstairs, Downstairs’ has given to the world a picture of what domestic service was like and it’s almost always been a true one within the limitations of its dramatic form. I think, speaking as a servant, it’s done something else. It has given my life’s work a dignity and purpose that was not recognised before, and has shown myself and my friends and colleagues as human, real and useful members of society, a society that people today look back on partly with nostalgia and partly because they can find little to look forward to.
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            Gordon Grimmett

          

        

      

      The first of my friends to tell his story is Gordon Grimmett. I’ve chosen him to open partly because he was the one I visited first on my journey of rediscovery, and partly because he’s such a good raconteur and able to describe not only his own duties but those of his fellow servants with accuracy, and finally because he began work at Longleat, the seat of the Marquess of Bath, from where he was able to glean so much about the history and conditions of service during the nineteenth century.

      Gordon, despite his poor early education, which he made the poorer by his behaviour and high spirits, has a sharp and inquiring mind, an excellent memory and an eye for detail. He didn’t stay long in full-time service and after a few minor jobs made a career as a salesman of agricultural products, ending up as area manager in some of the most prosperous farming land in the country. His was a successful business life, the more so because of his humble upbringing; yet whatever company he is in he inevitably brings the conversation round to the days when he was a servant and from his expression and the way that he speaks of them it’s apparent that this is the time he enjoyed most and they are the memories he treasures.

      I didn’t meet him when he was employed full time, though I heard plenty about him when I joined the Astors, and it was not long after this that our paths crossed. It was when he came as part-time footman to dinners and receptions at St James’s Square. He was tall, good looking and with a permanent twinkle in his eyes, and today at the age of seventy-four he is very much the same. He could never be serious for long and because of his attitude I was astonished that he and Mr Lee got on as well as they did. I soon discovered that, frivolous though he might be, Gordon was an excellent footman. He was like an actor; he’d be playing the fool in the wings but from the moment he went on the stage he was straight into his part. It was the theatre of service that appealed to him, the dressing up in livery with almost period movement and big gestures that fitted the Louis Quinze dining-room at Cliveden, the throwing of the voice when announcing the guests, their beautiful clothes and jewels, the style, the grace. He loved this flitting in and out of the grand scene. He was stage struck, which is why he took every opportunity to return to what was his theatre.
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      Many of my friends thought that, because my father was a postman, as a family we were a cut above them. Perhaps it had something to do with that picture of a lurching coach and rearing horses battling against the elements, with the caption ‘The Royal Mail must get through’; that was the sort of pop art of the time and could be seen on many cottage walls, alongside Landseer’s ‘Stag at bay’. Or perhaps it was the uniform that in their minds placed the postman on a par with the policeman, a figure of authority, if not of power. If Dad was aware of this image of his he didn’t try to live or play up to it; neither did I. It wasn’t easy for him to think big when he was only earning eighteen shillings a week, and keeping a family of eight on it. Nor for me at school where I cut a pretty poor figure, at any rate in the eyes of my teachers. Indeed I might easily have felt inferior had it not been for my ability to organise the ‘in-fighting’ both in the classroom and the playground. I suppose I should be ashamed of my tearaway childhood, but I’m not. Because I found learning hard to come by it meant that I had to find compensations, and I got them in the streets of Ascot and roaming the Berkshire countryside with a gang of boys. We didn’t do much harm, a few practical jokes on the shopkeepers and raids on orchards, more for the excitement than for the fruit we stole. In those days getting caught meant a first-class thrashing from the man on the spot, and another at home if Dad got to know about it. The purpose and the thrill were trying not to get found out.

      Ascot at the turn of the century was a quiet marketing town which came alive a few times each year when the fashionable race meetings were on, when we kids could earn a copper or two holding the carriage horses of the nobility. It was toppers in the daytime for men and tiaras at night for the ladies in the many large country houses that surrounded the town. Little did I think at the time that it wouldn’t be long before I’d be living in one of them, and spending my time dressing and looking after these Lords of the Land.

      Although my parents disapproved of my behaviour from time to time, and made their opinions felt, I had a very happy home life. Mother was a good manager; she had to be on so very little money. Fortunately she had spaced her family so that when I was eight one brother and two sisters were away working – my brother as a gardener, one sister as a stillroom maid to the Duke of Northumberland at Alnwick Castle, and the other a parlour maid in a London house. All three sent money home, it was the expected thing for children to do in those days and this helped to provide for me, my younger brother and sister. Clothes of course were passed down, patched but still wearable. Dad earned extra money working as a bearer to the local undertaker and I eventually brought in a bit by caddying at golf courses and selling the golf balls that I found on my way round. So we never went short of food, but it was plain fare, never a lot of meat, and indeed I never tasted chicken until I went into service. We might I suppose have been better off but for Dad’s nightly visits to ‘Sally’s’. It wasn’t that he kept another woman; Sally was the landlady of the Nursery Inn, our local pub, where he would sit every night drinking beer and playing dominoes. Sometimes he’d visit there at lunch-time as well, particularly if he had a funeral in the afternoon. I know because there was speculation among his friends as to how long it would be before he fell into a grave while he was lowering a coffin. Still, none of us ever resented Dad’s drinking, least of all Mum. It kept him happy and contented, and in most families it was the accepted thing; it was only the do-gooders who tut-tutted their way around the town causing nothing but trouble among working class people.

      Thinking back to my early days I’m sure I must have been a disappointment to Mum. She’d set her heart on having a son who’d win a scholarship to nearby Windsor Grammar School. All good parents, and there were many, wanted their sons to do better than they had and to get out of the working class rut; but education was not for me at that time. It began when I went into service and it developed through my watching, listening and imitating. Poor Mum, I couldn’t even compensate her by being good at sport, for there were no organised games at school.

      I did excel at one thing, however, stone throwing, at which I was a crack shot, but unfortunately it brought me nothing but trouble. I’ve mentioned the top hats worn by the gentry at race meetings, and these were far too tempting a target. They also supplied the element of excitement and the risk of being found out and caught. At first I was careful to take good cover, and delighted my friends with my marksmanship, but success brought over-confidence; I was caught three times in a week and having been ruffed up a bit by my victims was reported to the headmaster. Although I was accustomed to the cane by now, three beatings in seven days took it out of me, and when bath night came and Mum saw the marks on my backside, the cat was out of the bag. I anticipated further punishment, either from her or Dad, but although Mum’s lips narrowed and I was sent to bed without supper, I heard nothing more from either of them. A few days later my headmaster sent for me, ‘Ah boy,’ he said, and he was beaming all over his face, ‘your mother and I have had a little chat. We’ve come to the conclusion that you need a change of environment. Next week you will join another school at Cranbourne (a village near Windsor), it will give you the opportunity of making a new start. Let’s hope you’ll make the best of it – eh.’

      He said it in a tone that only expressed doubt that I would. As I left his study he called after me, ‘I understand that the stones are not so thick on the ground in Cranbourne as they are in Ascot,’ and he burst out into a guffaw.

      It was the first time I had heard him laugh. It was not a pleasant sound.

      I’d like to be able to say that I seized my new opportunity and made the headmaster a false prophet. I didn’t; it wasn’t so much changing schools as changing canes. I was allowed to leave at the age of thirteen. My new headmaster then said he’d taught me all he could, but I didn’t care for the way he said it.

      The First World War had now been on for a year, so, as my contribution to the war effort, I went into munitions. It sounds quite impressive, but it wasn’t. The factory was a converted garage, and I was put on the night shift, dull, repetitive and unfriendly work.

      Physically I’d developed fast for my age and although I still went around with a gang of boys I found I was becoming increasingly aware of the charms of the other sex. In order to earn a bit more money, I worked as an errand boy delivering vegetables for a local greengrocer, and in the course of my duties I used to visit a small house in Ascot called ‘White Cottage’. Two young Kentish girls, the Waterhouse sisters, worked there as cook and housemaid. I took a shine to them both and must have amused them, as they constantly invited me round for a cup of tea, a chat and a smoke. I felt no end of a dog puffing away at their scented cigarettes – ‘Sweet as a rose’ it said on the box. I remember also stealing the odd kiss, more like a peck I suppose, and I was absolutely unconcerned which sister I took it from. 

      But it was not my introduction to the joys of the other sex, however innocent, which was important in my life. It was my friendship with these girls that led me into domestic service. They talked of the grand houses, mostly it must have been from hearsay, and it seemed to me the nearest I was likely to get to a glamorous life. So when one day they told me they were leaving Ascot to go and work at a country house at Bath, I went back home determined to follow them. I first informed Mum of my new-found ambition. She jumped at the idea, but, I thought, for the wrong reasons. ‘Now that the younger children are growing up we need your room,’ was the first thing that came into her mind. ‘I’ll write to Mrs Hunts straight away.’

      Mrs Hunts was the famous London servants’ agency, or registry office as such places were called then. ‘Make sure you tell them the area around Bath,’ I said.

      She promised she would, although she couldn’t understand my reason for wanting to go there in particular, and said so. I didn’t enlighten her. If I had it would have provoked nothing but merriment at my expense. Youthful romance was considered as something peculiarly comic in those days, particularly among the younger members of the family, and I knew I should be teased unmercifully.

      To my surprise Mum had a reply almost by return. I hadn’t really thought that anyone would want to employ a young inexperienced boy like me. I’d forgotten that there was a war on and that by 1915 there was already a shortage of men servants. I was offered the position of lamp boy to the Marquess of Bath at Longleat House in Wiltshire. I’d no idea what a lamp boy was or what his duties were, so I inquired around. Nobody else seemed to know, though they made one or two peculiar suggestions. ‘You’ll find out soon enough when you get there,’ was Mum’s unhelpful remark.

      She bought me a second-hand brown tin trunk, more like a large tin box, packed my few things into it, tied it up with a bit of rope and only about a fortnight after I’d first spoken of going into service I found myself sitting alone in a train on my way to Warminster, the nearest station to Longleat. I felt miserable and lost at first, Mum had shed a few tears when we parted, and it was almost as if I was going away to the war; I’d managed to control myself but the lump in my throat felt as big as a cricket ball. I soon discovered my spirits though, after all it was an adventure for me and I’d always have a home to go back to; Dad had made a point of telling me that. Only one thing worried me, I’d bought no uniform; Mum had told me this would be provided when I got there but I wasn’t sure how she knew. Still, I thought, as no one in Ascot knew what a lamp boy was they weren’t likely to know at our local tailors how one should be dressed.

      I was met at Warminster at half past two by the Longleat carrier in a covered cart drawn by a shaggy horse. Thinking about him now he was like Barkis, the Dickens carrier in. David Copperfield. He handed me a packet of sandwiches, ‘Yer lunch,’ he said, ‘and you’ll need it ’cos I’ve got things to deliver around the estate and you’ll not get to the big house until around five o’clock.’

      I munched away at my sandwiches as we trotted along. After a time he started chuckling to himself, quietly at first, then more lively. I began to doubt his sanity. He broke into a guffaw, then suddenly stopped. ‘You’ll be wondering why I’m laughin’,’ he said. I agreed politely. ‘It’s that tin box of yourn. It reminds me of a time when I came to the station to collect a young housemaid, strapping girl she was. I met her at Bath and I’d gone on to the platform so that she wouldn’t leave the wrong way. “Your carriage is over the bridge, miss,” I says. “But I’ve got a tin trunk,” she says. “Tin trunk, I don’t care if you’ve got a tin arse, the carriage is still over the bridge,” I says, quick as a flash.’ Then he burst into thunderous laughter.

      I didn’t get the point of the story but I made what I thought were appropriate noises. He wasn’t satisfied, ‘Don’t you see, tin trunk – tin arse.’

      I was still baffled but tried to roar as loudly as he did. He seemed satisfied at this, but at intervals during the rest of the journey he kept bursting forth with his ‘Tin trunk – tin arse.’

      After what seemed an interminable journey we began the drive up to Longleat. With every step the horse took it loomed larger and I felt smaller, more insignificant and not a little frightened. He drove round to the side of the house, and with his ‘whoa there’ the horse came to a halt. I jumped down, and with a final ‘Tin trunk – tin arse’ he handed me my trunk. ‘So long me lad, I’ll be seeing you,’ and he drove off chuckling as he went.

      I walked to a door and rang the bell. It was answered by a boy a little older than myself. ‘Hello,’ he said, ‘you must be the new lamp boy. My name’s ’Uthwaite, Bob ’Uthwaite, with a aitch. I’m a Londoner. I’ve instructions to take you to the steward, Mr Brazier, and if you’ll take a bit of advice from me see that you call him “sir” when he speaks to you, it will get you off on the right foot.’

      Even if Bob Huthwaite hadn’t warned me I would have still called Mr Brazier ‘sir’. He was an imposing figure, tall and austere of around fifty, with a fresh ruddy complexion and a head of beautiful silver hair. He addressed me in a gentle kind of way; it could be very deceptive, as I discovered later. ‘You are Grimmett, Gordon Grimmett?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ I replied. It had the required effect.

      ‘Very good, Gordon, I trust we shall get on well together. You’ve eaten your sandwiches, now Robert will see that you get some tea, after which he’ll show you where you’re to sleep and explain your duties to you. That will be all for the moment.’

      Bob and I went to the servants’ hall, a vast room with a refectory table in the centre and benches round the sides, and two large carving chairs at either end. I was nervous of course and over-awed, but not so much so that I didn’t notice the housemaids gliding about in their black dresses. My thoughts went to the Waterhouse sisters. I’d written to them in Bath telling them that I was going into service nearby, and that I hoped we could meet soon, but I had had no answer. I wasn’t sure now that I was worried as I studied the girls around me. Then Bob told me that the second floor of the house had been given over to the army for their use during the war as a convalescent home for wounded soldiers. Apparently, like me, he had a taste for the girls for he lingered in his descriptions of the charms of the nurses.

      Tea over he took me upstairs to show me my sleeping quarters. These were in a kind of small dormitory with six beds in it; mine was in the corner. There was linoleum on the floor, a dressing-table and about four rickety chairs; that was the sum total of the furniture. I was sharing, I was told, with two under footmen, one of the odd men, the pantry boy and Bob the steward’s room boy. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or disappointed with the conditions; having nothing to compare them with I just accepted them. We went down to the servants’ hall again and stayed there for the rest of the evening.

      I met one or two of the other servants, and Bob did his best to explain my duties, to give me some idea of the layout and the history of the house, and to describe the make-up of the inside staff at Longleat, together with their likes, dislikes and eccentricities. Although there wasn’t quite a full complement with war having claimed one or two of the men, women had taken over their jobs so the inside staff was almost complete, and this is how I remember it:

      There was a steward (butler), an under butler, groom of the chambers, valet, three footmen, two odd men, a pantry boy, a steward’s room boy, a hall boy and me, the lamp boy. Of the women staff there was a housekeeper, two ladies’ maids, eight housemaids, two sewing maids, two stillroom maids, six laundry maids; in the kitchen a cook, two kitchen maids, a vegetable maid, scullery maid and a daily woman. The outside staff I was never fully able to account for; chauffeurs, grooms, a steel boy (his job was to burnish the metal on the horses’ harness) and a young lad called a ‘tiger’.

      Tigers were preferably small and sweet-faced, they sat on the box of the carriage. Today I suppose they would be considered figures of fun, sitting there in their livery with their arms folded over their chests and concentrated stern expressions on their faces, but we didn’t think of ours like that and he took himself very seriously indeed. Part of a tiger’s job was to lead the young children’s ponies when they went riding, but of course this didn’t happen at Longleat as the children were past that. The chauffeurs and the grooms were at that time, and in any house, sworn enemies; the ringing-out of the old and the ringing-in of the new caused almost continuous conflict. During the war, of course, the pageantry was suspended from all state occasions, nor was there a London season in the true sense, but I was told of those grand days and indeed saw the yellow coach that drove the Marquess and Marchioness to events like a coronation, a ball at Buckingham Palace, a levée, a presentation for the opening of parliament, and splendid though the coach was I think the coachman must have rivalled it in his six-tiered cape fastened from neck to hem, with silver crested buttons, wearing a three-cornered hat trimmed with silver braid.

      There were also the gardeners, some forty or so men and women, the latter having been recruited as a result of the war, and the home farm staff of twenty-odd as well as a maintenance outside force of carpenters, bricklayers, painters and the like, so it could be seen why it was that our weekly dances and concerts were crowded, especially with the addition of nurses, ward maids and other medical staff. We were particularly lucky at this time because there was an Australian camp nearby and regularly they would send a concert party over to entertain the patients, and we servants were allowed to occupy the back of the hall.

      Bob found it easier to describe the staff than the house, and his efforts at its history were abysmal. Mind you at the time I wasn’t one for the old things; the present was exciting enough for me, but by the time I left service I’d managed, through my surroundings and the people I worked for – and with – to find a thirst for education, and it’s one of many things for which I shall always be grateful to my early livelihood. Today I could give you a conducted tour round Longleat and explain its furnishings and its history accurately and impeccably.

      It was built by Sir John Thynne, the foundations being laid in 1567 and it was finished thirteen years later. Sir John, who was born in 1515 and died in 1580, was a favourite of the Duke of Somerset, the Protector, by whom he was knighted in the battlefield at Pinkie. The Protector had wide powers of patronage and so helped enrich Sir John. Sir John also helped himself by marrying an heiress, Christine Gresham, daughter of a Lord Mayor of London.

      Queen Elizabeth of course slept at Longleat, nosing around as she did among her wealthier subjects and seeing exactly how much they’d got and what they were doing with it. Charles II also slept there and he it was who created Sir Thomas Thynne Viscount Weymouth.

      The second Viscount started a legend which was a familiar bit of history with all the servants. He fought a duel with his wife’s, Lady Louisa’s, lover, killed him and entombed him in the cellars. The bones were found centuries later and years after I’d left, when the fifth Marquess was having central heating installed. His jackboots appeared to be in perfect condition, but they crumbled away as soon as they were exposed to the air. He caused me enough trouble during my stay at Longleat, appearing in places that were my province. As if his presence wasn’t enough Lady Louisa’s ghost haunted the passage where the duel was fought. It was known as ‘the Green Lady’s walk’. It’s also my opinion that she and her fancy boy used to get together from time to time because I saw both of them in the cellars.

      George III was another sleeper at Longleat, in the third Lord Weymouth’s time, and caused another change of name in the family, for he created Lord Weymouth Marquess of Bath during his stay.

      This is an example of how you get that quaint mix-up in British noble families. The younger sons and daughters are called Thynne, with of course an Honourable or a Lady in front of their names, the eldest son is Lord Weymouth, and the father is Marquess of Bath. It causes quite a lot of confusion, even among the initiated.

      History doesn’t report any more English kings and queens who visited Longleat. Queen Victoria certainly didn’t, though Lord Beaconsfield did during the time of the fourth Marquess; perhaps this accounts for her absence, because although a special temporary lavatory was constructed for him in his bedroom, he hated the place. He wrote from there complaining about the cold and apparently had difficulty getting any ink!

      I was to serve the fifth Marquess, who was in his fifties when I joined. I found him a great gentleman, kind and considerate, handsome but without conceit, an example to all with his perfect and natural good manners. The Marchioness I was in awe of. She was about the same age as her husband but somehow seemed much older to me. She was highly religious, which because of my chapel duties (which I shall describe later) brought us together. She was always most kind in a distant sort of way, seeming so far off I sometimes wondered if she really saw me at all.

      There were four children – three daughters, Lady Kathleen Thynne, Lady Emma, who was to marry the Marquess of Northampton, and Lady Mary, later Lady Numburnholme, and one son Lord Weymouth, aged about twelve, Lord Henry as we knew him. He’d succeeded to the title when his elder brother Lord Alexander was killed in action in 1916.

      The girls, like their mother, remained very distant. It seemed to me that they led dull lives, buried in the country with very little opportunity of mixing with young men; in any case most of the eligible ones were away serving their country. They occasionally visited London where they stayed at their town house at 29 Grosvenor Square but were always closely guarded and chaperoned. Perhaps they did find opportunities for some fun and games on the side, but I never saw any signs of it. Lord Weymouth I was to get to know well as time went on.

      But I’m in danger of getting ahead of myself. When it came to my duties Bob got a bit vague, ‘It’s no good my describing them,’ he said, ‘I’ll take you around tomorrow and explain them to you.’

      He was a wily one was young Bob, a proper cockney. I later discovered that the reason why he didn’t want to commit himself was that he was going to try to palm a number of his own jobs on to me. He succeeded for a time but the other servants soon put me wise to him. I didn’t bear him any malice over it for as I came to climb the ladder I tried the same thing on myself.

      It was time now for bed, something I was not looking forward to as Bob had told me that the others I was sharing with would probably rag me for the first night or two. He wasn’t wrong. I was a bit shy about getting undressed, so they helped me, making coarse remarks and certain comparisons as they did so. Eventually they quietened down a bit but when I opened my trunk and took out a new pair of bedroom slippers, which had been a parting present from my mum, they broke out into screams of merriment. Come to think of it I must have cut a comic figure standing in my shirt, for in those days pyjamas or nightshirts were not worn by the working class, with a pair of bright red cloth slippers on my feet. Despite their taunts I continued to wear them. It was better than padding about on the cold lino in bare feet. There was no central heating in any part of the house and many’s the morning I was in agreement with old Lord Beaconsfield, for often he had had to break the ice in the water jug before he could wash.

      I was up next morning at six and Bob and I went round the house collecting the shoes. Eventually we had about sixty pairs (family and nurses) down in the cellar waiting to be cleaned. From time to time one of us would break off and go to a landing, fill a number of white enamel jugs with hot water and take them around the bedrooms. Six at a time I could manage, three in each hand, though I clanked about a bit as I carried them. At eight o’clock we had breakfast in the servants’ hall. It was a picnic kind of meal with people coming and leaving as their duties required. There was little variety, it seemed it was always kedgeree on weekdays and bacon on Sundays. As it was war time we were each given a quarter of a pound of butter a week, which we kept in a small tin; once that was gone it was dry bread.

      After breakfast there was knife cleaning, steel knives with bone handles. This was done with the help of a large round knife machine. It had holes in it into which was shaken Oakley powder, then the knives were inserted and the handle turned. After the knives, the forks, not the silver ones of course, but those that were used in the servants’ hall; all others had to be cleaned by hand.

      By now it was a quarter to nine, time for me to rush over to the chapel for one of my daily duties, as candle boy. The chapel was lit by one hundred and forty candles, and a very beautiful sight it was. It was my job before the service to light them. I did this with a taper on the end of a stick, on the other side of which was a snuffer which was used to put them out. It was supposed to stop them smelling. It didn’t. The smoke and stench pervaded the place and it became like a gas chamber.

      I also had to put the vicar’s cassock and surplice ready, and to help him into them. He needed help too for he’d had to walk a mile and a half from Horningsham village come rain come shine. I’ve seen him staggering in exhausted in winter after trudging through a foot of snow. My final job was to sharpen his quill pen.

      There was a service every day lasting about twenty minutes, and of course two longer ones on Sunday. All the servants who could be spared had to leave their duties and it was generally only the kitchen staff who were excused. Either their souls were considered beyond redemption, or our masters put their stomachs before their God. Judging from the language and general behaviour in the kitchens wherever I’ve worked I think it must have been the former.

      The Marchioness, as I’ve said, was particularly religious. She always carried a little notebook and I used to see her in the gallery where the family sat, peering down at the commoners below. In between prayers she’d sit up and make a note; either she had noticed an absentee or she’d seen someone chattering or fooling about. Never did she have the opportunity of booking me, for on top of my other duties I was organ blower. Some might have found this boring, but I didn’t, out of sight being out of mind, and I could read a book or a comic during the prayers or the sermon. There was also an additional attraction to the job which I suppose I ought to be ashamed to mention.

      Every other Sunday evening an attractive young girl would come up and sing a hymn or an anthem as a solo. She stood on a platform just above where I was blowing. She’d got lovely legs and there were very few who knew them as well as I did, because my eyes would get caught by them and I had a sort of competition with myself seeing how far up I could peer. Once or twice I got so entranced that I’d forgotten what I was supposed to be doing, and the organ would run out of air. This got a laugh from some of the congregation for I’d confided in my colleagues about my salacious Sunday evenings. When the organist reprimanded me I told him I had been carried away by the beautiful singing!

      After I’d snuffed the candles when the service was over, I had to attend to them, breaking the wax from the sides and repointing them so that they looked like new. When they had burnt down to within two inches I replaced them. Candle ends were my ‘perks’, I sold them to the local grocer at so much a dozen, and this way I made an extra pound or two each year. In those days every penny counted.

      After I left the chapel I began work on the things which gave me my name – the lamps.

      Now it occurs to me that people may wonder at my title of lamp boy. After all by 1915 electricity was no new invention, and some big houses by that time were either on the mains or, if they were too remote, had their own generators. Others had compromised by using gas. Not so the Marquess of Bath, who felt that to install either would disfigure the house. The rooms had been designed for oil lamps or candle light, and if he were to change to electricity not only might it mutilate the ceilings and the walls but the character of the rooms would change. He had the same feelings about central heating.

      Many of the gentry agreed over this, mainly I think because it was considered unhealthy, if not downright effete. The British public school system had instilled in them the virtues of a Spartan life, and early principles, it seemed, died hard. It was all right for the foreign aristocracy, they were a soft lot which was why the British Empire was there and would always remain there. It was also why every day I had to collect, clean, trim and fill four hundred lamps.

      Actually here I’m not telling the truth because it would have been humanly impossible to have done so many, and of course the quantity was increased because of the hospital. From time to time the odd men, steward’s room boy or hall boy would be sent down to help, and if I got very behind the butler would send a footman down to give me a hand. But officially the lamps were my responsibility. In other words if things went wrong with them I was called to account.

      Collecting and replacing them itself meant a few miles’ walk every day, though again the bulk were delivered to me by the housemaids and the footmen. They came in all shapes and sizes, bracket lamps, standards lamps, table lamps, hanging lamps. Many of them were of great beauty and value, gathered from all parts of the world.

      First I would examine the wicks and trim them if necessary with special scissors, rather like an ordinary large pair but with a circular tray piece attached to the blades which caught any wick trimmings and prevented them falling back into the lamps; I wish I had kept a pair, they’ve become collectors’ pieces now.

      Then I would fill the lamps from the large oil tanks, paraffin for the corridor and staff lamps, and colsa oil for the house. It was considered that colsa oil gave a kinder more mellow light, and also that it didn’t smell so much. I didn’t care for colsa as it was thicker than paraffin and, if by chance I left the tap on in the tank the oil fell silently to the floor. So many times my cellar was flooded before I became aware of what had happened. Then there was the polishing of the funnels or the chimneys as they were called, the glass globes, and finally the cleaning of the stands. Fortunately these couldn’t be polished, but they had to be free from any traces of oil.

      As each batch of twenty or so were finished there would be the journey round replacing them and collecting others. The sheer monotony of the job took some beating. Of course it must be remembered that the lamps provided only the general lighting. Candelabra and candlesticks were used in the dining-rooms and the drawing-rooms, but fortunately these were the responsibility of the footmen. Some of the lamps were counter-weighted from the ceiling, and were in groups of three, each hanging on chains in the galleries. These I had to clean and fill on the spot, as they were too heavy to carry.

      I remember one day I was showing off to a housemaid, ‘They go
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