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Chapter 1

She was far too big for the pram but we pushed her in it anyway. Nora Pittance she was called. Her head lolled about and she dribbled but we liked that because we could clean her up and pretend she was a real baby. Shocking looking back, but her mum and dad were glad to have her out of the house and she never knew who or where she was. Everyone said she had water on the brain and was spastic.

She must have been three years old and she was blonde and pretty except for the rolling eyes and the dribble. We pushed her round the streets like a doll, only she was alive. I hope to God that we weren’t horrible to poor Nora and I hope she looked out of that pram and at least enjoyed the sunshine. My best friend Elsie Greenway and I loved playing this game and I think Elsie really wanted to make Nora happy because Elsie herself had something to worry about. She was clever I think and I thought she was pretty, but she had a big strawberry birthmark on her face. She used to say, ‘Give me a kiss, Kate. You can keep yer eyes closed!’

All our play was in the streets. I don’t think we ever went to a park because parks seemed really empty to us. All that green grass and far fewer people than were on the street.

If we didn’t have Nora we’d push an empty pram and talk like our mothers and argue about how much washing and shopping we had to do. I can remember repeating the things my mother said with the greatest seriousness. Play without toys was always about pretending to be grown-up, which is mad when you think being grown-up back then was just a world of toil and trouble. But children never understand these things.

Elsie and I were as close as sisters until we lost touch, seemingly for ever, after she went to one junior school and I went to another.

But in those happy days of playing in the street I’m afraid we were not always as good as we should have been. We did a bit of thieving because we were desperate for sweets. Elsie and I would leave Nora outside and go in the local shop where Elsie would immediately start talking to the shopkeeper in a very rapid manner and with the most confident air you can imagine:

‘Hello, Mrs Short, how are you today? We’re fine thank you for asking and for the time of year. We thought we’d come in and have a talk with you because you look lonely and it might bring some luck and some customers. We also want to look at the sweets as we’ll have some money next week . . .’

And on she’d go, with Mrs Short, the shopkeeper, folding her arms and looking increasingly fed up and angry or amused depending on her mood. Eventually when Elsie looked as if she might just run out of steam, Mrs Short would interrupt and say:

‘Elsie, you say that every time you come in here and then while you’re at it your friend there pinches a sherbet or two and you think I don’t see.

‘I’ll give you a sherbet today so you don’t have to steal but mind you pay me back when you can.’

‘Yes, Mrs Short,’ said Elsie and out she’d troop.

‘She really likes us, doesn’t she?’ said Elsie as we split the sherbet between us.

But if Paddington in the 1920s was bad for ordinary poor kids then it was bloody murder for kids with disabilities. Nora died before she was six and at the time I thought nothing of it. People were always dying but I think of her often now and hope she can forgive me.





Chapter 10

I’d worked a bit on Saturdays in the past, mostly helping my mum or collecting bottles for the returns. You got a ha’penny back for every empty drink bottle returned to the shop in those days because all the bottles were reused and glass was expensive. You knew when you bought the bottle that it was a half-penny dearer than it would otherwise have been. It was supposed to make you take care of the bottle and not throw it away, but some people did throw them away which is where Ginny and I came in.

We would get an old pushchair on a Saturday morning every now and then and wheel it around the streets looking for bottles that had been left in bins or at the side of the street. It was a right bloody slog but we might make sixpence each at the end of the day after handing the bottles in to a shop.

Only one shop would take the bottles – the others round about hated taking them because they hadn’t sold them in the first place and they knew we hadn’t bought them. Why that bothered them so much I don’t know, but it did. Only Cackles would take them but there were reasons we didn’t like going to Cackles.

He ran a small store down a side street that seemed to be filled with the sort of lumber and rubbish that no one could ever possibly sell. There were bags full of old rags, there were stuffed animals and birds, many of them moth-eaten and falling apart, there were rusty old animal traps and lamps and pulleys and wheels and great coils of rope. All along the walls were rusty tins of every size covering the endless shelves that ran up to the ceiling.

Cackles himself was an ugly customer. He must have been about sixty and he had one of those thin faces where the cheeks look as if they have permanently caved in. He was always covered in stubble and long whiskers grew out of his nose which we found fascinating. His thin white hair seemed full of electricity because it stuck up at all sorts of crazy angles. He always wore tartan trousers, a black waistcoat and a filthy white shirt with no collar. He was called Cackles because he had a strange, wheezy, croaky way of laughing and he laughed pretty much after everything he said.

We used to discuss going to his shop with our bottles.

‘Shall we try somewhere else this time?’ I’d ask Ginny.

‘No point,’ she’d say. ‘No one else will pay. Don’t worry, I’ll let him do me this time.’

That was the embarrassing thing about Cackles. He only paid us for the bottles if we let him touch us. We hadn’t a clue why he wanted to do it and at the time I never thought much of it – old men had disgusting habits whoever they were and you just had to put up with it. And besides he didn’t always do it.

So in we would go and Cackles would say the same thing he always said.

‘And who have we here, I wonder?’ He knew full well who we were but he always said that.

‘Don’t tell me it’s about bottles,’ he’d say. ‘No more bottles!’ Then you would hear the horrible high-pitched laugh from which he got his nickname.

‘Go on, get out of it,’ he’d growl, turning his back and waving us out of the shop.

‘Give us just a ha’penny for two,’ Ginny would say.

‘How many yer got?’ asked Cackles.

‘About thirty-five,’ I’d say.

He’d pause a minute then and change the subject.

‘You’re growing all the time aren’t you? Always growing.’ Then he’d sidle over and say, ‘Very well-grown girls.’

While he looked down at the bottles in our little cart he’d be patting us on the head and then he’d run his hand down our backs – sometimes it was me, sometimes Ginny. He’d sort of squeeze your bottom for a while and start breathing heavily. We knew there was something weird about it all, but it never went any further and at least he paid up.

He might ask one of us to sit on his lap for a moment and then finally he’d hand over the dirtiest little handful of coins you can imagine. The odd thing was that he always had coins worn almost away to nothing, coppers from the beginning of Victoria’s reign. And he would always give us far less than a ha’penny for each bottle. But we didn’t mind – even threepence each was enough for a feast of sweets.





Chapter 11

But collecting bottles wasn’t enough. A week or so after leaving school I got a job through a friend for a few shillings a week taking two six-year-old boys to school every day and then collecting them in the evening. Those boys were just like the rest of us except their mum and dad ran a shop, made good money and treated them like royalty. But they were nice little boys and we got on well. They wore little blue sailor suits and were constantly tugging at their over-tight collars – and oh, how they suffered in the summer in their little ties and hats. Like all children they loved stories so I’d make something up as we went along.

‘Tell us about the ghost horse,’ they’d say.

This was a story about a white horse that local people every now and then claimed to have seen early in the morning galloping through a thick fog, and God knows we had enough thick fogs. I’d make up all sorts of extra details – such as the horse had a man on its back and the man had no head. They loved that.

The boys went to a little private school near Paddington Basin on the canal where the big houses were. I used to take them in the morning and bring them back at night and I remember once waiting by the gate while the children milled around in the schoolyard all looking very miserable. Then I found out why.

The headmaster sprang through a narrow door at the top of a short steep flight of steps on the far side of the yard and immediately started bellowing at the children as he walked up and down swishing a cane and making an angry speech that lasted about ten minutes. He wore a straw hat and a long gown and kept saying, ‘Jesus is watching, always watching. How can you hold your heads up when Jesus is watching?’ and at that all the children looked at the ground. Then without a word he stalked back into the school and the children walked out through the gate into the road to be carted off by their carers or parents. I asked Maurice, one of my little boys, if this happened every day.

‘Not every day,’ he said, ‘but usually Mondays.’ And he was right. For the next few weeks Mondays and Wednesdays were preaching days – sometimes the headmaster would bring a box and stand on it before haranguing the children. Other times he would stride up and down swishing his cane, although I never saw him use it on the children. I always thought he made religion seem a ridiculous thing. I’d never been interested much in it but that headmaster confirmed my view that it was probably all nonsense.

Then almost as suddenly as it had begun my first job came to an end. I was told I was no longer needed for the children. I mooched about a bit for a week or two helping Mum with the laundry business and then I thought: ‘I’m not bloody going on like this.’

I was ambitious, you see. I wanted to get out of Paddington not because I particularly disliked it but because I was restless. I wanted to see a bit of the world even if it was only up the road. I told my mum and dad I was going to get myself a job and that was it.

Next day I got up early, looked in the back of the paper my dad used to read and found an address at the back of a servant agency in Mayfair. I got dressed in my best clothes – including the bomb-proof serge knickers we all wore then – and off I went.

I long ago forgot the name of the agency because that was the one and only time I went to one. I’ve never been so looked down on in my life as I was by the old battleaxe in those dingy backstreet rooms.





Chapter 12

I sat for what seemed like an age in a dingy brown room with a dozen other nervous-looking girls. The walls were painted chocolate brown and through the one dirty windowpane I could see nothing except a line of shabby washing.

At last I was called into another dingy room where I was ushered to a wooden chair. The woman who had waved me in then disappeared and once again I sat waiting. Ten minutes later a woman in a big black hat came in and sat down opposite me on the far side of a massive dark table piled high with papers. She sat sideways, looking out through another small dirty window, not looking at me at all. She reached across the table and helped herself to a few papers seemingly at random. She shuffled in her seat as if she was being bitten by fleas and then said:

‘Where do you live?’

I said, ‘Paddington, ma’am.’

I’d been told to say ma’am by my dad, but hadn’t a clue what it meant. I thought it was a posh way of saying ‘mum’, but why would I call someone I didn’t know ‘mum’?

The woman in the black hat shuffled her bottom and then shuffled her papers. She dipped a pen in a big glass inkwell and stirred it about vigorously. Still she hadn’t looked at me. She waited and then wrote something down. The pen dripped ink but she didn’t seem to notice.

At last she looked up.

‘We can perhaps offer you a position as kitchen maid,’ she said and handed me a piece of paper which had the following words written on it: ‘Wellington House, Hyde Park Corner, Saturday at nine in the morning. Under no circumstances be late.’

And that was the beginning of my future. I sat amazed, staring at the paper, waiting for further instructions, until she said, ‘Good day to you.’

I had no idea then that for every servant position they filled the agency received a fee, but for a lowly maid with no experience the fee would not have been much. I heard from butlers and cooks later on that they were often almost grovelled to by agency staff because placing a butler or cook could be very lucrative, but clearly no one ever felt the need to be polite to a fifteen-year-old girl.

My dislike of agencies was not based solely on my own experience.

It was said that agencies sent people down to remote parts of the country to go about the villages offering the parents of poor girls good positions in London for their daughters. The girls were then brought up to London and kept together in rows of terrible beds in the agencies’ attics until positions could be found for them. Then the agency got its fee. The more innocent the girls the better the agency, and future employers liked it. Country girls were always more in demand than city girls like me. We were thought to be less willing to work hard and more likely to be dishonest. Bloody cheek! I thought. What they really liked was that innocent girls from the country could be abused and exploited and would never complain. If you’d told them that they would be working fifteen hours a day in a big house for a bowl of porridge a day and nothing else they’d have nodded and got on with it.





Chapter 13

I had my piece of paper and was determined to use it. All I knew as I set off home was that I had to stand outside this Mr Wellington’s house, but I hadn’t a clue exactly where it was. I’d never really been much beyond Church Street market at the top of Praed Street, which was about half a mile from where I lived. I’d never been to North London or south of the river or outside London so I wasn’t quite as sophisticated as I perhaps thought I was.

‘I will be working for Mr Wellington,’ I told my mum. ‘I wonder who he is?’

‘I dunno,’ she said.

It turned out that Mr Wellington was the Duke of Wellington who had been dead almost a century. His house was a great dark mansion at the end of Park Lane. I’d never heard of Wellington and had no reason to think he wasn’t still alive. I didn’t know then that he was the hero of Waterloo!

But soon enough I discovered that I wasn’t going to be working for either a dead or a living Wellington anyway.

I walked the mile and a half to the big house along the Edgware Road and down Park Lane with the carts and cars and lorries and all the other usual bustle of the West End.

I found the house – couldn’t miss it, it was so big – and waited at the front of the gates feeling very silly and very conspicuous.

Eventually a middle-aged woman who looked like the witch from Snow White approached me and said: ‘Are you Kathleen?’

I said I was and she turned on her heel and snapped, ‘Come on, be quick.’

So off I trotted after her, back across Park Lane and then across Piccadilly into Green Park. Why on earth is she taking me into the park? I wondered.

I had no idea where I was going or what I was doing, but I had a shilling in my bag which gave me confidence despite the fold of newspaper in my shoe to block up a hole. The rest of my rig-out was the best the flea market could muster and not a patch in sight. As I walked along like a dog behind its master I was half terrified and half confident.





Chapter 14

I was being taken to Spencer House, which was actually a palace in all but name. It was in spitting distance of Buckingham Palace yet surprisingly easy to miss, hidden behind its shrub- and tree-filled garden. But as I trotted along behind Mrs Snappy I knew nothing of any of this.

I’d never even heard of Buckingham Palace and had probably only thought about the king and queen once or twice in my whole life. My mum and dad had no interest in any of that sort of thing. The royal family might just as well have been living on Mars for all we cared.

And the truth is that the London poor only really started to care about the royal family during the Second World War when Queen Elizabeth stayed in London during the Blitz. After the First World War the royals were still unpopular because everyone knew they had changed their name from Battenberg because they were ashamed of being German.

All my parents cared about was football (my dad), the price of things and what the neighbours got up to. I reckon my mum and dad knew more about Queen Victoria than about George V, who was in charge in 1926 when I started work.

So we crossed the park. It was summer I’m certain: I can still smell the lime trees. It wasn’t till we were almost on top of it that I saw the house with its big pediment overlooking the park. We slipped down a narrow alleyway at the side of the house and came out in what I later discovered was St James’s Street, the road that runs from Piccadilly down to St James’s Palace.

The Spencers were related to the Churchills, the Grosvenors and just about every other grand family in the country. They had a vast estate in the country at Althorp in Northamptonshire but I was to work in their London house.

They had an enormous army of staff: maids, gardeners, a housekeeper, butler, half a dozen footmen, a dozen maids and hall boys galore, and on occasion the whole team, or major parts of it, would go up to the country or come down from the country to London.

I felt tiny as I walked through the vast kitchen and storerooms in the basement, still with that unfriendly head bobbing up and down mercilessly in front of me.

Actually Spencer House was very strangely situated really because we reached it from that narrow lane off St James’s and there seemed no way in from the park front. Of course the park front was really all about showing off – it was a way for the family to say, ‘Look at our house that almost faces the king’s house! Look how important we are!’ I don’t think anyone used the front of the house as a way to go in and out, but it looked (from a distance) over a lane called Queen’s Walk where the public were allowed to stroll.

Much later on my day off I walked out to see the house from the park and it was very grand indeed – pale grey stone, a huge pediment with statues along the top and long rows of symmetrical windows. The house survived both wars and is still there – I went to see it long after I retired.

As we marched through the corridors of that subterranean world I noticed everything: there were maids and skivvies bustling about everywhere, but with hardly any noise. I was astonished that the maids all seemed to have on different caps and the caps were all elaborate in different ways. That was my first and most lasting impression, though why I should have remembered such a trivial detail I don’t know. Maids were given more lace on their caps as they went up the ranks. I also noticed that the maids and kitchen staff, the footmen and others as they bustled about still found time to nod and even bow to each other. It was to me despite my nerves and keeping my head down a most comical sight, like a black-and-white film badly lit and artificially speeded up.

This was my first taste of the rigid hierarchy below stairs. If a footman was rushing along with a big dish of beef it would still be necessary for him to nod a little bow to any senior footman he saw as he went along. Likewise junior maids nodded continually to senior maids. It actually looked like a madhouse of nodding and curtseying.





Chapter 15

I was such a lowly member of staff that the woman I was following didn’t speak a word after that first exchange out in the street until she took me to a small room and snapped, ‘Sit there.’ She pointed to a wooden chair and then she left me.

Nowadays this sort of cold, horrible behaviour would be unimaginable. Even then it seemed a bit callous to me who was used to people being hard on each other. To walk all that way without even passing the time of day, without even looking at the person you were with – it seems unbelievable, but back then a young girl with no connections was not seen as deserving of any consideration at all. Good manners and kindness were reserved by many people for the better-off classes. Not everyone carried on like this and of course poor working-class people were sometimes treated with respect by the better-off but it was rare. There was also a deeply held view that the lower orders should always be grateful for what they had or what they’d been offered.

I didn’t want to be a kitchen maid but the woman who bustled into the room a few minutes after I’d been left by the old scowler didn’t give me the chance to say pretty much anything about what I wanted.

She said, ‘It’s three pounds a month. You’ll be paid by the housekeeper. Start next week whichever day you can. Strictly – and I mean strictly – no followers.’

She paused then, unsure whether I knew what a follower was. She guessed I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about and she was right.

‘A follower is a boyfriend, a young man. Put all that out of your head and keep your eyes on your work or you’ll be out. Mark my words.’

Here’s another kindly one, I thought to myself.

‘You haven’t worked in a kitchen before, have you?’ She didn’t wait for an answer.

‘Well, Cook will show you what to do. At the end of your first day one of the maids will show you where you’ll sleep.’

And that was it. No mention of what I might want or not want, but that was the way then. The view of the world – but especially the staff in a big house like this – was that I was incredibly lucky that they had agreed to let me work in the house at all. It was a privilege.

My main memory of that first introduction to a great house was a scene I witnessed as I retraced my steps to the staff door, staring ahead all the time at the slightly hunched back of the woman who had brought me to the house.

We went along and I could hear only distant busy noises. Then without warning there was a terrific noise of shouting. It was a very violent kind of shouting and in the stone hall and the confined space it echoed about and was curiously frightening. We reached the big open doors that led into the kitchen. I was able to glance in and I saw the cook – I assumed it was the cook – holding a girl by the hair and shouting, ‘I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t forget.’ And with that she swung a big wooden spoon and repeatedly hit the girl across the back. Meanwhile the girl was trying to run away but with her hair grasped in the cook’s hand she couldn’t escape and instead half ran and half jumped in a circle trying to twist out of the way while continually being walloped with the spoon. I saw her hat crumpled and trodden on the ground.

My guide and I had both stopped in frozen amazement. The cook saw us and immediately let go. She looked about her in a slightly embarrassed way and brushed her apron down. All the other staff across the big room stood absolutely still.

A man in a dark, old-fashioned suit then appeared through a door on the other side of the kitchen. He gently pushed the girl who’d been beaten out of another door and led the cook quietly back to the centre of the room and bent to speak to her.

I saw no more because the woman I had been following, whose name I never discovered, glanced back at me at that instant and said, ‘Come along you,’ and moved off. I was almost shoved out a small door into the narrow road from which I’d arrived. The woman said, ‘Go to the end of the lane and then left to the top.’ She went back into the house and shut the door. She didn’t even say goodbye. I walked up St James’s to Piccadilly and then Park Lane in a daze.

Though wages had been mentioned there was nothing of holidays or hours of work. But what would have been the point of saying to a young girl entering service, ‘Is that enough money?’ or, ‘Are you happy with the hours of work?’

There would have been no point because the system was absolutely rigid and no one had any choice – no one at the bottom anyway. It was slightly different for a good cook or butler and it later became a little better for maids and kitchen staff because by the 1930s they could leave and do something else if you made them work too hard. Just after the First World War and with the poverty of the 1920s domestic servants were still ten-a-penny so employers didn’t have to be nice to them.

Once I started work I often heard employers and even senior staff saying that most junior servants didn’t even deserve board and lodging, let alone wages on top of somewhere to sleep and something to eat.

‘In my day it was much tougher, but it stood you in good stead’ was just the sort of phrase you heard from older servants. And many employers thought that wages were a bad thing because servants were so ill-bred and ill-educated that giving them money was likely to lead to drinking since that was all they could be expected to think of doing with their money.

They would have laughed at the idea that we might have conversations with our friends or gone to a play or to the opera. If we weren’t working we would get into trouble – that was the feeling – so even when we were middle-aged or elderly there was an idea that somehow we were like children, irresponsible and in need of firm control. Amazing isn’t it?



On my first day at Spencer House I was told that on my afternoon off each Tuesday I was to go home to my family and not talk to any other servant who was having a half day on the same day, neither a servant from Spencer House nor from any other house round about. I was also told that meeting friends on my day off was not allowed. I didn’t quite understand but since I had no friends outside a tiny area of Paddington I thought I could probably ignore it!

One of the servants explained to me that all this nonsense about not talking to anyone arose because the family hated the idea that the servants might go out with servants from other houses and gossip about their families. But what on earth a kitchen maid would ever know about the family that might lead to scandal I can’t imagine. I suppose I did occasionally get to see Earl Spencer’s underwear as it went in the wash and I might make comments about the quality of his linen or the size of his bottom. But other than that it was baffling.

So we were squeezed really and if you squeeze people down hard enough they will break out. Even in the most tightly controlled houses there was always an element of mischievousness.





Chapter 16

I discovered that work could be fun in my first week at Spencer House. I was allowed to talk to the hall boy who did all the most menial tasks for the upper servants – emptying their chamber pots, lighting and cleaning their fires and fetching and carrying all sorts of odds and ends. William, as he was called, clearly loved the fact that at last there was someone in the house he could impress.

‘Bet you don’t know anything about the family, do yer?’

I admitted I didn’t.

‘Richest in the country they are. Very big in the countryside, too, and the town. Bloomin’ loaded. That’s why they’ve got this house so close to the king’s house over the way.’

He meant that we were a few hundred yards from Buckingham Palace.

William was an odd little chap. He had dark hair that lay flat on one side of his head and stuck up on the other, but even odder was that some days his hair stuck up on one side and some days on the other. It never stuck up all over his head and it was never all-over flat.

He had terribly thin arms I remember and looked about twelve. I remember the shock when I discovered he was nearly twenty. He always wore a waistcoat that buttoned up to his neck and even on his thin body it was terribly tight. He had very old -fashioned trousers too – they were what were called fall fronts with a flat piece of material across where you would expect the flies to be. They looked a bit like riding trousers, like jodhpurs. Those trousers were among a few oddities that Spencer House still had that had disappeared from most houses by the 1920s. They were handed down out of the old cupboards to new servants. The boys who’d originally worn those trousers were almost certainly long dead. The basement was full of things from the past: bits of carriages, coachmen’s capes, and rows of leather fire buckets. The house even had its own fire engine, a handcart with a hose wound round a wheel and festooned with buckets and ladders.


I felt terribly sorry for William. He tried to be tough and chirpy and he copied some of the mannerisms of the older male servants but he wasn’t very good at it and his swaggering and cheekiness somehow seemed a bit put on; but he was a terrific gossip who passed on all sorts of titbits from the junior footmen who’d got them from the maids or somewhere further up the ladder.

He’d often tell you something completely ordinary as if it was the most extraordinary thing.

‘Do you know,’ he would start every sentence, leaning towards you as if about to impart the juiciest bit of scandal in the whole history of gossip. ‘Do you know. They’ve had extra milk every day for two weeks.’

He’d
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