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  To my husband, with love
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  Introduction


  ITS DIFFICULT FOR people to realize the social and financial changes that have taken place since the 1920s  it seems such a short time
  ago.


  When I tell people what it was like when I went into service in 1923, at first they say, How awful for you. Then it suddenly strikes them that it wasnt very long ago, and
  they think youre exaggerating, that it wasnt like that, that either you had very bad places to work in or that youve made it out to be a lot worse than it was. But in fact
  there have been vast changes since then.


  I think what people fail to understand is that although the status of domestic servants has really risen so dramatically, the real reason for the change is the scarcity of domestic servants
  nowadays. If they were ten a penny as they used to be theyd be treated in the same way as we were. This goes for other workers, too. I dont think people have changed; its
  events that have altered their attitudes.


  When I went into service the very name service meant that youd said goodbye to all personal freedom  the same as it did for men in the Army, the Navy and the Air
  Force. Like domestic service, these services used to be filled from the ranks of the uneducated and untrained.


  Then there were few jobs open to ill-educated girls. Chances for women were coming, I know, but they were for women whod had an education  whose parents had either been enlightened
  and had seen that they were educated as well as the boys, or for women who from the moment that they could get hold of their own money had made sure that they educated themselves.


  Most of the people I worked for sprang from the middle classes who, when they acquired wealth and rose in the world, adopted all the social standards of the upper classes.


  And the upper classes regarded the state of the poor as inevitable. We were always with them and so long as you didnt attempt to rise in the world  so long as you knew the state
  youd been called to  they were even prepared to be gracious and benevolent towards you. So long as they knew that you knew that they were being gracious and benevolent.


  I think that they had the same feelings about servants then as wealthy people have now about their possessions  their homes, their cars and all the gadgets that make life worth living.
  These things need looking after. They dont want them to wear out too quickly, but if they go wrong or become tiresome they can be replaced.


  Servants were not real people with minds and feelings. They were possessions.


  Since my book Below Stairs was published Ive had a number of letters from people who were irate that I wrote in the way I did. They said that their mothers always looked after the
  servants. A number of older people have said also that they thought about their servants comfort and saw that they had a nice room.


  Yes, I agree; perhaps they did. But they still looked on their servants as their possessions. The servants must never have a life of their own. The employers were entitled to say to their
  servants, Oh, what did you do on your day off? Where did you go? Who did you go out with? And to expect a truthful reply. But if you were to say to them, And what did
  you do when you were out last night? Did you have a good evening? they would have been horrified. You couldnt ask such a thing; you had no right.


  When I was reading history for my A levels recently I discovered that even Disraeli, and he was supposed to have been a Liberal, said that there were two nations. And he meant the
  rich and the poor.


  Well there were two nations when I was fifteen, and now Im sixty-one I still think that there are two nations in this country, even though things are so much better. Just give us a period
  of high unemployment and youll see what I mean.


  Another great change that theres been is in fashions. When I first went into domestic service, there werent the facilities that there are now to buy cheap, but good, ready-made
  clothes.


  Now a lot of the well-to-do openly boast that they buy things from Marks & Spencer or shops like that  buy them ready-made. Its quite the done thing nowadays. But it
  wasnt the done thing in those days.


  Then they had everything made for them. We used to make our own (and they looked like it), because bought ready-made clothes were so expensive.


  Of course we used to try to copy the styles of the rich and the people that we worked for. And I often used to think that it was we servants who really changed the fashions. Because as soon as
  we copied or made anything that looked remotely like what they were wearing upstairs they would discard it and get their dressmaker to design something else. Probably we flattered ourselves;
  perhaps they would have discarded it in any case.


  Mind you, this gap that there was was also something to do with being young, because no matter whatever your status in life then, whether you were working, middle, or upper class, no young
  people were of any importance.


  We were never known as teenagers. We were just young  too young to know anything about business or politics or even living our own lives. All we were expected to do was to keep quiet,
  take advice and let those who had experience and know-how get on with it.


  It didnt just apply to the lower classes. It applied to the well-to-do just the same. Young peoples opinions were not consulted and werent expected to be given either
  without being asked for. They were learning, and when youre learning you cant advise because you dont know. And that applied to all strata of society.


  Nowadays everythings geared to young people. Vast sums are made by firms like the clothing, cosmetics, records, and magazine manufacturers. They make fortunes out of young people. So if
  these firms are basing their commercial structure on supplying young people with the material things  and if the Government is spending great sums in providing the facilities and
  opportunities for education  then we shouldnt be surprised at the type of young people that results.


  Its no good us crying enough, enough when youth gets up and tells us how they want to see the world run. Because weve made them like that. Weve made them
  important.


  But when I look back on my life  although the working-class people of my generation had to work hard for a living  I dont envy young people at all today.


  It may seem that theyve got everything  material things and freedom to live their lives in the way they want to  but theyve also got the urge and the anxiety of
  wanting to improve the world; as for us, we only wanted to improve ourselves.


  
    Margaret Powell, 1970
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  I WAS THREE days in my first place in London before I had a chance to go out. I arrived there on a Wednesday and as a Wednesday was to be my one
  afternoon and evening off in the week obviously I didnt get it that week, so my first time out was on the Sunday. I was allowed from three oclock till ten oclock every other
  Sunday, but that first day it took me so long to do all the washing up that I didnt get away until four.


  Id had a letter from my mother the day before  the Saturday. Mother must have sat down and written it the minute I left home, saying that I was to be very careful indeed; everybody
  knew what London was like. Not actually stating anything definite  kind of innuendoes. Anybody would have thought I was some sort of raving beauty and that every man who looked at me was
  going to make advances. Instead, what I was in those days was fattish, on the plain side with big hands and bigger feet, and with these poor ingredients I didnt know how to make the best of
  myself  I dont think many working girls did. At the end of her letter my mother put and dont talk to any strangers. Well, since I didnt know a soul in
  London if I didnt talk to strangers I wouldnt talk to anyone. So it looked as if I would have to be dumb for the rest of my stay.


  Anyway there I was, all ready at four oclock to go out and I was mad to go and see Hyde Park because it was a place I had read about with its soapbox orators and the guardsmen in their
  red coats walking around. I asked the cook what number bus to get on because I didnt want to look like some provincial hick that had just come up to London and didnt know anything. I
  was going to ask for Hyde Park, hand over the right money and look as if I knew it all.


  I got on the bus that she told me and I went upstairs right to the front so that I could see everything. I sat there for ages looking all round and very soon it struck me that the buildings were
  much the same kind that you might see anywhere. But of course being as they were in London I thought, oh well, they must be marvellous.


  No conductor took my fare. One came up several times but he never reached the front of the bus. I sat on and on looking. I thought it seemed a long way but I had no idea where things were. Then
  I could see that we were in a very seedy neighbourhood: dirty little shops, a very slummy place  far more slummy than some of the places around my home.


  Before I could do anything about it the conductor came up and said, This is the terminus. So I said, I havent seen Hyde Park yet. And he said, No, you
  bloody well wont see it on this bus either. Youre going in the wrong direction. But this is the right number, I said. Yes, he said, this is
  the right number but youre going the wrong way. You got on on the wrong side of the road. Well, why didnt you come up and get my fare  why didnt you tell
  me? So he said, You try being a conductor on a ruddy London bus, and see if youre going to tell people who dont know where theyre going where they should be
  going.


  I got off the bus very crestfallen and not knowing what to do at all. So he said to me, Where did you want to go? I told him I wanted to go to Hyde Park and also that it was my
  first time in London. So he said, What are you going to do now, then? He thought for a moment. Ill tell you what, he says. Well be going back in
  twenty minutes. Were going over the caf to have a cup of tea and that  why dont you come over with us. Well, I wouldnt have dreamed of doing a thing like
  that at home. Not only might someone you know see you but, I mean, it just wasnt done. But after all was said and done Id gone to London to have an adventurous life so I thought,
  Well, here goes, and walked over to the caf with him and the bus driver.


  It was obviously a working mens caf full of lorry drivers and bus crews. I was the only member of my sex but nobody seemed to show any surprise at seeing me, so I assumed that
  they often took women in there.


  The bus conductor  I found out that his name was Perce  said, Well, sit down. And we did, at a table that was covered in American cloth and innumerable flies, and he
  went to get cups of tea for us. That tea! It was so black. What they did was to stick soda in the tea urn  its a well known trick at these working-class cafs  to get
  all the colour out of the leaves and make it look strong. And he brought us cakes about the size of tennis balls and the same consistency, too.


  Anyway we got talking and this Perce  of course his real name was Percival  told me he lived at a place called the Elephant and Castle. So I said, How did it get that
  name? Oh, well, he said, originally it was called The Castle after the pub there but the landlords wife got so fat drinking all the stock that they called it The
  Elephant and Castle. Green though I was I didnt believe a word of it but I dutifully laughed.


  The bus driver, Bert, was a mournful, cadaverous-looking creature and he spoke in such a resigned tone of voice that you felt hed eaten lifes troubled apple, core and all, and all
  that was left for him was a gradual descent to the grave. Part of his trouble was that he suffered from gastric ulcers. These he told me were rife among bus drivers because of the shift work and
  the irregular hours they had to do. This and the fact that they couldnt stop the bus often enough to empty their bladders. So they got these gastric ulcers. He reckoned they should have been
  paid danger money. He may have been right but its my opinion they got their ulcers from drinking that black tea and eating all those rubbery cakes.


  Anyway when Id got to know him a bit more I found he was a non-stop talker. He showed me photos hed had taken when he was young and healthy. Apparently he used to go boxing on a
  Saturday night to earn himself a bit  in the boxing booths, and he told me hed won twelve fights in a row and used to be called the Wapping Wonder.


  I was absolutely fascinated at the thought that this elderly man  this one-time Wapping Wonder  was interested enough in me to tell me his life history. I began to
  think that there must be more in me than I knew about.


  But afterwards the bus conductor, Perce, deflated my ego. When Bert went to that place reserved exclusively to men he said, Dont take a bit of notice of what he says because he
  tells everybody that old tale. Ive heard it hundreds of times. He couldnt knock the skin off a rice pudding. All he ever talks about is bladders and boxing.


  Then Perce asked me why I wanted to go to Hyde Park. So I said, I just want to look at it. No, he said, you must have a reason. Well, I
  said, when you live down where I do you read about Hyde Park. Surely its one of the sights of London, isnt it? Well, Ive never bothered to go there,
  he said, and I live here. Yes, I said, its just like the seaside. The residents never bother to go down on the beach and sit on the stones 
  its only the trippers and visitors that do that. Well, he said, dont go into Hyde Park of a night on your own, its full of prostitutes.
  Oh, I said, is it? And far from damping my ardour I thought that was marvellous  I wanted to have a good look at them.


  Id visualized them as very alluring types of women, mysterious-looking  rather like Pola Negri the vamp who was all the rage on the films at that time. So I thought I must go and
  see them. Yes, says Perce. Dressed up in all their finery on the broadwalk there. And woe betide if anyone tries to get on their pitch. Well, what do they look
  like? I said. Oh, they dress in muslins and things like that. Oh, I said, like Greek soldiers that wear those kind of ballet skirts. Then Perce
  said, They might look like that but I wouldnt want to get in a fight with them. My father was in Greece during the war and he was always telling us tales about the Greek soldiers, how
  tough and virile they are. Yes, he used to say, its more than starch that keeps those ballet skirts up.


  The implication was lost on me but everybody roared so I laughed too. After all he was providing me with refreshments even if they werent light refreshments. Anyway I wanted a free ride
  back and I got one. I went upstairs again and this Perce kept running up and chatting to me and then he made a date to meet me on my next night off.


  So there on my first time out in London after months and months without a boyfriend in my own home town Id met one and made a date with him.


  Mind you, until Perce had told me what a line-shooter Bert the driver was Id found little to choose between them. In spite of his age and appearance Id rather fancied myself going
  out as the girlfriend of the Wapping Wonder. But I never could abide line-shooters. Id had a belly-full listening to George when I was kitchenmaid at my first place in Brighton.
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  GEORGE WAS THE chauffeur-gardener at the place where I first went into service in Hove and he was somewhat of a character. He hadnt always been
  in domestic service, which makes a difference because a man whos been in domestic service all his life  say, from the time he was fourteen  starting off as a hall boy, boot
  boy, page boy, or what have you and working his way up to under-footman and butler  is quite a different person from a man whos done different work and then comes into domestic
  service later.


  Men whove been in service all their life  I wouldnt like to say they were effeminate  but they have a much quieter, gentler way of talking and theyre nicer in
  their appearance and the way they do things. And Im not using the word nice as a compliment here.


  This George, hed spent years in Australia which in those days was probably a far rougher country than it is now. And not only that, hed been in the Outback, on a sheep farm. Later
  he was in Sydney but most of the time he was on this sheep farm, and he was always talking about the life out there. How it wasnt riddled with class distinction, how out there Jack was as
  good as his master. None of this yes sir, no sir, very good sir and bloody hell how are you today sir and bloody kow-towing just to earn a living.


  Sometimes Mr Wade the butler would say, Well, why do you do it? If you dont like it why dont you leave and do something else? But George was getting on and it
  wasnt easy to get a job in those days. George ignored him anyway. I tell you, he said, my boss on the sheep farm, he could have bought this bloody Rev (meaning
  the Reverend who we worked for) he could have bought this bloody Rev up ten times over, and yet at mealtimes we all sat down at the same table  boss and workers on the farm 
  and the bosss wife and daughter waited on us and brought us our food round and everything. Can you imagine that kind of thing going on here?


  Of course you couldnt. But it was only money that made the boss different from George and the other men on the sheep farm. And working in the Outback I shouldnt have thought that
  there were any grades of service. They were just workers, even the boss himself.


  Maybe they had a nice home. According to George it was the last word in luxury but I cant see that it could have all the refinements that you got here. The nearest neighbour was about
  fifty miles away so they had to make their own life. There couldnt have been dinner parties, balls, operas and the kind of things that the well-to-do had over here. So obviously they did all
  mix together because otherwise it would be the boss and his wife isolated from everybody.


  But you couldnt make George see that. He said we were all riddled with bloody class here. Hes like a lot of people whove lived abroad and come back. The places theyve
  left are always better. Everywheres marvellous where theyre not.


  Between George and Mr Wade, the butler, there was always a sort of a feud going on. I think it was partly jealousy because being the only two men in the house they vied for attention from the
  servants.


  Mr Wade used to think that Georges manner and his speech were crude and vulgar while George thought that Mr Wade with his soft voice and his lily-white hands was no sort of a man at all.
  He used to say, Fancy having to bath and dress that old bugger upstairs. What kind of job is that for a man?


  Id defend Mr Wade. Well, you drive him around dont you? Oh, he said, thats different. And Ive seen you tuck him in
  the back like you were tucking up a baby. I couldnt say too much as I was only a kitchenmaid.


  Then hed say, Wades no kind of a man at all. No wonder he never got married. He probably could never have performed if he had.


  I wasnt really sure what performed meant, but everybody laughed so I presumed it was something a bit on the obscene side.


  Georges idea of being a man was to swear and spit and intersperse words with bloody this and bloody that and make dirty jokes out of anything. And between him
  and Mr Wade there was a gulf that could never be crossed.


  After one of these I love Australia conversations Mr Wade asked George in a very lofty tone of voice why, if he liked Australia so much, did he ever leave it? George then gave us
  some long yarn about that he never would have left it but that the bosss daughter fell in love with him and as he didnt want to settle down at that time he thought hed better
  leave and so he went to Sydney.


  Of course the truth of the matter probably was that he started pestering the bosss daughter and the boss didnt like it, because no matter how democratic the boss was, if he was as
  wealthy as George made out he was, I daresay he had other ideas for his daughter than that she should marry one of his sheep men.


  But anyway that was Georges story. So he lit out for Sydney. Then he went off delirious about Sydney and what a marvellous place it was. He said, Thats the place for men.
  They keep women in their place in Sydney. None of this bloody taking them out to the pub with you like they do over here. There arent any pubs where bloody women can go. And that
  suited George down to the ground.


  Mind you, he said, the pubs are only open till six oclock in the evening so you all knock off work at five and you make a bee-line for the pub. You swill all you can,
  and then you stagger home or if you cant get home you stagger to the gutter and you lie down there. George thought it was a marvellous life.


  Then he told us that while he was in Sydney he married a widow about ten years older than he was and that her late husband had left her a lot of money. And Im not even guessing when I say
  that he married her for her money. Then he persuaded her to come back to England with him.


  Now he hadnt got a picture of this wife of his  we never did know her name. In fact he said very little about her. He used to go off at great length about the other women he could
  have married out in Australia; when he did speak about her he never had a kind word to say for her except that the only good thing she ever did in the world was to leave it.


  Hed say, She was such a cold-hearted old bitch. She used to dole out her favours as though they were diamonds. And hed add, She was no bloody good in bed
  anyway and before shed let me in with her I always had to wash and shave and clean my teeth. And what the hells that got to do with * * * * * * *. I use asterisks to denote my
  meaning because people make such a fuss about that word as though it was a new sort of vice, but the word and the deed were in use when I was young, I can assure you. In fact I never heard it
  called anything else.


  Then he went on, And she made me do all the bloody work in bed. Wore me out she did. So cook said, Is it still worn out, George? She could say things like that, you
  see. She had a nerve. So he said, Oh no, I reckon I could bring it up to scratch if the occasion arose.


  Then Mr Wade said, I shouldnt think the occasion will ever arise. George got so furious over this that he said, Im still a man, you know. I bet if it were a
  contest I could beat you any day of the week. And an argument started. But neither of them was given the opportunity to prove it. This was the vain kind of boasting you get from men.


  The real reason why George used to get so livid about his wife was because when she died instead of him getting the money  the money hed married her for  it went to her two
  grown-up sons. It was in trust for them and he never got a penny. So for the most part of the time George had a grieving hatred of his wife.


  But once a month on his weekend off he used to go on a real bender. Hed go to the local pub and hed order a half-pint of cider to be served in a pint glass and into this he used to
  tip two double whiskies and two white ports. And this was his starter. Then he would steadily drink white ports for the whole weekend.


  Hed come back in on the Sunday night reeling about, and he would get maudlin.


  All drinkers vary. Some people get very merry. I do. Its always worth anybodys while to buy me alcohol because they get good value for their money. I get livelier and livelier. My
  husband gets very quiet. Others get aggressive, which is no good at all. But old George used to get maudlin.


  Hed come in, walking on the balls of his feet to keep his balance, and the tears would be streaming down his cheeks. And then hed start a long monologue about his dear departed
  wife. Hed say, Oh, she was a lovely woman, a lovely woman. I should never have persuaded her to come back to this bloody country. She would still have been alive now if wed
  stayed in Australia. This bloody country is enough to kill anybody. Do you know when she was ill I looked after her like a mother. I waited on her hand and foot. And I could have saved her if they
  hadnt carted her off to hospital. They killed her. They killed her in that bloody hospital. All of them bloody bed baths  thats what did it. Removing the natural juices that
  covered her body. Bloody water.


  But, he said, I tried to save her. That last few days before she died when they had the screens around her I used to go up with a bottle of whisky. And when the nurses
  werent looking Id pull back the covers and rub her all over with it. To try and put back some of the warmth that bloody water had taken away.


  Yes, he said, I worshipped every hair on that womans body.


  Then hed burst out crying and hed sob himself to sleep while we tiptoed upstairs wondering how many hairs she had and how much worship George would have to have done on them.
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  GEORGE MAY HAVE loved Australia, but it wasnt until many years later that I finally went abroad myself, with my husband Albert.


  The day that I heard wed won fifty pounds on the football pools I thought that the millennium had arrived. Wed never seen fifty pounds in our lives before nor even anything like
  that amount.


  Well, of course, straight away we started talking about what we were going to do with it. When you suddenly realize youve got fifty pounds and the largest sum youve ever had before
  is about ten pounds then you think that its going to do a wonderful lot of things. First of all we thought wed refurnish the house. We settled on things that would have come to five
  hundred pounds at least.


  Then I said, Oh, I dont know. I like the place as it is.


  Then we decided wed all have new clothes and then that idea faded out.


  And then I said, We havent had a holiday in years. Lets have a holiday with it.


  A holiday to me and my husband meant going somewhere in England. So we started to consider places. We didnt want to go to another seaside place, living as we did at Hove. And we
  didnt want to go to the country because I cant bear the country.


  I dont like all those static things  the trees and fields and I dont really like animals. I wouldnt walk through a field if
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