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Preface

If I were reading this diary, if it were a book that came my way, I think I should seize with greed on the portrait of Nelly, and make a story – perhaps make the whole story revolve around that – it would amuse me. Her character – our efforts to get rid of her – our reconciliations.

(December 1929)

When I first read Virginia Woolf’s diaries, I was shocked but also fascinated by how viciously she wrote about her cook, Nellie Boxall.* Nellie had come as a live-in servant in 1916 and was to stay until 1934. Those eighteen years were to prove a battle royal between Nellie and Virginia, a battle in which the running of the house became a constant struggle for control and for mutual understanding. Nellie was a ‘mongrel’, Virginia wrote, after one of their many rows, with her ‘timid spiteful servant mind’, exhibiting ‘human nature undressed’. Yet in the next breath, she was also ‘poor dear Nelly’ of whom her mistress was very fond. In turn – according to Virginia – Nellie exasperated her by wielding whatever weapons she had: she constantly threatened to leave, then equally capriciously withdrew her notice; she resorted to emotional blackmail, begging to be kept on when Virginia tried to sack her; she accused her mistress of heartlessness before gossiping about her to the other servants; worst of all, Nellie seemed to relish the endless tearful ‘scenes’, which degenerated into breast-beating and mutual recriminations and left them locked in an exhausted stalemate. It was ‘sordid’, wrote Virginia, ‘degrading’ and a ‘confounded bore’. But for all the dramas, Nellie never left the Woolfs and Virginia could hardly bear to part with her. After all those years of living together they were like a husband and wife who ought to divorce but can’t; they were deeply, hopelessly, attached.

Taking my cue from Woolf – who never did write her ‘portrait of Nelly’ – I wanted to tell their story. I wanted to understand what they rowed about and what was at stake in this situation which tormented them so much. What interested me was the ferocity of the feelings involved. Virginia wrote obsessively about Nellie in her diaries and letters; she felt sick after their arguments, furious, guilty, bewildered and disgusted by it all; sometimes she anxiously sought to appease Nellie, sometimes she burst out violently and defensively. ‘The poor have no sense of humour,’ she decided, on one occasion. Here, it seemed to me, was a unique record, however one-sided, of the painful and defensive relationship between mistress and maid, which had rarely been written about but which echoed down through the ages and into our own day. This was a story about mutual – and unequal – dependence but it was also about social differences, about class feelings and attitudes which were generated and sustained by women at home and indoors rather than by men in their workplaces.

And what of Nellie? Would it be possible to learn anything about her and her side of the story? What was it like to work for Virginia and Leonard Woolf, both writers, both considered rather advanced in their views, compared to many of their day? And what did Nellie actually do for them? I wanted to know how much Nellie and Virginia’s story was special to them and how much it was an inevitable product of the servant relationship. This was a story of Britain in the 1920s and 30s. Were Nellie and Virginia’s set-tos representative of larger social changes, part of the zeitgeist as older expectations of service from the Victorian age began to crumble? I needed to expand my reach and investigate the other servants in Virginia Woolf’s world if I was to understand what servant-keeping meant to her and to ladies like her. As an upper-middle-class girl Virginia Stephen had grown up in the late nineteenth century in a house with a staff of seven or so, all living in. Any facts about her nurse and nursemaid had all but disappeared, but one figure had remained steadfast in Virginia’s life and imagination: Sophia Farrell, always known as Sophie, who worked for Virginia’s parents as their cook-housekeeper, followed Virginia and her siblings when they made their own homes in the 1900s and remained in the family’s employ for most of her life. Here was the ‘prehistory’ of Virginia’s relation to Nellie.

Until I began to read about domestic service in Britain, I hadn’t really grasped just how central it was to the history of women in this country. In fact, it’s hard to resist the conclusion that the history of service is the history of British women. Millions of women had either been servants at some point in their lives or kept servants. I was particularly interested in the period from the late nineteenth century onwards, but what historians call the ‘feminization’ of service was actually in evidence from the mid-seventeenth century and by 1806 women outnumbered men in service by eight to one; by 1850 approximately 80 per cent of servants in middle-class households were women. At the beginning of the twentieth century domestic service was still the largest single female occupation. It remained so until at least 1945. Added to this were the vast numbers of other women, casual workers, such as washerwomen or chars, who eluded the census. Even though the majority of servants were temporary and saw domestic work as just a phase or a staging post, usually on the way to marriage, nonetheless the service relationship was at the heart of most women’s lives in nearly all periods of British history.

Domestic service is extremely difficult to generalize about as conditions of work varied enormously (in my Prologue I try to pull some of these threads together). I decided to concentrate on live-in service and find out what I could about those who worked for the Woolfs: their lives would roughly span a century. Sophie Farrell grew up in the 1860s, and was a country girl who came to work in London. She was representative of thousands of other migrants, though her story is her own. Gradually too, Lottie Hope, the parlourmaid to Nellie’s cook, began to emerge from the shadows. A chance reference in Virginia Woolf’s letters spoke of her as a foundling and I wanted to find out more about her past: orphans and charity girls made up another huge group of servants and I hoped her story would cast light on the Victorian inheritance which became such a burden to Virginia Woolf’s generation. By way of scene-setting, Mrs Woolf and the Servants consequently begins with the household into which Sophie Farrell arrived, which was under the command of Virginia’s mother, Julia Stephen. Lottie’s story provides another ‘prehistory’: the relation between mistress and maid which philanthropy had enabled and which was to disappear as the twentieth century progressed. Lottie went on working in the Woolf milieu until the Second World War. One of my aims was to find out, if I could, what happened to her and Nellie in the 1950s and 60s.

Among the veritable mountain of material about Virginia and Leonard Woolf in the archives, there’s almost nothing on the servants. I had a couple of photographs of them and a handful of their letters to go on. On the other hand, there are innumerable passages about the servants in the diaries and letters of Virginia Woolf, her husband and their circle; so many, in fact, that editors have been embarrassed by their superfluity – at one point in the 1910s Virginia and her sister, Vanessa Bell, write every day about their servants’ doings. I was helped by a scattering of dates of birth and death which editors had provided (though they sometimes turned out to be inaccurate) and by the discussion in Quentin Bell’s biography of Woolf, from which I also learnt that Nellie and Lottie had been recorded by BBC radio. Frequently in my research I was hampered by the convention of omitting servants’ surnames. For a while I assumed that the Mabel and Flossie (Selwood) who worked for Vanessa Bell in the 1910s were the same Mabel and Flossie (Haskins) who ‘did’ for Virginia and her sister in the 30s. Such muddles are bound to occur where documentation is scarce. Even so, there is a long history of not noticing or valuing servants, seeing them as functionaries or mere types. It rankled with many servants at the time and continues to annoy some of their descendants, as I was to discover. Percy Bartholomew, forinstance, wasLeonard Woolf’s gardener for twenty-odd years, but Leonard discusses his character in his autobiography without once giving his surname. Percy’s son, Jim, remained furious about this. Other commentators, who could be scrupulous in checking the details of a number of Bloomsbury’s casual acquaintances, were often far less assiduous in tracking down the servants who were part of the Woolfs’ daily lives for years. My aim in this book was to give the servants back their dignity and the respect they deserve.

I wanted to restore the servants to the story but not only for their own sakes. Virginia’s relationship with Nellie was as enduring, intimate and intense as any in her life, but it was at an oblique angle to it. Far from seizing on the story ‘with greed’, as she imagined her reader might do, most literary critics have kept it at arm’s length or shunted it off into social history. Virginia’s dependence on her servants plays havoc with any easy celebration of either her or her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, as bohemian, free women, creating a new kind of life. The servants don’t usually feature in accounts of ‘Bloomsbury’s women’. Idealizing visions of them as heroines often go hand in hand with a romantic view of art which imagines it to be the product of lonely genius. But without all the domestic care and hard work which servants provided there would have been no art, no writing, no ‘Bloomsbury’. Virginia Woolf’s own feminist sympathies led her to champion the need for much more writing by and about women whose lives had long been obscured. In her best-known essay, A Room of One’s Own, she asks, ‘Is the life of the charwoman who has brought up eight children of less value to the world than the barrister who has made a hundred thousand pounds?’ Yet her polemical, political writing about women sits uneasily alongside the obnoxious views of Nellie or Lottie which she expresses in her letters and diaries. As Hermione Lee notes in her biography of Woolf, the ‘problem’ of servants ‘gets into almost all the novels’. But how? One further aim of this book was to put those literary representations, in the fiction and essays, alongside the flesh-and-blood servants and see what happened. My purpose is not to debunk or devalue Virginia Woolf or her writing but to argue that the figure of the servant and of the working woman haunts Woolf’s experiments in literary modernism and sets a limit to what she can achieve.

*

Virginia Woolf’s prejudices about her servants and the ‘lower orders’ in general were typical of the day. Between the wars the English were not incidentally class-conscious; it was how their society was structured, and one was as likely to meet snobbish attitudes in the station-master or the postman, the country solicitor or the businessman, as the smart London florist or the cockney. The offensive passages in Virginia’s writing about the poor or the suburban, about ‘the Jew’ or ‘negroes’, can be matched by others equally vile in the work of many of her contemporaries. But she was highly unusual in examining many of her reactions and feelings, probing her sore spots, especially in her diaries. If Woolf was right in thinking that from ‘the spectacle of oneself, most of us shy away’, she was one of those who stayed put and stared hard. This combination of narrowness (in social experience, for example) and extreme self-awareness is one reason why her diaries are so compelling. When I first acquired my copies of the five volumes of Virginia Woolf’s diaries, I did what probably many readers do. I turned immediately to the end, searching for portents of the suicide to come. Instead I found a life, unfinished, and Leonard about to do the rhododendrons. One incident, though, stayed in my mind. In early March of 1941, a couple of weeks before her suicide, Virginia went to the ladies lavatory at the Grill restaurant in Brighton. She had just been with Leonard to see her doctor because she was in a perilous mental state, deeply depressed, as she often was, by finishing a book, already half-starving herself, at this, the worst point in the war with Germany. Back home she wrote about the trip and how she had sat listening to the other women in ‘The Ladies’, peeing as quietly as she could (or ‘p-ing’, as she put it euphemistically). She recorded the talk in the cloakrooms laced with a vitriolic mixture of fury and disgust at the ‘tarts’ she’d overheard there. But that was far from the end of it. Her manuscripts reveal that she then drafted a sketch, ‘The Ladies Lavatory’, and in a sudden leap of the imagination she included a mysterious central figure, the lavatory attendant, who watched and heard everything. What, Virginia asked, would her memoirs be like? Then she turned the sketch into a short scene, with a more poetic, ambivalent title, ‘The Watering Place’. She cleaned up the draft and the lavatory attendant, part-muse, part-artist, disappeared.

The imaginary lavatory attendant became the tutelary spirit of this book. That Virginia Woolf, daughter of South Kensington respectability, should try to identify with the woman at the bottom of the pile, still strikes me as extraordinary. It’s typical too that she should delete her. The shadowy outlines of the poor and of servants can be seen in many of the earlier versions of Woolf’s work. Why did she so often blue-pencil them out? Was it simply censorship? And what is simple about censorship? Certainly when Leonard Woolf came to publish selections from Virginia’s journals in A Writer’s Diary, a decade or so after her death, he bowdlerized the visit to Brighton with its ‘spasms of irritation’. By so doing he made it harder for the reader to see how often Virginia’s work was driven by the urgent need to handle and reshape what she found unaesthetic, even repulsive, especially when it concerned the life of the body. What was censored, avoided or voided rears its ugly head many times in this book: the place of hate in creativity; the force of hateful feelings in the making and destroying of our selves. Like other modernists experimenting in the art of fiction, Virginia Woolf often wrote from the darkest places in herself and from her least acceptable feelings; she frequently felt disconnected from others and feared the solipsism which resulted. She hoped to transform what separated her from others into forms of connection through art.

Virginia Woolf was a writer to whom the life of the mind, of consciousness, of feeling and memory, was paramount. In ‘Sketch of the Past’, her memoirs written towards the end of her life, Woolf called all those forces which act on an individual and make her or him a person in time and place ‘invisible presences’. She was thinking of her mother in particular, whose absence filled her life for so long. Among all those internalized others – parents, siblings, friends, lovers – were also the servants, those women who were meant to be invisible but whose presence disturbed her so much. Woolf’s childhood experiences, her mental instability (however it is categorized), her fraught relation to her body, made her especially sensitive to the issue of dependence. The idea of becoming independent – economically, but also emotionally and psychologically – powerfully motivated many of her generation of women as they emerged from Victorianism, and it certainly fuelled Woolf’s feminism. I try to write about the ways in which the figure of the servant reminded Virginia Woolf that this enabling fantasy of independence, the idea of the fully self-directed, autonomous individual, remains just that, a fantasy.

What Virginia Woolf called ‘the question of Nelly’ was inseparable from a history of domination and servility in British cultural life. She was writing at a point when British society began to face the prospect of democratization and a better chance in life – in housing, health care and education – for the majority of British people. Her own world was under threat. At times she yearned to ‘have no screens’ between herself and others; at times she was furious at their invasion of her space. The competing claims, the different voices of different social groups, could sound to her ears like a mere cacophony, dissonant and harsh; in her later work she searched for forms through which to orchestrate a kind of polyphony, if not a harmony. Writers are especially prone to hear voices in their heads but that experience is not peculiar to them. In a famous formulation the psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott once wrote that there was no such thing as a baby – only a baby and its mother. Equally we might say that there is no such thing as an individual, only the social relations by which we know our selves and our limits. Inside our selves, inside that room which can feel so much our own, is a society, a whole field of folk.

*

I have my own personal reasons for wanting to write this book. My grandmother, my mother’s mother, Lilian Heffren, was a live-in servant for a time and her memories, which I grew up with, were always at the back of my mind. Like Nellie Boxall, she was born in the last decade of the nineteenth century. She too went into service as a young girl barely in her teens straight from the orphanage (the local workhouse), where she’d been placed after her parents’ deaths. Her memories were grim and she often talked of being ‘treated like dirt’ by other women. In her first job she was a ‘skivvy’ or kitchenmaid, the lowest of the low: up at five to black the kitchen-range and lay the fires, scrubbing pans in the scullery all day, sweeping, cleaning, doing all the filthy jobs, until she dropped into her bed last thing at night. She had had a breakdown at sixteen, I was told, and her hair went white (when I found my first grey hair in my twenties, I imagined it was part of that legacy). She found life easier as a ‘tweeny’, or between-stairs maid, answerable to cook and housekeeper, but she had nothing good to say of service, or not that I recall. Though her story was as remote to me as Cinderella, it was one to which I was umbilically tied. I wanted to write this book to get to the bottom of some of those feelings which I associated with the ‘class consciousness’ I had grown up with. Not the feelings of solidarity and belonging, which were also there, but the messy, painful, intimate, damaging feelings of inferiority, envy, deference and belligerence.

When I first had the idea for this book a dozen or so years ago, I found it hard to think of domestic service except as exploitation, a species of psychological and emotional slavery – ‘dependency’, with its pejorative overtones, would be a more appropriate term. Writing the book has brought home to me how various and different servants’ experiences were, and I have tried to see service in terms of what it had to offer them, and what they made of it. My own life underwent a seachange during those years. As I was about to embark on the research my first husband, Raphael Samuel, was diagnosed with cancer. A vigorous, strong-willed person, he was quite Bolshevik about his illness, defying many of the conventional strictures, and acknowledging his limits only when he had really tested them, so that his last months were lived as fully as he could. Even so, despite his phenomenal energy, he had to suffer the gradual, relentless erosion of his powers, as muscles wasted and gave out, and I had to witness this. The circumference of life kept shrinking at the insistence of the body, no matter how expansive the mind and spirit remained. The process, as no doubt many readers will know, was like that of premature ageing and brought with it, as ageing itself does, the terror of loss, and the fear of being treated like a child, patronized and turned into an object by others. It was my first experience of looking after someone else’s every need since I was not a mother. Unlike mothering, in this case at least, the helpless person became weaker, despite one’s best attentions. I can only gesture here at what this meant. I am still trying to make sense of it, but I know that it affected this book when I finally returned to work on it after Raphael’s death. It made me think and feel differently about the place of mourning in Virginia Woolf’s life and it seemed important to write about how that affected her in becoming a writer. It also made the question of our dependence on others look and feel different: this suddenly had an inevitability about it, which I had seen face to face. Dependence was no longer a question of whether, so much as when. And I also came to think that the capacity to entrust one’s life to the care of others, including strangers, and for this to happen safely and in comfort, without abuse, is crucial to any decent community and to any society worth the name.

As the book became increasingly peopled, the solitary business of literary criticism gave way to the more sociable pursuit of biographical material – unpublished letters, interviews and the visits to houses and places where the servants had worked. I met local historians and I advertised for information in the press and on the radio; there were several strokes of luck and several deadends. As the literary figures – famous or not – gradually became real people who lived in historical time, they became more, not less mysterious, more complicated as individuals, and I felt greater responsibility towards them. There are no saints or martyrs, no outright villains or heroines in what follows. I wanted to tell the stories in ways which would be satisfying and pleasurable but I also have tried to resist inventing motives or filling in gaps where I did not have the evidence, particularly of the servants’ lives. Virginia Woolf’s life provides the backbone to the book but the italicized paragraphs at the beginning of each section freed me to fictionalize a little, moving backwards and forwards over time as it suited me. Inevitably I’ve limited what I say about her writing and her life to what touches my subject most nearly. Virginia Woolf was full of gaiety as well as seriousness, hugely curious about other people, a writer with a vivid sense of humour, often at its most hilarious in the diaries, where her views are also at their most offensive (but isn’t that part of our pleasure in reading them?). For a fuller picture of her the reader must go to the biographies.

What I found out about some of those who worked for the Woolfs is summarized in short biographical sketches in the Appendix at the close of the book. Writing about the servants’ lives I’ve tried to upstage those of their employers but the relationship is not symmetrical and cannot be: I don’t have the servants’ versions of the story. Elsewhere I have included some passages from the autobiographies and memories of former servants but I have treated them gingerly. Many were produced or collected long after the events described and they need a fuller attention than I can give them here. As the book began to expand and take on the complexity of the lives under scrutiny, I felt more and more sure that a book about the servants’ own feelings would have to be part of a much wider analysis and understanding of their lives and of the histories of the poor than I could attempt here. Food for thought, and for another volume, I hope.

Prologue

Down ill-lit corridors the servant scurries, disappearing into darkened chambers, hurrying back to the kitchens or the courtyards, a blur on the edge of vision. Servants form the greatest part of that already silent majority – the labouring poor – who have for so long lived in the twilight zone of historical record. Their voices are rarely heard and their features seldom distinguished. In the servant’s case, though, anonymity often went with the job.

In mid- to late-nineteenth-century Britain, when live-in service was at a peak, servants’ labour was meant to be as unobtrusive as possible. Relegated to the basements and the attics, using separate entrances and staircases (their activities muffled and hidden behind the famous ‘green baize door’), segregated in separate wings and outbuildings, servants lived a parallel existence, shadowing the family members and anticipating their needs. In the grander households the lower servants were often unknown ‘above stairs’. They might be hailed by their work-titles such as ‘Cook’ or ‘Boots’, or, if their own names were considered too fancy, given more suitable ones: ‘Abigail’, ‘Betty’, ‘Mary Jane’ were all in vogue at one time. Uniform also minimized individuality. Deportment and body language – the bowed head, the neatly folded hands – all aimed at self-effacement, preventing the servant from ‘putting themselves forward’. The best servant was a kind of absent presence.

But that is only half the story. Though they might be obscured as individuals, servants were nevertheless always a visible sign of their employers’ status. The aristocratic town houses or country estates sported an ostentatious retinue of hundreds. In particular the hefty footman was a piece of human furniture, paid by height and build; his quantity of unused muscle a measure of his master’s opulence. His livery signalled that he was someone else’s ‘creature’, but it also drew attention to him. At the other end of the social scale, even a wretched maid-of-all-work was evidence of her employers’ respectability, of their aspirations to gentility, if not of their actual wealth. As the history of painting and portraiture confirms, a servant in the background puts the master in the centre of the frame. Any actual physical proximity – waiting at table, helping one to dress – was mitigated by social distance.

Over the centuries servants learnt to be amphibious. None more so than the live-in servant, moving between the classes, making a home within a home, a halfway house between kin and strangers. The pattern of going into service, taking a situation in another’s household with board and lodging included (or ‘diet and lodging’ as it was known in the eighteenth century), is as old as service itself. Servants frequently encountered a different world from the one into which they had been born: they observed new codes of dress, manners and behaviour; they saw how the other half lived. If they had their wits about them, they managed to live a double life, adopting their employers’ standards, but remaining outsiders, enjoying only a portion of the domestic comfort they made possible. The live-in servant had divided loyalties. Many worked in order to send their earnings home to relations whom they were seldom able to visit. Servants were expected to pin their colours to their employers’ masts but they usually kept a foot in both camps.

Servants are everywhere and nowhere in history. Their very numbers have made any history of service nigh on impossible: in medieval times up to 60 per cent of the population were likely to work as servants and from its inception the great city of London was a city of servants. By the eighteenth century servants constituted the largest single workforce in the capital – around 14 per cent of its entire population. A hundred years later, according to another estimate, one person in eleven was in service throughout Britain. But though they were legion, so much about servants was singular. Legally seen as the dependants of their employers, they were in principle free to leave. Their hours of work, their time off and their wages were often unregulated and the quality of their board and lodging, like the ‘perks’ or ‘perquisites’ which went with the job, varied enormously. The housekeeper in an affluent family, with responsibility for several staff, might have little in common with the lodging-house skivvy. Yet even a kitchenmaid could improve her life by moving to another, more generous mistress. In the big houses servants were often a self-sustaining community set apart from their fellows. Their personal dependence on their employers, who provided the roof over their heads and the food they ate, identified them with the status quo. Servants had no guild or trade union and rarely spoke up for their own interests as a group. Working in comparative comfort behind closed doors, deferring to their employers, and perhaps apeing them, the figure of the servant seems the opposite of the articulate, organized or collectively minded ‘worker’. The work of the average housemaid might be every bit as back breaking, and her hours every bit as long, if not longer, than that of the field worker or the miner, but she has little of their dignity; she hardly seems as victimized or exploited as the factory-hand returning home to a crowded slum-dwelling. The search for a better situation, the putting by of earnings with a view to marriage, are not rousing themes for banners or songs. The kitchenmaid’s story has not yet found its place in accounts of how the English working class was made.

Service, in other words, has always been an emotional as well as an economic territory. The valet, the housekeeper and the slopper who emptied the chamber-pots all knew this as they stepped over the threshold of someone else’s house. Service could be brutalizing and estranging; it could also be affectionate and devoted, but, however unequal the parties, it was always something more, or less, than a purely financial arrangement. Servants handled the worldly goods of their employers; they knew every nook and cranny of the house. They were the first up, getting the family out of bed in the morning; they kept them warm, they guarded and chaperoned; they fed, washed and clothed the people they worked for. They scoured the grease and hairs from the bath; they tried on new shoes to save their masters’ feet. Marriages were played out before them; rows and lovemakings overheard; the upbringing of children, disputes between the generations – household crises were the irstaple fare. They were witnesses and eavesdroppers, allies and sometimes friends, whose emotional and sexual lives were entangled with those who gave them orders. Ruled by the cash-nexus, service was a relationship of trust which involved a mutual dependence. The servant, however vulnerable, wielded a precarious power.

For what is entrusted to the servant, be it only the crockery, is something of one’s self, and being taken care of by a person who is seen as subordinate, an outsider or an inferior, is never without its anxieties and fears. Servants may leave only vestigial traces in the official histories of the past but they have always loomed large in the imagination of their employers. Inside every servant, or so it seems, is a sorcerer’s apprentice whose rough magic is enough to send the rhythms of domestic order and of social life spiralling out of control: the slave who knows more than his master, the trickster turning the tables or getting the upper hand, the ‘uppish’servant reappears in different guises through the ages. The figure of the servant casts a long shadow, disturbing the hearts and minds of all who like to think themselves in charge. But the servant was never only a species of agent provocateur, fomenting rebellion. Their intimacies with their betters knew few bounds. Servants were the body’s keepers, protecting its entrances and exits; they were privy to its secrets and its chambers; they knew that their masters and mistresses sweated, leaked and bled; they knew who could pregnate and who could not get pregnant; they handled the lying-in and the laying-out. Servants have always known that the emperor has no clothes. No wonder they were dubbed both the scum of the earth and its salt, as they handled the food and the chamber-pots, returning dust to dust.

From medieval times to the middle of the twentieth century live-in service was the scaff old supporting life in the British Isles. For century after century most women expected either to be servants or to keep servants. Yet change did come. As momentous as women cutting their hair for the first time, as children leaving home before they got married, the disappearance of the live-in servant from the majority of British homes is a powerfully suggestive fact. When Virginia Woolf, who noticed it happening, declared that since her youth in the 1900s ‘all human relations’ had changed, she readily included those between ‘masters and servants’. For her generation, what it meant to be British, at home and abroad, what it felt like to be a person, had always depended on having or being a servant. Had human character, as she hoped, at last changed?


ONE
The Family Treasure

Does housekeeping interest you at all? I think it really ought to be just as
good as writing, and I never see – as I argued the other day with Nessa –
where the separation between the two comes in. At least if you must put
books on one side and life on t’other, each is a poor and bloodless thing.
But my theory is that they mix indistinguishably.

Virginia Stephen to Violet Dickinson, December 1906

For Virginia Woolf the past was a house. It was a high old house of several storeys off a narrow, quiet cul-de-sac in a respectable and prosperous part of London: 22 Hyde Park Gate in South Kensington was her home until she was twenty-two and she returned to it constantly in her imagination and in her writing. It was a house full of ‘small, oddly shaped rooms’, which accommodated her parents’ three families – the older Duckworth children from Julia Stephen’s first marriage, the younger four Stephen siblings all born there, and Laura Makepeace Stephen, the child of Leslie Stephen’s first marriage to one of Thackeray’s daughters, ‘the idiot’, who ended her life in an asylum. Crowded, shared, but also segregated, the house was a space divided between parents and children, men and women, masters and servants. A place of retreat, it was also a workplace. Seven people waited on another eleven; they slept and ate there, in the attics and the basement, living a parallel life. This was the house with its unthinking, pellmell family life, like a great ship packed to the gunnels or a ship of fools, which sailed on blithely for thirteen years of Virginia Stephen’s life only to be shipwrecked by her mother’s death, ‘the greatest disaster that could happen’.

As a child Virginia Stephen was amused and irritated by the servants, the first Pauline, for instance, slow and ruminative, with her odd English-German, fancying herself too good for a maid (‘too hard work for that cow’ Virginia had scribbled wickedly in her journal when she was fifteen), the clumsy second Pauline with the creaking boots, or the Irish slopper, shrinking when one passed. Jenny, Ellen, Florrie, Maud – they were so straitlaced it was fun shocking them with swearwords and naughtiness or trying to light fires better than they, but really one was too busy with one’s own affairs (she was reading Carlyle on the French Revolution, borrowed from her father’s library). They were such silly creatures, moved to tears and stillness, ‘like tamed beasts’, when they listened to music outside the drawing-room door. Yes, she wrote knowingly, their silence was what one craved above all.

Like other upper-middle-class girls, Virginia Stephen lived a cosseted existence, cared for by the servants. She’d been kept clean, fed and watered by them ever since the nursery. She woke to find the curtains drawn and jugs of water placed beside her wash-basin; her clothes – mended, laundered, brushed – were laid out for her; there was help on hand for buttoning boots or putting up her hair with the wretched pins. Of course no one in her circle shopped for food, let alone cooked an egg, or picked up their own clothes from the floor. For young ladies like Miss Stephen servants were largely unremarkable, simply the backdrop to the greater and more interesting drama of growing up. In the diary with which she was experimenting they naturally had the bit-parts, allowing her the lead role. Mocking their antics or foibles was a matter of playacting or showing off, a bravura performance, since for all her condescension Miss Stephen was more dependent than the skivvy: she couldn’t give notice to leave. And ‘Ginia’ or Jinny, as her father called her, was especially vulnerable since she was prone – as she noted gaily in her journal – to ‘lose her wits’. Writing about the servants was light relief, it turned life at Hyde Park Gate into a silly domestic comedy like those French plays at the Criterion or the Playhouse which her father took her to. Servants belonged to a commonsensical world of order and structure, while what happened in the family – madness, death, mourning – took place in a more brutal universe. At times in the Stephen household the drama of growing up seemed worse than tragic: life seemed senseless and shapeless; it had no plot.

Most of the servants at Hyde Park Gate came and went. The Stephens were merely a chapter in their own busy lives. Sophie Farrell, the family cook, was the exception. She joined the household in the 1880s and went on working for the family for fifty years. Her life spanned Virginia’s, and she kept alive the connection with the values and habits associated with Virginia’s long-dead parents, and especially her mother. Virginia kept in touch with Sophie through the years. She became ‘old Sophy’, an archaic figure in Virginia’s imagination, a relic or survival from the past. For Sophie Farrell the celebrated Mrs Leonard Woolf was ‘Miss Genia’, a nervous, cheerful and sweet little girl.

In the late 1930s when Virginia began her memoirs, she was, like many of us, tempted into nostalgia. Reliving the long warm summers of childhood when the whole family decamped from London to Cornwall, she conjured up feelings of the ‘purest ecstasy’, of lying in the nursery listening to the waves break on the shore. But immediately she halted this drift. Childhood was also the place of suffering and despair, of waves that smashed rather than lulled. Few now were left who had shared or remembered those early years. She thought of Sophie Farrell, who had always gone with them to St Ives, and how as children up in the nursery they had lowered down a basket on a string to the kitchen; if Sophie was in a good mood she would fill it with treats, if in a temper she might cut the thread. Now, half a century later, Virginia wondered how the servants had stood their lives. The differences were so horribly apparent – the black beetles and the darkness in Sophie’s basement, the threadbare carpet in the maids’ attics which had embarrassed even her mother. Only in childhood was it possible to turn a blind eye. Perhaps not even then. Even then the obstinate presence of other people broke in on one’s longings and fantasies; the basket came back empty rather than full.

SOPHIE FARRELL AND JULIA STEPHEN

Among the very few mementoes of the servants which can be found in the Virginia Woolf archives at Sussex University are four letters from Sophia Farrell, written to Virginia in the 1930s. After Sophie had retired, Virginia sent her an annual gift of £10, though Sophie had not been in the service of the Stephens for many years but had been working for the Duckworths, the other branch of Virginia’s family. ‘You are much too good to me,’ Sophie writes over and again in her Christmas thank-you letters. ‘I don’t deserve such kindness. I am sure I don’t.’ ‘I feel so unworthy of it all,’ she reiterates. ‘What a dear good generious [sic] lady you are to be so good & kind to me.’ Sophie writes as she talks and spells ‘by ear’, her careful hand taking pains to be read. Her script belongs to an age when the majority of poor children were lucky to get their ‘letters’. Virginia’s flowing hand, by contrast, has all the casual illegibility of the socially confident. Always Sophie signs herself ‘your obedient servant’ or ‘yours obediently, Sophia’. A conventional enough tag, ‘I remain your obedient servant’ might have been found at the bottom of letters from solicitors or officials well into the twentieth century. In Sophia Farrell’s case it was not merely a form of words.

In the letters Sophie is both humble and snobbish, frequently mentioning her connection to the family and reminding Virginia how long she has known her: in December 1935, for instance, she calculates ‘it will be 50 years on the 8th of next April that I first saw you’, which means that she began her service to Julia and Leslie Stephen in the spring of 1886 when Virginia was four years old. The following Christmas of 1936 she mentions again, ‘it’s 50 years last Friday that I first cooked your Christmas dinner’. What news, she asks, of ‘Miss Nessa and her charming children’ or ‘Master Adrian’, how clever ‘Master Julian’ must be, how grateful she is that ‘Mr and Mrs Gerald’ (Duckworth) gave her luncheon or that she spent Christmas with Lady Margaret. How could someone who was shunted between members of the Stephen family when it suited them, unceremoniously dropped when they no longer needed her, who earnt a pittance compared to their substantial incomes, and who ultimately was left in old age with handouts and a rented room, be so content with the scraps from their table? Yet not a hint, not a scintilla of resentment; rather the reverse – ‘Still I feel young & allway happy. I wish it all could come over again.’

Sophie’s letters have a directness and a pathos but even so they make dodgy evidence. Letters are always written with one eye on the recipient, ‘to spray an atmosphere round one’, as Virginia once put it, and the image of the devoted and loyal old retainer was what Sophie wanted to create. In the old adage a servant is only as good as his master and Sophie’s deliberate self-abasement is, paradoxically, the source of her self-esteem. The letters display Sophie’s character by offering a testimonial to the family. And each declaration of her long service also celebrates her pride in her own longevity, the fact of survival, an achievement in itself for the labouring poor. ‘I allways feel so proud that I was your servant for so many years,’ she wrote to the famous author in December 1939. ‘It gives me so much to think of now I am old. For in a little over a year I shall be 80.’ After fifty years of being a servant, if Sophie Farrell could no longer believe in the ideals of service and in her own usefulness, what sense would she make of her life?

Hardly any letters from the Woolfs’ servants were kept. Live-in servants naturally had few occasions to write them and the rest of Sophie’s correspondence has disappeared. Virginia – or Leonard – probably held on to these few because they had passing references to the old days at Hyde Park Gate and St Ives. Virginia’s relationship to Sophie was inherited from her mother and was part of her own prehistory, the early years of childhood before her mother’s death. In Virginia’s fiction and essays the figure of the Victorian servant, shadowy versions of Sophie, conjured a complex mixture of feelings, of longing, of rage and of guilt. In one of her manifestations the Victorian servant was the good servant who gave unstintingly, a nurturing, maternal presence. She was also an embodiment of dependence, which for a later generation looked less like love or loyalty than power and subservience, and for Virginia herself was an acute reminder of her own defencelessness.

*

Nothing is dearer to the conservative imagination, be it that of the master or the servant, than the figure of ‘the family treasure’, the old retainer become friend, or indeed ‘almost a member of the family’ (a great deal depends upon that ‘almost’). Yet this nostalgic vision obscures how temporary and mobile a form of employment service actually was. Very few of Sophie’s generation, born in the middle of the nineteenth century, stayed in their ‘places’ for more than a year or two; most changed situations far more frequently, and the majority left to get married. In the 1860s there were over a million servants and around 400,000 single-servant households in Britain. Nearly 40 per cent of all women servants were aged under twenty. Like scores of others before and since her time, Sophie Farrell was not born a servant but had service thrust upon her; like so many others, she was a migrant, travelling hundreds of miles to the city to live and work in a stranger’s house. She was propelled into serving others by a society which had no other use for poor girls from the country, though she, like the other servants in this book, was fortunate in her employers, and worked hard to make something of what had been made of her.

Though its cities grew at an astonishing rate and the urban population’s demand for servants grew with it, Britain in the mid-nineteenth century was still a predominantly agricultural society and work on the land was the largest employer of the nation. Domestic service came second, but it was the chief employer of women. Since the enclosure of land in the eighteenth century, however, with the disappearance of smallholdings and the smaller farms, female servants who had formerly worked in husbandry, as dairymaids, on the land or as house servants, were finding fewer and fewer jobs. Employment at the ‘big house’ on country estates was always hard to come by and in the last quarter of the nineteenth century the agricultural depression drove more and more country men and women into the towns. Sophie was one of those country girls who made up the staple of urban domestic servants, driven into service by sheer economics as much as by any desire to serve.

Sophia Farrell was born on 13 May 1861 in Ranby, a tiny village on the edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds, whose smooth, rolling chalk uplands, marked by steep hills and dottedwith woodlands, were quite unlike the flat stretches of marsh or fen country elsewhere in the county. In Ranby the Farrells lived in one of the cottages at Cross Road, next to the estate of the local landowner, Sir Francis Otter, for whom Charles Farrell, Sophie’s father, was a gardener. Her mother, Ann, was a laundress on the estate. Otter was small fry as far as the county went but Ranby with its handful of tenants was effectively his fiefdom. The Farrells had two other little girls, Frances and Mary, Sophie’s older sisters, and the census for 1861 also gives another domestic servant as lodging with the Farrell family, Emma Richardson, who was eighteen. Most likely she too worked for the estate. Within two or three years the family had moved to West Barkwith, a few miles away, equally tiny and remote. In the 1860s there were about 150 inhabitants in the village, mostly labourers working for a few farms; there was the church, All Saints, and the rectory. Sophie’s father got a job working for the rector, the Reverend Edward Archer (MA, Trinity College Dublin), as a groom, looking after the horses and the garden. Sophie’s childhood was spent in the purlieus of the rectory.

In a later sketch of a family cook, based on her talks with Sophie, Virginia Woolf recast her as ‘Biddy Brien’, once an ‘O’ Brien’ and a Catholic. If the Farrells were originally O’Farrell, the evidence is hard to find. It’s just possible that they emigrated from Ireland in the 1820s when the Irish first came over to Lincolnshire in large numbers for the harvest. Sophie’s grandfather Michael Farrell can be found in Binbrook, another village on the Wolds, where labourers hired themselves out for seasonal tasks; unlike West Barkwith, it was an ‘open’ village (with an absentee landlord) and had a history of migration and discontent. Sophie’s aunt, Hannah, was born in Binbrook but her father, Charles, grew up in the market town of Louth, and both were baptized Protestants. With its elegant Georgian streets, Louth was a prosperous place with plenty of carriage-folk and coaching inns, and at the time of the census of 1851, when he reached his majority, Charles was living there with Hannah and his brother-in-law Edward, working as a groom. In 1859 he married Ann Brown, a local girl, the daughter of a labourer. She made her mark in the register since she could not write her own name. Charles gave his father’s profession as ‘stonemason’.

Working for a man of the cloth and living in a tied cottage would have provided a measure of security and a step up in the world. Charles must have been a literate and God-fearing Anglican for he became the parish clerk and sexton at West Barkwith, which usually meant reading the lesson and responses in church, keeping parish records and burying the village dead. The family lived in a cottage close to the rectory for nearly fifteen years. There were eight more children after Sophie – Ellen, Olive, Agnes, Elizabeth, Henry, Rose, George and Charles – all baptized into the Church of England. The last little boy, born when his mother was forty-four, did not survive. Sophie was sixteen years his senior. Like her older sisters, she would have learnt to mind the little ones early on. Yet compared with the hand-to-mouth existence of most rural labourers, the Farrells were in clover. Charles’s job meant decent housing, regular work and probably better food than the bread, bacon and potatoes that made up the staple diet of most of the farmworkers. Sophie’s prospects were limited but her family were not among the very poor, the day-labourers hiring themselves out and sometimes barely scratching a living, walking miles from their parish because their landlords wanted to save money on the rates by not housing them on their land. Sophie would have been sturdy and independent from an early age, expected to work in the house and join in the fieldwork at harvest time. Though life on the Wolds was hard, there were worse places to have been born in rural Britain. In Dorset she might have starved to death.

The Wolds were different from other parts of the county. On the Wolds agriculture was undergoing a revolution and the tenant farmers were perfecting the most advanced practices, the ‘high farming’ which mixed arable with livestock or rotated crops to refertilize the land, reclaiming it from acres of uncultivated rabbit warren. Though miles from London, the Wold farmers were nevertheless known to be among the most prosperous and forward-thinking in the country (their agricultural show at Horncastle displaying the latest farm implements and equipment drew visitors from all over Europe). In Lincolnshire the landed estates were much larger than the national average (the Earl of Yarborough, for instance, had over 56,000 acres towards the north of the county), and the tenant farmers, who rented land, were often wealthy and powerful men. Landowners and the larger tenant farmers – the squirearchy – ran pretty much a closed shop. The wealthiest men in the county were also the Members of Parliament and the local magistrates; they invested in the railways and diverted them at will when they looked like spoiling their land; they made the roads take detours round their property, put up towers and arches in their own names and decorated the churches with plaques in their own memory, fashioned by their workmen. Parish life varied and depended very much upon the landlord. Some landlords liked their tenants to be presentable at all times; they housed them in estate cottages whose architecture neatly matched their own Halls, they liked them to wear corduroy and insisted on their tenants attending church. With a good landlord a tenant might have a cottage, a pig, a little strip of garden; the landlord’s womenfolk might help with welfare schemes and invite the farmworkers to plum-bread and tea when a son and heir was born. The press was always fond of printing glowing accounts of feast days when tenants expressed – or were expected to express – their gratitude. But equally it had to report the need for soup kitchens in some districts and dire poverty: these same landlords could evict their tenants at short notice or have them arrested if caught poaching; landlords sat on the bench and sent their former tenants to prison.

Not every one was prepared to doff the cap. In the 1830s Lincolnshire had its share of ‘Captain Swing’ riots and forty years later labourers burnt the hayricks again in protest at high prices and falling wages. The farmers soon showed their colours by forming a special division of volunteers to ride against the men. Those in the larger, open villages, without a resident landlord watching their every move, were more likely to turn to Methodism and to self-help – the agricultural trade union began in Lincolnshire – but nonetheless the slow process of learning self-respect took many decades. It would take a century for many ‘labourers’ to call themselves ‘farmworkers’. On the big estates many felt they were comparatively well off since they were not starving and had a roof over their heads, especially the families of ‘confined’ men, the shepherds and bailiffs and workers with steady jobs and tied cottages. Yet the image of a happy tenantry feeding off cakes and ale provided by their betters has to be reconciled with the mass emigrations from Lincolnshire to Australia and New Zealand. If there were other opportunities, sometimes whole villages voted with their feet.

Sophie was brought up in the heartlands of deference. In county society the Anglican clergy was generally aligned with the most conservative elements of village and parish life and, since West Barkwith had no resident landlord, the rector was the gentry’s spokesman and the leading figure in the village. Sundays always gave the parson a chance to bring home the lessons of knowing one’s station in life and it was rarely in the interests of a clergyman to rock the boat. Many were themselves the younger sons of the landowners (at Ranby Sir Francis put his second son, John, into the living) – the ‘squarsons’. In church the gentry usually had the front pews and the labourers were shunted to the back; they knew their place even in death, when they were frequently buried out of the way on the north side of the churchyard under temporary markers. The parson strongly influenced the village school – if it existed, he managed any public charity work and as a Guardian he administered the hated Poor Law, overseeing the entry of indigent or aged parishioners into the workhouses. Often the local clergy were also Justices of the Peace. There were kindly, charitable and decent parsons who cared for their flock, of course – the diary of the Reverend Francis Kilvert, for instance, reveals how well loved he was by his parishioners in Radnorshire in the 1870s – and many villagers found comfort and consolation in the Church and its teaching. Sophie’s childhood, like that of most Victorian children, would have revolved around the church calendar and church attendance, but her father’s position put the Christian faith much more firmly in the centre of family life. Charles Farrell might be ‘servant to the Rector’, enjoying a fuller stomach and a little more respectability than his neighbours, but it was a humble enough position, entirely dependent upon patronage.

As for schooling, Sophie simply missed the boat. In the 1860s few Lincolnshire children were in school after the age of ten. In the towns the larger charitable foundations took pride in training ‘the children of the lower orders of society’ with a view to ‘the useful attainments and moral and religious habits which Servants now under instruction in our National Schools will have acquired’. Where they existed in the villages, schools relied on private initiatives, a ‘dame school’ taught by a local widow or a poor school run ad hoc by the clergyman or his daughters (Charlotte Brontë has her heroine Jane Eyre set up such a place). Before education became compulsory, through a series of piecemeal changes from the 1870 Act onwards, village children had to take pot luck. They mostly went to school in the winter when there was little work in the fields. Three years before the Elementary Education Act, when Sophie was six, her near neighbour, Edward Heneage, Esq., MP, the local bigwig of Hainton Hall, whose estate of 10,000 acres or so brought in £15,000 in annual rents, was of the opinion that poor children ‘should go to school until 9 years of age’, after which it should be ‘optional’. If Parliament insisted on raising the school-leaving age, ‘it will and must be the ruin of all our best labourers’, he maintained, ‘and will drive them either to the workhouse or out of the country altogether’. Heneage, a widower, kept up a sumptuous establishment, living with his daughter and battalions of servants.

Such a view was necessarily shared by many parents, especially the poorest, who would not be able to make ends meet without the few pence earnt by wives and children. In Lincolnshire women and children went out in gangs to work the fields, much to the disapproval of the clergy, who saw any woman working as liable to be ‘light’ in morals and also vulnerable, though the girls who worked on the land liked the life, which gave them their evenings and Sundays free. Local children, some as young as six or seven, would be out setting or picking potatoes or ‘singling’ turnips, ‘tenting’ or scaring birds, weeding, picking stones and gleaning. Working with the gangs they might earn 6d or 8d a day (around 3p in today’s money), though after walking four or five miles there, and working an eight-hour day, they often had to be carried home. Not surprisingly, illiteracy was high in Lincolnshire. Sophie’s mother could not write – she’d made a mark on the marriage certificate – though she may have been able to read. Writing was always seen as less ‘useful’ in the labouring classes though reading was a handy skill for a servant to acquire. Once the new law camein, which encouraged the establishment of elementary schools, Edward Heneage contributed to the founding of a joint-parochial school for East and West Barkwith, which opened in 1873. Too late for Sophie. By then she was twelve and it was time to go into service as her older sisters had done.

‘Going into service’: what did it mean? All over Victorian Britain girls as young as twelve or thirteen were setting off with their boxes or trunks, trying to be brave as they said goodbye to family, or leaving with the hope of a better existence than their mother’s. As a servant they might eat better, dress better, sleep more comfortably than at home; they might put a bit by or send a few shillings home. A girl who had been in service was more marriageable since she had more housewifely skills. She was earning her keep and those few pennies might make all the difference to her family’s survival; she had her pride and, for most, service was preferable as a more respectable option than fieldwork. As a social training and one which offered both a wage and a roof over their heads, sending a child into service was frequently chosen by parents as the best thing for their children. Not all girls hated the idea, especially given the alternatives. For many like Sophie Farrell service was their only chance of seeing the world and escaping the poverty at home.

Sometime in the late 1870s the family left West Barkwith. A new rector had arrived and he, perhaps, felt no loyalty towards Charles and Ann. Perhaps the Farrells were simply too many and Charles, now in his fifties, was getting too old to dig graves. The wheel turned. It was the end of their period of stability, it seems, and the family disappears from view for a decade. In 1891 the Farrells can be found back in Louth, with Charles in his sixties, a general labourer. Only Rose and George are left at home, the one a domestic servant and the other, at fifteen, an errand-boy, bringing in a little cash.

In one sense Edward Heneage was right. Lincolnshire’s children were leaving and education played its part. A new desire for independence and not to go into agricultural work was blamed for the exodus but it received a major impetus from the agricultural depression in the last quarter of the century. Although the railways had turned some Lincolnshire towns into thriving industrial centres, they also enabled migration and by the 1880s Lincolnshire had become a county of migrants: in many parishes fewer than half who were born there stayed put. There were five trains a day from Louth to London, newspapers and post had improved, and now girls wanting domestic work could advertise and go further afield. Why stand about like cattle in the May Day hirings of the market square having your points judged when there were more civilized ways of getting a job?

How Sophie came to travel to London – a journey of nearly 150 miles – is unknown. She would certainly have needed previous experience before she could move to a large household as a cook. This was a skilled position, at the top of the hierarchy on ‘the kitchen side’ as opposed to that on ‘the house side’. Country girls putting on airs and graces and returning home to flaunt their finery were a popular target for moralists, but town ladies preferred girls like Sophie Farrell whom they felt were more tractable, especially if, like Sophie, they had worked for the gentry in small parishes dominated by the local landowners. Just as well, though, that she was not O’Farrell since prejudice was rife in London against Irish maids. It was expensive to bring a young girl out of the country and might take hours of supervision to polish her manners, though a cook’s ways needn’t be too dainty since she was largely invisible. She would repay the investment by staying longer if her family were far distant and a girl like Sophie would then be relied on to train up her own kitchenmaids. In the 1880s a cook might expect to earn up to £20 a year in a reasonably affluent London situation, a kitchenmaid half as much – though wages varied enormously depending on the household, the district and the goodwill of the employers. Sophie had had a godly training; she knew her station in the world and believed in duty and hard work. Effectively orphaned and a long way from home, fully dependent on her employers, she had the makings of an ideal servant. Did she ever return to Lincolnshire? Perhaps once a year at least for her holiday. She would surely have gone back for her parents’ funerals in the first year of the new century when Charles and Ann both died. Their headstone is one of those now stacked on the west side of Louth cemetery, cleared to make room for other graves.

*

In the 1860s, while her future cook was growing up in Lincolnshire, Virginia Woolf’s mother, Julia Jackson, was already running her first married home in Bryanston Square, north of Oxford Street in central London. At twenty-one she had married a handsome lawyer, Herbert Duckworth, thirteen years her senior. It was a love match. Herbert and Julia were both from that British upper-middle class in which the professions, the county families, administrators and colonial rulers, and a smattering of aristocracy were intermingled and intermarried. His family now owned a house and land in Somersetshire from money originally invested in cotton mills; she had been born among the governing classes in India, where he too had connections, and her mother was one of the seven Pattle sisters, famous in their day for their beauty or their cleverness. Julia grew up in a literary, political and artistic milieu, frequenting her Aunt Sara Prinsep’s salon at Little Holland House in Kensington, where one might encounter Browning or Gladstone, Tennyson, Watts and Burne-Jones (both of whom painted Julia), and where she first met Anny and Minny Thackeray, the novelist’s daughters, who were to become firm friends. Herbert was, by all accounts, a sweet-tempered and lovable man, and, according to Leslie Stephen, a ‘thorough country gentleman’, educated at Eton and Trinity College Cambridge, though not, perhaps, the liveliest of intellects. If friends were slightly surprised that the intelligent, beautiful, cultured Julia had fallen for the rather conventional Herbert, no one doubted that the marriage was a very happy one. The Duckworth infants were to be born, if not into the lap of luxury, then into ease and prosperity. Only good fairies were expected to preside over their cradles.

When the Duckworths married in 1867, a new cult of domesticity, with the family at its centre, was well underway. In London terraced houses had become increasingly family-occupied and family-oriented, as opposed to the multiple tenancies and mixed occupation of earlier centuries. Before the Victorian housing boom, Georgian terrace houses had often been divided vertically into separate floors with three or four (or more) families jostling on top of each other. Apartments were sometimes subdivided and sublet with the poorest lodgers taking the basement or cellar. Tenants shared the hall and landings, and it was quite usual for families to cook, wash, sleep and entertain in one or two thinly partitioned rooms. Single lodgers might dine with a resident family, or pay for meals to be cooked by the landlady and brought to their rooms, or have a pie sent up from the local tavern or cook-shop. The more affluent, who could afford to rent entire houses, adopted the aristocratic model of giving over different rooms to different activities and times of the day, eating in one, sleeping in another, entertaining in another still. During the nineteenth century this practice extended further into the middle classes, and Victorian houses were built to incorporate this expectation. Kitchens were hived off at the back or sent underground into basements, where now only the servants ate. By the mid-century dinner was eaten at the end of the working day, at six or seven rather than three or four (‘luncheon’ became a new feature). In Julia’s childhood in the early part of the century men often formed a separate group from the ladies at the table; the new fashion was to seat them alternately. Rather than place all the victuals on the table, with the gentlemen frequently helping the ladies, it became stylish amongst the genteel to eat ‘à la Russe’, bringing in one course after another, and changing the plates and cutlery for each course.

Every room needed its accoutrements and every activity its accessories. There were new standards of personal comfort as Britain’s flourishing industries and its Empire produced a greater variety of goods. The old draughty, sparsely furnished rooms or halls of the eighteenth-century gentry now smacked of poverty (their turn would come round again in due course when the moderns recoiled from Victorian knick-knacks and upholstery). Some of the changes to furnishings and fittings were already in place in the grander town houses at the end of the late eighteenth century: fitted carpets rather than rugs, wallpaper covering the wainscoting. Dark mahogany from the Empire was now generally preferred over rustic English oak, and ‘mahoganized’ skirting boards and doors added depth to a room. The Victorians rearranged the sofas, no longer standing furniture off the carpets and against the walls, so that the hearth, symbol of home and product of industry, with its gleaming fenders and scuttles and irons, came to the fore. Coal was ubiquitous, and hob grates made for a better distribution of heat over the house, though lighting often depended on candles in sconces or upon oil lamps rather than gas, which was expensive and considered unreliable until the Houses of Parliament adopted it in 1852. And just as someone had to bring in the dishes and wait at table, clear, wash and dry the new crockery, scour the pans with sand and furbish up the silver, someone had to sweep the piled carpets, draw back the heavy plush curtains, keep fingermarks off the walnut tables, smooth the antimacassars and plump up the armchair cushions, polish the brass, blacklead the grates and ranges, light the fires – no mean feat in the days of tinder-boxes and feeble sulphur matches – carry jugs and cans of water up and down, rake out the dead ashes and empty the ashcans. By dint of their labour, the servants worked hard to create for their employers the tranquillity and ease which were the essence of home, sweet home. A servant for each task, if one could afford it, and Herbert and Julia could: cook and kitchenmaids, housemaid, parlourmaid, a lady’s maid, a nurse and a nursemaid, a gardener. And in the Duckworth circle, a plethora too of casual help from ‘the wash’ to the knife-grinder, and all the troop of back-door callers who kept the house and its inhabitants up to the mark.

Fewer people – especially in London – now ran their own businesses or workshops at home, and more and more people travelled to town or to the burgeoning City on the new railways. The idea of home, sequestered from work, a retreat and a refreshment, took on a new emotional and economic power. Herbert didn’t need to work for a living but he nonetheless ‘practised, not very seriously, at the Bar’, while Julia looked after household matters and her growing brood. Though the reality of their lives was never so neat and tidy, men and women were meant to adapt to these ‘separate spheres’ of life: he to the world of commerce and labour, and she to
























MISS GENIA AND SOPHIE FARRELL

















































































OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
Alison
Light

Mrs Woolf
and
the Servants








OEBPS/html/images/9780670867172.001.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/9780670867172.001a.jpg






