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Chapter 1


I worked for forty years and more in all kinds of houses, including houses so big you could get lost in them. Just before the Great War I started as a hall boy and by the 1950s I was a butler, so in the servant world I went from bottom to top. I was a gentleman’s gentleman – a valet – for a few years in the middle of my career but you needed danger money for that sort of work so I got out as soon as I could and went back to being a butler. 


As hall boy, garden boy, footman, valet and butler I had to put up with all sorts of nonsense from the people I worked for – childish behaviour, tantrums, and ridiculous demands at all hours of the day and night and often for things you wouldn’t like to tell your mother about! But you might also become very close to the man or woman you worked for. And later in my career the barriers seemed to come down completely and employers began to treat me as if I was a friend. They’d sometimes be terrified if you told them you were leaving and would do almost anything to keep you.


A good butler was supposed to be deaf and blind. I had to pretend not to know anything about it when my boss slipped along the corridor and went into the bedroom of another man’s wife. Since they were all at it perhaps it didn’t much signify, but it was worth being discreet as the butler was the best-paid servant in the house and the less you saw and heard the bigger the tips! 


As a butler you had the best of all the servants’ rooms. You might even get a house or a flat to yourself. You were treated with great respect by the other servants and sometimes even by the people you worked for. The trick with being a butler was to be aloof without being haughty, distant and unflappable but never rude. Employers loved you to be haughty even if it meant that sometimes it almost began to look as if you were looking down your nose at your social superiors. That’s no doubt where the whole Jeeves idea began. A butler who had all sorts of practical abilities and bags of common sense might easily make his boss look like a dithering incompetent. 


But all this was in the distant unimaginable future when I was born on an old-fashioned Hertfordshire estate in 1902.










Chapter 2


My dad was a gamekeeper as his father had been. My mother had been born in a village a mile from the big house but still on the estate. She had started as a scullery maid on an estate farm when she was thirteen. So my parents knew all about working in service, but in that special way you only ever found on big estates. By special I mean you really did feel you were part of a big, extended family – not necessarily a happy family, it is true, but a family all the same.


Dad and Mum had known each other at the village school and married in their twenties with the sanction of the estate owner – that was the only way you could do it. You had to ask permission and if the boss thought it was an unsuitable match you didn’t argue. You didn’t get wed. It wasn’t as bad as it was in France a century earlier. Apparently, every servant who wanted to get married had to let his wife-to-be sleep with the boss before the marriage. At least we’d got past that!


Of course the day she got married my mother had to stop work completely – I mean paid work of course – because that was the way things were done then. Married women generally weren’t allowed to work although you did occasionally get a husband and wife team where the cook, who might double as the housekeeper, was married to the butler or steward and they’d have married quarters, but I’d say that was rare. My mother used to say, ‘Give up work, that’s a bloody joke. Working in service was easy compared to looking after you lot and your dad!’


I had two older brothers who both became keepers and they stayed at keepering most of their lives. I was closest to Bill who died during the Second War. The irony is he was too old for active service but had an accident while out shooting. He fell into an old marl pit and fractured his skull. His brain swelled and he had a very painful death I think. Roger, my other brother, worked till after the Second War on the estate and then went to work at a plant nursery for his last few years. He died in the mid 1950s. I was the only brother who went into the house to work. I’m not sure anyone felt that going into the house was a good thing or a better thing than staying as a keeper. In fact, probably the opposite. 


But there was never any question that I would work somewhere on the estate. There was nothing else to do anyway and my father would have been offended at the idea that his sort of work wasn’t good enough for me. There was none of that business of him wanting me to be better than he was, or get an education and go away from the estate. Good heavens, no. He thought being a keeper or a forester or any job on a big estate was the greatest thing in the world. His father had worked on the estate and he was proud that he himself had carried on and that his sons would carry on. The tradition was everything.


In those days before the Great War when the rich were taxed very little I reckon every county had thirty or forty big houses each with a staff of at least thirty or forty. Who would have dreamed that in my lifetime all that would pass away? We thought it would last forever.










Chapter 3


I learned to read and write at the local school but I must admit that going to school at all seemed silly to me at the time because I knew I would be working with my father when I left and nothing we learned at school seemed relevant. We didn’t learn about rearing pheasants or catching stoats! But I stayed in school because my father knew I might need to write a letter for a job now and then. It would also have looked bad to the people we worked for if any of their servants were completely illiterate.


We only learned to read and write at school. No science, not much maths – and little reading beyond the Bible. There was a still an idea that you had to know your place and what was the point of a gamekeeper’s boy learning highfalutin stuff? All that was for people far above us. No one questioned things in those days. We were born a generation too soon for that.


We had some laughs at school, though. I remember my mate Billy Freely who was always being whacked by the master. Billy was a right little rogue but a genius for finding birds’ eggs in the hedges. Anyway, he hated school and always misbehaved. One day the master really laid into him. Billy tried to cover his head as the blows rained down and then we all heard him shout, ‘Are you going to fucking kill me or what?’ Well, we couldn’t believe it. He was whisked out the door in a second and didn’t come back for a week.


I always say I was at school till twelve, which is true, but I actually started to work in the evenings and at weekends when I was about eight. I helped my dad in the pens where the pheasant chicks were reared and by walking about the woods checking the traps for stoats and shooting crows and other vermin. By vermin we meant the sort of animals that might eat the young pheasants or their eggs or the food we left out for the adult birds.


Pheasant rearing was sometimes a brutal business in the pens and hatcheries. We’d just pinch the heads of weaker chicks which crushed their skulls. They’d be no good so they had to be got rid of. The older keepers used to bite the backs of their heads in a second but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. 


I learned to shoot with a 16-bore shotgun at about eight. A 16-bore is a lighter gun than the standard 12-bore and good for youngsters. That first day with a gun was the strictest training day of my life. My father’s face was more serious than I’d ever seen it. He leaned down and looked right into my face and said: ‘You can’t make a mistake with a gun, not even once, or someone will be killed.’ 


He then sat me down at the back of our cottage and made me put the gun together and take it apart until he was happy I could do it with my eyes shut. It’s not that difficult – the fore-end (the slim bit of wood under the barrels that you rest your hand on when shooting) clips off and then the barrels come away from the action and the stock. Simple. Then came lesson number two. He told me that if he ever saw me carrying the gun closed when I wasn’t shooting he’d give me a good whipping – and he would have done it. If you weren’t walking along ready to shoot or standing in line waiting for birds to come over, you always had to open your gun and carry it open. Always. And if someone handed you a closed gun you were immediately to open it to check it wasn’t loaded. Strict rules, you see. There were terrible accidents occasionally because people didn’t stick to the rules. And there were many equally strict rules I was to learn in other areas of service during my long years in various houses. But the rules of shooting I learned first.


I started to help with the Saturday shoots while still at school – shoot days for the guests up at the house were usually Wednesdays and Saturdays. We’d walk miles beating with sticks through dense thickets and brambles to push the pheasants up over the Guns. Pheasants are lazy birds and when they heard us coming towards them stretched out in a long line they would run forward rather than take to the air straight away. Some would try to run back through the line of beaters, but all the others would reach the edge of the wood eventually and knowing they couldn’t run back past the beaters they would at last take to the air and sail over the guns waiting in the valley below the wood. A team of twelve guns might kill a thousand birds in a day like this. The point was the so-called sport – the skill of hitting the high birds as they came over. If, at the end of the day, the price for pheasants was too low and it would cost more to get them to market than you’d get back from selling them then they’d bury the whole lot in a big pit – wasn’t that terrible? Bury them rather than give them away and God knows there were enough deserving poor round about who could have done with a bird or two. But there was an idea, a leftover I think from the eighteenth century, that game was for the gentry and not for the poor so they shouldn’t be given it, although the keepers and beaters might be given a brace now and then.


The boss, the landowner my dad worked for I mean, would always invite his friends for the shooting which went roughly from October to February. His friends were other county types with their own estates, the bigger farmers from round about or businessmen and politicians from London. We also had lords and sometimes a foreign bigwig. They were the landowner’s friends and acquaintances and he knew he would be invited back to their shoots. No one paid for anything himself. It was all by invitation. Through the season the boss and his sons might shoot two or three days a week, as well as hunt. This was how they filled the winter months. They wouldn’t have dreamt of playing golf or tennis – that was for people in the suburbs. 


In the spring a third or half the servants would move to the London house where the family went to the theatre and to dine at each other’s houses. In August they would go to Scotland for the grouse shooting. And again many of the staff went with them or went up earlier than the family to get things ready.


But the extent to which my family was part of the estate can be judged by the fact that two of my uncles were gardeners there and my great-grandfather had been a keeper in the early nineteenth century when they still used muzzle-loaders – guns that had to be loaded down the barrels rather than the breech-loaders that were used in my time. We had a photo of great-granddad in old age in his moleskin trousers standing by the gibbet – that was the place where the keeper nailed up all the dead animals he had trapped and shot. They were usually nailed to a shed door or hooked along a wire fence and they hung there till they rotted away. The idea was to show the boss if he had a walk round that you were doing your job!


My mum used to tell us about being a skit in the kitchen. By skit she meant the last-in maid who did all the worst work, washing the floors, peeling vegetables, cleaning boots and shoes. She used to say she was scared half to death when she first went into the little cubbyhole where she was expected to work and sleep. None of the other servants did a thing when they heard her crying.


‘We had to eat terrible things sometimes,’ she said. ‘We had pig’s cheeks one day and the pig’s eye was still attached but I didn’t care, I was starving. I’d have eaten the pig’s ears if there had been nothing else!’


I helped with the harvest along with all the village and estate lads. As the reaper went round the field and the standing corn became a tiny island in the middle, there’d be a great rush of rats and corncrakes and mice and rabbits desperate to escape. We’d try to hit them with sticks, men would shoot at them, dogs would chase them. It was chaos and we loved it. It was a miracle we never killed each other in our excitement.










Chapter 4


But then I got a shock when I left school for good. Instead of starting work as a keeper’s lad, which is what I’d expected, I was given a job in the big house as a hall boy. As I’ve said, my dad didn’t think it was better to work in the house than as a keeper or farm worker. It was just that he was offered a job for me and I took it because if I hadn’t Dad’s boss would have been furious. When you were offered a job it wasn’t really an offer at all. You took what you were given. The landowner would have taken it as insolence if you’d hummed and hawed about whether you wanted it or not. The other lads, including poor Billy Freely, thought I was lucky because at least I wouldn’t be out in all weathers. Billy went on the land as a plough boy. A terribly hard life. 


Anyway, I remember my first day in the big house. It wasn’t a great aristocratic mansion such as Chatsworth or anything like it, but I reckon there were twenty bedrooms, two or three book rooms and endless billiard rooms, drawing rooms and sitting rooms not to mention all the servants’ rooms. It was an ugly, inconvenient Victorian house, demolished in the 1950s. 


There were strict rules about what you could and couldn’t do as a hall boy – the hall referred to the servants’ hall not the grand entrance hall to the house. I was told I was never to go upstairs unless instructed to, never to use or go near the front door unless instructed to and never to speak to any member of the family in the unlikely event of meeting one of them. I was also told to ask the maids if I needed help and not the cook or the butler or footman or anyone else. 


You have to remember that even quite small country houses before the Great War were designed to ensure as little contact between servants and their employers as possible. It was a very strict rule but strict rules existed at every level – that’s why I couldn’t ever speak to the butler or the cook. I was too lowly and even the servants wanted their status.


We knew nothing else in those days. We accepted our lot and I don’t really remember hearing anyone question the right of people to have servants and treat them harshly.


My job as hall boy meant cleaning a lot of shoes and boots. I sometimes did the gentlemen’s hunting boots and their shoes but mostly I was cleaning the upper servants’ shoes and boots. I did the butler’s and the footmen’s, and with the scullery maid I had to empty all the chamber pots every morning There might be twenty or thirty of these if you added all the servants and the family and visitors. I remember once early on when I hadn’t really got the hang of it I made the mistake on a freezing winter morning of running across the yard carrying a chamber pot. I slipped and fell and the contents went all over me. 


I’d only been doing the job for about a month. The kitchen maid was very grumpy and told to clean me up. She never said a word or caught my eye but she picked up a broom and used it to push me to the middle of the yard. She told me to stand still and then went back in the kitchen. She came back out with a tin bucket filled with water and threw it over me. The shock made me slip on the cobbles and down I went again. But I noticed that the water wasn’t ice cold as it should have been – just as well as this was January. 


‘I warmed it up a bit with the kettle,’ said the maid, who winked at me, smiled, and marched off. I would never have cried at this sort of treatment because you got it all the time when you were at the bottom of the pile. And I had to work the rest of my sixteen-hour day in wet clothes which didn’t dry off till late that evening. The tops of my legs were bleeding from the chaffing of the wet cloth, but the pain and humiliation meant I’d learned my lesson. I did everything with the greatest care after that.










Chapter 5


To a youngster, all older people seem a bit dotty. I’d seen the funny habits of the various estate staff, especially keepers and beaters, while I’d helped my dad, but being hall boy introduced me to the eccentricities of the indoor servants and even the wealthy people we worked for.


My day as hall boy started at five o’clock. I was still living at home at this point. We never had an alarm clock but when you have to get up in the morning it is surprising how quickly you learn to do it automatically. I’d hop out of my bed, get a piece of bread and butter if there was any from the kitchen and eat it as I ran quickly across two small fields to the house. The servants’ door was at the back and it gave on to a cobbled yard that was surrounded by low buildings on three sides. These buildings were filled with upended dog carts riddled with woodworm, old barrels, old saddles and farm implements and I once found a stack of oil paintings covered in bird droppings and dust. They still had their ornate gilt frames and I’ve often wondered since if they were valuable. One showed cattle coming down to a lake in the mountains to drink. It was beautifully done but perhaps a little unfashionable which is why it had ended up in an outbuilding. Pictures often went from the drawing room to an old passage and then to the servants’ corridors and finally to the barn!


The kitchen maid and scullery maid were always already at work when I nipped in the door and made my way to the servants’ hall, which was just a big room where the servants ate round a giant table. Off the hall was the big kitchen, then the laundry room and up a short flight of stairs the butler’s pantry. I was never allowed in the butler’s pantry. This is where the family silver was kept. The family only ate off solid silver. It wasn’t the grandest family in the county by any means but eating off silver was a status thing and no family worth its salt would eat off anything less.


The butler’s room led into the pantry and the butler was responsible for making sure the silver wasn’t stolen. He and the footmen also had to keep it all clean. The upper staff had their meals in there with the silver, served by the lower staff. 


So you see we were a little world cut off from the rest of humanity but to this day I have no idea where the family got its money. It was probably inherited and land-based, given to them for fighting on some medieval battlefield for the winning side. 


A few things I discovered about his lordship were perhaps the stuff of gossip but, despite that, I’m sure they were true. Every January he was reputed to give up smoking and drinking and to walk around with half a raw cabbage in his pocket. Whenever he was hungry he would whip out the cabbage and take a bite. In January, too, he insisted that his bed be moved every few days – he had the footmen carry it from drawing room to bedroom and back again. As soon as February came he stayed in his bedroom, took up his tobacco again and presumably threw away what was left of his cabbage.


My first job when I got into the hall at about ten past five was to go to the boot room and start cleaning. The scullery maid would leave the shoes there or I might go and collect them from outside the butler’s room, the cook’s room, the footmen’s and the housekeeper’s rooms. We used a special beeswax cream that came in big tins but there was spit and polish and elbow grease too. You got a good shine by really going over the leather well with brushes and then cloths. If they weren’t absolutely perfect there was hell to pay. But the boots were only the beginning – in fact it was the easy bit because at least I could sit on a stool to do it. Once the boots were cleaned the fun really started!


I would have to run to the wood store which was across the cobbled courtyard and get a wheelbarrow full of logs. I’d then take these in small batches in a box with a handle up the servants’ stairs and into the drawing rooms, the sitting rooms and billiard rooms. I would only put the logs in the log baskets because it was the job of the footmen to light the fires and keep them going.


It used to make me laugh that members of the family wouldn’t even give the fire a poke to liven it up. They would always ring for the footman to do it and of course to put more logs on the fire. In some houses the footman might spend the whole evening standing in the sitting room in case anything needed to be done and he’d be listening to all sorts of intimate family conversations. When I became a footman I heard the most outrageous things, but they liked footmen who could look like marble for hours on end.


I did all the carrying of firewood at a run because otherwise I knew I wouldn’t get it done in time. Once the family had left their bedrooms and were at breakfast I would have to carry wood up to their rooms and to the butler’s, housekeeper’s and footmen’s rooms. It was a terrible carry-on, a terrible rush, and the cook I remember would give me a terrific smack around the head if ever I got in her way while crossing the kitchen. I had to run through the kitchen many times in a day and there was an art to dashing through without getting a clout round the ear – and the cook wasn’t giving friendly taps. I never quite mastered it but after a while avoided being hit every time. She would really try to belt you and if she hit you on the ear you’d be deaf for half the day afterwards. Why Cook always felt she had to belt me I never discovered because I was never allowed to speak to her. She often hit the scullery maid and kitchen maid too. She was ferociously bad-tempered. Once she threw a saucepan at me but luckily it was empty – and she missed. I don’t think she ever said a kind word to anyone but she was a very good cook apparently. I was told later on that when her son was killed in the Great War she only took an afternoon off for his funeral and was back cooking the following day. She never shed a tear in front of a soul.


All the time I was hall boy I did sixteen-hour days seven days a week, but with a half-day off at Christmas.


It was a terrible job that made any job you did later in service seem like heaven in comparison. I did it for eight years with no time off at all. I was lucky I didn’t have to sleep in the house. I went home after my sixteen-hour day and fell into bed. Most hall boys had to sleep in the servants’ hall – just on a small cheap mattress in a cupboard or cellar and they wouldn’t be expected to change out of their clothes for weeks at a time. They might keep them on for a month.


I swear some of the men whose boots I cleaned thought they reappeared each morning by magic. I never cleaned her ladyship’s shoes or his lordship’s. They were always cleaned by the footmen, the lady’s maid or the valet. 


Other jobs for the hall boy included scrubbing the yards with a broom and water every day, sprinkling water on the yards in summer to lay the dust and scrubbing the passageways and kitchen floors as well as pretty much anything anyone needed. In other words I was a dogsbody and when someone shouted ‘Get a tin of polish,’ or ‘Clean that window,’ or ‘Get some more coals,’ I was off like a shot. You wanted to be good at your job even if you were at the bottom of the pile like me because that was the only way to rise in the world. My attitude helped me eventually become a footman and then a butler quicker than many managed it. 


Once a week I received a small package from one of the housemaids. This contained two pairs of the butler’s flannel drawers that I was supposed to iron. I’m sure the housemaids were supposed to do it, but they always gave it to me. I just used to grab an iron from the range where they were kept warm almost continually. I ran it quickly over the drawers before putting them back in the brown paper and leaving them on the servants’ hall table for the maid to return. 


Anyway I worked on the shoes and boots and fires and chamber pots and drawers till I was sick of the sight of them and then, out of the blue, I was told they needed a garden boy and that was me. No one asked if I minded the change. I just had to do it and it was to be quite a while before I went back into the house.










Chapter 6


The garden boy was just a general outside dogsbody working in a huge garden where there were dozens of tasks to do all day every day even in the depths of winter. I reckon the garden covered more than two or three acres and it was walled all the way round so that delicate vegetables and fruit could be grown. The growing season was much longer because of that big old wall. I reckon it was ten feet tall and it kept the winds off and protected the plants from frost. We grew melons under glass, and oranges, but my memory of my time in the garden is all filled with the smell of horse manure because I seemed to spend most of my time carting it around. We must have used twenty tonnes of the stuff each year.


The old gardener was known to everyone as Mister Kent. He was the first servant I’d met who took any interest at all in me beyond giving me a belt for getting in the way. He wore a straw hat even in winter which was very daring for those times because people were sticklers for wearing the right thing to suit their station in life and the time of year. If you wore a straw hat in London in winter you would be stared at. You might even be jeered and jostled.


‘I’m not a gentleman, that’s why I wear it wrong,’ Mister Kent used to say in a thick Hertfordshire accent. I haven’t heard this accent since before the Second World War. We were close to London and many Londoners came here during the fighting. Afterwards the accent became a sort of softened cockney. But old Kent had the old country accent of my part of the world. He called magpies pikeys too – the word that had become a name for gipsies – but he used it and lots of other words too in the old way. He was a crafty but lovely old bugger and whenever I’d finished a job and went back to him for the next job he’d sit me down and say, ‘Ten minutes on your bum, son. Git down there, you’re making me tired with yer fizzin’.’ He meant that I was running around too much.


‘How much horse shit do you think you’ve moved the day?’ he’d ask me. ‘Come on, how much?’


‘Eight barrow-loads and I’ve ten more at least to move,’ I’d reply.


‘Do you know where all that shit goes?’ he’d ask while hunting for the kettle through all sorts of piles of rubbish. 


‘Where does it go, Mister Kent?’ I’d reply.


‘It goes into the guts of my lord and lady fuckin’ layabout!’ 


With that old Kent would start rocking back and forth on his heels and laughing. Then he’d make a terrible noise in his throat and spit a gobbet almost the size of a golf ball twenty feet out through the door into the garden.


‘Beat that if you can,’ he’d then say. The first time I heard this I just smiled but he said, ‘Go on, have a try at it.’ 


I tried but my effort was poor.


‘What the hell was that supposed to be?’ he asked. ‘I’ll show you how to do it.’ 


And then he proceeded to explain the art of distance spitting as if he was teaching me higher mathematics.


‘You need to get smoking, twenty Capstan a day at least, because you need plenty of solid phlegm. Roll it round in your mouth and then put it just back from the tip of your tongue. Then take a deep breath and make a small shape like a zero with your mouth and blow for all you’re worth. You see, the narrow mouth forces the air – turns you mouth into an airgun. I’m a fuckin genius aren’t I? Wasted in this bloody garden.’


All the time he was saying this sort of thing he would laugh and gasp, but all the while he had one eye keeping lookout through the doors of his shed to make sure no one was coming. If he saw one of the under-gardeners outside his shed he’d spin his hat out at them or throw a potato at them. He was always in high spirits and was the first person I met who really knew how to enjoy himself. My father like most men at that time was much more serious, whereas old Kent took nothing at all seriously. But he was a brilliant gardener who could take a battered little cutting from any plant and make it grow at a terrific speed. His various projects round the garden produced huge amounts of vegetables and fruit and whenever I asked him how he did it he’d always say, ‘It’s down to the quality of the dung, sir.’ 
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