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For all staff and friends of Felbrigg Hall


And in memory of a very dear father,
CHARLES WILLIAM EDWARD WHITLAM




Cobwebs and Cream Teas


A Year in the Life of a National Trust House
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Novices in Norfolk


Remembering our first encounter with Felbrigg Hall, I’m irresistibly reminded of all the horror movies I’ve ever seen.


It was October. All morning, as my husband and I drove from Lincolnshire into Norfolk, rain clouds had been gathering. Now the storm was about to break. The sky darkened into swirling, livid steel as we map-read our way along a final three miles of country lanes and came at last to wrought-iron gates where a sign read ‘Felbrigg Hall’.


Beyond twin grey lodges, the drive wound away into gloom, through a tunnel of oak trees whose trunks were lost in an impenetrable tangle of rhododendron bushes. Our headlights cut a pale swathe through the weird storm-light. The wind hurled fistfuls of leaves to scatter across the windscreen. The drive seemed to run on for ever, round a bend, over a hill. At last we glimpsed a building—a church, pale and grey beneath the scudding sky, standing forsaken behind a freshly ploughed field.


And then suddenly, ahead of us, through shadows cast by the approaching storm, the ancient house appeared, gaunt and forbidding in a grandeur of castellated turrets and Jacobean bays. In that moment the first rain swept down, throwing curtains of obscurity across the view. Was it an omen? Dare we approach the forbidding mansion? What fate awaited us therer . . .?


We had come to Norfolk in response to an advertisement for the post of Houseman with the National Trust at Felbrigg Hall. The opportunity came at a good time for us—my husband, Chris, had wearied of being tied to an office desk as an internal auditor in big business and was seeking a new challenge while he was still young enough to take it; our two sons were grown and flown—the elder one at university, the younger just starting to train as a nurse (in Norwich, fortuitously)—and my own work, as a freelance writer, can be carried on anywhere. Working for the National Trust would provide an escape from the rat race, a change to a quieter, less stressful lifestyle for both of us.


At least—that was what we thought at the time. We could hardly believe our luck when Chris was short-listed and we were both summoned to an interview.


The job description called for a man who could adapt himself to any situation concerning meeting the public, taking cash and doing basic administration, plus generally maintaining and caring for a great country house under the guidance of the administrator. All of these things Chris could do without any problem; he is a great handyman and DIY enthusiast, besides being a professional accountant with the enviable ability to think on his feet in any situation. I knew he was the perfect man for the job.


Whether the interview panel felt the same it was difficult to tell. They spent some time chatting about my own career, the books I had published and so forth, and then astounded me by suggesting that I might like to run the National Trust shop at Felbrigg—a prospect so unexpected that I could only goggle in disbelief and stammer my total lack of suitability, or inclination. As we drove home to Lincolnshire that evening I had a dreadful feeling that I might have spoiled Chris’s chances.


However, a few days later we learned that he had been appointed. In a little over a month, we had to pack up our belongings and move to Norfolk.


It was a bleak, cold Sunday in November when we arrived, along with our eighteen-year-old younger son, Kevin, to camp out in our new home, anticipating the arrival of our furniture next day. The first-floor flat, in a rear wing of the Hall, had been newly modernised, with sitting room, bathroom, kitchen and two bedrooms all set to one side of a long corridor. Though small after the four-bedroom house we had left behind, the flat was very pleasant and convenient.
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Suddenly, ahead of us, the ancient house appeared, gaunt and forbidding . . .


The main Hall had closed for the season at the end of October, but the shop would be open until Christmas and the tea-room was serving its usual hot soup, tea and scones. We were plunged straight into involvement: within an hour of our arrival, an urgent call up the stairs summoned us to the aid of the tea-room ladies, who had run out of milk. Chris had to go and find the nearest Sunday-opening store, which was about five miles away.


The following day the furniture van arrived on time, but the men were dismayed to discover they could not get their pantechnicon near our door. They had to carry everything through a wrought-iron gateway, fifty yards across a grass courtyard, through a door and along an L-shaped lobby, down three steps, through another door and into a tiny hall where they were confronted by two flights of stairs boasting a very awkward angle. At the top, in the flat proper, they faced die added rigours of a long corridor with rooms off and more steps, seven up, six down, where our central two rooms lay over the high-ceilinged kitchen of the Hall. Phew! I learned some colourful language that day, and lost count of how many pots of tea I brewed in an effort to placate the removal men.


In the middle of all this, Eve, the administrator’s wife, fell over their dog and broke her ankle. Chris had to take her to Casualty in Cromer hospital; her husband Robert was, of course, the only one competent to take care of the Hall, so he had to remain on duty. Meanwhile, I was left to supervise the moving-in.


That first chaotic day provided a good foretaste of what life could be like at Felbrigg!


Among other tasks during our first few weeks, Chris and I spent hours out in the Rose Garden measuring and selling Christmas trees. It was very cold, but lovely with frost across the park, a distant mist, and the sun sinking red behind the woods in the afternoon. We met some delightful people, among them a couple who offered to bring us a box of apples from the local Pick-Your-Own orchards—and did so. It was all so very different from our former lives that we kept wanting to pinch ourselves to believe we were really there.


Meanwhile, in our flat, as we slowly settled in and organised our belongings, there were problems to iron out. Although plumbing for a washing machine had been installed in the spacious kitchen/diner, the worktop was too low to allow the machine under it. Workmen soon came to put that right. Then, trying to lay our carpets, we discovered that several old doors were set too low for them to open over carpet. A carpenter came to trim the necessary half inch or so, loosening the old hinges and removing the doors before this could be accomplished.


On one of the doors a four-inch-deep piece of wood had been added to the bottom at some time, presumably because of rotting; this extra piece had been nailed on, as the carpenter now discovered, with giant hand-made nails nearly six inches long. We still have one of these; it makes a fascinating conversation piece. Was it fashioned by one of the workers on the estate, many years ago?


Soon after we arrived, Eve warned me of the dangers of becoming too deeply involved as an unpaid extra pair of hands. She herself had a full-time career which kept her away from the Hall during the week, but she foresaw that I might have difficulties; I worked from home and would be on the spot, on call all the time.


I suppose I was too new to it all, too euphoric to take her advice seriously; I thought she must be exaggerating. But I ought to have paid more attention, especially when I had a foretaste of what might come. . . .


At the time, the Hall phone was connected to only two places—the office and an extension in the administrator’s flat. There was also a very loud bell which rang in a downstairs corridor in case the only person available to answer it was far away in the depths of the house.


Only a couple of weeks after we moved in, I sat with Eve one day, drinking coffee and keeping her company while she was incapacitated with her broken ankle. The phone kept ringing every few minutes and, since both our husbands were otherwise engaged in duties about the Hall, I was acting telephonist to save my hostess from constantly leaping up with her leg in plaster.


It was just before Christmas and we were inundated with calls about the stock in the shop:


“Have you got the blue tablecloths?” someone would ask, or, “Are there any puddings left?” or table mats of certain design, or Christmas trees. . . . The only way to answer such queries was to take the caller’s number, go down to the shop and ascertain the facts, then return and phone back the potential customer with the answer.


This had been going on for days. No wonder Eve was weary.


Being the ‘new girl’, fresh to the task and somewhat ingenuous, I rushed to and from the shop all afternoon, up and down eighteen stairs and along 100 yards of stone corridor each time. I was eager to do my bit and impress our customers with my efficiency—though I must admit that after a dozen or so such calls my enthusiasm was beginning to wane.


“You’ll learn,” warned Eve, wiser than I in the ways of the Trust; then she remarked in wonder, “Do you realise you actually smile when you answer the wretched phone?”


This narrative is based mainly on what happened during our first year at Felbrigg Hall; in that way, it’s a personal record. But having met and talked with staff (and spouses) from other properties across the country, I know that our experience typifies, in general, what goes on inside most National Trust houses.


One thing I can say for the life—it’s never boring. Hard work, with long hours—yes, always. Often frustrating, sometimes delightful, interspersed with scenes of high drama, touches of broad farce and moments of magic. But tedious? Never! There’s really only one way to understand it, and that’s to live it, day by day.


Let me offer you the chance of doing just that, here in these pages. Come and spend a year with us—a year behind the scenes with the National Trust.
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Winter—The ‘Closed’ Season


A Portrait of Felbrigg


Thanks to a throw-away line in a Noël Coward play, a calumny exists that Norfolk is flat. It is not. The area around Felbrigg, in the north of the county, is a landscape of hills and hollows, rolling fields and shady woods, dotted with pretty, hidden villages. One of the things we love is the unspoilt beauty of the countryside—the vistas that change as one drives the narrow lanes, and especially the many woods and copses which in autumn can be a glory. Nearby Roman Camp is reputed to lie on the highest point in the county, while Sheringham, Cromer and resorts to the east boast magnificent cliffs sheltering sandy or pebbled beaches.


This, then, is the setting in which Felbrigg Hall is placed, with its back to the north, sheltered from the coldest winds by a shawl of lovingly planted woodland.


The most ancient part of the house is a dank medieval undercroft, now part of the cellars, probably dating from the fourteenth century. It is thick with shadows, crawling with the occasional toad and lizard; in wet weather rain drips through from the courtyard above. Intriguingly, nothing is known of the manor house which once stood over this cellar. It belonged to the Norman lords de Felbrigg, one of whom, Sir Simon, was standard-bearer to Richard II. Signs of early foundations were found when drains were excavated a few years ago, but the evidence was too scanty to provide many clues.


Above ground, the oldest part of today’s Hall, built by Sir John Wyndham and his son Thomas Windham, is Jacobean; three large south-facing bays, extending through two floors but only one room deep, comprised the manor which was completed about 1624. Further wings, the latest being the castellated Regency stable yard, were added as the centuries progressed. The result is a pleasing sprawl of red brick, stone quoins and faded stucco topped by elegant chimneys. From the parapets gaze stone lions, unicorns and gryphons, freckled with lichen, keeping watch over the quiet courtyards below.


A bird’s-eye view of Felbrigg Hall roughly resembles an E with the lower section forming a square courtyard and with a stable yard added on below; the back of the E is the south front of the house. The Orangery is the separate building at the top, beyond the west wing. It is an impressive sprawl of buildings. The main Hall as it stands today—not counting stables, outhouses or the tenanted apartments around the rear courtyard—consists of about fifty rooms, though not all of these are open to visitors. The total includes store rooms, offices, and the two private flats, plus the expansive attics and cellars. The attics too are used as store rooms, though the cellars for the most part remain empty.


Although we are a mile from the nearest public road, and three miles from the small coastal resort of Cromer, we are not lonely; around the rear courtyard lives a small community of tenants and staff, about twelve people in all. There are also working farms on the estate, run by tenant farmers, and the two gate lodges are occupied, one by tenants, the other used by the head gardener and his family.


The house sits serene in the middle of parkland dotted with trees, with views over fields where young calves are being born from spring to summer. Around it stretch five hundred acres of lovely woods, and we have a lake where fishing is allowed from June to September. In all, the estate covers about seventeen hundred acres. It is supervised from regional office by our land agent and our head forester. Our own head woodsman lives at the Hall with his wife; he and his assistants have the day-to-day responsibility for all the woods on the estate.


The church with its curious grey box pews stands about a quarter of a mile away, a grey nave and tower stranded now in the middle of pastureland. Its brasses are among the finest in the country; they include a sumptuous memorial commemorating Sir Simon de Felbrigg and his wife. He it was who rebuilt the church in the early fifteenth century. It is dedicated to St Margaret of Antioch. In 1924, when Wyndham Cremer Cremer inherited the estate, the church was almost derelict, but he and his wife undertook its restoration and in 1968 their son, R. W. Ketton-Cremer, donated the statue of St Margaret and the dragon, which stands above the south porch. It looks like stone but is in fact made of fibre-glass.
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The hall and courtyards


The church is still used for services, when we hear its bell tolling out across the park to summon the faithful.


What happened to the village which once surrounded the church is a matter for speculation. Today’s Felbrigg village lies half a mile away. Did it move because of the Black Death, or was it an eyesore to some arrogant squire, who had it removed? No one knows for sure; it’s one of Felbrigg’s many enigmas.


When the de Felbrigg family died out in 1461, the estates came into the care of the Wyndham (later Windham) family, who held them for four hundred years. The early Windhams seem to have been turbulent squires, constantly at odds with their neighbours, especially the Pastons. Through varying fortunes and vicissitudes, succeeding generations continued at Felbrigg until 1863, when bankruptcy forced the selling of the estate. But, via a rather convoluted route, Wyndham descendants came back into their Felbrigg heritage two generations later.


Felbrigg was bequeathed to the National Trust in 1969 by its last owner, the bachelor writer and historian Mr Robert Wyndham Ketton-Cremer, ‘the Squire’, who is fondly remembered by local people. His book, Felbrigg—the Story of a House, is a fascinating read, full of information about the Hall and the families who lived there.


Anyone walking in Felbrigg park in the chill, quiet days of the early year may be forgiven for assuming the place is hibernating. A frost lies white on pasture churned to mud and a red sun hangs in a bleak sky. Trees lift bare branches, like gaunt ghosts clad in shreds of mist, and through that mist the house is a dark shape backed by a cloak of sombre woods. It appears to be sleeping, locked and blinded behind pale shutters.


But come closer and you may see that here and there a faint light glimmers. Piles of sand and bricks, with a concrete mixer and maybe a skip for rubbish, blemish the elegant environs; cars and commercial vans are crammed into the stable yard. And if you draw near enough you may hear the winter chorus of hammers, drills and saws, vacuum cleaners and floor scrubbers; clatterings, bangings, tearings of wood, rending of lath and plaster. . . .


Inside the house, winter days can be even more hectic than during the height of the season.


Winter Routines


During the first full week of the New Year, the work of the Hall resumes in earnest.


The administrator will generally be found in the office, finalising plans for concerts and other events, arranging for workmen to see to repairs and maintenance, co-ordinating visits from the management team at regional office, making phone calls, writing letters. . . . One of his most complicated and time-consuming tasks at this time of year is the organising of the room wardens’ roster for the coming season. But as in every other organisation, a great deal of routine office work is also necessary to keep a National Trust property functioning. Most of it is done by the administrator.


Meanwhile the houseman will be occupied with more practical tasks, especially supervising the winter cleaning and conservation which move back into top gear with the return of the cleaners from their Christmas break. And in between the major tasks there are a hundred and one smaller things to do. The houseman must be a handyman able to cope with any job that might crop up in a huge old house—electrical emergencies, broken windows, blocked drains, cleaning, painting, guarding against woodworm and other pests . . . the list is endless.


Winter too is the time when any major renovations take place. In our first year Felbrigg was to play host to two or three teams of workmen contracted from a local building firm. Supervising them and liaising with their foremen kept the house staff busy. Everything—the cleaning schedule and the repair works—had to be co-ordinated to a conclusion by the end of March, when we were due to open again to the public.


We soon got into the rhythm of the winter routine. Every weekday, it was Chris’s job to open up the house, unfasten shutters to let light in and put on heaters to alleviate the bone-deep chill before workmen and cleaners arrived. Around eight o’clock, the first of the workmen would be ringing the bell at the rear entrance, waiting for Chris to unlock the ‘Green Door’ and let them in.


Not many minutes later, the Hall would reverberate with hammering, sawing, clattering, possibly whistling—sounds to accompany whatever job was in progress—plus the raising of much dust, the bringing down of old ceilings in forgotten, seldom-seen areas, and strange damp, fusty odours that filled the air as the old building was disturbed. When the men came across rot, or fraying wires, or some other unexpected complication, they stopped work and summoned Chris to advise them. He in turn might consult Robert, the administrator, and if further skilled opinion was needed there were always Trust specialists to be called upon.


At the time, our stalwart team of cleaners comprised four local ladies (the number has since been depleted to three). During the winter they work from 9 a.m. to 12, Monday to Friday, a mere fifteen hours a week, during which they accomplish the spring-cleaning of the entire house and most of the contents, work that once demanded a full complement of housemaids.


An extra task that first January was to clear the Morning Room and prepare it for stripping by experts. Dry rot had been discovered; the room had to be completely empty before workmen could begin to tackle the problem.


Since none of the ladies is a Brunhilde, Chris helped them to move some of the furniture. Weightier and trickier items, such as pictures—especially the enormous Morning Room portraits—had to be handled with particular care and, to save time for the cleaners, were often taken down and put away from harm during the afternoons and evenings. The administrator, plus myself, any visiting (adult) offspring and friends, and/or our ever-obliging gardeners were variously called in to help with this sort of job. Some pictures are very high up, and very heavy; they required the assistance of scaffolding in order that they might be moved safely, without damage to canvas or delicate frames. Erecting the scaffolding was another time-consuming job, as was taking it down again. Finally, when the walls were clear and the furniture stored elsewhere, the carpet was rolled up—pile side out, in order not to stretch it. Achieving this with a very large, very heavy, valuable old carpet was another major operation requiring the help of all available hands.


With the Morning Room now empty, the dry rot specialists moved in to strip the floor-to-ceiling oak panelling from the walls and take up floorboards, reducing the room to its basic structure in order to deal with the fungus. The resulting mess and chaos can be imagined.


One day Chris was sweeping up the worst of the grit when one of the men called him—look, see that? Know what it is?


Not only was the room riddled with dry rot, the panelling was infested with death-watch beetle. Urgent calls to regional office reported this new problem.


The Secret Stair


When news of the Morning Room seemed all depression, among the doom and gloom Felbrigg had a surprise in store—it was about to reveal the first of the secrets with which it has continued to delight us over the years.


When the workmen, chasing the extent of the dry rot, stripped back some of the floorboards, they came across a rubble-filled, wedge-shaped depression that looked like the first step of a flight of stairs. Curious, they reported this discovery and were asked to clear some of the rubble. They uncovered three steps before they were forced to stop because the way was solidly blocked.


Evidently there was once a stairway connecting this area—which was originally the kitchen and buttery—with the cellar below. The stair was at some time done away with; there is nothing left of it in the cellar. But if you look very closely, with the aid of a torch in the dark that pervades down there, you can discern the line arc-ing across the barrel roof, where the gap was plastered over to blend with the rest. As far as we could discover, no one had suspected that this stair had ever existed.


The find fascinated us all; it gave us another small insight into the history of the house. Before the three steps were, of necessity, refilled with rubble and covered up, not to be seen again for who knows how many years, Chris took some photographs of them. It was to be the beginning of another sideline for him—recording evidence of Felbrigg’s intimate secrets, for his own interest and for posterity.
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Discovering the secret stair


Having cleared the Morning Room, the cleaners were able to continue their regular winter routine. They had to work swiftly that year; before Christmas they had been manning the tea-room, so the conservation work was well behind schedule. The main rooms had been draped in dust sheets and the porcelain and smaller items stored together under acid-free paper, but that was all. The entire house was supposed to be spring-cleaned before the end of March. Compromises would have to be made.


They began at the top of the building, with the job that is their least favourite—sweeping and dusting half-lit corridors and rooms full of accumulated bric-à-brac, in the attics.


A fire-alarm engineer was also in the Hall checking and renovating the complicated fire-alarm system; at various times he needed access to all parts of the house, including the attics and the private flats. Chris kept track of his progress, so that locked doors didn’t cause him delays.


Work in one of the corridors and the shop continued from before Christmas, caused by trouble with the drains, which seemed to have its source somewhere under the flagstones of the Red Corridor, so-called because it is painted a deep red; the flagstones were up, the water channels exposed. Workmen clumped in and out bringing in mud, raising dust and dirt which they tramped into the floors—another job for the houseman.


Elsewhere, painters were putting finishing touches to redecoration. And from time to time all kinds of maintenance men turned up to see to the servicing of equipment—cookers, fridges, hand-dryers in the cloakrooms and so forth: a score of different appliances had to be serviced before the season started.


In any house, all this activity would be frustrating. In a large National Trust property the distances involved, plus the vital matter of security, add their own problems. Teams of workmen seem to have different lunch hours, and different knocking-off times. All of them need to be let in, or out. The houseman sometimes feels as though he has spent most of his day rushing to answer the door, the bell constantly interrupting whatever else he may be trying to do.


A terrific thunderstorm broke over us, shaking the ancient walls, rattling loose Jacobean leaded windows, puddling water in contrary places and, as a special favour, cutting the power supply to every part of the Hall. Inside the house, robbed of light, everyone peered through grey gloaming, doing whatever could be done without power: most of the workmen decided to take a mid-morning break and went to sit in their vans in the stable yard, where the smokers among them could indulge their habit, not being allowed to smoke inside the house; the cleaners were about to have their coffee in the butler’s pantry—a room without windows; in sudden blackness their kettle stopped singing. When Chris took a torch to their aid, they groped their way back to the attics where small windows gave them just enough light to continue removing a year’s accumulation of cobwebs, bat droppings and fallen plaster.


Meanwhile Robert had contacted the electricity board, whose engineers arrived and set out to locate the junction box, which is attached to a telegraph pole in the woods. Fifteen minutes later, they were back. Where, exactly, was the junction box, please? Chris donned a waterproof and set out to lead them to the spot.


Have you ever tried to locate one particular telegraph pole in a wood full of straight-trunked sycamore, in bad light and with rain pouring down? Eventually, the intrepid explorers attained their goal and restored light to our darkness. Work continued again.


During the storm, ingenious rain found several new avenues into the house; it dripped into the corridor where the men had flagstones up, so now another hazard was added for the unwary—buckets to collect the drips! Chris spent many happy hours tracing and plugging all the leaks.


The Library


The cleaners moved on to the Library. This spacious room was altered by one of Felbrigg’s scholar squires to accommodate his collection. He had a window blocked up, which leaves the room rather dark, but it is lined on all four walls with thousands of leather-bound books. All of them have been read and re-read by the families who owned them, and they are still available to scholars. Some date back to the early years of printing; some are almost too heavy to carry; some are large and unwieldy in shape; many are of great value, and all are precious as part of Felbrigg’s contents. We even have some books which belonged to Samuel Johnson, annotated in his hand and bequeathed to his great friend William Windham III, a squire of Felbrigg who was also Secretary-at-War under Pitt in the closing years of the eighteenth century.


Every volume is checked at least once a year, shelves cleaned, walls and ceiling brushed and furniture cared for. When cleaning books the ladies work in a team, wearing white cotton gloves to prevent oil from their skin damaging pages and leather bindings. One lady will be on a library ladder taking down the volumes very carefully, one at a time, handing each book to one of her colleagues who dusts the top of the book and the fly leaves with the softest possible shaving brush before looking through the pages for signs of damage through damp, fungus, worm, or . . .


“Beetle!” The discovery sent consternation through the ladies and they summoned Chris. Inside one of the books, a death-watch beetle larva, hatching near the book’s spine, had chewed a tunnel that widened as the insect grew, moving through the book towards the fore-edge, where the fully-fledged adult had been only a millimetre away from breaking through and flying off to lay its own damaging offspring elsewhere in the library. Chris still has the beetle, enshrined in a plastic bag.


The operation of cleaning all the books may take anything from five weeks to two months.


We were expecting a visit from the head housekeeper, who is based at National Trust headquarters in London. She visits all of the Trust’s mansions on a regular basis, to oversee the cleaning work, give advice on preferred techniques and help with any special problems which may have arisen. The historic buildings representative (HBR) for the region was to accompany her on this occasion.


The head housekeeper and the HBR were to be at Felbrigg for a whole day, so naturally they required entertaining to lunch. Because the administrator’s wife had a job which kept her away from the Hall during the week, the houseman’s wife was elected hostess for the occasion. Though I was nervous at the prospect of entertaining Trust VIPs they assured me they would be happy with soup and a roll so that’s more or less what I gave them. Robert, our administrator, joined us, too, and the occasion passed very pleasantly, amid interesting and informative conversation.
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