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Introduction and Acknowledgements





Consulting nurserymen’s catalogues for plants which would survive the darkest corner of my small London garden, I came once again on the name. I reached for the telephone and spoke to the Royal Horticultural Society’s Lindley Library. ‘Who was Miss Willmott?’ I asked. An interval of a few seconds before the answer came indicated that I should perhaps already have known it. ‘Is there a biography?’ I asked idly, and hearing that there was not, replied with no hesitation and on heaven knows what inner prompting, ‘Then I think I’ll write one.’ Here is the result. The story of Ellen Willmott’s life has been a fascinating one to trace back to its beginnings, but not an easy one to present. For it early became clear that it would be impossible to set off good and bad qualities against each other to produce an average personality—for this would be the least appropriate way of describing her. Extravagant, impatient, brilliantly quick-minded, full of mirth and gaiety, and at the same time absolutely infuriating and quite impossible to deal with, are words which better catch the essence of her personality: nothing cancels out, and so everything, good and bad, has to go into this account. And if the result is untidy and contradictory, that is how her life went, and I hope that this book succeeds in reflecting too some of the brilliance and beauty with which that life was shot through.


I hardly know how to muster the names of everyone who has helped me, for the writing of the book has been very much a communal effort. First I must thank Miss Willmott’s family—her great-nephew Mr John Berkeley, Mrs Berkeley, and her great-niece Miss Juliet Berkeley—for the help and hospitality they have given me, for allowing me access to material at Spetchley Park and for giving permission to quote from letters and to reproduce photographs and portraits in their possession.


Next I would like to thank two people who sustained me in the very early stages of writing: Mr James Lewis, then the Group Librarian at Brentwood, without whose encouragement this book would certainly never have left the ground, and Professor W. T. Stearn, who has made some very helpful suggestions about material for the book and about the form and content of the appendix, who very kindly made available to me the text of his article which appeared in The Garden in June 1979, and who reminded me, at a time when I was uncertain and flagging, that one learns on the job of writing. Mr Norman Carter, the present owner of Warley Place, has proved a mine of information, and has given generously of his time and much practical help beside: he has patiently answered questions, lent documents, searched archives, checked the part of my manuscript relating to the final sale of Warley Place, and tramped over the estate in all weathers to show me the skeleton of the house and the wraith of the garden. For all this I am deeply grateful.


And then there are the estate children, whose reminiscences have provided some of the most vivid and rewarding detail of the book and whose lives I have tried to record in the ‘Leaf-mould Pit’ chapter and elsewhere: Mrs Nellie Skinner (née Preece), Mrs May Mileham (née Hurcombe), Jim Robinson (son of Robinson, the butler) and his sister-in-law Mrs Florence Robinson, Mrs Charles Preece and Miss Eileen Preece, and also the family of Jacob Maurer, especially Max Maurer. Mrs Annie Carter (née Cotterell) has enlivened Chapter XI with memories, still clear and fresh, of her time as Miss Willmott’s housekeeper, and Mr Hugh Balls has added to the story his experience of the life of a young gardener at Warley Place in 1914.


John Russell and the late Mrs Marjorie Sedgwick (née Russell), once of Stubbers, Romford, and David Rolt, once of The Glen, have described, graphically and invaluably, the impact of Ellen Willmott’s personality on their own lives and on the community in which she lived. I am grateful to David Rolt too for his permission to use much of the material included in the memories of Ellen Willmott compiled by Mrs Sedgwick, Miss Pamela Russell and himself, and deposited in the Essex Record Office. Cynthia, Lady Sandys, who as a child and young woman knew Ellen Willmott well, has contributed a perceptive and colourful account of her.


Lord Aberconway and the staff of the Royal Horticultural Society have been of the greatest help; and in particular I should like to thank Mr P. F. Stageman and Dr Brent Elliott of the Lindley Library. The quality of the library service which they have given, and the sympathetic interest which they have shown in the progress of the book, have spurred me on in many a period of doldrums. I am grateful too to Miss Elspeth Napier for advice on plant names and other botanical matters.


My friend Susan Dicks deserves more thanks than she is actually getting for patiently ferrying us both by car to Tresserve and thence to Boccanegra (via ‘I Giardini Hanbury’), for standing by at many emergencies and also for acting as official photographer to the expedition. Monsieur André Blin, Mayor of Tresserve, welcomed us kindly and helped with much useful information, accompanying us to visit ‘quelques vieilles personnes’ who remembered Ellen Willmott. As a result of this visit I made contact with Madame Yvonne Nicolai (daughter of the schoolmistress at Tresserve) and with Madame la Baronne de Buttet (grand-daughter of the Mayor of Tresserve in Ellen Willmott’s time), both of whom have given me valuable information about the Château and its establishment.


Mrs Rona Hurst has helped with constant encouragement, and in providing much explanatory material on cytogenetics as well as on other matters of background interest; and she has suggested many useful contacts. Mr E. F. Allen, lately President of the Royal National Rose Society, has patiently answered many questions in the field of rose work, and Mrs Betty Massingham kindly allowed me to quote from her biography of Miss Jekyll a letter written by Miss Willmott to Mr Cowley. My friend Mrs Ann Morley cheerfully gave time to undertaking searches into the Fell family history, and with her husband helped in providing information on Roman roads and those who travelled on them. Mr Desmond Hill, Director of W. E. Hill & Sons, violin-makers, has kindly given me information on Miss Willmott’s Amati instruments, and has traced the ownership of the Willemotte Guarneri. Mr Warren G. Ogden Jnr, Hon. Historian of the Society of Ornamental Turners, has very kindly provided me with extensive information on Holtzapffel lathes. Mrs Fox has allowed me to use material from the thesis she wrote on Ellen Willmott for a City and Guilds examination.


My thanks are due to the staffs of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, the National Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin (especially Dr Charles Nelson), the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, and the Arnold Arboretum. The staff at the Southwark Collection in Borough High Street, particularly the Librarian, Miss Boast, have provided many useful suggestions and references to throw light on the Willmott family’s Southwark days; and the Essex Record Office have been similarly helpful with later material concerning Warley Place. The kindly welcome and help provided at the University Botanic Garden, Cambridge, by Dr Max Walters and his staff remains a pleasant memory.


The late Mrs Gillian Morris has provided an invaluable source of information on Spring Grove in her College thesis on the district, and generously gave permission for me to make extensive use of the material which it contains. Miss Andrea Cameron, Librarian in charge of Local Studies at the Hounslow Public Library, has been most helpful in providing other material relating to the Spring Grove area.


I must also thank Mr John R. Murray of Messrs John Murray for his help and courtesy in allowing me to see correspondence relating to the publication of The Genus Rosa, and for permission to quote from this.


No. 82 Borough High Street has reverted to occupation by a firm of solicitors: Messrs Simpson Millar, successors in title to a firm which may well have been a rival of Messrs Hawks, Stokes & McKewan, have kindly allowed me to see the rooms in which Frederick Willmott and his partners worked.


Shortly before her death in the early summer of 1978 Miss Alice Coats lent me the papers on Ellen Willmott which she had collected for a projected short biography, and gave me her permission to use them, and her blessing on the work. This is now most gratefully acknowledged.


A host of others have helped with information, reminiscences, background material, checking references, and many other things; lack of space precludes mentioning them all but they will, I hope, see from the shape and progress of the story the value of the contribution which they have made.


Finally, it remains for me to thank my publishers for their unfailing support during the last eighteen months while this book has been in preparation: they cannot have had an easy ride with so unfledged a writer.







 





NOTE ON THE PLANT NAMES




 





Many plant names have been taken from hand-written records which are not always easily legible, and where the style used is often not according to today’s practice. I have tried always to give the correct version, except where using direct quotation. Where plant names have been changed, I have given the modern form in parentheses.






















CHAPTER I


Boro’ to Spring Grove







I was so young when the seeds came to Warley that I had not the sense to enquire where they came from. I must have been about nine at the time. My Father’s friend had been all over the world and I remember in one letter he said ‘give these Rose seeds to your little girl for her garden.’ I had a passion for sowing seeds and was very proud when I found out the difference between beads and seeds and gave up sowing the former.





And so, at this early age, the die was cast and Ellen Ann Willmott became a gardener. Not, however, at Warley to start with, for she seems to have got her dates mixed up, but at Heston in Middlesex, where the Frederick Willmotts first set up house.


Nowadays, to most people, Heston means London Airport. Even to those who have come upon Vicarage Farm Nurseries and pondered how Vicarage Farm could ever have existed in such surroundings, that small remaining enclave of market garden a stone’s throw from the busy Great West Road seems an anachronism. But in 1856 things were different, and this was the year in which Ellen Fell, of Aylesbury, married Frederick Willmott, solicitor, of Southwark, on 15 May at the new Roman Catholic Church of Holy Trinity, Brook Green. Their witnesses were Frederick’s mother, Sarah Willmott, and two of Mrs Fell’s cousins—Joseph Tasker of Middleton Hall, Shenfield, and his daughter Helen Ann, who comes to play an important part in this story. Helen Tasker also had a house in Hammersmith—Kendal Villa—and it was from this house that the wedding took place. Why Ellen Fell was not married from the family home in Aylesbury is a mystery for which no ready explanation offers itself. Ellen Fell’s mother had been born a member of the prominent Catholic family of Tasker, so that Ellen herself was presumably a ‘cradle Catholic’. The Willmott family apparently belonged to the Church of England, but Frederick had most probably become a Catholic by the time of his marriage.


The young couple. Frederick Willmott was born on 21 November 1825 at No. 83 Borough High Street, within sight of London Bridge and in a part of the City (for as Bridge Ward Without it counted, except in certain respects concerning the election of aldermen, as part of the City) which saw and took note of all the comings and goings along this busy, lively highway into London. In Roman times travellers had used this route on their way to the Roman settlement at the foot of London Bridge, and Chaucer’s pilgrims had gathered at the Tabard Inn to start on their leisurely road to Canterbury. In the early eighteenth century the row of tall houses which included the Willmotts’ was just being built. There was a constant stir about the place as the hop factors moved busily to and from their business at the Hop Exchange in Borough Road; Frederick Willmott’s father did not take part directly in this bustle, but he was a well-placed onlooker in his prosperous chemist’s shop.


The origins of the Willmott family are obscure, but the first mention of their arrival in Southwark appears in the 1792 Rate Book for the Parish of St Saviour (now the Anglican Cathedral): here, in the fine italic hand of the period, William and James Willmott are recorded as resident at 83 High Street, Southwark. This William was Frederick Willmott’s grandfather, and he has left behind him no trace of his occupation: he vanishes from this narrative now, it only remaining to relate that with him to Southwark he brought his son William, then only eighteen months old. In 1821 this second William, then aged thirty-one, made what must have been an excellent and prudent match with a girl whom he had probably known nearly all his life: Sarah Monnery, aged twenty-one, eldest daughter of William Monnery, the prosperous glover and hosier at No. 53 Borough High Street. The wedding took place at the Parish Church of St Saviour on 21 June 1821, well witnessed by a crowd of Monnery relations. There were no Willmott witnesses: presumably there were no members of the family on the spot.


Although the Willmott living-quarters were at No. 83 Borough High Street, the chemist’s business is not recorded in directories until 1817, and then it was carried on at No. 317. It must therefore have been bought, or started from scratch (most likely the latter, as there is no evidence of the family having money to spare for investment) by the second William before his marriage to Sarah Monnery. In 1827, however, the surgeon and accoucheur, Robert Rowley, who had occupied the ground floor of No. 83, moved out: the chemist’s shop moved in, and the Willmott family were at last in triumphant possession of the whole house. William may have served an apprenticeship in his trade, but equally he need not have done; his name does not appear in the records of the Society of Apothecaries. In the Census of 1831 he described himself, in a good firm hand, as ‘Chemist and Druggist’—but in those days anyone could set up as such without formal qualification.


No. 83 Borough High Street was a tall house, with a narrow frontage but running well back from the street into the yard of the Queen’s Head Inn: the house (renumbered to 103 around 1872) still stands, but the inn is no more. Here the four Willmott boys were born: William, the eldest, on 27 June 1822, followed by Charles on 21 January 1824, Frederick on 21 November 1825 and, after a gap of five years, the youngest, Edwin, on 10 November 1830. All of them were christened at St Saviour’s Church.


The household was busy and lively. Two servants helped Sarah with the house and the children, and in the shop William employed two assistants, one of whom, John Hugill, became a loyal and trusted family friend. In due course young William joined his father as an apprentice: the business flourished, the name of Willmott becoming well known for patent remedies—Willmott’s Antibilious or Family Pills, Willmott’s Digestive Lozenges, Cough Pills, Quinine and Iron Wine, Universal Liniment, Corn & Bunion Plaisters, and Antiscorbutic Tincture—there seemed no end to them, and all were in great demand.


It is sad to record that in December 1836, at just about the time when his second son, Charles, was starting his apprenticeship, William died, aged only forty-seven. To the Willmott household this was a hard blow to sustain. It was fortunate that William before his death had asked John Hugill to stay on at Willmotts and manage the business until the boys were ready to assume responsibility. This promise was faithfully kept, and it was not until 1848, when young William was twenty-six and Charles twenty-four, that John Hugill felt free to leave them. He would, in any case, be near at hand if advice was needed. It was fortunate, too, that Sarah was a capable woman, and once the immediate shock was past she took over at least the titular management of the business. No doubt she had the Monnery family solidly behind her. Her two elder sons were safely and usefully apprenticed in the business, and it is to be hoped that the lot of an apprentice, which in those days was a hard one, was softened somewhat as it was all a family affair. Apprentices working for a master outside their own family usually lived in, working long hours, with the shop’s closing time often not until eight o’clock at night. Their special task was traditionally the making of pills (large stocks of the proprietor’s special pills being needed), but they also had to learn the arts of dispensing, labelling and sealing mixtures, and of spreading plaisters. It was a trade needing skill and application, and its practitioners often gained a good basic knowledge of botany and chemistry.


There was, however, the question of Sarah’s third son, Frederick. It seems likely that Frederick was the brightest of the brothers, and it was decided that he should become a solicitor—not, one would imagine, without a certain amount of agonizing, because to have a solicitor in the family was an entirely new departure for the Willmotts. Moreover, the premium at that time averaged 200 guineas, with a stamp duty of £120, which must have seemed to them astronomic. It was a bold decision, and barely two months after his fifteenth birthday, Frederick left school and, under his mother’s aegis, entered into five-year articles with his father’s friend, Richard Carpenter Smith. Smith practised in Bridge Street, Southwark, as an Attorney of Her Majesty’s Court of Queen’s Bench and Common Pleas and a Solicitor of the High Court of Chancery. The articles were dated 9 January 1841. They did not run smoothly: on 29 March 1845 Richard Carpenter Smith ‘did at the request of the same Frederick Willmott assign set over and transfer the services of the said Frederick Willmott for all the residue and remainder then to come and unexpired of the said term of 5 years’. With this, Frederick moved to the offices of Josiah Wilkinson at No. 6 Queen Street, Cheapside, in the City of London. Behind this act, which demonstrates a certain moral toughness, lies a remarkable story.


When Frederick’s father made his will he named his friend Richard Carpenter Smith one of his executors and trustees, and as the other executor, Frederick Heath, for reasons unknown declined to act, Smith proved the will alone. It seems, however, that he did not properly carry out the duties of a trustee as specified by the will, and with Frederick as a kind of hostage, the Willmott family must have entered into a period of acute difficulty and stress. Eventually, an inquisition was held on 8 and 9 August 1845, as a result of which Smith was declared of unsound mind—this state being deemed to have begun on 2 April, which makes one wonder what sort of precipitating incident that date had witnessed. A complicated deed survives which sets out the details of the settlement finally releasing Richard Carpenter Smith’s widow, Elizabeth, from further restitution to the Willmotts. Smith’s duties as trustee had required him to convert all but the personal and household effects of his friend into money which was to be invested and the income paid to Sarah Willmott for her lifetime. The extent to which this was actually carried out is unclear. Two interesting facts, however, emerge: one, that Sarah was evidently buying the chemist’s business from the estate for a fixed sum covering the lease, goodwill and stock (probably £2,000), apparently using money borrowed from the trust funds, the income from which she was to enjoy for life, and with which, of course, she had to support her family until her sons came of age. The second point was that William had had the foresight to insure his life for £1,000—a very large sum for those days, but probably (and wisely) taken out against just such an eventuality.


No record remains of who drew up the deed of release, but Frederick must have been involved, if not directly then surely from the sidelines, and perhaps using the services of the firm to which he had been articled. It was a difficult exercise for a young articled clerk, and one very creditably handled. The deed is dated 26 April 1847—it had taken the Willmott family more than ten years to extract themselves from the financial and legal tangle. Now, at last, they were able to pursue their individual lives without the ever-present problem. Edwin, who had joined his brothers as an apprentice in the early 1840s, added lustre to the family record by passing two of the examinations of the Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain, granted the Royal Charter in 1843: these were the Classical (November 1848) and the Minor (April 1849). He was thus the only one of the three brothers who held a proper qualification, for neither William, nor Charles (too busy, proud or lazy to bother with examinations), nor, it will be remembered, their father before them, had been a member of the Society of Apothecaries, the body which governed the profession before the Pharmaceutical Society was founded. Frederick, meanwhile, had completed his articles without further incident and was duly admitted as a Solicitor in the Queen’s Bench on 17 November 1846. He had done well to pass the final examination in the troubled circumstances in which he had found himself; and, since he had been working for a man who was subsequently declared insane, it seems likely that his ‘training’ consisted of learning the hard way by helping William Weston, the clerk, to conduct the business of the office on his principal’s behalf. Frederick probably continued for the first two or three years after admission in the offices of Josiah Wilkinson, thoroughly experiencing himself in his profession. Then, in 1848, he felt ready to launch out. In August he took a final long break and went on a walking holiday in the north of Scotland with his brother Charles and a friend, and on his return he set up in sole practice. He rented offices at No. 82 Borough High Street, next door to his home, apparently taking them over from Messrs Russell & McKenzie, also solicitors. Probably he acquired their goodwill: certainly, his neighbourhood connections must have brought him a great deal of work.


No. 82 is another tall house, built in the early 1700s, with four floors and premises extending well back from the street frontage. Young Frederick shared the house with Messrs Humble & Craster, hop and seed merchants, paying rent for the rooms he used, which presumably were those on the first floor. The main room on this floor made an excellent office for a solicitor—a large, light room occupying the width of the house, with three tall, graceful windows, unpolished oak panelling giving an air of richness, and a moulded ceiling and chimney-piece. And the grandstand view of everything that was happening in the Borough High Street must have given the young solicitor, when bored or at leisure, constant distraction and amusement. Also there was the roof, from which a splendid panoramic view of all London could be seen spread out below. It must have been impressive for clients.


Frederick Willmott appears to have been one of those who are born with an irresistible urge upwards. In this he was well served by his chosen profession. Attorneys and solicitors of his time were acutely sensitive about their status and reputation. Always, and latterly quite unjustly, regarded as in every way inferior to members of the Bar, solicitors were jealous of their right to describe themselves as ‘gentlemen’, a right said to be implied, rather than conferred, by the Attorneys and Solicitors Act of 1729. During the nineteenth century the profession itself, in putting its house in order in matters of conduct, discipline and qualifications, was determined to prove that attorneys were gentlemen in reality, and not only by law. Even in 1847, when as a very young solicitor he had signed the indenture of release for Elizabeth Smith (in handwriting almost identical with his daughter Ellen’s), Frederick alone caused himself to be described as ‘gentleman’, while his brothers—William in a spidery hand, Charles writing very elegantly, and Edwin very heavily, with blots—were simply and accurately described as chemists and druggists. (In fact it was only the last of these three brothers to die—Charles, in 1902—and then only on his death certificate, who attained the dignity of the description of ‘gentleman’.) Frederick seemed to have his sights on a different life style, and we find him in May 1856 well embarked on a promising career and on the brink of an auspicious marriage.


He had chosen to marry Ellen Fell. She had been brought up in Aylesbury and came from a family of prosperous merchants; her father, James Fell, who died when she was very young, had been a lace merchant. Her mother, born Ellen Tasker, was remarried shortly after James’s death—to Thomas Fell, a relation of her late husband. Four children were born of this second marriage—Adelaide, Rebecca, Charles and Robert (who died in infancy). Thomas Fell was in the corn trade and perhaps it was in this way that a connection was established with Southwark, and that his stepdaughter made the acquaintance of young Frederick Willmott. Another possibility is that the two may have met through one of the Fell relations, George, who was a solicitor. But however the meeting may have taken place, the auguries were good. And Frederick Willmott had before him on marriage exactly the same choice as an up-and-coming young professional man has today: should he live centrally within easy reach of his office, so that he could spend time at home; or should he settle his family in a pleasant house with a garden, in a country district, where children could grow up in peaceful surroundings away from the grime of London? He chose the latter. Probably he had ambitions to rise in the social scale, but, more important, he may have hoped for the best of both worlds—the bustle and liveliness of the Boro’ by day, and peace and quiet (and gentility) in the evenings. Again like his modern counterpart, he narrowed his choice to an area served by the railway which terminated at Waterloo Station, built in 1848, and lying not a mile from the Borough High Street office.


His search was rewarded when he found the new housing development at Spring Grove, Heston, and he and his young wife were able to move in to Vernon House, 52 The Grove, shortly after their marriage. With hindsight, it seems propitious that an early owner of Spring Grove House, built about 1756 on the site of earlier houses, was the distinguished botanist Sir Joseph Banks, who when he was in England divided his time between his London house in Soho Square and his country mansion in Heston. Spring Grove enjoyed the great advantage of nearness to Kew Gardens, which Banks had been commissioned by the King to develop as a centre for botanical activities. Perhaps Helen Tasker told her cousin of the Spring Grove development and encouraged the young couple to think of settling there, as it was so close to Hammersmith; or Frederick Willmott may have had professional dealings with Henry Davies, a lawyer and speculator who had bought and developed the estate. Either way, both Ellen and Frederick would have eagerly scanned the notice which appeared in the Illustrated London News in May 1855, and which read: ‘This ESTATE, comprising an area of nearly 300 acres, finely wooded, has been recently laid out for Villas and commodious and handsome Detached Residences … with Lawns, Gardens, and Private Enclosures of half an acre, or one or two acres…. Every advantage has been taken of the situation on which the property stands to secure the most perfect drainage for all the houses. Each house is well supplied with gas, and water…. The Rents vary from £50 to £250 per annum…. The South-Western Railway … has a Station within a few minutes’ walk … and residents have the benefit of a large reduction in the price of Season Tickets.’ The estate houses soon began to be let to City businessmen, professional men (including several from the legal profession) and retired officers of the Armed Forces.


Vernon House was not one of the most imposing houses in The Grove; it was demolished in 1975 to make way for a small block of flats, but Henry Davies’s plan of 1852 together with an aerial photograph taken in the 1920s record its appearance, and its yellow-brick garden wall is still standing. Double-fronted, with three storeys, a basement, and a built-in coach-house, it faced, across a tree-lined road, the wooded grounds of Spring Grove House. In front, a carriage drive from each of the corner gates curved past lozenge-shaped flower beds and met at the front door. Behind the house, a formal garden of about three-quarters of an acre, with neat flower beds, was planned by Davies. How long it stayed like that, if indeed it ever reached that point, will never be known—but it is certain that young Mrs Willmott, already a dedicated and innovative gardener, the third generation in her family, held strongly contrary views on the Victorian practices of carpet bedding and ribbon borders.


It was indeed a pleasant house to come to in 1856. Spring Grove was in fact one of the earliest estates to be purpose-built to cater for the rising class of London commuters, and it served that purpose admirably. The Willmotts settled in happily, and on 19 August 1858 their first child, a daughter, was born. Ellen Ann was named for her mother, Ellen, and her godmother, Helen Ann Tasker, and she was christened in the Shrewsbury Chapel on 4 September by the parish priest, Father Francis Weld, a member of the ancient and influential Roman Catholic family from Lulworth in Dorset. The other godparent was John Basil Barrett, of whom nothing else is known but this one fact. Ellen was followed by Rose (born 29 September 1861) and Ada Mary (born 2 June 1864).


Little detail remains of the early days at Spring Grove, but it is known that all three girls went to school at Gumley House, a convent school run by the Sisters of the Order of the Faithful Companions of Jesus, where they were accorded the apparently extraordinary privilege of being day pupils. The school lay about a mile south of The Grove, opposite the Shrewsbury Chapel (which the family attended regularly). Presumably the girls went to and from school by coach: the school was fairly far away and it would have been thought undignified for middle-class children to go on foot to school past a number of small cottages; furthermore, to arrive at Gumley House (a very exclusive school) by any other means would certainly have lowered the children’s stock in the eyes of their fellow pupils, who included the Princesses Blanche and Marguérite of Orléans. And yet … one wonders where Ellen picked up her habit in later life of walking everywhere…. It is intriguing to imagine a small child tramping home, caring little what others thought, because she was interested in what was growing in the cottage gardens. At Gumley House, the syllabus was limited and the nuns for the most part wrote their own text-books: but the subjects taught (with the obvious exception of embroidery) formed a fair basis for Ellen’s later interests on which she herself—and possibly other teachers—could build. They included English with emphasis on literature, French language and literature, history, the use of the globes, botany, drawing, oil painting and embroidery. (In view of Ellen’s later handling of money, the absence of arithmetic from the curriculum is to be regretted.)


Although direct evidence is scarce, some is available and from this some assumptions can safely be made. Frederick and Ellen Willmott were a lively and pleasant couple and their house was comfortable if not yet luxurious. They kept three servants: cook, housemaid and nurse; and they were young staff, the oldest not more than thirty. (The Willmotts seem, unexpectedly, to have had a source of supply in Wiltshire.) Probably a good deal of entertaining went on: certainly members of the family came to stay, for at the time of the 1871 Census, Frederick’s younger brother, Edwin, was resident. There was certainly plenty going on in the neighbourhood, particularly in the 1870s, and a local magazine Our Neighbourhood records the existence of the Spring Grove Literary and Music Society and some of its doings. In these years too, the foundations of the magnificent library of rare books at Warley Place must have been laid. The famous music-room was certainly also taking shape, for Ellen, apparently on her sixteenth birthday, received as a present from her father a piano which had belonged to Princess Amelia, the youngest child of George III and Queen Charlotte, who died as a young adult. Birthdays must indeed have been exciting as well as profitable occasions for the young Ellen, as from an early age—seven years old, it is said—she found each year on her plate at breakfast a cheque for £1,000 from her godmother. In later years Rose too received a similar present. It is hard to appreciate the truly munificent scale of such a gift in those days—the equivalent of about £15,000 in today’s terms—enough to make Ellen a very rich woman by the time she was twenty-one.


Ellen, Rose and Ada little realized how narrowly they avoided the transformation of their comfortable life into sudden indigence. Around 1870 a number of the residents of Spring Grove were concerned in an unwise piece of speculation involving investments in the Anglo-Florence Land Company, which built houses and offices in Florence, vacated when the seat of government moved to Rome. The Agra Bank of India, the head of which was Lewis Balfour, a local resident and uncle of Robert Louis Stevenson, also closed its doors at about this time. This was serious, as it held the mortgages on most of the large houses in Spring Grove: a number of residents suffered heavy financial losses and had to leave the district. Many of these larger houses remained untenanted for some years, and the area underwent a period of depression from which it only began to emerge in the late 1880s—helped by the construction of the new District Railway line from Acton to Hounslow Town in 1883, which brought in its wake a new type of resident for the area, and the building of a number of smaller villas.


But Frederick Willmott, a competent financier as well as a sound solicitor, seems to have kept out of the embroilment. His finances must have shown a sharp upturn in the early 1870s, and here we encounter the first of many persistent tales which from then onwards were to cling to the Willmott name like iron filings to a magnet. From several different sources comes the story that Frederick Willmott made a small fortune by selling land for the building of Liverpool Street Station. The relevant British Rail Property Board Lists of Deed Extracts, however, show no sign of any such transaction between the railway companies then involved and Willmott or his firm, or any recognizable nominee. So where then did the money come from? Firstly from the firm. The timing of Frederick’s entry into the legal profession had been opportune. His practice expanding, he went into partnership in 1859 with Robert Shafto Hawks; and a third partner, James John Stokes, joined the practice some time after 1861. As far as can be judged from surviving deeds, the firm undertook a good deal of conveyancing work, which was profitable in itself, and the suggestion has been made that the Liverpool Street rumour may have been based on the amount of conveyancing work which could have been undertaken by Messrs Hawks, Willmott and Stokes in connection with land purchased for the station area—the fees for which could have run into a very large sum of money. Liverpool Street or no, Frederick Willmott had certainly benefited from the consequences of the railway boom of the 1830s and 40s, the joint stock company boom of the 1860s and 70s, and the general increase in conveyancing business. And over the years he amassed a considerable amount of railway stock—Argentine Railways, New York Central Railway, the Metropolitan Railway and others. Further, at that time solicitors were much more closely involved in the investment of their clients’ money, and this could have been a busy and profitable part of their business. As we shall see later, Frederick had a sure hand with money.


He also began to acquire property in Southwark, to add to the property in Aylesbury which his wife had brought with her as part of her marriage settlement: warehouses in Great Guildford Street and Newcomen Street could be let without difficulty to bring in a steady income. In addition, he came into money at the death of his mother, Sarah Willmott. In 1855 she had left Borough High Street and settled in a house in Conduit Street, Paddington, with Edwin, her youngest son, who for a while carried on in practice as a chemist there, before changing over to become a salesman of medical supplies. Sarah died in 1866, and under the terms of her husband’s will the capital which had provided her with an income for life now fell to be divided up between their four sons.


The resulting increased affluence of the Frederick Willmotts must have seemed in such sharp contrast to the dejected air which had come over the neighbourhood of Spring Grove in the 1870s following the departure of some of the more interesting residents, that it may well have influenced the Willmotts’ thoughts towards devoting some of their capital to the purchase of a country house suitable to their social position and financial standing. They had, moreover, to consider the future of their daughters: it might well be difficult to find suitable matches for them in the immediate neighbourhood, and it would seem sensible, if a move were contemplated, to think in terms of an area where a much larger proportion of the gentry (and gentry it had to be, now) were members of the Roman Catholic Church. And Ellen Ann, at least, was showing signs of individuality as well as beauty which would need a much more powerful setting to show to advantage.


While these half-formulated thoughts were stirring there came a sudden calamity which propelled matters to a dramatic conclusion. Early in 1872 the youngest sister, Ada, complained of fever and a sore throat. She had diphtheria. This was at that time nothing out of the ordinary, and it appears that the ‘perfect drainage’ mentioned in the Illustrated London News may have proved rather less than perfect in the event. Whether this was the cause of the child’s illness it is impossible to say: there were certainly other girls at Gumley House affected at the time. January and February of 1872 were mild and wet, traditionally the weather most likely to favour the spread of contagious diseases, and yet there is no mention in the local newspapers of an epidemic. Ada fought the illness staunchly for six weeks, so staunchly that in the end it was not diphtheria as such, but the onset of kidney failure, which finally defeated her. She certainly could not have been an ailing child: she must already have been a personality in her own right, with a strong hold on life, for she was remembered years afterwards by the Sisters at Gumley House. Her death on 15 February, with the long struggle leading up to it, was the first serious disaster the family had faced, and the detail that it was the nursemaid who went to register the death seems to reflect the apathy and exhaustion of the rest of the household. Ada was buried in the Sisters’ cemetery. The weather cannot have helped a return to normal cheerful life: April started with thunderstorms, and May was the wettest and coldest on record, with snow falling on the 12th.


So it seems reasonable to believe that the Willmotts were ready to leave Vernon House and its mixed memories, and that Frederick Willmott’s compassion for his wife’s distress and his desire to help her pull out of it crystallized his determination to show a grander face to the world than the modest suburban elegance of the Spring Grove house allowed. But he was a man of sound sense, knew his own limitations, and decided that a solid country background would be preferable to a grand town house in London, especially as his daughters had both inherited their mother’s passionate interest in gardens. And he himself, although town-bred, felt an urge to own stock of a kind other than financial—though the profit basis of farming would always loom large for him. So they began to look for a country house. For Frederick’s work it would, of course, have been best to keep to a part of the country served by trains from Waterloo, but eventually, in 1875, it was tne notice of an auction at Great Warley in Essex which caught, and held, their attention. It said:




THE RESIDENCE


is a  


HANDSOME, SUBSTANTIALLY BUILT STRUCTURE


Approached by a Carriage Drive with Two Entrance Lodges, and in every way suited for the occupation of a family of the highest respectability … [and so on, at length]





All at once, things fell into place. What could possibly be a more suitable area, near to London, close to the Tasker home at Shenfield, in country which was familiar to Mrs Willmott from her girlhood, and on a site avowed to be the healthiest in Essex? And further, it was in Catholic country: the Petres of Thorndon Hall, an old Catholic family who had never reneged on their faith through all the vicissitudes of previous centuries of persecution, and the presence of Catholic missioners in their household had ensured that the surrounding population had maintained its strong Catholic element. J. S. Lescher, a founder member of the Pharmaceutical Society, and presumably a member of the family living at Boyles Court, near Warley, may have encouraged the Willmotts to buy, if he did not actually tell Frederick of the impending sale.


The auction took place on 4 November 1875. The Willmott family enjoyed Christmas: Warley Place was theirs.



















CHAPTER II 


And then to Warley





Walking over his own acres at last on a fine frosty January morning, noting the weather as later he always did in his diaries, Frederick Willmott must have felt pride and satisfaction. When he stood on the crest of the land in front of the house he could see over the hedgerows, sprigged with hawthorn and elder, down through the clear air south-eastwards over the Laindon Hills and beyond them to the hills of Kent twenty miles away. Moving slowly through the garden to halt by the seven tall Spanish chestnuts, he would have seen with enormous pleasure the distant dome of St Paul’s, and felt as though, far from Southwark as he was, he in some sense held the busy Borough High Street and all its activities in the hollow of his hand. With what wonder and excitement, tinged with doubt, would old William Willmott have regarded his son’s rise in the world—and how great the change from 83 Borough High Street to Warley Place, Essex. It was nearly thirty years since the young and confident Frederick had caused ‘gentleman’ to be so firmly written after his name, and now this had proved to be a self-fulfilling prophecy—though not without a good deal of vigorous shoving from Frederick himself. His effort and industry had culminated in his ownership, while still in full vigour at fifty years old, of this entirely suitable and satisfactory property.


The Warley Place Estate, which at that time covered about thirty-three acres, once formed part of the Manor of Warley Abbess, which until the Dissolution was the property of Barking Abbey, and thereafter fell to the Gonson family, the last of whom, Benjamin Gonson, was Treasurer of the Navy. The Manor was then divided between Benjamin’s four daughters, and the northern part, which is said to have contained the Abbey’s sanatorium and its fish ponds, was in the course of time bought by John Evelyn, the diarist. But Evelyn never lived at Warley, and after six years, in 1665, sold it because of the intolerable burden of taxes which it imposed upon him. The story persists that Evelyn planted the Spanish chestnuts, laid out the garden, sowed the early English crocus (Crocus vernus) in the meadow, and began writing his Sylva at Warley Place. There is no proof for any of this, though it is a happy idea. The house of the Willmotts’ day dated from Queen Anne’s time. Brick-built, with pedimented front and portico entrance, it was described in the sale catalogue as ‘a Handsome and Substantially-erected Residence, Occupying an elevated position, overlooking Pleasure Grounds and Gardens of great beauty’. The pleasure grounds lay to the south of the house, running gently downhill to the South Pond and the Lodge; to the north-west stood the old walled garden, beyond it the daffodil banks and farther still the old fish ponds. Stables and outbuildings of all kinds abutted the house on its northern side, with the old orchard garden lying to the north-east and bounded by a high wall and the main road. A driveway ran through the property, guarded by a lodge at each end, north and south; the whole was encircled by meadows with names like Hoppit and Doll’s Meadow.


Passing through various ownerships, Warley Place was bought, probably in the 1860s from Frederick Francis, a solicitor, by two elderly gentlemen, Antony G. Robinson, described as a ship-owner, and George Whyting, described as the manager of an insurance company. They lived at Warley Place with a small staff. No trace remains of any opinion of them, how they lived, or whether they developed the estate: so it seems a fair assumption that they achieved no changes of note at Warley, and that the garden was thereafter ripe for the attentions of Mrs Willmott and her daughters. But before the family could move in, some changes must be made—the house redecorated and in particular the drainage checked, so that there would be no repetition of the tragedy of Ada. Turning towards the empty mansion, Frederick fell to planning.


As spring came, work began on the house. Frederick and Ellen had decided that a new wing was needed—or rather, perhaps, that they wanted, and could afford, a new wing. Its extent, at least on the upper floors, can be judged by comparing the 1875 sale catalogue with the catalogue of the final sale sixty years later, making allowances for the differing descriptive terminology of the estate agents. Two bedrooms, two dressing-rooms, a store-room, linen cupboard, an extra WC, and a small room later used by Ellen Ann as a darkroom, were added. To a modern eye a conspicuous omission was that Frederick Willmott did not think of adding a second bathroom: copper cans, lovingly polished and laboriously carried up from the basement and left with a neatly folded towel on top of each, were good enough for the Willmotts, and each bedroom had its washstand and basin. (The existing bathroom did, however, boast a fireplace, and if indeed a fire was ever lit there, this would have been a luxury to be envied by many a modern household.) Five bedrooms were added on the second floor: evidently a largish resident staff was envisaged. On the ground floor some rethinking must have been done, and a fittingly grandiose lay-out was produced. The original entrance hall, drawing-room, dining-room, morning-room, and gentlemen’s room (presumably renamed ‘study’) were augmented by a library, music-room, winter garden and oratory. The kitchen, butler’s rooms, servants’ hall, and other domestic offices, must therefore have been moved from the west side of the house to a new position along the corridor on the north side, beyond a baize door. Again comparing the two sale catalogues, conversion rather than addition seems probable, but in this part of the house matters have been complicated by a dramatic event of the early 1900s which makes a direct comparison impossible—‘the kitchen going downstairs’.


In early prints the house looks unfamiliar and stark, bare of climbing plants and with some rather ragged shrubbery and an acacia occupying the ground in front of it: the Willmotts planted climbers against the house to soften the difference between the old and the new brick, and a vine by the front door with the deeply incised leaf which appears so often in Italian decorations and embroidery. Another of the persistent rumours which clung to the Willmott family was that Frederick Willmott caused the highway to Brentwood, which used to pass immediately in front of the mansion, to be diverted to its present position, to preserve the privacy of the family; but close examination of contemporary maps and of the sale plan shows that the road was most probably moved during the period 1866–75, and certainly before the house was put up for sale. It is, however, quite possible that Frederick Willmott stopped villagers walking home by a short cut along his driveway, for privacy’s sake, just as he refused a request from the village cricket team to use Doll’s Meadow once a week for cricket practice. He did not seem to mind being unpopular in what was to him a good cause!


It will not have escaped the observant reader that all these changes were directed towards achieving an establishment in which a gentleman could live with his family in considerable style, watch his estate grow in size and prosperity before his eyes, see his children and grandchildren around him and know that the dynasty he had founded would live there for ever. Fortunate indeed that no one can see ahead.


A firm line has been drawn through the name Willmott in the Heston district electoral register dated July 1876, so it seems likely that they were at Warley in time for Ellen’s eighteenth birthday on 19 August 1876. Perhaps they had tea on the lawn and looked at their domain and talked excitedly of the changes they would make in the garden, beginning with the autumn planting. Both Ellen, having left school, and Rose, nearly fifteen years old, looked forward keenly to having a really large garden to work in: already Ellen’s gifts lay in the direction of acquiring a solid botanical background, whereas Rose, in her sister’s description of her, had that ‘rare taste in effective grouping’ which led her to work on the herbaceous borders at Warley Place; these stayed essentially in the pattern which she set for them until the estate was sold for the last time. But that was a long time in the future. In 1876, Mrs Willmott was still full of energy and her daughter writes that many an old favourite Essex plant, missing from the Warley Garden, had to be hunted out of other gardens all over the county. Ellen speaks of her mother’s ‘old home, Fitzwalters, where the gardens remained as they had been for generations’. Mrs Willmott must, evidently, have spent part of her childhood with her cousin Helen at this house where the Tasker family had lived from 1823 to 1839. Much of the work of collecting must surely have fallen to Ellen and Rose, for Mrs Willmott had a hundred and one other tasks to occupy her. There were still domestic staff to be engaged, and since she had no housekeeper to help her, she must herself have dealt with the remaining furnishings and appointments of the house. There was a formidable amount of it—Hepplewhite and Chippendale furniture in plenty, and whole services of Familie Verte, Ming, Royal Worcester and Delft. There were clocks all over the house, including one made by Webster, a pupil of the famous Tompion, and an ‘Alarum Clock’ by James McCabe, Royal Exchange, London, 1756, with an inscribed silver plate: ‘Found in Shurfoodowlah’s House, Lucknow, on the 17th March 1858.’ Perhaps Frederick Willmott collected clocks, as he evidently collected snuffboxes. In the early days a great deal had to be bought to fill so much space. So Ellen and Rose went to sales at big houses in the neighbourhood, bringing home ‘no end of things’ with them in the pony chaise, some of which were paid for and ‘given’ to them by Helen Tasker. The later accumulation must have been the result of years of discriminating buying for investment as well as pleasure.


While all this activity was taking place, Frederick Willmott was grappling with the problem of his much longer and less convenient journey to work. To begin with, he commuted daily to the Borough High Street office, returning home to be met by the brougham at Brentwood Station, and falling asleep so soundly in his chair after dinner that the footman was able to remove his boots without awakening him. Exactly how he stood financially we do not know, but he must have been sufficiently wealthy to come to the decision, three years later, that he could afford to retire. Perhaps he had it at the back of his mind when the move to Warley had first been mooted, but it needed the disruption of routine to bring him finally to the point of decision. He and his partners, Robert Hawks and James John Stokes, had been joined by Ernest Frederick McKewan, probably on the latter’s admission in 1877: it was thus perhaps time for one of the older partners to stand down. And in any case, although only fifty-four, Frederick had behind him a working life of nearly forty years, and may well have felt that it would henceforward be enough simply to keep in touch with the office. So for the rest of his life he spent five or six fairly leisurely days a month in London, transacting business for himself, his family, and one or two clients of long standing.


On these occasions some of his time would be spent at the Borough High Street office, giving instructions to Dixson, the clerk, who was gradually taking over the routine work on the Willmott finances; then perhaps a visit to the London Joint Stock Bank in Pall Mall ‘to tear off coupons’ from the sheets attached to all unregistered shares (then much more commonly held than now) to enable shareholders, on surrendering a coupon, to claim their dividends; after which he might call at Wheeler’s to order claret or champagne, or at French & Muir to try on a suit of ‘Cloathes’ or a pair of ‘Trowsers’. Lunch at the City Liberal Club (to which he was occasionally accompanied by his Monnery uncle, Edward) might be preceded by a visit to the Turkish baths and followed by a haircut and a visit to an old friend or client—George Humble perhaps, of Humble & Craster, who shared No. 82 Borough High Street when Frederick first set up in practice, or Harry Richards the stockbroker, or John Hugill of Meggeson & Co., to show him a letter from Charles or to discuss the affairs of William’s brewery. Quite often his presence was required at Painters’ Hall to attend a court or a dinner, and for a year he was Master of the Worshipful Company of Painters. The Grocers and Fishmongers also invited him to dine, and he took Ellie to a ball at the Fishmongers’ Hall. Politically he was a firm and unswerving Liberal, recording in his diary that he voted for the Liberals in the City on 31 March 1880 and in East Surrey during April.


The Willmotts were constant and apparently indiscriminate theatregoers: everything from pantomime to Shakespeare entertained them. They saw Aladdin at the Gaiety, Mrs Langtry in Ours, Ellen Terry and Irving in Romeo and Juliet, Iolanthe at the Savoy, and also Ici on parle français (‘H. A. T. [asker]’s treat’), Les Cloches de Corneville and A Trip to the Moon at Her Majesty’s Theatre. When on his own Frederick Willmott usually gravitated towards a music hall or to the Vaudeville where he once saw Confusion, ‘a very laughable piece’, and in 1888 he went twice to see Little Lord Fauntleroy. Untutored as far as is known in the arts, he spent a surprising amount of time at the National Gallery, at Burlington House and at other galleries, and he bought pictures from Mr Colnaghi. Eventually he took a season ticket for Burlington House. Sometimes he went home by a late train, and sometimes slept at the Holborn Viaduct or Great Eastern Railway Hotels.


In spite of his London birth and upbringing, Frederick Willmott took easily to country pursuits. His diaries always start and finish with a methodical inventory of stock at Warley Place, and are dotted with items of country interest most oddly mixed in with news of weightier City matters—on one page ‘Bank rate 3 per cent’, and on the next ‘set hen on eggs’, ‘had peaches for the first time from our own house’, or ‘bought 12 Mole Traps from Civil Service Stores’. The number of eggs laid by the Warley Place poultry is recorded each day. Everything was new and fascinating to Frederick: the building of the new coach-house in 1882 by Winter, a local builder; the new pigsty, and the affairs of its occupants: ‘Sow Kitty brought forth 11 pigs’; the unexplained deaths of a brood of ducklings; and the occasion when he found ‘a Carrion Crow playing up Old Gooseberry among my young poultry’. When foot-and-mouth disease came to Warley Place in 1883 its ravages are recorded in detail together with the precautions taken: ‘Gave 3 of the Cows a dose of Salts and did all the feet with Stockholm Tar’—this treatment notwithstanding, Frederick Willmott had to send Jordan, the footman, post-haste on his bicycle to summon Henry Tunnage, who professed to be able to cure the disease, from Rainham.


The family loved dogs: Rose and her father visited the Battersea Dogs’ Home, and both found it hard to resist impulse buying. Dick, a Yorkshire terrier, was bought in the Leadenhall Market, and another and more elegantly named terrier, Germano, caused acute anxiety in the Willmott household by his disappearance, eventually being retrieved from Romford on offer of a reward.


Once Warley Place was appointed to their satisfaction, carriages bought, and the indoor and outdoor staff working smoothly together, the Willmotts set out to achieve their place in county society. Here they were fortunate in having a sponsor in Helen Ann Tasker. Besides the useful-sized birthday presents which she gave to Ellen Ann and Rose (whom she treated as a second godchild), her gifts to charity were constant and she supported numerous Roman Catholic enterprises, concentrating particularly on the building of churches, orphanages and schools. In recognition of her generosity to the Church, Pope Pius XI had in 1870 created her a Countess of the Holy Roman States or Pontifical States—a signal honour and one which must have caused much satisfaction, both to her and to her Willmott cousins. Although she lived very quietly at Middleton Hall or at her town house, Kendal Villa, she was very well known in the Brentwood area, and so could ease the Willmotts’ entry into local society. The family were often at Middleton Hall; they always spent Christmas there, and every Tuesday Helen Tasker drove over to Warley Place to spend the day with her cousin and godchildren. The Willmotts’ close contact with the religious life of Brentwood, the parish priests and the Convent of the Sisters of Mercy there, was largely due to Helen Tasker. When the Willmott family went on holiday, it was she who paid the servants and kept an eye on how they were behaving, as well as on the house itself. Her god-daughters wrote her affectionate letters from foreign parts, telling her of the people they met, of theatres and museums, tea parties and painting lessons. She was a woman of great goodness, profoundly religious, genuinely charitable, and she exerted an immense influence on her godchildren’s lives.


The Willmotts settled happily into the routine of the country: Frederick Willmott’s diaries are the disingenuous record of a naturally happy man, with not much humour perhaps but not too much temperament either, and they set out the details of the comfortable and entirely unpretentious family life at Warley Place. Socially, life was exceedingly pleasant. Artlessly and with no sign of smugness and no feelings of patronage towards his Southwark friends, Frederick Willmott assumed the role of master of Warley Place, if not quite that of country gentleman. The two levels of his life came together without any difficulty: his City friends visited him at Warley, his Warley friends were invited to Livery Company dinners—though the diary records the occasion when Colonel Duberly of Warley was invited to accompany him to the Painters’ Hall, but suffered an accident when his tricycle precipitated him into a ditch and was forced to decline at the last moment. It is interesting that for one garden party invitation in July 1880, there were twelve in 1882. Frederick Willmott did not force the pace. However, from the beginning, scarcely a day passed without an exchange of visits with their nearest friends—the Leschers at Boyles Court and the Inds. The other important local family, the Heseltines, hardly figures in the diaries, and the Hirsts were slow in welcoming the new owners of Warley Place. (In 1879, Frederick Willmott, raising his hat to the Hirsts when he happened to see them at Torquay, was cut—which he records in a rather hurt and puzzled fashion.)


However, social occasions were never lacking: Mrs Willmott and her daughters went to concerts at Thorndon Hall, home of the Petre family; and in the summer there were the garden parties already mentioned, some of them much disrupted by weather—there are many dismal diary entries such as: ‘we went to Mrs Inds but it rained nearly all the time we were there—only about 40 came instead of about 200—the band played under the Veranda.’ The Willmotts gave successful garden parties themselves—with a hundred or so guests, and ices provided by a City firm. Relations between Warley Place and the garrison at Warley Barracks were close and amiable, and succeeding Colonels of the regiments stationed there were welcome at Warley. As they were offered champagne, port and cigars on an afternoon call, it is hardly surprising that they called regularly. So did their officers: but then there were two pretty girls in the house, who must have made a welcome change from Messrs Robinson and Whyting, the previous owners. There were several balls a year at the barracks to which Ellen always, and Rose sometimes (for she seemed on the whole less eager for the social round than her sister), went escorted by her father. Hospitality was returned at Warley Place—in 1882, with a ball attended by eighty-four guests: unfortunately Frederick Willmott’s diary only records the amount of alcohol consumed (8 bottles of sherry, 10 of claret, 42 champagne and 1 brandy, so the guests were not stinted) and makes no comment at all on how it all went. Especially happy were the family’s relations with the 6th Foot (later the Warwickshire) Regiment, which was moved to Chatham ‘much to our regret’, as Mr Willmott with unwonted warmth remarks amongst his usual factual record of each day’s happenings. That morning when the news came he had walked to the barracks to invite all the officers over that day to drink a farewell glass of champagne, and very many of them responded to this warm impromptu invitation, mingling with the Willmotts’ tennis-guests, fifty in all. The next day the Willmotts gave the prizes for a final lawn-tennis tournament at the barracks: Ellie, coming second with Mr Clayton, was presented by her father with a white satin fan. And so the 6th departed for Chatham, but the Willmotts were invited to spend a day there with the officers of the Regiment—a day marred only by the carriage overturning on the way home, causing Frederick Willmott’s wrist to be broken, for which he claimed £20 from the Railway Passengers Assurance Company. Ellen and Rose, also rather cut about and bruised, recovered quickly, but Frederick spent two days in bed.


Lawn tennis formed a very important part of social life in the district—as usual, Ellen was keen and energetic and seems even to have been rather good at it (Rose less so). In 1883 a new tennis ground was made at Warley, and it was in frequent use. The family enjoyed watching the athletic sports at the barracks, or a match on the cricket ground; and every year Frederick Willmott took his daughters to the Eton and Harrow match at Lord’s. Both girls could skate, and did so almost every day in the hard January of 1880, until the ice began to soften and the Willmott parents feared for their safety. And they played badminton. They also walked. Rose in particular accompanied her father on his regular local walks, over Upminster Common and home by Brook Street or Nag’s Head Lane, or to Childerditch, round by Warley Gap and home by the barracks. Ellen, bored by the daily round, eagerly undertook any longer and more venturesome expeditions which were proposed, such as nine-mile walks during holidays in the Isle of Wight, even if it meant returning ignominiously by train. The neighbourhood grew accustomed to the sight of Frederick Willmott—tall, prosperous-looking, very slightly overweight, with a good head of hair—taking his daily constitutional. Pigeon-shoots and meets at the barracks, rabbit-shooting by the officers of the 6th in the Warley Garden, visits to Castle Hedingham, to Lowestoft, ‘with the Girls to see the first turf of the Tilbury Railway extension being cut’—these pleasant diversions filled their day. The Willmott parents called on the neighbours, sometimes accompanied by their daughters: on one occasion they went in their new victoria—a rare piece of showing-off and one for which they were promptly served right, for the victoria immediately afterwards needed repairs. At Christmas, carols were sung at Brentwood Grammar School, Mrs Colonel Rose organized theatricals at the barracks, and at Brentwood Town Hall Miss Rose Seaton recited Hamlet (‘rather too long’). Ellie herself played her ocarina at the Warley School entertainment for the benefit of the Reading Room and Club.


Not everything, however, went so smoothly or pleasantly at Warley Place. Although the family had started well with a reliable cook, Mrs Shrimpton, whose kitchen was well under her thumb since her daughter was kitchen-maid, by 1882 this happy state of affairs was no more, and cook followed cook at three-monthly intervals. It may have been the result of London-recruited staff failing to take to country life, for every new engagement involved special trips to London by Mrs Willmott or Ellen to make their choice from a short list. And not only with cooks were they unlucky: footmen also were unpredictable—William Clarke left after only one month, and in May 1880 we find Robert Cramb ‘gave notice to leave and left at once—he was either tipsy or out of his mind, no one of the Family had spoken to him’. The misguided Cramb was followed later by Macdonald, who ‘was drunk and after pitching into Walter Sewell went to bed for the rest of the day’. Three months later he was drunk again all day, and finally left in a cloud of alcohol, having been drunk all day at one of the Willmotts’ own parties. Evidently Ellen was not yet a good judge of people, and certainly the house needed a butler to keep these undisciplined young men in order. That day was, however, postponed by the arrival of Jordan, a reliable footman, who stayed at Warley Place for. some years (and thirty-four years later wrote to Ellen Willmott saying that he wished he had never left). In the gardens, North was in charge, and won a dozen or so prizes at the Brentwood Flower Show each July—grapes and onions, cut flowers, outdoor nectarines, carnations and picotees—for he seemed to specialize in everything. In the new coach-house, Oakley was the coachman/groom and looked after the two horses and the coaches—barouche, victoria, landau, pony chaise, brougham and waggonette—and, later, the donkey cart which Frederick Willmott bought for his wife for 32s. (including harness) from the Childerditch Hall sale, and the girls’ new polo cart. Oakley, however, also had feet of clay, and had to be reproved by his master for being drunk after attending a ball at Warley Barracks—perhaps, too, Oakley’s day spent with the 6th at Chatham could have induced him to speed on the way home and so land the coach and its occupants in the ditch.


Besides the new coach-house, other building works were undertaken. The construction of the new pigsty was also entrusted to Winter and a new vinery and peach house were built. In February 1880 ‘Ellie began the erection of her Gipsy Hut near the Pond’— whether with her own hands is not specified. In 1882 the London firm of Cowtan repaired the roof (where there was a leak in to the Willmott parents’ own bedroom) and were then let loose on the interior of the mansion, first on the girls’ rooms and then on a plan of rejuvenation, the details of which are not recorded in the diaries, but which the family went abroad to Nice and into Italy to escape. When they returned more than two months later they found Warley Place full of workpeople and everything in confusion—Unpacked looked about got some clean things and after waiting until ½ past 5 we all drive to Middleton Hall on a visit.’ Things have not changed much since then, it seems, except that the number of houses which could take in a family of four at short notice is somewhat reduced. At least everybody had come back from holiday refreshed—health was a matter of extreme concern to the Willmotts. This was hardly surprising, since Frederick, as a chemist’s son, had always assumed that an interest in ailments was a normal pastime. Indeed, in their fifties, he and his wife had their troubles: Mrs Willmott was beginning to suffer from the serious rheumatism which within a few years was to incapacitate her; Frederick himself had lumbago and gout—he tended the latter assiduously, resting up for a day or two every time he felt it coming on. Getting his feet wet was a matter for recording in his diary. The whole family suffered recurrent colds and coughs, presumably because Warley Place was a very cold house, and exposed to bitter easterly winds. Frederick’s diaries record the weather in detail, and it seems that there was a great deal of snow each year, and numerous storms with high winds, thunder and lightning in the summer.
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