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PART ONE

The Child




In the eighteen seventies Emily was born. Her parents, Jem and Betty Huckwell, lived in the tiny village of Easden in the county of Sussex, near enough to the sea to smell it when the wind was right. All round the village were cherry orchards. When Emily was born, so she was told, the cherries were in flower so all the trees were white as if a snowstorm had drifted over them. The old village woman who acted as midwife is said to have remarked: ‘The tichy thing, she be likely to ’ave a sweet life born with the cherry blossom in flower.’

Emily’s mother might have smiled at her daughter, a quiet woman to woman smile at that, sweet life indeed! She knew that when her little girl was rising thirteen, up would go her hair and off she would be sent to work in one of the big houses, as she had done herself and as her mother had done before her. In time she would marry and start a family of her own, to bring up in the same grinding poverty she had always known. That was the sweet life awaiting Emily.

In those days all the land for miles around Easden belonged to a family called Pilgrim, though much was rented out to farmers. The Pilgrims lived in the big house and employed many of the local men as farm labourers. Easden at that time was like a toy village bought in a box. There was the church, eleventh century, and the big house which was a mix-up, for the Pilgrims had started to live in Easden a hundred years after the Norman conquest and had been building on to the property ever since. The result was a hotch-potch. The cottages of the villagers lay in a semi-circle round the big house, the church and the village green. If there had been bus-loads of American tourists in those days, the village would have looked to them like a picture labelled ‘England’ on a calendar. Little white-washed cottages with thatched roofs and in summer roses clinging to the walls. But the cottages were in fact whited sepulchres for most families had at least ten children and there was usually only one bedroom though a few had two. There was no water laid on so water, both for drinking and all other purposes, had to be fetched by the women in pails from the well. They hitched the pails on to a wooden yoke hung from their shoulders. They never complained because fetching water was part of a woman’s work, but it was hard going especially when they were pregnant.

The cottages were all tied, that is to say they were part of the men’s wages. Many country folk at that date preferred to pay a rent as it was believed, if you accepted a tied cottage, you had to do what you were directed to do, and they preferred freedom to worship as they liked and to vote as they liked, but Squire Pilgrim was different and in most matters left his employees free to do what they thought right, except those of course employed in his house, they had to be Church of England and no nonsense. Outside the ring of cottages there stood the chapel and, if that was their wish, the villagers were free to worship there, not that there was often a service for the village was too small to afford a pastor. But sometimes there would be a wandering preacher. When this happened half the village, whether chapel or not, would turn out to hear him, for, as they would say: ‘It was good as a dose of salts to hear what was said about the fires of Hell, proper turned a body out it did.’ The Rector was a Pilgrim relation and spent most of his time, according to the season, hunting, fishing or shooting, but come Sunday he was always in church and was usually at a bedside for a death.

The Huckwells did not live in the ring of cottages. As under head gardener Jem was housed in the lodge at the main gate. This had the advantage of giving him and his wife security for their old age. For living in the lodge it was his business to see the big gates were opened to let in or out the carriages or horses of the family and visitors and the tradesmen’s carts. Of course Jem did not see to this business himself, he was busy with his gardening, but his wife or, in the holidays, one of the children took on the task. It was a secure home for whoever inhabited the lodge had to be old indeed if they could no longer open or shut the gates.

There were, when Emily was born, three Huckwell children, Albert, Henry and herself. There were to be ten and all lived, a most unusual happening at that date. It was Emily who was to become Gran-Nannie. The family were, she was to say, slightly better off than their neighbours living in the village proper, for Jem earned ten shillings a week whereas everyone else was a farm labourer and for them the wages were eight shillings. At that time ten shillings was usual but two shillings were deducted from the villagers as rent.

All her life Emily remembered her childhood and was able to describe it to her nurslings. The Huckwells were, she told them, a little better brought up than the other children in the hamlet, for her mother, having worked in the nursery of a castle until she married, knew what was what. Most of the village children were ‘done up for the winter’, which meant sewing them into their clothes in October and leaving them stitched up until the spring, by which time of course the children were crawling with vermin. Betty thought the custom filthy, and though carrying the water was hard all the Huckwells were bathed every Saturday night. Jem thought all that bathing foolish and unhealthy, but he kept what he felt to himself for he never interfered with the way his wife raised his children ‘anyway getting roused doant make neither fat nor wool’.

Emily and her brothers and sisters spoke nicely for Betty, having lived in a castle since she was thirteen, had tamed her Sussex accent and she never allowed her children to use it in front of her, though of course they did at school. Jem spoke with the local accent, as he had done all his life, and privately thought the way his wife spoke was caterwomtious or out of the straight.

Emily’s mother would laugh remembering life in the castle where she had worked: ‘Four of us and in winter a footman to make up the fire and only two to look after.’ Then she would smile round at her children not all able to sit at the table but the older ones eating with plates on their knees. ‘And the space there was! A great day and a night nursery. It’s a wonder what we found to work at but we were always at it, the head nurse saw to that.’

Because Betty had worked in a nursery and had done her best to bring her children up as the castle children were raised Emily, and later her small sister, were the best-dressed little girls in the village. Not for them the plain, long drawers other children wore, theirs were trimmed with lace and feather stitching and so were their petticoats. Her mother still kept in touch with the castle and sometimes a box of cast-off clothes would be sent which served, when altered to fit, not only as pretty frocks and coats but as a guide to the fashions for the whole village, for though the clothes might be a year or so out of date they were new styles to the village and, as once worn by little Lady Helen up at Hunstead Castle, sure to be the smart thing to wear. Poor villagers, they did so love dressy clothes but they never had them. In fact when times were bad with them there were often patches under their aprons.

With no envy, merely acceptance of the way the world was run, Betty would tell her children about life in a castle. ‘Of course in the nursery we didn’t see much of the other staff except for meals. The head nurse had her meals served when the children had theirs, but we went down to the servants’ hall for ours, for the head nurse didn’t like too much smell of food in her nursery. Oh my word, it wasn’t half stiff and starchy in the servants’ hall. There was nearly always a great joint, I don’t know what was done with it afterwards, maybe the dogs had it but we never saw it again. Mr Pettigrew, the butler, always carved the meat with so solemn a face on him we girls used to say he was like a parson taking a funeral. It never struck any of them that great joints of meat should not just disappear when they were so badly needed in the cottages.’

There was only one meal in the day eaten in the cottages. This was called tea. Except for the woman of the house and the babies no one was home midday so the hot meal was eaten in the evenings. It was almost always bacon dried and salted when the family pig had been killed, but first there was a roly-poly which was made from flour and boiled in a cloth. The roly-poly was supposed to take the edge off the appetite so no one got a taste of the next course until every fragment of roly-poly was eaten. The main course was built round the small piece of bacon, though sometimes there would be rabbit. Rabbit was not thought highly of in the village where it was called scornfully Egyptian food. Egyptians was the hamlet’s name for gypsies. Jem, who saw the Squire and sometimes a guest or two go out for a bit of rough shooting, knew there was often a rabbit in the bag, and he had heard with his own ears the Squire say: ‘Tell cook to make a rabbit pie, very good eaten for breakfast is cold rabbit pie.’ What was good enough for the Squire was good enough for his gardener, so it was quite usual for Jem to bring home a rabbit in his pocket, and when this happened Betty, though unwillingly, skinned it and served it for the next day’s tea.

Whatever little bit of meat there was, and it was very little when shared out, it was cooked with the vegetables. Every cottage had a vegetable garden and often an allotment as well and beautiful vegetables the villagers grew. They were the main support of the families and vast quantities were grown and eaten each in their season. In those days there was no knowledge of out-of-season vegetables, they were all eaten when ripe.

Because Emily’s father was second gardener at the big house and because her mother had worked in the nursery of a castle and so knew what nursery food should be like, the children’s meal usually finished with a milk pudding, often rice pudding. The milk came from the Squire’s cows and was free for whoever lived in the lodges; it was fetched after school by one of the boys in a big jug. Emily’s father would not touch a milk pudding calling it pap, but the children lapped it up. Before and after the meal Emily’s father would say grace. ‘For what we are about to receive’ before the meal and ‘For what we have received’ after it. Also, after each meal, he would say: ‘Doant never forget, you little’ns, whatever work you do when you be grown, see you has your feet under another man’s table.’

There were other sources for good food than gardens and allotments. Every woman had a real knowledge of herbs and they helped out: with a bit of home-made lard they could make a wonderfully tasty snack on a slice of home-made bread. Emily’s mother started her children’s day with a bowl of porridge. ‘Get that down you and you’ll come to no harm.’ The village women, even with milk at a penny a jug, seldom bothered with it. A cup of tea, the cheapest they could buy, and a slice of bread with home-made jam was their idea of how the day should start. All the children old enough for school and all the men took to work with them what was called a ‘beever’. This was a bit of pastry filled with whatever the woman of the house could manage – fruit, vegetables, jam. This was the midday meal. At home the babies would have a mug of milk and a ‘piece’, which was the slice of home-made bread with herbs or maybe a radish or two, and Betty would have the same.

There was a small school belonging to the village built about twenty years before Emily was born. The Squire, who supported it, charged the parents nothing. He would drop in now and then to see how the children were working. On such occasions the boys stood up and the girls curtseyed and all the children said ‘Good-morning, Squir-er’. The children went to school when they were five and the girls continued schooling, as it was called, until they went into service at about twelve years old. The boys who were to be farm labourers stayed on until they were fourteen or fifteen and then went to work, often under their fathers. There was provision for a clever boy or girl to stay on until they were eighteen, but this had never happened. Money was too badly needed in the cottages for such fancy nonsense. The school in fact, run by the Squire with no outside interference, did exactly what he intended it to do. It ensured that every child could read and write, that the girls could sew and the boys do a little simple carpentry, that they knew The Lord’s Prayer and The Ten Commandments; above all the Squire expected that children who were taught in his school knew what was called ‘their place’. This meant exactly as stated in the hymn ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, ‘The rich man in his castle, The poor man at his gate, God made them high or lowly, And ordered their estate’. For years Emily believed the hymn referred especially to her family, for who else in the village lived at the rich man’s gate?

Emily enjoyed school though in after years she would admit ‘I was never one for book learning’. But she enjoyed owning a slate and laboriously making first rows of pothooks and later the letters of the alphabet on it. Where she shone was at sewing, the teacher told Betty she had never taught a child who sewed so beautifully.

When Emily was seven her only sister, christened Sarah, was born. Oddly enough the village children, who were used to watching animals give birth, were kept away from their homes during the birth of a baby. Neighbours took the children in, and if necessary bedded them down for the night. So Emily did not know at first hand that the arrival of Sarah had caused great anxiety. Of course, through the village children, she picked up the gossip. As for instance that Mrs Folde, she who acted as midwife, was so sure Betty had slipped through her fingers that she wondered where she could find a bit of crepe to fasten on the bees’ skep. In those days many families kept a skep of bees, as did the Huckwells. When someone died the head of the house had to tell the bees and fasten a crepe bow to the skep. Another child whispered ‘Over twenty-four hours Mrs Folde been at ’er’.

The result of what was evidently a difficult birth was that for the best part of a year Emily was kept out of school to help at home. She missed school but she enjoyed working with her mother. She seemed at that time to have done all the work of the house: baby minding, scrubbing, cleaning, cooking, sewing, for Betty remained what was locally called ‘kiddle’, which meant frail. The only job Emily did not do was fetch the water, that was too heavy for her so Albert and Henry wore the yoke, and very ashamed they were at being seen doing ‘ooman’s work!

At the end of the year Betty was again expecting a baby but this time she was not left to the care of Mrs Folde. Mrs Pilgrim came to the rescue. Many times while Emily was running the house she had been down to visit Betty and had had long ‘ooman’s talk with her. Usually Emily was sent out. ‘Wet the tea and then run outside. You can do with a breath of air.’ Mrs Pilgrim kept an interested eye on Emily. She was sorry to hear she wanted to be a nursemaid for her children were growing up; what a treasure she was going to be to somebody.

As a result of Mrs Pilgrim’s efforts, about two weeks before the baby was born, the wagonette from the big house called at the lodge and Betty, with the travelling basket she had used when in service, was driven away to the nearest town. At that time there were no cottage hospitals so presumably she was given a bed in the workhouse. All Emily knew was that a doctor looked after her mother so well that six weeks later she was home carrying a plump baby boy to be called John. She was no longer ‘kiddle’ but in a few weeks was as well as before Sarah was born. But – Emily learnt this at school – there could be no more babies.

There were now Albert, Henry, Emily, Tom, Fred, Bert, Patrick, Andrew, Sarah and baby John in the lodge and it was literally bursting at the seams. Also Betty had a hard job to feed the family. So as soon as Albert was eleven he was taken out of school and the Squire put him to work as a trainee gamekeeper. He earned two shillings a week and there were pickings. In the season when there were big parties for the shoots there was a break for lunch and what was considered a snack meal was arranged in one of the big barns on the estate. The food that was eaten made Albert’s eyes goggle: pies with every kind of filling, whole chickens and geese, massive cheeses, baskets of bread, pounds of butter and, at the end, what was not eaten was just left. Officially it belonged to the head gamekeeper, but his wife, knowing how many mouths Betty had to fill, would pack a game-bag full as it would hold and hand it to Albert with a whispered ‘Your mother can do with a few gobbits’. Albert’s two shillings and occasional pickings were a great help but what was really needed was room. So, by the time Emily was ten, Betty began asking around about possible places for her.

‘It will be for her own sake as well as helping us,’ Betty told Jem. ‘That year when I was “kiddle” she got so used to doing things and ordering the others around she never settled down to being a little girl again. I’m not saying she’ll go right away but next year maybe when she’s rising twelve. Then Sarah can move in along of us and that gives two rooms for the boys.’ Emily was just eleven when she went to her first place. She cried bitterly the day before she left when Betty showed her how to put up her hair. It was her great beauty, fair hair almost down to her waist with a curl in it. She never wore it down again.

An advance on the five pounds a year she would earn was allowed. With this money Betty had purchased from the tallyman, who visited the village twice a year, enough print for the two dresses she had to have and a bolt of cotton for her aprons, underwear and caps. She had also bought a length of black serge to make her a Sunday coat. The hat or bonnet the mistress of a house decided her female staff should wear to church was provided. All was packed, beautifully ironed and folded, in Betty’s wicker basket called a Pilgrim basket. This had two halves so could be expanded by not fastening the outer basket tight down. It was held in place with a leather strap. Some girls went to their first places with their belongings in parcels; Betty told Emily she could not abide to see that, if she couldn’t send her girl neatly fitted out then she wouldn’t send her at all.

Emily cried when she left home. She was sad to be leaving but what really hurt was saying goodbye to Sarah. Sarah was just old enough for school and was full of the grandeur of owning a slate. She had no idea why Emily was crying, for no one had gone away in her short life so she didn’t know what it meant.

It was the custom for the mothers to see their children off to work and for the neighbours to gather to see them go, and to wave and call out good wishes. Emily was small for eleven and must have looked a funny little thing with her hair up and a cheap straw hat on top of it, as she walked along beside her mother tripping over her first long frock and the new Sunday coat.

There were two ways out of Easden, a two-mile walk to the railway or a short journey to the next village to catch the carrier’s cart. This last was the way Emily was to go, for Sir Charles and Lady Pycroft, her employers, lived out in the country in the downlands, well away from where the railway ran.

From what Emily let drop there was no time wasted saying goodbye; if Betty had a job to swallow the lump in her throat she did not show it. She saw Emily seated in the cart, her Pilgrim basket at her feet, gave her a kiss and said: ‘Be a good girl now and write regular.’ Then she turned away to walk back home.


PART TWO

Nursery Maid




The manor house, called Ernly House, lay in the downs. The carrier dropped Emily at the wrought-iron gates and left her to make her own way up the drive. This was nearly a mile long and with every step she grew more nervous. If only, she thought, she was going to work in the nursery she would have been more contented in herself for she understood nursery work. But on the walk to pick up the carrier’s cart Betty had told her that this was not going to happen, at least not at first. There was already a head nurse, an under nurse and a nursery maid in the nursery. What she was engaged to be was maid to wait on the nursery. This, Betty thought, would mean carrying up trays and such like but she was not very sure for, at the castle when she had worked there, an under footman had waited on the nursery.

Emily had said nothing at the time but she had felt a sinking feeling inside; she was on the small side for carrying trays, suppose she dropped one what would happen? Would they send her home in disgrace? The house, when Emily came to it, looked enormous. She could see a front door but there seemed paths round both sides. Luckily there was a young gardener clipping grass round the lawn. In answer to her query he grinned in a friendly way and pointed to the left.

The back door bell was answered by a dark girl who did not look much older than Emily. She smiled and called out ‘It’s the new girl, Mrs Gosden.’

A warm, fruity voice answered.

‘Bring her in then.’

Emily followed the girl through a scullery to a kitchen so large it seemed the size of the church in Easden. At a table Mrs Gosden was sitting, a large-framed woman wearing a huge white apron and a starched white cap. She nodded in a condescending way to Emily.

‘You don’t rightly belong down here in my kitchen. You were engaged to wait on the nursery but since you are here you better have your dinner. You look as though you could do with a bite, you’re no bigger’n a gnat. How you’ll manage the trays I don’t know. Get her some dinner, Minnie.’

The girl who had let her in darted to an enormous kitchen range, opened the oven doors and took out a huge joint of beef. Emily had been given a beever by Betty for the journey but she had eaten it hours ago, and her mouth watered as she watched meat heaped on a plate together with some brussels sprouts and roast potatoes, the whole covered in thick gravy.

Emily had never seen so much food before meant for one person. She sat down at a side table and ate her way solidly through it.

Presently the kitchen door was opened and in came what to Emily looked a very imposing lady. She did not need the prod Minnie gave her to stand up and curtsey. This, she supposed, was Lady Pycroft.

The imposing one glanced at Emily and said:

‘The new girl for the nursery, I presume.’

Emily gave another curtsey.

‘Yes, M’Lady.’

The newcomer accepted the title with a slight smile. Shocked, Mrs Gosden broke in:

‘This is the housekeeper, Mrs Holthouse,’ she said. ‘If you should ever have occasion to speak to her you calls her ma’am.’ It was clear from the tone she could not imagine an occasion when Emily would speak to Mrs Holthouse.

Mrs Holthouse from then on ignored Minnie and Emily so Emily, who had been raised to respect good food, went thankfully back to her dinner.

Mrs Holthouse then got down to the business which had made her condescend to visit the kitchen. It was all to do with an expected guest who was on a diet, something of which neither woman apparently approved. Minnie took the opportunity to talk to Emily in a whisper.

‘You and me are sleeping together. I’ll take you up to show you. You’ll have to change before you take up their tea.’

‘What are they like in the nursery?’ Emily asked.

Minnie shrugged her shoulders.

‘I haint never been up there. I knew Polly, the girl what’s left, whose place you’ve taken. She was all right.’

‘Why did she leave?’

Minnie’s eyes sparkled.

‘Sauced Mrs Etheridge, so they say. She’s the head nurse and a proper tartar, that Polly said. She’s going, stand up and curtsey.’

Mrs Holthouse swept out and Mrs Gosden looked at Emily.

‘Finished? Now Minnie can take you up and show you your room. When you’re changed come back here and you’ll be shown where your things are kept so you can be ready with the nursery tea. Four o’clock sharp Mrs Etheridge likes it on account of getting the children ready for the drawing-room.’

Emily’s and Minnie’s room was an attic at the top of the house. There were in it two beds, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a marble wash stand with a jug and basin, a toothbrush holder on it and two tooth mugs, beneath was a chamber pot and a pail. All were matching china of the sort bought at a fair. On the wall were two religious pictures. The room felt chilly to Emily used to her over-crowded home.

‘I’ll have to go,’ said Minnie, ‘for old mother Gosden has her nap around now, then Edith, the kitchen maid, comes on and we get the kitchen tea. The men see to the drawing-room. Come back to the kitchen directly you’ve changed or you’ll be late with the nursery tea.’

Left alone Emily unpacked and found half the space in the cupboard and chest of drawers had been left for her. She washed and changed into one of her print frocks. Then she put on an apron and pinned one of the little round caps Betty had been told to make to her uneasily piled up hair and she was ready.

Fortunately for Emily all the back premises, which were cut off from the front of the house by green baize doors, had a form of oilcloth for carpeting so she followed this down four floors and came back to the kitchen.

There was a small room off the kitchen which Emily learnt was called the Nursery Pantry. It was from this room she was to collect the dishes to be carried up at meal times.

‘There’s nothing much tea time,’ Minnie said. ‘Just a cake and maybe a plate of biscuits. You cut and spread the bread and butter up there. As it’s your first time I’ll show you the way.’

Minnie carrying a dripping cake and Emily a plate of homemade biscuits and another of delicate sandwiches, the two girls climbed up the flights of stairs, then Minnie led the way through one of the green baize doors and they were in the front of the house with, under their feet, thick carpet. A flight of stairs led to the nurseries at the top of which there was a little gate.
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