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Introduction


A century ago the vast majority of poor country children grew up knowing their choices in life would be limited. In most cases they would have to work either in agriculture or, if they were girls, in domestic service. In the houses of the gentry, thirty or forty servants might be employed. In the biggest houses of all, two or three hundred servants might be needed to ensure a life of unimaginable luxury for a tiny number of wealthy individuals and their families. 


The servants who cleaned the rooms and washed, ironed and mended the linen were important, but their work went largely unnoticed. The kitchen was very different. When you have a great deal of leisure time, eating becomes almost absurdly important. And country families with a position to keep up were judged on the quality of the food prepared for dinner parties and guests. 


So for the leisured classes a good cook was among the most highly prized and best paid of all the servants, but to be a cook it was necessary to endure a gruelling apprenticeship as a kitchen maid. And if being a cook brought some status it did not bring wealth or freedom, as Nancy Jackman explains in this account of her extraordinary life.


I first met Nancy in 1985 in her beautifully kept two-up-two-down house in King’s Lynn. A lifetime of hard physical work had given her a solidity and strength that she retained into old age. But she was also tremendously sunny and warm and she had something of the earth mother about her despite having no children herself. She delighted in the idea that every visitor was desperately in need of an enormous meal and endless cups of intensely sweet tea. 


She told me that, looking back, she realised how lucky she had been in two respects: she had been loved by her parents and she had known the countryside before the coming of the motor car. She was particularly close to her father whose stories lit up her childhood and I realised that she had inherited his storytelling gift to a remarkable degree. Her account of the distant past, whether describing her happy childhood wandering the fields and hedgerows or her terrible experience as a skivvy, had all the clarity of cinema.


Over the next few years, until her death in 1989, I visited Nancy on a number of occasions. She loved the fact that someone was interested in her life and that all that she had experienced would not be lost when she was no longer around. But she hated the idea that people would think she was bitter about her life. One of the last things she said to me was: ‘I always remind myself that the rules that kept me in my place downstairs also kept the people I worked for in their place upstairs – so don’t be too hard on them!’










Chapter One


In some houses in the countryside the cook had a lot more to do than cooking. She was expected to kill the chickens, oversee the pig-sticker, deal with the tradesmen and shout at the kitchen maids. I worked in houses where there were several maids to shout at – and sometimes you really did have to shout at the little devils. I also worked where they employed a gardener and a housemaid but no one else, which meant the cook became a bit of a jack of all trades. That’s the thing about domestic service; no two houses were the same.


People talk about feeling as if the modern world is split into ‘us and them’ but they don’t know what they’re talking about. If you worked as a cook or as any kind of domestic servant when I was young you knew what ‘us and them’ really meant. 


I will give you an example. Even if you worked for the same family for thirty or forty years you were never on first-name terms with them. But, you know, I think servants in many ways felt superior to the people they worked for, particularly later in their careers when they realised that the people who employed them hadn’t a clue how to look after themselves. They were like babies!


I remember one woman I worked for – and she was no duchess I can tell you – used to get all upset when I had my day off or a weekend away. I thought it was because she didn’t like being on her own or something but I later found out it was because she didn’t know the first thing about cooking. When I was off she had to telephone her friends to ask how to make a cup of tea or boil an egg. I’m not joking. She was too embarrassed to tell me.


The class of person I’m talking about grew up having absolutely everything done for them, so when things got difficult and they couldn’t afford servants any longer they got in a terrible state. I found out later that my mistress couldn’t even turn the gas stove on. 


She had no idea that it was necessary every now and then to take the sheets off the bed and wash them. She’d have slept in them till they stank because all through her life other people had done this for her, so she probably thought it happened by magic!


What was so superior about that? I read a bit about servants when I retired and I realised that things went from one extreme to another over the time I was in service. Up to the 1930s and the Second World War if you didn’t work and had no idea how to do anything practical you were considered superior because you could pay someone else to do it all for you – light the fires, wash the clothes and cook the food. By the 1950s it was starting to be embarrassing not to be able to do any of these things. But I only thought about all this much later.


When I was a little girl I lived in a tiny farm worker’s cottage on the edge of a small Norfolk village where the local school was expected to send girls up to the big house whenever they were needed – seems a bloody cheek now. 


Just because the lady of the manor had a servant sick was that any reason to take another girl away from school? We got little enough education back then anyway.


You have to remember that Norfolk was a very conservative place in the early part of the twentieth century. Things changed very slowly but it also had a bolshie element. The farm workers were often Methodists who left the Church of England because they liked the fact that the Methodists treated everyone as equals. The Church of England still had a system when I was a girl where the local landowners and other bigwigs had their own special pews at the front of the church. The poor people like us were always at the back.


My father was a farm worker, a ploughman mostly, and a Methodist. I remember he told me that at one place where he worked when he was young all the men would shake in their boots when Sir William – the man who owned the estate – wanted to pay a visit to the stables or the yard, which was seldom. 


The men would take off their caps and line up and look at the ground. My dad used to say you’d see the younger ones visibly shaking as Sir William walked past. And they daren’t look up. 


‘And he bloody loved it,’ my father used to say, meaning that Sir William loved the fact that he could lord it over people whose livelihoods were completely at his disposal. 


My father also remembered his baby sister dying because his father, my grandfather, had to walk six miles to fetch the nearest doctor and by the time they got back it was too late. Whole families died from TB and there was malaria still rife in East Anglia and especially on the Fens. 


TB was dreaded. We knew a family of six children and slowly over about six or seven years they all died of TB. All of them. I remember how sad it was because one after another the four girls and two boys grew thinner and thinner and then there was a funeral. They were all blond, almost white-haired, and we thought they were beautiful like angels, but they still died. And imagine what it would have been like for their parents who could do nothing and for the children seeing their brothers and sisters die one by one and knowing that it would probably soon be their turn. 


I went to see Aggie when she was already ill. As she lay in her dirty little bed she just kept saying to me, ‘I don’t want to die. I’m scared.’ It gave me a very bad opinion of God. But mankind wasn’t much better.


My father told me that when he was young farm workers got paid just once a year and if you wanted to leave after six or nine months you got paid nothing at all. So if someone got sick at home or you changed your mind after six months, or the work was too hard, you couldn’t say, ‘Pay me for what I’ve done and I’ll be off.’ No, you lost the lot. By the same token if the farmer felt you weren’t up to the job after six months he could send you packing and he didn’t have to pay the year’s wage. How fair was that?


As a young labourer my father slept in a room with five other farm workers. None of them took their clothes off in six months, he said.


By the time I went into full-time service aged fourteen we were paid each month so that was a bit better. When I got my first proper job, I started as what you’d call a skivvy, I suppose – one of several kitchen maids and really just the scullery maid though we didn’t use that word. 


Among the female staff there was a lady’s maid too, but she was such a superior being we weren’t allowed to speak to her and hardly ever saw her. 










Chapter Two


It makes me laugh now when I think how the servants in a big house were as status-conscious as their employees. I’ll give you an example. In one house where I worked the servants ate at a huge table in the servants’ hall. When the housekeeper and the butler had finished eating the first course we all had to stop eating and if you hadn’t finished it was hard luck. You had to sit and watch them take your plate away! 


It was the same with the main course. You had to watch the top servants and make sure your knife and fork kept up with theirs or your plate would be snatched from under your nose. 


They felt they were so far above the lowest servants that they could even dictate the speed at which you ate!


When I met the cook on my first day in my first proper job I thought how grand and important she seemed. I thought I’d like to do that so I quickly made myself useful to her and tried to do as many kitchen jobs as I could and to do them as well as I could. 


Mind you, I wouldn’t have got to be cook in that big house. It would have taken thirty years to climb that particular ladder, but I moved about a bit more than some and got to be cook in a smaller house. 


If I’d known then the long decades I was to spend cooking for other people I think I’d had gone off to America. It wasn’t all bad but looking back I realise I used up most of my young life working all the hours God sends so that other people could enjoy a life that involved no work at all.


But it’s best to begin at the beginning in that village in Norfolk where I was born in 1907.


We were about thirty miles from Norwich and the city seemed as far away as Paris or New York. It was such a quiet world. No road that I knew round the village was wider than you could spit across and in summer, in the greenest midsummer days, the uncut hedges would almost meet over the narrow roads and we played in these green tunnels and collected wild plums in the hedges. 


I’m sure those days before the Great War would have been harsh for my parents, especially in the deep winter, but looking back on my earliest days I can only remember fun and sunshine and all day to play in.


My earliest memory is of the noise of birdsong, so shrill when it had no cars to compete with and when the birds had no chemicals to contend with. 


I must have been three or four and toddling in the garden of our cottage where my father grew an amazing variety of vegetables in a tiny space. Most of those vegetables were fertilised by human dung, a thing that wouldn’t be allowed now. We must have seemed like medieval peasants and I suppose, in many ways, the things we did were just what a medieval Norfolk peasant would have done. 


But really we were just poor and poor people use everything they can and waste nothing. 


My father would dig a hole somewhere at the back of the garden about four or five feet deep and he’d move the lean-to till it was above the hole. That lean-to was our lavatory. It was made of wooden planks and had a wooden bench nailed on the inside with a round hole halfway along the bench. 


We sat on our poor bare bums on that splintery bench come rain, come shine until the hole in the soil below was starting to fill up a bit. It was never really smelly because the wind came whistling in through the cracks in the boards – and in January when the wind came down across the Norfolk flatlands from Siberia you knew about it, or rather your bum did. 


‘My arse knows everything there is to know about Russia!’ my father used to say.


When you used the toilet you threw a bit of soil on top and that was it – no flushing, no sewage. When the hole was filled to within about eighteen inches or a foot of the surface, Father filled it in with soil and dug another hole and moved the rickety little lean-to again. After twenty years the whole garden was rich in fertiliser and none of us was ever poisoned. We never used any other fertiliser and I tell you those vegetables grew like mad! 


I always thought it was similar to the story my mother told me about the village church. She said that centuries before they would gradually fill the churchyard with the dead and then when it was full they would go to the oldest graves, dig up the bones and put them in a room in the basement of the church. This she said was the charnel house. 


New bodies could then be buried in the space made by moving the old bones and gradually all the old graves would be emptied until the cycle began again. That way the churchyard space was never used up completely. I saw the charnel house once before it was cleared out – it was filled fifteen feet high with human bones. 


My mother loved to tell scary stories like this and I loved the excitement of being scared but only if she hugged me right through the tale.










Chapter Three


Early in the morning and at evening winter and summer we would hear the slow heavy tread of the farm horses. They were massive and my father and the other men rode them sitting sideways, never astride. Don’t ask me why but that’s what they did and Norfolk was a very conservative place, as I say, so I suppose you’d have been the talk of the village if you aped the gentry and rode astride. 


You never trotted the horse either. That would damage its legs and the farmer would be angry. But to a little girl those big horses were giants I dreamed about. The biggest might be seventeen or eighteen hands, weighing a ton or more but so gentle. My father put me up on their backs many times.


Both my parents were storytellers. My father loved to tell the story of the old farm worker who could be heard talking to the plough horse in a loud voice as he rode it home. ‘Mind that turn tomorrow on that headland. She’s a bugger and no mistake. But we’ll see her right won’t we? She’ll not get the better of thee . . . What did ’ee think of that squall? I know . . . piercing, weren’t she? Don’t worry your head . . . it’ll be better in the morning when we’re fresh.’ And he’d go on like that till he was out of earshot. 


The word ‘thee’ and other long-dead words were still heard in remote parts of Norfolk before the Great War. 


They shot the old horses in the end when they were too old to work and they went to make glue, but the men loved them and hated the tractors when they eventually came in.










Chapter Four


Our cottage was soft red brick, built on a little rise sixty feet from a back road. It was a little damp in winter but not too bad and like many Norfolk farm-workers’ cottages it had only the tiniest first floor that you reached using a ladder through a hole in the ceiling – in other words no staircase. The downstairs room had a low wooden ceiling and heavy beams and a red, baked-tile floor. 


My father said some of the timbers used for the floorboards and beams were sweet chestnut and always I thought this made us special. Sweet chestnut sounded so lovely. 


He once showed me odd holes here and there in the biggest timbers, which were of oak, and he explained that the house had been built from old ships taken apart at Lowestoft a century earlier. He used to say, ‘These timbers sailed against Bonaparte and before that the Spanish off Cadiz. How many people live in a house that once sailed the seas and fired on a Spanish galleon?’ 


There you are you see – stories again. 


But I loved that little house and was always happy there and I think my memories of it eventually led to my one great ambition, which was to have a little house of my own, not one owned by the local lord!


My father told many tales but among my childhood favourites was the story of the old monastery on the estate that he had helped demolish back in the late 1890s. I’m sure such a building would have been carefully preserved today but they knocked everything down when I was a child however lovely it was – at least that’s what my father said. 


Anyway, with their heavy sledgehammers they had broken through a very thick old wall one day and they found themselves in a room about ten feet square and ten high. There were no windows and father said that as he and the other men broke into the room the air was sucked out with a strange noise almost like a sigh. 


Everything about the room was odd because not only were there no windows, there was also no sign that there had ever been a doorway into it. With the light coming in as they widened their hole they noticed in one corner a great pile of bundles of firewood each carefully tied up and stacked against the wall.


My father said: ‘We went across to them and thought we’d throw them out the hole we’d made before carrying on working. I leant forward and grasped a big solid-looking bundle and my hands just passed through the wood which crumbled to the lightest dust the instant I touched it. That woodpile had probably been there for four hundred years at least.’ 


I inherited a love of stories from him and it was stories – and a bit of painting – that kept me happy through my long years of domestic service when there was little else to think about.


Despite being a completely uneducated manual worker my father was clever and always full of interesting facts and fancies.


He had slept on straw as a boy but we slept on flock mattresses and he was proud he’d done so well by us. We had a tiny black range in the downstairs room that we gathered round for heat in winter. It had a little door at the side where there was an oven. It also had a metal plate on top that was always hot.


We had no boiler so there was no hot water on tap, but there was a pump at the back of the cottage that drew up the cold water. You had to work the handle up and down like a mad thing to get the water flowing. My father said that the pipe that went down the hole was made of elm – it was wooden in other words. Isn’t that a marvellous thing? And the old metal handle – a massive handle three feet long at least – was made by the local blacksmith. The collar down in the pipe that helped make the vacuum that drew the water up was leather soaked in grease. 


You see everything then had still to be made locally because if it was local it was cheap. Imported stuff, even from Norwich just thirty miles away, was expensive.


In summer as a child I’d walk out of the village and see the white dust rising from the still unmade roads. When it had been dry for weeks dust covered everything and we longed for rain. Everyone longed for rain in the spring because Norfolk then, as always, was a dry county and rain was a pleasure for the crops. 


I loved the rain because the air smelled clean afterwards and it laid the dust on the roads for a while at least and the sagging plants looked up again. And the farm workers and landowners would relax a bit then too. People didn’t celebrate days of sun as they do now. The ladies – the local gentry ladies I mean – hated the sun because they thought it might brown their skin and that would make them look like the farm girls. They just wanted to be as pale as milk if you please.










Chapter Five


All my childhood, from the earliest day I knew anything, I knew I would have to go into service. 


Mother used to say, ‘You’ll need to know all about kitchen stuff and household things because you’ll only be able to live if you can work. You can’t live on the parish, you know. And you’re a strong girl, you’ll do well.’ 


Strong in those days was a nice way of saying you didn’t look a bit like a delicate little princess! 


Work was drummed into me and on the longer summer days on the white road where I went out to play a mile or so out from the village there was sometimes a reminder of what happened if you hadn’t the money to live and of the shame attached to living on the parish.










Chapter Six


Old workhouse women were paid to pick stones from the field into heaps and these were used on the roads. The women got two bob – two shillings – a ton I think. They had to put the stones in heaps and then the farmer would collect all the stones in a cart and carry them to the road where old men, also from the workhouse, were employed to break the stones into smaller pieces and spread them on the road. 


Keeping the roads in a half-decent state was a year-round job because by winter there were always new potholes to fill and if they weren’t filled quickly they got deeper and deeper.


I think tar started to come in the late 1920s, but only for the main roads. The tar was heated up in a big iron pot pulled by horses. It was tipped on to the road and then levelled and swept back and forth by men with special brooms.


I remember once an old woman from the workhouse fell down while we watched them work and no one stopped to help her up again. I would have been about six and at first I laughed and then I felt terrible as she just lay there and I ran to get her up. I could see she was in pain and her grey hair had fallen down around her face, which was frightening. She looked like a witch from a storybook.


I helped her back on to her feet and, as any small child would, I kept staring into her face. She suddenly leaned down and said, ‘Never mind, missy, never mind,’ but she smiled before hobbling back to the stones. 


You don’t forget these things and in later life whenever I felt fed up with the long hours I had to work I remembered that old woman on the road and it made me save my money in case I should ever have nowhere to turn. Everyone in those days was terrified they’d have nothing in old age and no one had an inkling then that there would be a welfare state and social security.


If you think the countryside was all wandering through the buttercups and gentle milkmaids and sleeping by a sparkling stream you’d be wrong I’m afraid. Don’t let anyone tell you the past was better than the modern world. Parts of it were better. I can look back and remember lying by a hedge in summer in a clean white pinafore and listening to the breeze, but through your parents you took in the constant fear of destitution. 


My father knew he was completely at the mercy of the local gentry family he worked for. He would always take his hat off if he was working in the garden and a member of the family passed the cottage on a pony or in a carriage. It wasn’t so much deference as fear. They had the power of life and death over you. You might have to go at a moment’s notice to help out at the big house. My father had to do it now and then if a gardener was sick or if there was no one to fix a gutter.


I can’t say we sat around in the evening plotting revolution. My father thought the world would never change and it was better for him now than it had been when he was a child. We had the peasant mentality I suppose. We were fatalistic. We thought it was futile to struggle against the inevitable. The extent to which we were afraid is hard to imagine in the modern world where everyone has rights. 


I remember my mother once suggesting we put up a picture on the wall of our downstairs room, but my father told her not to do it in case it damaged the wall and we were turfed out as a result. 


And this was in a cottage that probably cost five pounds to put up; a cottage with three rooms each measuring about ten foot square and covered in rough old plaster. You could see the horsehair sticking through it.










Chapter Seven


The countryside before the First World War was a place as different from the modern world as it is possible to imagine. No one speaks now as we did then. The local accent was so strong that people from Norfolk would only half understand people from other parts of the country or they wouldn’t understand them at all. 


An uncle of mine went once to Romney Marsh in Kent to bring some sheep home and he marvelled at the fact that he could barely understand a word anyone said. As far as his Norfolk neighbours were concerned he was as good as Marco Polo because it was so rare for us to go anywhere. He seemed a real adventurer just for going to Kent.


And our isolation led to strange goings-on. There was a house about half a mile from us, a lonely house in an orchard that you could only reach across a field. There was no road to it at all. Here a brother and sister lived with six children. 


Now, no one said a word at the time in public but it was common knowledge that those children’s parents were the brother and sister. They were a funny family in every way; kept themselves close to themselves as many people did back then. Pretended they weren’t in when anyone called. Cottagers weren’t sociable in the way they are portrayed in books about the old countryside that make it seem so golden and rosy. 


In the village there were always jealousies that this family was getting above itself or that family were slovens that respectable people should have nothing to do with. Village life was so narrow that we couldn’t take the broader view because hardly anyone had been more than twenty miles in any direction. 


We thought the whole world was like where we were.










Chapter Eight


Early childhood spares you the deeper meaning and the sadness of these things. That comes later and, besides, my father and mother were kind to me and I felt safe and secure. This is a great thing if your later life is going to be hard. 


I could play in the garden and wander the lanes. Not far off was a stream we dammed, the other village children and I, and we tried to catch the small fish in our hands. We made little dens in the thick hedges – hedges that were later to be cut down by nasty, smoky flailing machines. 


In my childhood the hedges were allowed to grow up because they could not easily be cut by hand, a backbreaking and slow task. But wasn’t that great for the birds which were everywhere? And for the children, of course. 


There were no bought toys I recall, only whistles we made from reed stems and a few games. 


I was an only child, which was unusual then, but a good thing as farm workers earned so little, and so I probably had more than the children in big families. I don’t remember minding a bit that I had no brothers and sisters because my parents always seemed interesting to me. My father could write his own name and very slowly write a simple letter but he’d more or less taught himself, having never been to school. 


He loved it when I drew – drawing was my favourite pastime – and despite the fact that we had little money he managed to buy me coloured chalks and paper. Heaven knows where he got them but they gave me a taste for drawing and painting that stayed with me for life. 


My father had started work as a boy milking cows on a small farm and was paid about a farthing for two cows, or that’s what he used to say. I loved listening to him on Sunday – the only day he wasn’t too tired to talk.


He used to tell me then about domestic service as a step up from his life. I think he thought that because my mother had been a maid and had happy memories of it. She’d told him about the silver and the china and glasses and it had a romantic air I suppose. Father thought I’d be in big houses among grand, educated people. I don’t think it really occurred to him that I’d be working night and day and looked down on. He thought I’d be indoors in the warmth and not out in the fields in the rain with an old sack over my shoulders as he had been since childhood. 
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