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About the Book


It’s 1924 and there have been many changes in the world of Downton Abbey since we were first welcomed by the family and their servants twelve years ago. A generation of men has been tragically lost at the front, there are once again children breathing new life into the great house, a chauffeur now sits at the Grantham dinner table and hems are up by several inches.


Yet despite all of this unsettling upheaval, it is a comfort to find that many things at Downton remain largely unchanged. There are still parties to be thrown, summer fetes to be organised, menus to be planned and farms to be run. Join us, then, as we explore the seasonal events and celebrations of the great estate – Christmas, Easter, the debutante season, the hunt and more – and peer with us through the prism of the house as we learn more about the lives of our favourite characters, the actors who play them, and those who create the world we love so much.


Packed full of exclusive new photography and brimming with traditional British recipes for each calendar month, such as Eton mess and sloe gin, this beautiful book takes us on a fascinating journey through a year in the life of Downton Abbey.
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Recently, Jessica has also been doing extensive talks in the USA, focusing on Downton Abbey and the historical context of the show.


Jessica’s work for the Downton Abbey books means she has done in-depth research into the social history of the early 20th century, particularly the changes that women were experiencing then, as well as looking at the correlation between the great leaps in technology that were happening then and how similar it feels today.
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FOREWORD


It seems strange to think that we have completed the fifth series of Downton Abbey, that we have taken these people through twelve years of change, through a war from which they emerged into a very different world, through all the emotional hiccoughs that are part of the human journey, much of which will be examined in this, the fourth book of the show. I like the idea of recording the Downton year. It seems a good device to me, since there is no question that life for the people who lived in these houses, their activities, their clothes, the very food they ate, was entirely dominated by the rhythm of the changing seasons. That has almost gone now. Central heating, imported produce, the abolition of formality, have collaborated to achieve a kind of twelve-month sameness. You see summer dresses at a New Year’s Eve party and most of us have lost all connection with when vegetables and fruit are ripe for eating, because when they are not, the gap is supplied from abroad.


But like so many other aspects of life that we have shown, as we trace the trials and tribulations of the Crawley family and their dependants, this was different until very recently. In my own childhood and early teenage years, we lived in a house in Sussex, and my mother would arrive from London, usually on Friday morning (she would drive down after she had seen my father carried away to his male world), and the gardener would have laid out a selection of vegetables that were ready. The system had its drawbacks. You would eat broccoli or cabbage or Brussels sprouts, each in their own true season, until they were coming out of your ears, but yet, even then, when we thought nothing of such things, there was a kind of comforting rightness to it that artichokes from the Sudan or blueberries from Chad cannot quite match.


I remember very well the day things changed. I must have been about sixteen. My father finally sat down and worked out that every potato was costing him about twenty times more than if it were bought in a shop and he announced at dinner that the kitchen garden was to go. My mother was rather sad and managed to save the peach wall and some strawberry beds under netting, but before long the rest was history. They dug a rather inefficient (and freezing) swimming pool in one corner of the walled garden, and the rest supplied us with a badminton court and a place where all the Christmas trees from then on were planted. This was before the modern habit of removing their roots. I liked the Christmas grove, where the trees had grown quite big before the house was sold a quarter of a century later, and I didn’t mind the court, or even the deficient pool, although I seldom swam, but there was something that had gone from our annual round and I suppose that, like so much else in the self-consciously changing world of the 1960s, it was because we were less connected to the soil than we had been.


As Jessica shows in this book, sports were a huge determinant of the annual round among the Crawleys and their kind, more perhaps before the war than ever again. There were many men, my own grandfather included, who didn’t seem to do anything but sport, certainly not with any real interest. Shooting began in August, with grouse in the north, then came partridges, followed by pheasant, which ended, then as now, on 1 February (not, as I have seen printed many times, on 31 January). Shooting parties suited the constrictions of the late Victorians as they offered an opportunity for people to meet and flirt and generally get to know each other when they were not related, but at the same time, shooting seemed to give a purpose to a house party to mask the real reason, romantic or ambitious, for the introductions. Other sports, like fishing and sailing, tended to draw in the enthusiasts, but they did not have the wide appeal of shooting, which more or less every man of a certain type was expected to be able to do whether or not he was particularly good at it. Even hunting was restricted to a smaller group, although, after shooting, it was definitely the most social sport. Years later Evelyn Waugh, who was a keen follower of hounds for many years, admitted that his reasons for supporting the hunt were completely social. Certainly the hunting set in most counties could never have been accused of not smiling on flirtations of all sorts.


Cricket had a role in a country-house summer. More than any other sport practised by the occupants of the great houses, it had the potential to draw the different elements of the community into a single challenge, and there were many examples of the House playing the Village, or the Estate Workers playing the House, and so on. Cricket is hard to explain to those who are not keen, and I am not a sportsman in any case, but even I can remember the matches of village cricket in my youth with nostalgic affection. There is something about the sound of that soft rather lazy ripple of applause, as a community sprawls around a local game, making daisy chains and eyeing the tea tent, that is more evocative of the English summer than almost anything.


Sometimes people took the opportunity, after shooting and hunting were done, for travel in warmer climes, but by the spring the London Season was really under way, its first official date the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy. It would continue, at a hectic pace, until the end of June, and there would follow sojourns in the country, when cricket would have its moment, but it wasn’t long before it was time to go north and start killing things again.


I think clothes were the final defining element of the fashionable year. Now, people cheerfully wear much the same things from January to December without a lot of variation. Lighter suits for men when the weather gets warm, a few more floaty dresses for women when the sun is really beating down, although, as I have said, you will still see them when the leaves are off the trees. But then, there were four wardrobes for a well-dressed woman, spring, summer, autumn and winter and this never varied. This was the heyday of the great fashion houses. They had been going since Charles Frederick Worth opened his own shop, Maison Worth, in 1858, conquering the Second Empire in the process, but I think it was between the wars and for a decade or so after that the rule – or tyranny – of the fashion leaders held mightiest sway. In the series, we mention Patou and Lucile and Molyneux and various others, and all these designers had their followings. Lucile was glamorous but safe, Patou more daring, Molyneux definitively chic, and so on. Every woman, even those far from the catchment of these great stars, would follow their lead and assemble different wardrobes for the seasons. Even my own mother, who certainly had no money – or not what she would have called ‘real money’ – would go on four modest buying sprees a year, usually blaming the expenditure on the sartorial demands of our school’s ‘Summer Exhibition’, viz. the headmaster’s dinner, the garden party at our prep school, High Mass, etc., when my father questioned her. But she continued the practice after the last of us had left. Today, some women do much the same of course and good luck to them, but for most of the population, the sub-division of a wardrobe into seasons seems to have subsided or vanished altogether.


And so the years ran on, through the twenties with the strange Janus-like quality of that era, facing back into the nineteenth century as well as ushering in so many of the inventions that would define the modern world; followed by the thirties, with the decade’s sharp contrasts of carefree luxury and terrifying want, as the privileged were released from so many of the strictures and rules that had governed their parents’ choices, while the less fortunate were fighting their way through the collapse of the economy. Until finally Britain reached the war, six years of fighting that would wash away any lingering doubt that the old world had vanished like the snows of yesteryear. There was a brief chimera to be gone through in the 1950s when the government wanted to put the returning soldiers back to work and women were encouraged, in campaign after campaign, to return to their pre-war, even Edwardian, role; when Dior and the other houses would revive the crinoline, when white tie came back for men, but these times were an illusion. No government on earth was able to persuade men, let alone women, that nothing had changed, and their Canute-like attempts to stem the tide came to an abrupt end in the sixties, when the Beatles and the Rolling Stones blew such notions out of the water forever, leaving us all as citizens of the New Age.


Julian Fellowes


July 2014
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JANUARY


A thin white line on the horizon signals the dawn of a new year at Downton Abbey. The house sits atop its cold hill, the valley falling below, still shrouded in darkness, as the servants start to shuffle around slowly, waking in the icy air of their attic bedrooms.


Lady Mary stirs below her blankets; she shan’t wake till a maid has lit the fire to warm the bedroom. Besides, there would have been a celebratory dinner the night before, a glass or two of Champagne at midnight before the cheers for 1924 sent her up the stairs. We have faith that the year ahead brings her new feelings of hope and vigour – in series four, we watched her allow herself to start living a life that looks forward after the death of her beloved Matthew. Lord and Lady Grantham slumber too, together in their bed, perhaps forestalling the moment when they open their eyes to a world that has been changing at a pace that often leaves them feeling bewildered rather than excited. Lady Edith lies awake in the dark – troubled thoughts are never far away, but she can only hope this year is better than the last, with her daughter no longer overseas and safely looked after only a short walk away. Tom Branson snores lightly; I like to imagine he’s the kind of father to creep up the stairs to the nursery, to kiss his daughter Sybbie good morning before he goes down to breakfast. Nanny wouldn’t always approve of the disruption to the children’s routine, but surely Tom remembers how his mother was in the cottage he grew up in, in Ireland, and would not be able to resist. The day will be an easy one for the family, a few guests to entertain before the morrow’s shoot, but no business to attend to or errands to run. There will be a long lunch, a walk in the afternoon, another dinner in the evening.


For the servants, of course, their day is quite different, in that it is exactly the same as almost every other day when it comes to their duties and routine. They will have had a small New Year’s Eve celebration of their own in the servants’ hall, one that would have livened up considerably once Carson and Mrs Hughes had gone to bed shortly after midnight struck. A few of them will wake regretting the last glass of beer they drank. But there’s no shirking; the house must be got ready, shutters opened and fires made, rugs swept and the table laid. Two breakfasts need to be cooked, two luncheons must be prepared (for the family and for the servants), the menu for the family’s dinner written out. Carson is up and at the head of the table below stairs as smartly on time as he is every single other day of the year.


[image: Image]


For the fifth series, we have returned to Downton Abbey in 1924. It may be only twelve years since we first stepped through the vast wooden door of the castle and met the cast of characters we are now so familiar with, but the changes have been so great, it is as if a century has passed. Change has been the theme of Downton Abbey since it began, reflecting the extraordinary developments in science and society that happened in the real world during the same period. But it is only now, as we head into the middle of the 1920s, that the full effects of those changes are being absorbed into our characters’ daily lives.


The differences between 1912 and 1924 are marked: motorcars are a frequent sight on the roads; a passenger may travel to Paris by aeroplane as easily as by ferry; women have seats in the House of Commons; the hems of women’s dresses are several inches shorter and the corset has almost been consigned to history. More tragically, a generation of young men has been killed in a brutal war.


By contrast, what we witness at Downton Abbey is a world that still prefers to move slowly. The drama comes as we watch our friends and see how they each react in their own ways to these modern intrusions. Some are sympathetic, some fight against them, others actively encourage them along.
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‘At Skelton Park, they’re down to a butler, a cook, two maids and a cleaning woman who comes in from the village. And that’s their lot.’


MRS HUGHES





CARSON: ‘It puts us back in agreement, Mrs Hughes. I’m not comfortable when you and I are not in agreement.’


MRS HUGHES: ‘You’re very flattering. When you talk like that, you make me want to check in the looking glass to see that my hair’s tidy.’


CARSON: ‘Get away with you.’


The gatekeeper to Downton Abbey is Mr Carson – our fierce defender of the old way of life. The butler of the house, he holds absolute superiority below stairs – and occasionally, it seems, above stairs too. Carson knows the glory days are behind him – the so-called long Edwardian summer before the war, when he enjoyed a full retinue of servants at his command, liveried and polished, always at the ready to serve the nobility in the dining room. Now he must scrape along with Thomas as under-butler and Jimmy and Molesley for footmen; he’s even endured a maid serving in the dining room. Most unsettlingly of all, rather than a family of pure blue blood, the former chauffeur, Tom Branson, now sits at the dinner table. Snob though he is, we must try to be sympathetic. If Carson minds so terribly about whether or not the correct pudding glasses have been put out, it is because he feels that unless he does so, the whole world may as well have gone to rack and ruin and his entire life and career will be completely without meaning. Of course, every house did things differently, but the code by which Carson lives is not simply a set of rules to manage the Downton household – it underpins his very existence.


Mrs Hughes, as housekeeper, is Carson’s ally below stairs and together they rule the servants, managing not only their daily tasks, but giving them guidance in their personal lives. In many respects, Carson and Mrs Hughes are the mirror reflection of their master and mistress, Lord and Lady Grantham, as the parents of the servant family. Mrs Hughes is different to Carson in one important respect, however – while she enjoys her job, with the dignity and responsibility that it brings, she is not in thrall to her employers. Mrs Hughes has a career and, although it does not seem that she has much time away from it, there is a definite sense that she has, at the very least, a life of her own, if only for an hour or two at a time. It means that she is able to regard the changes in the world with a sympathetic eye – not any moral lapses, mind, but when it comes to relieving the work of the maids with an electrical gadget or two, she is more than happy to try new things.


The last time we saw Carson and Mrs Hughes they were walking hand in hand together into the sea. Could this be the beginning of a romance? If it is, it would not be altogether surprising, as many butlers went into retirement to open a seaside hotel with their former housekeepers or housemaids. Of course, we hope that this would be more than a pragmatic arrangement between our two much-loved characters, but we shall have to wait and see.
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All documents seen on the show have been made by the art department, using authentic paper and ink.
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JIMMY: ‘Well, I think it’s fantastic. When did we last have a prime minister who understood the working class? Never. That’s when.’


CARSON: ‘It’s a qualification that is meaningless in terms of Government.’


Beyond the vast, rolling grounds of Downton Abbey the political landscape is changing – so drastically that the effects are felt even in the depths of this great house. In January 1924, Stanley Baldwin’s Conservative government lost a vote of no confidence and Ramsay MacDonald became Britain’s first Labour prime minister. It was a minority government and MacDonald was, in fact, to lose the general election the following year to his old rival, Baldwin. But even so, to have a Labour government in power at all signified a huge shift in traditional British politics, where the aristocracy had ruled the country practically since a government had formed. While the socialist movement had been gathering pace since the middle of the previous century, the 1924 election proved that the winds had changed for good. The working classes were at last able to believe that it was possible for them to have a say in how their country was run (many had only been able to vote for the first time when suffrage was extended in 1919); aristocrats could no longer sit comfortably in the belief that they had a divine right to rule. Quite the opposite. It wouldn’t be going too far to say that the upper classes believed that they were under attack – certainly, this is how Robert and Violet feel.


In short, the idea that everyone knew their place in society and was happy to adhere to it had finally broken down completely. For people like Robert, Violet and Carson, the only result could be chaos. But for others, it meant hope.


However, while ideas may be changing, the practical daily life of Downton Abbey is out of step with the pace. That is, so long as Carson has anything to do with it. As the year begins, he will be keen to ensure that those matters over which he has jurisdiction will run along the same well-oiled lines he has always presided over. ‘He is struggling to keep everything the same,’ says Jim Carter, of his character. ‘He believes he is the guardian of the standards, and while he is ultimately pragmatic, the sands are shifting beneath his feet.’
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MRS HUGHES


‘I think it’s exciting. We’re catching up, Mr Carson. Whether you like it or not, Downton is catching up with the times we live in.’


CARSON


‘That is exactly what I am afraid of.’





So it is that, as the day begins, Carson will continue to keep his place at the head of the table in the servants’ hall, Mrs Hughes on his right, as Daisy serves the hot toast for their breakfast. Carson’s scrambled eggs are served to him by the hall boy, a youngster of fourteen or fifteen years old, in training to be a footman. The other servants – Bates, Anna, Baxter, Mr Barrow (for he must be addressed as such, now he is under-butler), Molesley and the other housemaids – are ranged around the table in strict hierarchical order, as was ever thus. The servants are fewer and the household budget is smaller in this post-war world, but Carson still does his best to maintain a pre-war air.


Despite his troubles, Carson is supported in his determination to stick to the old ways by his working relationship with Lord Grantham. For a master and his butler to be together for years was not uncommon and for many men, their butler was the one ally in whom they could confide most openly about their worries when it came to matters of the family. Husbands who did not wish to worry their wives about household budgets always turned to their butlers first. They may also have simply found it reassuring that there was someone else in charge in the house – one who knew exactly how to tend the excellent management of the wine cellar or ensure the fires were lit and the silver perfectly polished when there were guests to impress. Julian Fellowes remembers his wife’s ninety-year-old aunt sadly recalling the year her father’s butler died: ‘They had been together a long time . . . he was very quiet that summer.’
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Spratt


ISOBEL: ‘It seems rather unlikely. To think of Spratt with a private life.’


VIOLET: ‘Yes, unlikely and extremely inconvenient.’


ISOBEL: ‘But you can’t begrudge him that, surely. Servants are human beings, too.’


VIOLET: ‘Yes. But preferably only on their days off.’


Not that our friends at Downton Abbey are always perfect. The Dowager Countess, Violet, a stalwart believer in the old ways, is not such a friend of her own butler – although, perhaps, the women rarely were, preferring the confidences of their lady’s maids.


But quite apart from the fact that it was nicer at home if you liked the people you lived with, whether as employer or employee, there was also the matter of pride at stake. Lord and Lady Grantham need to remain at the top of the social ladder by ensuring any noble or important guests that come to stay are impressed by the grandeur and comfort in which they live.
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‘There’ll come a time when a household is lucky to boast any footmen.’


MRS HUGHES


For Carson and Mrs Hughes, this means putting on a good show for these guests, demonstrating their high professional standards. Part of their job is to instil this motivation in the younger servants. Those who do well will enjoy promotion, either at Downton Abbey or elsewhere. There existed an efficient underground servants’ network which passed along news of vacancies as well as gossip about any employers who treated their servants badly. The real challenge that faces our two most experienced and senior servants at Downton Abbey is that the younger generation no longer feel the same way about service as they did when starting out. It is neither the respected nor safe career it was before the war. While Carson and Mrs Hughes see their positions in an earl’s household as prestigious, the pinnacle of a successful career and most likely a welcome escape from alternative lives as a music-hall act or farmer’s wife, the younger servants are weighing up new, sometimes much more attractive options.


After the war, those who lived in the rural areas of the country no longer had to choose solely between farming or service for a career. Train travel meant that going further afield for work was not the daunting separation from one’s family that it once had been. New technology opened up exciting possibilities and those who were clever could aim to be electricians (revered as ‘men of science’) or chauffeurs. Even the women could leave and find jobs as telephonists or secretaries. Work in factories or shops, while not exactly new or better paid, was, thanks again to trains and motorcars, not quite as out of reach as it had been, with the plus that it offered much shorter working hours. These opportunities appealed to men who had fought in the war and had seen another way of life. It suited many of the big houses too, which had less money, thanks to the post-war high taxes, and had managed to survive without their usual retinue of servants when everyone was away fighting – they were less inclined to hire them all back again.


At Downton Abbey, some of these changes are being felt. There are rumblings from the likes of Thomas (though he’s the type that will always find something to complain about) and Jimmy that there must be more to life than being a servant, and even mild-mannered Alfred has gone to London to work at the Ritz, flying in the face of his family’s – and Carson’s – expectations for him. But, for the most part, even in what he considers to be reduced circumstances, Carson puts his best face on it and sticks to the routine.



[image: Image]



‘The way things are going, life will be lived in much closer quarters in the future. My grandparents lived in vast rooms, surrounded by staff. If they disagreed they’d hardly have known it. But it won’t be like that for us. I must be sure I’m right to want this man, as my friend, my lover, my husband.’


MARY


Mrs Hughes’s housemaids will be up at 5.30 a.m. daily in order to get the house ready before the family comes down. Once Robert, Tom and Edith are down for breakfast, the maids move swiftly upstairs to make their beds and clean their bedrooms, before doing the same for Cora and Mary once they are up and dressed – as married women, they enjoy breakfast in bed. During the day, the maids are never seen in the public rooms by the family, but will do the remainder of their work below stairs or out of sight. The servants’ quarters also have to be kept clean. Occasionally the maids may help out at mealtimes, carrying dishes between the kitchen and the dining room.


Carson, meanwhile, will be fussing Mr Barrow and the footmen to lay the table for breakfast before they have their own. As senior servants, they are served by hall boys and kitchen maids. (Mrs Patmore’s kitchen assistants have, of course, also been up since dawn to begin their long cooking day.) Breakfast over, there will be various tasks, from polishing silver to serving coffee in the library or lighting the fires. Generally the footmen were thought to have the easiest jobs of the house, having been hired for their good looks and splendour in livery, all the better for impressing guests. The very best footmen were not only six foot tall, but exactly the same height as each other, which looked most impressive when they were standing either side of the front door.


With fewer guests arriving with their own valet or lady’s maid these days, Carson and Mrs Hughes have to allocate a member of their own staff to do the job instead. Usually, this would fall to Mr Barrow and Anna. But there’s been more reference to ‘Madge’ lately, the housemaid that dresses Edith, so she may be put to use for a low-ranking guest. After that, there are wine cellars to be managed, larder stocks to be assessed, household budgets to be monitored, spare bedrooms to be made up. Carson will liaise with the estate managers to make sure there are enough logs for the fireplaces; Mrs Hughes will talk to the gardener if a vase of flowers is beginning to lose its bloom. And at any time, anyone from the family may call upon them with a sharp ring on the bell, summoning a servant from whatever it is they may be doing, in order to attend to their needs – however trivial they may be.


One of the most compelling aspects of these large houses, with so many servants hurrying about, is the lack of privacy. For example, servants did not always knock on the door before entering a room, either because they knew they were expected or because they were in and out so often it would have slowed things down too much to do so. Married couples conducted their relationships almost entirely in a public space and some would argue that this kept them going for longer than they might have done had they only had each other to look at and talk to.
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