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Dry Rot and Daffodils

Behind the scenes in a National Trust house
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Introduction

Along a narrow, tree-shaded driveway, evening sunlight glowed like flame on gold and orange azaleas. Rhododendron bushes hung heavy with bloom, from deepest purple through scarlet and pink to purest white, and woodland walks opened temptingly on either hand, leading to more flower-laden glades dappled with warm golden light. As the car topped a rise, the woods opened ahead of us to display undulating parkland and a glimpse of blue sea in a gap between the hills. In the valley a magnificent old house spread elegant walls and chimneys against a backdrop of trees that enclosed it like a shawl, guarding it from northeast winds. Well-tended gardens surrounded it, and a small lake reflected the cloud-drifted sky of a perfect summer evening …

The man beside me let out a sigh of utter contentment. ‘All this, and getting paid for it, too.’

I had to smile. That was what we had thought, three years before.

My companion was new to the stately home business, having arrived only a day or two earlier to join us on the staff at Felbrigg Hall, in north Norfolk, and I was taking him to a private viewing of nearby Sheringham Hall, which the National Trust had recently acquired. Sheringham Hall is too small to be regularly open to the public, though its lovely park is there for all to see year-round. But on this occasion, the house being empty of tenants, we and other staff members were being given the chance to look round the Hall itself.

My husband, Chris, could not accompany us. Someone had to remain behind to babysit our own property, and since at Felbrigg only two people are employed as permanent house staff, one or other of them has to be there, twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-five days a year.

But I understood our new colleague’s euphoria; sometimes, even after three years, I still felt the same way.

Until Edwardian times and the approach of the Great War, an army of servants kept a great house in order for the benefit of one family and its guests. Nearly a century on, a handful of people provide much the same service for the benefit of hundreds of thousands of summer visitors, in mansions which now belong to the nation. For the staff of a stately home, this means an eventful life, full of frustrations, endless worries, a lot of laughter, maddening interruptions, unexpected delights, suddenly erupting problems, and just a few moments of pure magic. One day you’re clearing up excrement, or crawling through a void between floors, covered from scalp to sole in cobwebs and dead flies, finding dried mice and bats in inaccessible areas, and the next you’re being introduced to Extremely Important Persons such as … well, read on and you’ll find out who our own very special visitor turned out to be.

My earlier book Cobwebs and Cream Teas told the story of our first year as novices in the game, after my husband was appointed as houseman at Felbrigg Hall. The book brought a warm response from all over this country and from abroad, with many requests for me to give talks about life behind the scenes with the National Trust, and a host of enquiries as to when I was going to write more on the subject. To all those who took the trouble to let me know they had enjoyed the first book, thank you. This new bock, Dry Rot and Daffodils has been written for you. It tells of some of our adventures after Chris was promoted to the post of administrator – that is, in full charge of the property and able to implement some of his own ideas for it, while still inevitably being embroiled in the day-to-day problems of cleaning, workmen and visitors.

Though the stories here tell of our own personal experience, from the many letters and calls I’ve had from staff at other properties I know that what happened to us is mirrored at stately homes all over the country, not only those belonging to national organizations but those in private ownership, too. To their keepers go my best wishes and tons of fellow feeling. Long may you continue to guard our nation’s heritage.

Mary Mackie

Heacham, Norfolk
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Daffy-down dillies and other signs of spring

The last squire of Felbrigg observed that, ‘The spring is always cold and late on the Norfolk coast.’ True as this may be in certain chilly years, the camellias in the Orangery start to bud in January, snowdrops floor the February woods, and by the time the Hall opens to the public, around Easter, we confidently expect our usual show of daffodils to be in flower. Each spring they spread their dancing yellow across the pasture which fronts the old house, ready to welcome the first visitors of the season.

As every gardener knows, though, daffodils growing in grass demand special care: faded flowers should be allowed to die back naturally, thus returning their nourishment to the bulbs. Since this means leaving the grass to grow untrimmed until the daffodil leaves wither, you may imagine the height our grass can reach before our park-keepers decide it’s time to cut the whole area, daffodils and all.

Thus, for several weeks in spring and early summer, Felbrigg wears a shaggy green apron embroidered with wild flowers. Through this lush growth, a tarmac path leads visitors to the iron railing and the gate which guards the shingled, semi-circular front courtyard.

While the knee-high pasture lasts, it is a miniature nature reserve all of its own. Our gardeners don’t use chemical weedkillers, so the grass is gay with ragwort and ox-eye, buttercups and clover, sprinkled with pretty moths and butterflies. If you lie prone on it, you’ll see a whole hidden world, a jungle crawling with spiders, ants and beetles of extraordinary beauty. But most of our human visitors skirt round it, using the defined pathway, so these oases of wildness lie undisturbed, a refuge for voles and mice.

A load of hay and three partridge eggs

One year, the deep pasture proved too great a temptation to a pair of red-legged French partridges. They built their nest in a patch bounded on two sides by the front railings of the Hall and on a third by the main front path, which is mostly used by pedestrians although it does see its share of cars driven by disabled drivers, who are allowed to park in the gravel courtyard. The birds apparently scorned the dangers from such vehicles, or from two-legged giants and their dogs, coming and going only a few yards from their retreat, not to mention several resident cats which prowled the park by night. Down in their cosy hollow the partridge parents could not be seen, so they felt safe. The female laid her eggs and began to brood.

Once we had noticed the nest from a window of our flat above, we warned everyone not to disturb the spot. Any child seen ploughing merrily through the long grass was inveigled away, perhaps with a bribe of being allowed a glimpse of the hen sitting, though we didn’t like to go too close for fear of frightening her away. EastEnders had nothing on this natural soap opera as we anxiously awaited developments.

By peering with binoculars from our flat, at a moment when the hen was occupied elsewhere, we saw three eggs, a delicate bluey-green with fawn speckles. We knew they were still alive because the hen was never away for long; she kept returning to settle her feathers and keep her brood warm, while we foolish humans watched for signs of hatching, enthralled by the drama – like surrogate grandparents.

Now, I have to tell you that the National Trust tries not to waste any of its resources. That being so, when the daffodils are done, the long Felbrigg grass is subjected to the attentions of a haybaler. If you arrive at the right moment, you may see a couple of huge hayrolls, neatly wrapped in polythene, adorning the frontage of the Hall while waiting to be speared and borne away on the prongs of a tractor. Felbrigg looks like an old lady who has stuffed a couple of curlers in her fringe, anxiously anticipating a special outing.
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The partridges built their nest in a patch bounded on two sides by the front railings and on a third by the main front path …

In the year of the partridge, we were the ones who waited anxiously. Passing time made the grass grow taller; wild flowers flourished, moths lifted and fell like thistledown, and the daffodil leaves withered. All too soon the haybaler, with its churning cutters and binders, hove into sight, ready to give the pasture its first haircut of the year.

‘Can you be a bit careful, please?’ Chris asked the driver. ‘There’s a nesting partridge in the grass. Look, I’ll show you where … Don’t disturb her. The eggs are about to hatch. If you frighten her away now she’ll never come back and the chicks will die.’

They went to view the spot, speaking in whispers and treading tippy-toe through yard-high jungle until the baler driver could see exactly where the speckled bird huddled over her vulnerable family. He, too, was eager to be protective. Yes, he understood; he’d give her a wide berth, even though it meant losing a bit of hay. He could always come back and cut it later, or our gardeners would include it in their regular mowing.

Fine. Happy that our small neighbour would remain undisturbed, we returned to our tasks in the Hall, while outside the tractor rumbled and churned, back and forth, round and round.

Trouble was, his idea of a ‘wide berth’ was different from ours – and the partridge’s. He left a neat ring of long grass circling the nest, all of two feet wide! He meant well, I suppose, and it was his job to get as much hay as he could, but when he and his great noisy machine had gone the nest was empty, the eggs cold and deserted. The partridge hen did not come back.

In the great world plan, this tragedy was trivial, I know. With all the predators around, the chicks might well have perished before they could fly, prey to an owl, or a cat, or maybe a fox or a badger. Even so, we were sorry for them. After all, we were in the business of caring, for the environment and for our heritage, conserving and preserving for future generations. A load of hay and three partridge eggs … One of the more minor dramas of life at Felbrigg Hall.

A flight of fancy

To gain some idea of where we are and what Felbrigg is like, imagine being a seagull soaring in from the North Sea towards the top of East Anglia’s pregnant bulge, thirty miles or so east of the Wash. You might see the crab and lobster boats out, hauling up their baskets from the buoys that bob across the water. High tide sends great breakers pounding at the foot of sandstone cliffs, across pebble beaches which, in summer, are thick with playing children and browning bodies. From the pretty fishing-town of Sheringham, the line of the steam railway curves off into the hills, heading towards Holt, skirting Sheringham Park and crossing the wild, gorse-covered heath at Kelling. Further east, the pier at Cromer juts into the sea, with the Gothic turrets of the Hotel de Paris standing on the cliff above it. The huge church tower soars nearby, and away to the left the lighthouse on its prominence shows white among the new houses of a holiday hamlet. The towns and villages along the coast are rich with the history of the sea – families of fishermen, bold lifeboatmen and daring smugglers.

Many miles of the coast are owned by the National Trust, the abode of wild creatures, birds and rare plants. But here and there a caravan site obtrudes its practical ugliness. Behind them, see the rolling fields and gently swelling hills of the hinterland.

This is north Norfolk, a glorious land of unspoiled villages hidden among wooded hollows. Many trees grow here, remnants of ancient woodland and some more recently planted by skilled landscapers with the vision to foresee how one day they would blend and form a feast for the eyes. In spring one can only wonder at the amazing variety of greens that nature flaunts; in summer the woods provide welcome shade; in autumn they burgeon with a palette of jewel colours, ruby and amber, tiger eye and jade …

On the outskirts of Cromer, the great swathe of Felbrigg woods begins, planted to protect the mansion from the worst chill of the winds that come straight from the Arctic. There’s a lane known as the Lion’s Mouth, some say because the trees that grow there look like jagged teeth, stretching over to enclose walkers and motorists; others say the name arose because of the redness of the leaves that lie under the trees in autumn. Whatever the real answer, at any season it’s a lovely place, right on the edge of the woods, haunted by rabbits, jays and foxes. If you’re lucky, you might glimpse a deer.

Fly on, over the woods where two rides meet to form the ‘Victory V’ which, it is said, helped to guide wartime bombers home. At the apex of the V there’s a bench, placed by the last squire to commemorate his younger brother, who was killed in Crete in that same war. In spring the woods are white with snowdrops, yellow with primroses and daffodils, later misty with bluebells, then rich and juicy with blackberries. Deep among the trees lies an old icehouse, where once a pistol was found. It belonged to the last squire’s mother. How did it get there? No one knows, but my novelist’s imagination boggles.

Ah, now, see the dark American pines of the formal garden, the redwoods, the oaks, the great gnarled sweet chestnuts – the older they are, the more twisted they grow – and off to the left the walled garden, where vegetables and fruit flourish along with a wondrous collection of hawthorn, where glasshouses boast crops of grapes, limes and grapefruit, while an armless merboy presides over a pool where waterlilies spread dark leaves under huge, stunning flowers, both delicate pink and bright yellow.

But now, at last, here’s the house below us, a great mass of wings and courtyards, a confusion of roofs and twisted barley-sugar chimneys. Its earliest above-ground part dates from 1620, but one of the cellars is even older. Various owners have added to it over the years and so it has grown, and gathered character. See where the dormer windows of the attics peer out across the lead-floored parapet, where you can walk high above the world, behind words of stone written across three bays: GLORIA – DEO IN – EXCELSIS. Not everyone realizes the inscription is a Latin text, declaring ‘Glory to God in the highest’. Visitors have been known to approach the front door wondering about the identity of the lady whose memory is enshrined on the parapet: ‘You know – the lady called Gloria.’

Soar on, over the house, across the open expanse of the park, dotted with oak and chestnut and even the odd elm still, despite the depredations of Dutch elm disease, and despite the great hurricane of ’87. Can you see the church in its hollow, all alone now the village has moved away from it? And here’s the lake below us, and more woods beyond, a rolling, gently fertile countryside of farms, with secret villages betrayed by round church towers built of flint. Far in the distance, twenty-five miles as the crow flies, on a clear day you can see the greatest spire of the county, reaching skywards on the cathedral at Norwich.

Many birds swoop about Felbrigg’s Jacobean bays and Victorian castellations, passing the heraldic beasts which guard our parapets, perching on chimneys which are artworks of brick, and roofs whose slopes are lovingly clothed in Collyweston slates and whose hollows are lined with lead. Wagtail, martin and swallow, pigeon, sparrow and blackbird, all find their place about the eaves in due season, while Egyptian and other geese, ducks, hawks and honey buzzards haunt the park and lake. All of them delight us, as do the woodpeckers hammering in the woods, and the white doves which sail in phalanx from their cote in the walled garden to ornament the lawns as they preen their pristine feathers.

Once we even gave rest and shelter to a pelican, an amazing sight sailing unconcernedly across the lake, being given a wide berth by the resident swans, ducks, geese and moorhen. For days we watched him, calling all the nearby zoos and sanctuaries to see if they had lost such a bird. None of them had. Then one day the visitor was gone, leaving us to speculate as to where it came from. Can it really have been a wild pelican, flown all the way from Africa to rest among us exhausted on its way to … where?

Other, more common, creatures live around us, too: a breeding herd of cows in the lakeside meadows, joined by sheep now that a new farmer tenants the Home Farm; two donkeys in a paddock behind the Hall; a dog or two, and several cats, with the tenants; a scurry of mice now and then, voles, shrews, spiders, wasps, and, of course, the friendly toads whose abode is beneath our gratings. Not to mention the occasional rat.

Being close to Blickling Hall, which is regarded as the flagship of the National Trust, Felbrigg has at times tended to be a little overshadowed. Blickling, only eleven miles away, is larger; its rooms are more stately, its gardens more formal, and it has been in the care of the National Trust much longer. An earlier house on the same site has associations with Anne Boleyn, fated queen of Henry VIII, though no evidence has been found that she was ever there in person. And since the present house was rebuilt a century after her time, it is certainly not true, as an American visitor to Felbrigg was heard to be informing his companion, that ‘Henry the Eighth built Blickling Hall for Anne Boleyn.’ It’s extraordinary how these misunderstandings persist.

But if Blickling has grandeur, Felbrigg is cosier – not so much a stately home as a country gentleman’s residence. Many of our regular visitors prefer its more intimate atmosphere. They all say they can imagine people living there, inhabiting those rooms, sitting by those fireplaces on winter evenings and enjoying the paintings, the porcelain, the furniture, and the décor that ranges from eighteenth-century elegance to heavily ornate Victoriana.

The house faces south, its main state rooms being in the west wing with the utility areas to the east. Behind it, a grass courtyard was once a cobbled area, surrounded by laundry rooms, places for hanging game and other outhouses which are now turned into modern homes for a few tenants and staff. Further to the east is the castellated brick stable block, the last part of the house to be built, in Victorian times. It houses the new restaurant and shop.

High hopes

When we began our life at Felbrigg we knew that Robert, the administrator, was nearing retiring age. Naturally we hoped that Chris would have a chance for promotion when the time came, after three years to prove his worth as houseman. He was fairly sure he could do the job, and I, naturally, was convinced of it; but we knew that competition would be fierce and a more suitable candidate might appear. We could not take anything for granted.

However, early in the year when Robert’s retirement was pending, Chris and I were invited to attend a weekend staff conference at which Chris was the only houseman present, the rest being administrators and their wives. We took this as perhaps a hopeful sign that, even if he didn’t get the job at Felbrigg, he might be considered suitable to take charge of another property. Meantime, whatever the portents, we determined to enjoy the few days at Madingley Hall, near Cambridge.

Madingley was the house where Prince ‘Bertie’ of Wales (later Edward VII) stayed when he was a student at Cambridge University; it is now used as a venue for conferences and study groups. In attendance over a long weekend packed with lectures and other activities were staff from all over south-east England, affording a rare chance to get together and swap tales of our experiences, discovering that we shared many similar joys, woes, gripes and funny stories. We also had the chance to listen to personnel from various regions: historic buildings representatives, who advise on conservation; land agents, who manage the farms and parks; foresters, who look after the woods; public relations experts; buildings managers and, inevitably, accountants. We also met some of the head office staff, including the Director General, Angus Stirling, who spoke about his vision of broadening the appeal of the Trust, changing its image so that a wider range of people would find it more accessible. It was in response to this talk that I finally got down to writing Cobwebs and Cream Teas, not as an erudite piece of literature about the Trust – other people have done that far better than I could – but as a light-hearted read about our life ‘behind the scenes’.

Madingley was an unforgettable experience. A particular privilege was a visit to the Hamilton Kerr Institute in Cambridge, where we saw being restored vast paintings from Belton House and from Hampton Court (water-damaged after the 1986 fire). There was also a Van Dyck portrait which, having been summarily cut from its frame by thieves, was recovered thanks to BBC television’s Crimewatch UK and was now being repaired with painstaking care, every fibre being reattached. Apart from being riveted by the secrets we were shown, I took notes for a possible future murder mystery – my imagination never stops work.

In lectures during the weekend we were exhorted to think of new ways to popularize the Trust, which is still seen in some circles as being stuffy and reactionary; we were told we must look to the future, think of ourselves more as part of the tourist industry, find ways of attracting more visitors while never losing sight of our primary objective, which is to preserve places of beauty in perpetuity for the nation. The speakers all stressed the importance and value of property administrators. ‘You are in the front line, the visible face of the Trust. On you rests an enormous responsibility.’

Heady stuff.

What with visits to properties, study projects, talks and discussions, the weekend at Madingley proved stimulating. Replete with good food and mellowed by evening sessions in the bar with like minds, some of whom became good friends, we all went home thoroughly inspired and optimistic.

A new broom

As the time for Robert’s retirement approached, the post was widely advertised and Chris submitted his application along with the rest. We learned later that several hundred hopefuls had sent in their forms and CVs – jobs with the Trust are always keenly sought. However, Chris was short-listed and attended an interview with the regional director and the chairman of the regional committee. There followed an agonizing wait (only overnight, though it seemed like days) until we heard that Chris had been appointed by unanimous decision. So we could stay at Felbrigg, move into the larger flat in the main part of the Hall, and Chris would take on responsibility for the day-to-day running of the property, with the help of a new houseman yet to be appointed.

It was an exciting moment. Chris had long been developing plans and schemes to help put Felbrigg more clearly on the map and our weekend at Madingley had indicated that such innovations would be welcomed. Now was his chance to see if his ideas would work.

The news that he had won the job met with a varied reaction, mostly warm and congratulatory, though some of the old guard were a little surprised. His sense of humour isn’t always appreciated by those staid souls who believe that looking after a stately home should be a serious business.

Whatever their immediate feelings, however, the staff and volunteers knew that there would be a strong hand at the helm. They might not always agree with him, but they understood that Chris cared deeply about Felbrigg; he had his own vision of what it might become and he fought for it, and for his staff. Inevitably this meant occasional clashes – even with head office when some general decree struck him as unsuitable for Felbrigg – but he had powerful allies among like-minded individuals with a strong interest in Felbrigg, including some of our guides and regular visitors. It made for lively times.

We began with high hopes and aspirations, and I for one was riding on a wave of euphoria. ‘I always knew you’d be lady of the manor some day,’ my darling dad laughed, delighted for us. Perhaps I did feel a touch of hubris (let’s be honest, I had a lot of hubris!) but that mostly got knocked out of me as reality returned to remind me that in the stately home business the glamour is always balanced by grime and grind. Still, I never lost the thrill of driving down that long oak-tunnelled driveway, knowing I was going home while others could spend only a day there.

For Chris, though, doing a good job was the main thing. That has been his main motivation for as long as I’ve known him: whatever work he is doing comes first. He enjoyed his new role, but he never succumbed to the fantasy of playing squire, however briefly. Our elder son, Andrew, away at Nottingham University studying for a Ph.D., considered that it was our life, nothing to do with him. I don’t think he ever felt that Felbrigg was ‘home’ – he mourned the bungalow we had been obliged to sell. It was left to our younger son to acquire the green wellies, the waxed jacket and the flat tweed cap. Kevin, a nurse then based in Norwich, handy for visits, loved to bring friends over for a meal, to go fishing in the lake or take someone’s dog for a walk in the woods, with a long stick to beat back brambles. He often dropped in with a few of his medical friends.

In fact, we suddenly became very popular with a lot of old friends and acquaintances who would pop over for a meal, or spend a night or two, or simply turn up unexpectedly in the middle of a busy day and be surprised to find we hadn’t time to stand and chat for hours. Many people seem to think that working for the National Trust is a pleasant haze of lazy days amid elegant surroundings.

Chris’s new job meant he was in even more need of a willing wife to act as hostess, backstop and general voluntary assistant, helping out whenever an extra pair of hands was needed at short notice. This worked out as a daily call at times, with an unforgettable few months when I was official houseman. But for more of that read on …

Moving house – just next door

The houseman’s flat lies over the Old Kitchen, looking on to the grass courtyard and the rear of the house. The administrator’s apartment is at the front, partly in the main house, spacious accommodation with rooms on two or three floors. It has a staircase whose nine flights run right from the cellars to the attics (with doors to close off draughtier areas, I’m pleased to report). It took me a long while, flying up and down about my household chores, or dashing to answer phones, to get the hang of which floor I was on. I often caught myself rushing into the bedroom, mistaking it for the kitchen two flights below, or dashing down the next two flights and finding myself at our private front door when I was actually heading for the loo.

With the houseman’s flat being connected by a door to one of the administrator’s bedrooms (we called it the Brown Room because of its carpet), we decided that we could manage to move ourselves, with help from Kevin, who offered to come over for a few days. There was no hurry, which was just as well since with no houseman and the season in full swing we were both occupied by the demands of the Hall. I had to help if Chris wasn’t to run himself into the ground, but since it was a temporary imposition I smiled and looked pleasant about it as, in between other jobs, we began our house-removal. For a while we were living partly in both flats, and naturally, thanks to Murphy’s law, whatever we suddenly had need of was miles away in other regions of the sprawling house.

The main problem in moving was that the door from the Brown Room into the main flat was only two-thirds the width of a normal door, and at the bottom of six awkward steps. However, most of our furniture would go through, with care and a little dismantling; a larger wardrobe we could conveniently leave in the Brown Room; the only real problem was our three-piece suite, one chair and two solidly made beech settees, none of which would go through that narrow door. The only answer was to take them right through the old flat, down a long flight of stairs and out into a hallway, through the Old Kitchen, along a couple of corridors to the ground-floor door of our new flat, then up two flights of stairs with a difficult turn in them and down another passageway to what was to be our main living/dining room. Somehow, Chris and Kevin managed it with me anxiously looking on and lending what help I could. Time, thankfully, has veiled the worst of the language.

The kitchen in the administrator’s flat was antiquated – for one thing, the only means of heating water to the sink was a tiny boiler that could warm about two pints at a time. I often wonder how Robert and Eve, our predecessors, ever managed. However, our friends at regional office had agreed that the room should be modernized and workmen came and stripped it to barest essentials, taking out the ancient sink and cupboards, leaving only a useful bank of wall-to-ceiling cupboards which had once held the house’s linen. Oh – and our cooker was, thank goodness, left connected, though it sat isolated in the middle of bare floorboards in an otherwise empty room.

I was delighted to be given the chance to choose colours for the new cupboards and flooring, and to decide what sort of sink I would like, but given the age of the room, and its different functions through different incarnations, the modernizing was not straightforward. For instance, the new sink had to be situated across an old fireplace without making any permanent changes to that fireplace. We lived in chaos for three or four weeks, ending up with a mantelpiece over our drainer, which if nothing else made a talking-point. But then all our rooms had some sort of oddity about them, much more interesting than living in a modern house, and our visitors loved to be shown round the nooks and crannies.

As you may imagine, preparing meals during the kitchen remodelling was a problem. Breakfast and a snack lunch we managed, but a hot evening meal was more difficult with everything to be brought from different rooms, no surfaces to work on and no sink. However, upstairs next to the echoing bathroom with its sixteen-foot ceiling, there remained an equally tall, narrow slop room (once used by housemaids to clean out chamberpots and other utensils), which still had its great stone sink. I used that for vegetable preparation and washing up.

A thin partition wall, built right across an enormously tall window, separates the slop room from a long, thin, very tall sliver of a room with a magnificent loo at the end of it, its seat and tank cover made of polished mahogany. This room always caused gales of laughter whenever some new guest saw it. But it had a lovely view over the rear garden. You could sit happily on the mahogany for hours watching the visitors stroll among the shrubberies and lawns.

When our friends among the guides realized the problems we were having with the kitchen, they rallied round to help. One friend seemed to come nearly every day with something wrapped in a cloth and we would find on our stairs a delicious casserole, or a pie, which could easily be heated in our oven and give us a well-balanced meal. Others brought apples by the load, or trout from a nearby lake, or home-made wine to cheer us. Such kindness made our frantic lives much easier.

A good idea, but …

Chris had thought that a regular newsletter would be a good way of passing on messages and reminding people of dates, generally trying to build up a team feeling so that everyone felt a part of what was going on at Felbrigg. Some of the guides handed in snippets of news and funny stories, all of which were included. Collating the information and then typing it up on my word processor took hours, not that I minded – I have always loved working with words. At the time, the only secretarial help Chris had was from Jill, who came in on a Sunday afternoon and whose few paid hours were always filled with official work. The rest of the paperwork he had to do himself, or rope in someone who happened to be handy. Guess who?

One evening after the Hall was closed, when we had completed the usual lockdown security routine and Chris had dealt with the paperwork and reconciling of cash that had to be done every evening, we quickly enjoyed the casserole Sallie had left and then returned to the office to photocopy the newsletter and address about eighty envelopes. Everyone was to get a copy of our first newsletter – shop and restaurant managers and their staff, gardeners and woodsmen, cleaners, recruiters, nearby tenants and, not least, our huge team of volunteer guides.

Only as we were sealing the last few envelopes did I notice that a vital date was wrong. All the envelopes had to be opened again, the mistake corrected, and the envelopes taped down … It was long after midnight before we finished.

Everyone seemed to like the newsletter. They all asked why we didn’t do it more often. Perhaps now they’ll understand why only three or four editions ever saw the light. There just weren’t enough hours in the day.

A houseman I would be … maybe

When the houseman’s post was advertised, more applications flooded in. At the interviews I acted as receptionist and also showed the candidate couples round the flat which we had vacated. Some of them were as round-eyed with amazement as we had been three years before; others were confident – ‘I could do this job with my eyes shut,’ said one; yet others seemed to imagine there would be lots of free time during the evenings and in the winter when they might pursue personal interests (deluded souls!). Some of the wives, however, had doubts: ‘It’s a bit isolated, isn’t it? Three miles to the nearest shop and I don’t drive. Is it haunted? The flat’s a bit strange … Where do you hang your washing out?’ (The answer is that you don’t, unless you can beg room on a tenant’s line and have the time and energy to walk the long distance between. During most of the time we spent in the houseman’s flat, our washing had hung over an airer in the bathroom. In the new flat, it hung more conveniently in that handy slop room.)

The new appointee moved to Felbrigg in June, but stayed with us only six months and left just before we were due to take our annual break the following January. Knowing that Chris would be without a proper assistant again until the job could be re-advertised and a new set of interviews arranged – several weeks, at the least – we snatched a last-minute package break to Malta before embarking on another hectic session of winter work. In our absence, our friends George and Ruth Blake moved in and ran the Hall. George had been custodian at another property but was now retired, acting as peripatetic stand-in at houses around the country in cases of illness or other emergency. Fortunately he lived nearby and sometimes came as a room warden when we were short-handed, so we knew we were leaving Felbrigg in safe hands.
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