An Oral History interview with Cath Coleman 

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen 2nd March 2005
Cath, if we could begin by you telling me when were you born?

The seventeenth of November, nineteen thirty-five.

And where were you born?

Edingdale.

Whereabouts is that?

Which is three miles from here, a little village, three miles from here.

And what were your parents doing at the time?

... Well, mothers stayed at home didn't they and my father may have been at the pipe yard.

All right. What was his job there then?

Ah, I don't actually know. I don't really know at all!

Yes.

I don't think you really went into, ah, that. You never thought about that really.

Yes, and how long where you in Edingdale for?

Uh, I was in Edingdale nearly all my life until I came 'ere, which was in 1949, the Christmas 1949 and then, um, ah ...you know, we was allowed to go home a bit.

And uh, I think maybe, uh, there was quite a few other people here when I came here….

What brought you here in 1949?

To do, ah, to do 'ousework.  To do 'ousework.  And at that time there was a Colonel and Mrs Anson 'ere and they had all of the hall then and it was a message that she used to send out to the little post offices in the village that if there was anybody hadn't got a job or you know like leaving school like I was, um ,and this would seem the only thing I could do.  Well, you were taught to do that by the head  'ousemaid  'ere. And when I came here there was a chauffeur and there was three gardners. There was a butler and a footman and  three ... three kitchen people and three 'ousepeople. 

And can you remember coming here for the interview?

Yes, my Dad brought me.  He had a little motorbike and he brought me for it.  And then, I remember the 'ouse  keeper.  She was a very nice person but the cook was a different story.  She was ... oooh... she was a bit frightening but once you get to know her she was alright.  You always had to knock the kitchen door or else you'd be in trouble. Huh, huh!

Who actually interviewed you?

Uh ... Mrs ... the lady of the house ... Mrs Anson.

And where would she do that?

You would go into the library, the library  and she would show you around the 'ouse and then she would put you back onto the 'ousekeeper which was Nellie and, uh, she would take you upstairs and show you where you was going to sleep and what your jobs would be.  Um ... and what time you would get off.  If you was lucky ... and, that sort of thing really.

And what were your working conditions and your hours?

It, it varied on if they was away a lot.  They generally used to go away for the winter, probably go to South Africa or somewhere.  So, you could get a bit more time off.  You could go 'ome in the evenings but if they were 'ere then actually you would have to stay behind and help the butler with the dinners or if they had a dinner party.  That sort of thing.  And Mondays was always a sewing day ... you know.  But it was quite nice when Nellie used to say "You can go 'home tonight" Uh, huh, huh ... we thought that was lovely.

But you actually lived in, did you?

Yes, we did.  There was ah, there was  two, three other girls lived in so it was quite nice because there was a lot of people and these, I always think these buildings, these big 'alls were 'ome to a lot of people really, you know all lived in I thought.  'Cos Nellie came in, came from Gloucestershire.  She came with the first Mrs Anson, and  she brought quite a lot of her stuff with her when she came 'ere.  So, I thought it was 'ome for them because um ... you know ... they  ...

How old was Nellie then?

Nellie ... must have been ... let me think ... I think she probably was fifty.
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Because she'd been here fifty years as well.  Um, you know, um, about fifty years Nellie'd been 'ere.

Well, she stayed here for fifty years but ...

Yes, she lived in 'ere ...

But not in 1949 she wasn't.

Yes she was, she was 'ere when I came 'ere.

So, she was ...

I don't quite know how many years before that because I've never sort of bothered to reckon it up.  Um, and she died, she died in seventy, seventy one.

Yes.

She died in seventy one. She had been 'ere an awful long time but she came with the first ???? ah, nineteen twenty, nineteen twenty something. 

So she was actually born in the nineteenth century, probably.   If she was about fifty in nineteen forty-nine ... she might have been born in the eighteen nineties even.

I've never stopped to study or reckon all that up, but I do know that she was about seventy seven when she died. Uh, I … it ... one don't take any notice of ages when you're young and you come. You don't, ah it doesn't register with you.  Uh, what age they were.  I mean the butler was, he was sort of a bent old man  which I never knew how old he was or you wouldn't be interested then. You would be now you're older. Ah, you take it in more ... on board because, I don't know, you're busy living for you, I suppose, for you. I don't know.

And you lived ... you had rooms at the top of the house?

Yes, yes because it was all servants top o' the 'all, top of the 'ouse, but a lot of that, uh they had had a sale before I came and a lot of those rooms were shut off. There was only, there was only three rooms and we're bathroom that we had. No, maybe four rooms.  I don't know.  I can't quite remember. But, um, and then all the sort of next floor was for all the gentry for all for Colonel and Mrs Anson and friends, and then there was a daughter and she had a nice little four poster room at the end. Ah, where I was we used to have to get up and be down for eight o'clock. Um, do all the ground floor and the kitchen people, kitchen maid, there was a kitchen maid, scullery maid.  You was quite lucky really because you had your breakfast brought to you we did.  We was quite lucky because we were on the front of the 'ouse where we did library drawing room, um, dining room, front halls ...um ... and that sort of thing. So, we had a nice big servants’ hall past the kitchen and the kitchen maid would go and set the table for the butler,  … uh for the rest of us.  And you would have, you would have your breakfast brought to you.  So, that was good. Well you know it was good.

Well, that was before eight o'clock?  You'd have that before eight o'clock?

Well, there was a bell go.  There was a bell go and it would be probably 'alf past because there would be the shutters to undo, the curtains, you know the curtains draw back shutters all the other jobs like shaking cushions up and the grates to do.  But we were, we were more privileged probably than kitchen people because they had to do get up early and clean the flues out and … em, put all the cooks ... the scullery maid was meant to do 'elp the cook by getting all the things out for her -- the cooking utensils and that sort of thing.

So, you got up and your jobs were like dusting and polishing and that kind of thing were they?

Oh, yes!  Cleaning brass, cleaning grates, cleaning windows.  Still the same today. Ehuh!  It hasn't changed except it's probably got easier because, uh, you've got nicer, you've got more powerful vacuums and  you've got polishers and easier cleaning materials, I suppose. Although some of the good, some of the old methods were quite good really as regards cleaning materials.

What were they? What were the old ones?

Uh, Nellie would make her own polish with linseed oil maybe and, um, put it to ordinary polisher, I don't know … beeswax.  She could do that. It was hard work but it paid off.

And was she a strict task mistress on you?

She was very nice but the fact is she would like you to do your job well ... because she'd showed you that way.  Uh, sometimes she'd probably let it go over but, uh, she would tell you but you'd know.  You wouldn't  never make the same mistake again.  Like I say to the girls over there now when we're cleaning.  Those fire irons you have, you have, you generally have one for the coal and then you've got a shovel long and then you've got a poker. 
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Now she had not put the right things together apparently.  The one that you get the coal with goes on ... on your right hand side and you must put the other two together on the other side. Now they say to me "I don't know as it matters".  I said "Perhaps it don't matter today but it's the way that I've been shown and it sticks in your memory because you was told off about it.”

Ya, ya ... yeh.

So that's why you know you just do things ... um ... that way and the fact that you think "well I've always done it that way", so it comes easy to you.

And was there, were there things if you like that, I don't know, Nellie cleaned or did, that you weren't allowed to until you were a little bit more senior?

Yes. She would look after when the em ... when the lady's maid had gone, Nellie was lady’s maid as well as 'ead 'ousemaid.  And you would never, she would never like you to touch Mrs Anson's clothes, although Mrs Anson would probably shout and ask where it was.  She seemed to be a little bit jealous in case you got a bit too close.  That may be just me, I don't know.  But, um, we're sort of not going to hear her because, you know, I'd always get into trouble if I fetched the skirt down because everything had to be brushed every day, clothes had to be brushed because you see they ... they had several lots of different clothes for shootin', for going to London in, for the everyday clothes, for evening wear, and um, Nellie seen to all the clothes so you think "Oh, no, I'm steering clear of that because I'll get told off.”

Oh right, and the lady's maid?  Did she help the person dress or did she lay the ...

Laid, laid the clothes out.  But before …,  a proper lady's maid, I mean I've learnt from Nellie's sister.  She was a proper lady's maid where she travelled with a lady and she did, she did 'alf ta 'elp the lady dress.  But that's what she told me you know.  But she was lucky ya know because she went to quite a lot of countries with it ... uh, this lady.  And she said that you didn't even get, you know, they wouldn't speak to you unless they really 'ad to sort of thing.

You were, your job in a sense was to be invisible really was it then?  There whenever you were needed but ...

These people weren't too bad, I must say, but you just kept back..  You kept back because you knew that ... you didn't seem to want to ... you didn't get into conversation like you do today.  You really, it was so different.  Um, the fact that you was young and didn't have an awful lot to say anyway, um, because ... I don't know, you just didn't get into conversation.  Just to say good morning probably.  Would always speak to ya' ah but it's different, it's so different today because you can hold a conversation with them.  They're more on a different, I don't know ... planet!  Huh, huh, huh, huh, huh!

Yeh, and how much were you paid when you first started there?

Oh goodness, let me think. ... Probably for the first three months you was paid about six pound a month.  See this is a thing you should have wrote down, isn't it?

Well, maybe this will encourage you to write your memoirs!

Ah, and then it, then you got better off, you'd have a little pay rise now and again.  But you didn't complain because ... I don't know.

You got your bed and board as well for the ...

Oh yes, of course!  Yes, you did.  Although you used to go home and have a feed and your mother wasn't getting anything. Huh, huh, huh!

When did you, how many days a week was it? Was it six days a week, five days a week or ... ?

Oh no, you was nearly here all the time really.

And you say you would go home for a feed. How often would you get home for a feed?

Oh, when you, you know, if I had Mondays and Wednesdays and uh, Fridays we was nearly always in.  Weekends.  If they hadn't got any parties on, you could go 'ome for a weekend.  It got better actually.  It got better ... um ... so you were allowed, yes.  You'd come in on a Sunday if they'd got visitors.  She would tell you when she wanted you.  So therefore you would be at 'ome havin' a feed.  Not that you didn't get fed 'ere but you always seem to, when you're … when you're young you always seem to be hungry aren't you, don't you think?  Eheh, heh, he, heh!  I mean mother was always, we were a big family.  We were a very big family so therefore there was always food, you know.  Me mother was always makin' huge milk puddings and big stews and ... because there was such a lot to feed.

Tell me, tell me more about the kind of things you would ... it was ... I can't imagine ... there were how many housemaids besides you and Nellie?
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There was three 'ousemaids when I came first.  There was two kitchen maids and the cook.  Ah, there was three gardeners, there was a butler.

Come back to … I can't imagine there was that much dusting and polishing to do.   I mean three people working all day on a house.  I mean there can't be that  much dust about.  No self-respecting dust would drop at that time would it?

Ah, ah, ... now let me think about that.  There was a lot of polishing to do.  There was a lot of brass to do and there were an awful lot of windows in that place.  And you didn't have to rush around like mad,  You took your time.  There were steps too.  There were all steps to clean. Both from the     door and the front door that they used.  There was all down the passages.

Did you have to light fires as well?

Well we laid them.  There was a certain time that they would be lit.  The morning room fire would be lit.  The library fire in the winter would be lit.  Although they'd got central heating and it was coke central heating down in the basement.  There was the basements to clean.  We didn't need to clean the servants 'all and the passages because that was done by the kitchen staff.  And there was back stairs and there was quite big larders downstairs.  And there was spring cleaning.  It took all the spring up sort of cleaning all the ...  you'd have to have the beds to pieces, these big beds and you’d have to clean all those and you'd have to get all the curtains down.  There was an awful lot of work really.

So spring cleaning which we talk about was actually a very big job?

It was a big job because you washed all the wood work down.  You'd have all the cupboards out.  You'd have all the drawers out.  You'd have to put polish where the runners are on the drawers.  There was all little things, little details things to do that was done you know, and then you'd, you'd cobweb.  You'd wash the paint down … you'd do the brass.  You'd done all the cupboards out and you'd vacuum all the beds and all the ah, and on top of the four poster beds and every bit of polishing had to be done.  Yes, you could be, you could be three days on one room.

And when, when ...

And washstands!  There was all washstands to do.  You know because there was only what ... two bathrooms on ... Well, there was two bathrooms on ...  I suppose it was quite a nice bathroom.  One on the top floor.  And then, um ... there was no rushing about.  You all sort of did it in your own time, sort of thing.  Heh, heh, heh!

Would there be regular breaks?  Would you have a mid-morning break when you'd all meet down in the servants ... ?

There was um.  There was eleven ... you'd have your breakfast.  Probably about have past eight. I don't know what time you'd move.  You moved when the 'ead moved, like Nellie moved you'd know it was time to move.  And then, um, eleven o'clock the kitchen maid would put drinks on a tray lower down on the steps where you were working and a little bell would go and you knew that was drink time and then one o'clock, one o'clock you would 'ave your lunch.   And then you'd work again in the afternoon.  There was an awful lot of back stairs to scrub down because that was the servants' quarters, the servants' stairs, and then if it was your day out Nellie would let you go at four o'clock.  But if you didn't go out, the days you didn't go out at four o'clock, you'd go and get changed into your other clothes with an apron on, so that you would serve tea.  You'd serve tea and then you'd go upstairs and tidy up after they'd been up to change, the people you'd be working for had been up to change.  You'd put all that straight.  You'd take what wants brushing up to Nellie's room, the 'ousekeeper's room, then you'd put all the night, turn the bed back, put the night clothes out, tidy the bathroom up, put the towels straight if they'd used the bathroom, clean it round . You'd go in the morning room. You'd sort of make the fire -- tidy the 'earth up, shake all the cushions up.  The butler, of course, would take drinks in and fetch dirty glasses and put clean glasses there.  And, um, then you'd help the butler serve dinner and you'd  'elp him wash up and then that would be half past nine, ten o'clock.  Then you could go to bed.
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The people ... the gentry,  also had a routine did they where they would use particular rooms at particular times of the day?

Well, when they were on their own, when they were on their own, they would use ... The colonel would use the library in the daytime because that was his desk, his study where he would do all his work.  Um, and then they would go into the morning room at night.  If they was got people then they would probably, could use the drawing room.  If they'd got a party of people in, um, they'd use the drawing room.

And there was a formal dining room as well.

Yes, a big dining room, a huge dining room. Ya, and they would use the dining room every night.

Even though they might just be ...

No, it's true and the table would be set up with all the silver and everything just the same.  You'd have four silver candles on and all separate salt pots, pepper pots and whatever and set, you know, as if there was going to be a banquet. Heh, heh.

And were they at either end of the table or down ...

Well, because it was a table that you could, a table that you could lengthen, put lots of leaves in or it was just stay, it was just sort of, um, enough for four people really but yeh, the Colonel would sit one side and Mrs Anson would sit the other.  And there was a huge, huge round table in the middle.  The smaller table was sort of put more in the winda' to one side, and then there was this table that would take twelve maybe and they would sit at that if they had more people.

And did they entertain very much at weekends?  You know you said about shooting parties ...

Yeh, it was more friends.  It was done in them days for 'obby.  It was a 'obby for them in them days.  Even farming was. It .. I don't know whether they made any money but it was just done for 'obby, I think.  And he had a lot of those nice cows on the front.  Those ... is it Guernsey, Reg? Jersey, Guernsey cows?  Jersey cows, yes.

What just wandering about, as it were?

Yes. Ya, and it well you know it was all self sufficient really. 

And did ... so there were farm workers as well?.

Oh yes.  We had a farm down 'ere.  The farm that's just past here with me and they ... you could get, you could get milk and eggs and they had their own pigs. And cows, ya they had everything and sheep. Ya. They'd kill their own pigs.

But the gardeners were working on the gardens of the house.  They were nothing to do with the farm?

No. All ... it was completely separate.  We were all completely separate. and you didn't actually … I never came down here while I was working there.  We went into the garden because  in the garden was absolutely brilliant, the old garden.  Because you've got .. and the head gardener would come in and he grew grapes.  There was melons.  There was apricots, peaches, um, and he would come in and he would lay them out for dessert in the evening.  He also did the salad.  There was orchids.  He, um, he used to bring them and look after them.  Bring them in when they were at the best.  Take them away when they'd gone past their best and , um, he arranged flowers as well!  There was a flower room.  He had a little flower room downstairs. 

What within the ...?

It was in the 'ouse which is totally different now. It's gone, it's one of the offices now.

Wow.  And so to get all these melons and everything else there ... 

There were three gardeners, three gardeners.  Oh yes, and um these beautiful greenhouses with all you know.  Really they had to have a lot of heat.  They were having to make that fire up Reg , with that coke  weren't they, twice a day did they make 'em up, those boilers for the greenhouse.  And there was another one that they had all the orchids in.  That was, eh, in back of  the chape,l weren't it?  It's still there today but it's falling down unfortunately.

Did you have anything to do with cleaning the chapel at all?  Is that ...
No, there was a person came and did the chapel.  Yes.

There must have been different characters among all this staff.  But did you ... did you ... was there a division between the housemaids and the kitchen staff or were you all just happened to be friends with whoever and ... ?

We were friendly but we were separate really because we slept together, you know, I mean.  I shouldn't say that ... ha, ha, ha, ha, ha.!! I must mind this. Huh, ha, ha!  We had a room, ah, three of us had a room but there was one of us that the girls .. she still calls to see me today, we have great fun.  But um,  she didn't want to be in our party. She wanted to have a room of her own.
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Huh, huh, huh, huh, huh ...  ah, yes she, she wanted it.  She said to Nellie "I would like a room of me own.”  She did ... I don't know, I wouldn't like to tell her now but she comes here most Sundays and I thought, "She didn't want to be with the riff raff". Heh, heh, heh!

Because you were saying there were three rooms at top house, so they were something like multi-occupation. So you didn't have a room of your own.  You said three rooms where people slept?

Well, Nellie 'ad one room, Evelyn had another room ...

Who was Evelyn?

Evelyn was a housemaid.

Oh, alright.

Evelyn was the 'ousemaid and then there was Mary, Nora and meself 'ad ah  the big room.  It's called a school room because it was.  It was a  school room for the children that had gone before, you know, the gentry's children.  When there was young children there to teach.

There was no governess ... there were no young children there when you were there?

No, no.  The Colonel never 'ad no children.  No, they never 'ad no children.  There were no children until Robin's Mom and Dad came.

And the cook and the kitchen staff, did they live on site or what?

Mrs. Catton used to live in the stable yard because 'er husband was, um, he did to do with the coach, coach and 'orses and that sort of thing.  What do they call it?

Groom?

Ya.  But he'd died just before I came and she stayed in that flat in the stable yard until, um, there was a flat over the new wing and she moved into that.

So, we've got the house staff, we've got the farm staff, we've got the gardeners and there were also people associated with the stables as well?

Um,  but that finished when I came 'ere because the groom had died and then it had just ... the coaches was all gone.  Well, the coach was one of the little flat that we had when we came, when we married.  They was still 'ere then.  But, um, it was it was a chauffeur, there was a chauffeur 'ere.  So that they had got cars when I came 'ere. 

And that was nineteen forty-nine.

Nineteen forty-nine but I was only ... that was just Christmas, nineteen forty nine and then, you know, it was the end of the year.  I haven't been here all nineteen forty-nine.  It was the end of the year, Christmas.

Now, obviously things change over time.  From the point of view of your life in the house as a housemaid, did things change at all ...?

Ya, the biggest change was when the Colonel's nephew came from New Zealand to live 'ere, because it was 'alved.  Uuh, the Colonel had died and then Mr Neilson came to take over so they  'ad it in half, so that Mrs Anson then had the library,  and the drawing room and the rooms that was ... there was a north  'all and there was a weighin' room that was made into another dwelling because ... let me think ... because it was, it was all divided and she had the  north 'all door to use and Mrs Neilson had the main 'all door to use so it was divided that way. And Mrs Anson had, um, so many bedrooms on the top floor and so many bedrooms on the second floor and then Neilsons had the rest of the 'ouse.  And they'd got four children.  And we stayed.  I stayed with Mrs Anson and Nellie 'cause the staff then was cut down and then Mr and Mrs Neilson got their own staff.

Oh, I see.

That was the biggest change.

What year was that then?

Reg, what year ... uh, nineteen fifty...nineteen fifty-seven.

Right.

Nineteen fifty-seven. 

And so there was you, Nellie, and a cook?

Yes, we had a cook.  Mrs Catton was still here for a while and then she got too old and she got a flat down the village, down Walton-on Trent And then we had an Irish cook for quite a while and then ... we still 'ad butlers, she still 'ad butler. She had a butler right up until she died which was what Reg? What year was that? 

Nineteen seventy-six. Ya, ya...

But Nellie, the one that she doted on really because she was just 'ere all the while for her.  She died before her and I think she went downhill a lot then.  She didn't seem to want to live after Nellie had died.  Because she used to say to Nellie, " We've seen it in together so we'll see it out."  Heh, heh, he, huhh!

And Nellie was seventy-seven when she died?

Yes, she was really a very nice person.

And that's the interesting thing because on the one hand there is this kind of gentry and servant ... and on the other hand …

You were, you were totally different then.  Uh, um, still quite nice people to work for.  They've always been nice people to work for but you knew your place and you weren't interested in their lifestyle.  You were just interested in your own really, I suppose.  But you learnt from it, you learnt such a lot from it.

30 minutes

In what way?

In the fact that ... in the fact you knew the better things of life and you certainly knew how to clean a home from top to bottom and you knew quality of things like clothes, like furniture.  Even down to a paint brush really. You knew a good paint brush from a bad paint brush.  That's being silly, but you did know the better things.   It's nice to know really because you wouldn't have learnt it, you wouldn't have learnt that from home because probably you had things you had to make do.  There wasn't the money.  There wasn't the money. Until you grew up and got your own money, when you could save up and have a new bicycle.  And I've still got my bicycle since when I was seventeen.

Have you?

Ya.  'Cause I remember my Dad coming to town to help me buy the bicycle.  It's still in the shed.

And that was a big event.

Absolutely!  Ya, having a bike, a new bike.  And we used to on a Friday night -- all the girls'd got bikes and we used to clean them on a Friday night.  Heh, heh, heh.

Make them look good again

'Cause where would you bike off to then?

You'd go home.  You'd go to Edingdale and my friend would go to Fradley and then she'd got a boyfriend at Burntwood so she'd go to Burntwood.  Took bike to see her boyfriend at Burntwood.

Obviously, in your case there was a boyfriend who was probably a little bit nearer home in the sense that he was working here presumably at the same time, was he?

No, Reg was not 'ere.

Oh, wasn't he?  So how did you meet him then?  I was going to say what did you do in terms of going out and doing social things, you went home ... ?

Oh, yes, You'd do them, you'd have no social events here except you'd have a wist drive at Christmas time and that would be the 'ighlight of being here because I actually won one.  Huh, huh.  You were taught to play wist which was good, and all the farm workers would have a party.  We'd have a nice party and the game staff ... oh, the game staff was another separate ... separate ...

Right.  And this was the gamekeeper, and so on.

Ya, and they wouldn't mix much with ya ...ooh hoo ... separate party.  And, um, yes there'd be the farm workers, the game staff, the chauffeurs, the gardeners, highest staff all come together Christmas and 'ave a party and wist drive.

Where?

In the 'all itself.  In the dining room.

Wow, so this was except ... I mean the gentry didn't come anywhere near it but they ...?

They would come in towards the end and give you the prizes that people had won and come and have a talk.  And you'd 'ave a Christmas present give you.  T'd be a Christmas tree with the Christmas presents round.

Do you think the gentry saw you as family in the end?  That you were ... that they had a special responsibility to you, as you would do for children?  Because people weren't gotten rid of and sacked in the same way were they?  People stayed here ...

Oh they stayed 'ere.  You just fade away actually.  Nobody ever left, I don't think. Uh, today if you want to move on you leave and go somewhere else. But no, everybody’s stayed.  We've always stayed because we’ve liked being 'ere ... all of us.  Except the young people who think, “Well I’ve got to get better off today” or “I need a change”. Um, they’re thinking completely different.  Ah, we've all stayed.  Ah, there's Reg and June. There's Evelyn and Derek.  There's just everybody.  We're all about the same age. OK, Reg and I are the eldest now out of all the staff, but we've all stayed 'ere.  Just 'cause we've liked bein' 'ere. 

Ya.  And presumably they've liked having you here.

Well, they've never said "Go away” so … heh, heh, huh! They never said “Get lost” or anything like that. No, it’s been Mr and Mrs Neilson and the present Neilsons.  We’ve always been OK together, all of us. (Reg in the background “It’s all been good fun”)  It has.  More now because you can speak your … you can say … because you’re older and that you’ve got more mature maybe and you can get on the same wave length.
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You didn’t ‘ave so much in common.  They were alright to you.  They were very nice but because you were young you never … it was like you speak when you’re spoken to in a way.

But isn’t there also society is changing?

Oh, absolutely.  Oh, yes. It’s gone too far the other way.

What do you mean by that?

I always think we’ve gone too far the other way because there’s not the respect anymore like there was then and, um, there’s far too much money, far too many children have far too many things.  They spoil the life by ‘aving too much.  And television.  They learn such an awful lot of things from television, I always think.

Do you think, though, the respect was two-way?   I can see how you would respect, as it were, the gentry but do you think they respected you? I mean that might be the changes that are about today, that in fact there might be more respect … there’s less kind of, um, you know barriers as it were …?

I don’t think, um, I don’t know how they felt.  I don’t know.  I can’t really say about it. …  Yes, they would ‘elp. They would ‘elp you if they thought you was in trouble.  They, they could do in them days, if you was in real trouble or your family, someone in your family was in trouble, they could ‘elp.  Or if you was ill they could ‘elp you more because they’d got, what shall I say, they’d got pulling power as regards doctors.  Whether they slipped them a bottle of whisky, heh, heh, heh, I don’t know.  Um, they could ‘elp you in them days.  You could get quite a bit of help if any member of the family was in trouble, um, because the fact that, ya, the Colonel was a JP weren’t he? Reg? Was he QC? Ya, you see, you could if you were in trouble. You knew you could go to them and you would get probably preferential treatment a lot of people wouldn’t get.

But I was going to say, there must have been respect from the lady for Nellie?

Yes, oh absolutely! Yes, oh ya.  

When you met Reg, he was a gardener somewhere else?

No, no, Reg came from another village, and we met at Edingdale at one of the dances.  Was it Edingdale, Reg, or was it Harleston? Ya, I didn’t know … he wasn’t on this place.  He was totally different.  He was six miles away where I was three miles away.  At Clifton.  Ya, no, we’d have a village, we’d have a village dance.  In the village ‘all and that was where, that was our the highlight of your life, was going to those dances because, uh, you’d probably go to the pictures now and again, um, and they’d ‘ave, they’d ‘ave those old fashioned picture house at Harleston, wouldn’t they, the black and white movie.  
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And you’d go there.  And that was the two things that you did.  You didn’t do an awful lot. (Reg talks a bit about being shown magic lantern slides in the church) Then Reg -  then I got a flat here and that’s why we married and went into the flat in the stable yard in nineteen fifty- eight and then Reg – you was at Alrewas Mill at Tamworth and then Mrs Anson, they were short of a gardener and you, no you’d left Alrewas Mill and you’d gone to Drakelow because it was good money.

This was the power station?

Yes, yes.  And then they were short of gardeners here and Mrs Anson ...  Reg used to ‘elp at night time and then she asked if he’d like a full time job. I don’t know whether he did himself any favours because he  had to take an awful drop in money.  But it didn’t matter because you were ‘appy, you were ‘appy doing that … really … money didn’t come into it really because you’d got a flat. (Reg, Cath and Roger talk amongst themselves for a minute.)  

And you were in this absolutely idyllic, if I may say so, this cottage is just wonderful …

Yes, it is but there’s a terrible mess out there. I’ll have to get to it.  In the summer, it is the most wonderful place to be.  But I don’t like the winter because of that muddy yard out there.

So when did you actually move into here then?

Thirty six years ago.  Thirty six years ago.

That’s the other thing I wondered  is that these …  is it still the same that you go until you fade away.  And if not, are these cottages tied … is this a tied cottage or is it actually a rented cottage?

No, we don’t rent but there is people that rent like the gunsmith rents ‘is.  Uh, um, John and Joan rent theirs.  June and Reg don’t rent theirs because he works on the farm.  Uh, the gamekeepers don’t rent theirs because Mick is still gamekeeper.  His father at the moment lives in that wilderness cottage over there.  But at the moment he’s in ‘ospital, he’s very old and I don’t know whether he’ll be coming back up there or whether or not he’ll have to go in ‘ome or whether he’ll live with his son.

But, so this is a tied cottage?

You would say, yes you would say it is tied cottage. I don’t know if we can’t work any more … like Wilfred, they’ve let Wilfred stay but I don’t know ‘ow that works for us. He’s never said, Reg, well Robin’s never said to anybody “Go”. But, you’d have to use your own discretion  and think well perhaps they might need this cottage for another staff to help keep the ‘all going.

So, you were saying earlier about how you were taught by Nellie and you’re now staying with younger ones here so … what’s your job at the moment here then?

Well, really and truly mine is the same, exactly the same except that, 

um … 

You’re now head … housemaid that is?

No, I’ve gone down simply because I ‘ad to go down because somebody’s under me that showed … because I’m getting forgetful, he, he, he.  And I’ve let her have that place, but we do, no we work it together.  We know what we’ve got to do.  But it’s totally different because it was friends what used to come.  Now it’s sort of more commercial. It was never commercial in the Colonel’s day or Mrs Neilson, they ‘ad a syndicate didn’t they and that’s when it all started that they had to charge to keep the place going.  But it was mostly friends, friends in the syndicate.  Um …

But I mean, that’s the thing that’s also changed hasn’t it?  I mean there isn’t the money around that there was.  The private wealth that enabled people to have all that staff and not have a productive …

Well, no because as I said it was all done for ‘obby, really.

We don’t live in that world …

No, no it’s gone.

Only the very rich.

Yes, only the very rich.  The nouveau riche.

But I was going to say that must have been something that when you were first here in forty-nine the people that were coming here and using the facilities, were in a sense the established gentry, were they, in terms of their … they were all very much of a like for like but in terms of today and people coming along and hiring the facilities …

Oh, a different kettle of fish altogether because, um ... they’ve made their money.  They’re probably self-made, more self-made people than what they used to be.  
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Those I say were friends and relations and a lot of type of people. There was Lord Goddard, he came once.  A man that used to say whether you’d got to ‘ang or not!  Huh, huh.

That’s right, wasn’t he Lord Chief Justice?

That’s right. Ya ...ya.  He was, he was, he came … because  … he was a friend of Mrs Anson.

(The three talk together in the background for a minute.)

Ya, so it is now, I mean, in a sense you’re almost …

The biggest change is as you say from the gentry now down to, um, self- made people but Katie’s people, the people she ‘as, they’ve always known money from childhood, you know what I mean?  But there is a lot of … they come on activity days or shooting.  The shooting parties are different than what they used to be but it’s not, it’s because they pay to come, sort of thing.  Katie and Robin have their own friends that’ll come and do a shoot but they are their friends.

But isn’t it almost like you’re a hotel or a business centre in a sense, do you know what I mean?

Well, we can’t call it an ‘otel …

No, I know but I just meant that when you were there to begin with … 

It was not ‘otel, no.

… it was a private home and the pace and the  number of people coming, it was a much gentler sort of place.

Oh, absolutely!! 

I get the impression now …

Oh, it’s go, go, go, go!  Ya! We don’t like it.

You don’t like it.  Well, why would you, why would you?

We don’t like it.  We don’t like the noise, we don’t want … well, no … ‘cause we’ve got such a lot comin’ off  this year. Unbelievable what are comin’ off this year. Although we’ve got the Duke of Edinburgh coming.

Oh, is this for the carriage world championships?

Ya. World championships are going to be ‘ere so it is going to be very busy.  And a food fair, is it?  It is going to be one of the busiest years we will ever know at Catton.  Although we have ‘ad busy times.  There’s  two concerts as well.  Then there’s the Marie Curie which Katie does an awful lot for, for charity.

It’s interesting, that’s interesting you’ve just said Robin, Katie where it was …

Oh, yes!  

Sir, lord or whatever.

Oh, yes, it’s got that way.  And yet their children … we call …the gamekeepers … Robin and Katie used to call them Mr and Mrs Walton.  The children call them Violet and Wilf.  Their children.  It’s funny because we call them, we call them Mr and Mrs Walton and my children are calling them Violet and Wilf.

Is that, it is that move to blurring the edges between people isn’t it?

And today the old gamekeeper still calls Robin, Mr Robin. You see it was Mr in them days.  Mr Neilson, we called Sir, we called Mrs Neilson, madam. But now we’ve gone to Robin and Katie. 

Ya.

We’re on a different, a different … I don’t know.  Because they were younger than us and then we called them and then we called ‘em, you know.

Yes, but they’d still be calling young people and the young people would call them by their Christian … It’s a style change, isn’t it?  It’s not the same …

No, it’s so funny because the gardener that’s here calls them Mr and Mrs Neilson.  And he’s a lot younger.  He’s fifty but he’s been here ten years and he was introduced to them as Mr and Mrs Neilson and that’s how it’s been and we‘ve talked to him about Katie and Robin.  But he comes in here every day.   He doesn’t live ‘ere. Because he comes from Burntwood every day.

Oh, right right. Ya … ya.

I don’t know what Arthur calls them. ( Reg speaks in the background) Ya, he calls them Robin and Katie, that’s the maintenance man.

In terms if the place here.  It’s a beautiful place.  If I had to say to you “What would be your favourite place around here?” ‘cause you don’t just sort of shuttle between here and the hall presumably.  You know, you enjoy the countryside around, do you?  Or maybe you don’t?
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Oh, Ashbourne, if you ‘ad to say.  Ya, ya, ya a nice trip up Ashbourne. 

But, is there, within the grounds, any favourite particular place?

Probably a walk up the river when you take the dogs or up to June’s, 

that’s called up the Thirty Acre, and up to June’s because she lives in a cottage in the wood.

And June is?

June is Reg’s wife that works on the farm.

Right, right.

She doesn’t work ‘ere.  She came ‘ere.  She did come ‘ere in the ‘ouse until she got married. And then Reg, he came as gardener and then he went to work on the farm. ( Lovely chiming of the clock in the background goes on for quite a while.) Heh, heh, huh.

Thank God it’s not twelve o’clock!  (Much laughter.)

No, that was a nice sound effect that was.  Um, and um, in terms of like your children … is it the kind of life you would encourage them to have?  I mean, it sounds as though when you were … when you got the opportunity to come here in nineteen forty-nine, I’d imagine your parents were quite delighted.  You know, it was somewhere fairly local, it was a safe job.  It was everything else.  What if your children …?

The children wouldn’t want to do it because there wouldn’t be enough money for them.  They  wouldn’t really.  My daughter’s a school teacher.  No, they don’t want ‘ousework, they don’t even want to clean their own ‘ouses.  They want to be out, going to Nepal, to Canada snowboarding.  They want to be doing that sort of thing.  They want to be out there!

You sound a bit critical of that.  Isn’t that a good thing?

Ya, go for it if you’ve got the opportunity which we never ‘ad the opportunity. We went … my mother and dad could never afford to go away.  They always went away.  Big family, but they always went away.  But me auntie used to take us to Llandudno, but only the girls, the boys never came. Only the girls went, out of the family.  We ‘ad wonderful time when we was young because if you went to the other end of the village you’d think you were going to the other end of the wolrd anyway … you know. To go to the other end of the village …ooh … new ground for you!

They were nicer times, not better, nicer.  Nicer …

What do you mean by that then?

Oh, because people were more genuine and there was no rat race and  we were quieter and there wasn’t the terrible stress that there is today. Rush , rush, rush.  You’ve only got to go out there … and cars and everybody’d not got time and get ‘et up so quickly and stress and worry.

(Reg talks for a bit about how easy it is to travel into the large cities for entertainment.)

And you know, Mr Neilson, um, Mr and Mrs Neilson … ‘e was a lovely man.  He was good to us because he bought this villa in Portugal and he used to let it to us and we could take friends every year. We went for ten years to Portugal, didn’t we?  And ‘e used to say, ‘e used to come into the library and say to us I can’t keep up, I can’t keep up with it!  We used  to say to him”Where are you coming from. You’re going to new Zealand at Christmas. You’re flying to New Zealand at eighty some odd and you say you can’t keep up with it!”  But I do actually know what he means now.  I do actually know because you can’t always relate to some of the modern ways of like and it does get to ya, although you think, “no it’s not going to catch me. It’s not going to catch me out.”  But it does catch you out.  I think so.  It catches me out, definitely. Heh, heh, heh.

You seem very young at heart though.

Well, thank you.  Thank you.  Yes, I can relate to youngsters.  Now Reg is not as good ‘cause I have to sort of put him in his place.  Don’t be so down on them.  Just let him listen to them.  No, though I must say.  With just having one child, Reg has always sort of had to hold reins more or less to keep ‘em on the straight, wherefore I’m probably more lenient and can see where they’re coming from.  Reg has never been able to do that.  That’s where we do differ.
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Well, you’ve got to have the … you know, good cop, bad cop.

Absolutely!  And I think it works.  If you get two parents and nobody to hold the reins, then the child goes and it’s got no stability at all.  I found that, I find that. 

(Reg talks about discipline in the army and they decide even the army has gone soft these days.)

I think sometimes if you go into town some of the girls look so fed up with what they’re doing in the shops.

And you’ve never had that experience?

No, they used to be so helpful.   But you would give them a lot of grief like.  They get an awful lot of grief today behind them counters, you know.

 So, you’ve never had any regrets about coming here and working, then?

No, because I couldn’t have done anything else.  I wasn’t clever enough to do anything else.  Like … your brothers and sisters probably were a bit more clever, so they went out and did cleverer things.

Final question.  I just had a thought about this.  In a sense this was an important place in the area …

They were important places, really.  You were looked up to really.

I was wondering, when you went back home -- through association, working in ‘the hall’, did you have a bit of extra status because you know “ I’m a housemaid …”?

Yes, later on in life you did. You did, you felt that.  You felt you were a little bit more important because you were working for gentry. Yes, I think you did.

OK. Anything else you think I need to …

I think I’ve covered the majority of it.  No, I don’t think there is really.  Nothing else you want to ask , is there?
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