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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.


About the Author

Author of the worldwide no.1 bestsellers The World of Downton Abbey and its follow-up, The Chronicles of Downton Abbey, Jessica is the niece of the hit series’ creator, Julian Fellowes. Jessica started as a journalist at the Mail on Sunday, going on to be the Deputy Editor of Country Life magazine, before deciding to focus on books. She has also co-written The Devil You Know: Looking Out for the Psycho in Your Life, with forensic psychologist Kerry Daynes, and Build A Business From Your Kitchen Table, ghostwritten for the founders of notonthehighstreet.com, Sophie Cornish and Holly Tucker. Her first book was Mud & the City: Dos and Don’ts for Townies in the Country.

Jessica also writes for The Daily Telegraph, Sunday Times Style, The Lady, Psychologies and The Times. In demand as a speaker, Jessica talks at literary festivals from Scarborough to Cheltenham and appears on numerous radio and TV programmes from BBC Breakfast to BBC4’s ‘Never Mind the Full Stops’ via Radio 5 Live. She was also the regular paper reviewer for Nick Ferrari’s LBC Breakfast Show for two years.

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.

Jessica was brought up in London, with long summer holidays in the wilds of Kerry, Ireland. She now lives in Oxfordshire and Notting Hill with her family.
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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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