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PREFACE

We know the scene. It is August, and in the grounds of a country house a garden party is going on. It is a warm afternoon, but the cool shadows of the cedars are lengthening over the lawns. Violin music is coming from a marquee. Ladies with parasols and elaborate hats are strolling in the middle distance. The gentlemen wear frock coats despite the weather. Uniformed servants hover discreetly, offering refreshments. For backdrop there is the great house itself, home for centuries to a titled family. The Earl is talking to his guests. He is a man of decency and goodwill and strict fairness, benevolent ruler of his realm. His relatives are also decent and well-meaning and his servants, give or take the occasional crisis, are happy. Everyone knows their place, and appears content within it. The household runs like clockwork.

But amid the sunlight and music and the well-bred, inconsequential chatter, we see a figure approaching with measured tread. It is Carson the butler, and he carries a salver on which there is a telegram addressed to his master. It contains the news that the world has ended – or at least this version of it. The Earl opens the envelope, scans the contents with an expression of concern, and calls at once for silence. He tells the gathering that war has broken out in Europe. His guests look suitably disturbed. Some are even surprised.

This is the event that ends the first series of the television drama Downton Abbey. The announcement comes as no surprise to the television audience, which, forewarned by its knowledge of history, has been anticipating this moment for weeks. Indeed viewers are already in the habit of guessing which of the young men they have come to know from both above and below stairs are likely to survive the coming conflict, and when the female characters will be liberated from their various traditional roles by having to undertake war work. Those watching know that, from the moment the telegram is unsealed, the world will never be the same again. The parasols and the big hats will be put away for ever. Innocence has ended in the blink of an eye. We have crossed the fault line between the old world and the new, between the fairy-tale glamour of Edwardian high society and the horror of the trenches. Like the sinking of the Titanic with which the series began, the outbreak of war in August 1914 is a metaphor for Edwardian hubris, enabling scriptwriters to convey a sense of apocalypse – of thoughtless, extravagant hedonism, of the assumption of aristocratic superiority and an entire complex, fussy, snobbish and taken-for-granted social order, all coming to a sudden, crashing end. Some of those watching from their armchairs regret this, others think it about time.

Drama and history are not the same thing, however. The former, understandably, wishes to make events exciting: to play on the friction between different personalities, and the reaction of characters to circumstances that are unexpected and overwhelming. The reality of August 1914 was certainly dramatic, but it was very different. For one thing, it was not, properly speaking, the Edwardian era, which had ended with the death of Edward VII four years earlier. Much of the excess associated with his reign was by now a memory for the new king, George V, and his queen were seen as dull and worthy. Society was less frivolous and pleasure-seeking. Even women’s dresses were more austere, angular, inelegant, than they had been a few years before.

It was not the case, as is so often implied in fiction, that the landowning aristocracy sat behind the walls of their estates with the smug sense that things would go on in the way they always had. These people were in crisis. Land – traditionally the source of their wealth and local prestige – had depreciated in value. They were increasingly unable to fill their servants’ halls with people who ‘knew their place’ and, because they now had to pay National Insurance for each domestic employed, could no longer afford so many of them in any case. The landowning class was heavily taxed, and as a group had faced in recent years the hostility of a radical government. (There had recently been a proposal by the Liberals, only just deflected, to create up to 500 new peers, swamping the House of Lords and outnumbering the traditional aristocracy.) National politics was a poisonous two-way stand-off between the old and the new, Liberal and Conservative, that caused serious family rifts within the aristocracy itself. The suffragettes, whose campaign of vandalism and disruption was continuing unabated, had added a further element of instability and anarchy, with even ladies of good family landing in prison, deliberately or otherwise. In that summer of 1914 it was regarded as a certainty that civil war would break out in Ireland, within a matter of weeks or even days, over the issure of home rule. Both Protestants and Catholics there were forming military units, importing quantities of weapons, openly drilling and practising marksmanship. When this conflict broke out, it would cause further political division, and might even lead to the break-up of the United Kingdom.

In Europe, matters were even worse. Several times in recent years war between the major powers had almost broken out over some crisis or other. Now it had actually happened. In the space of a few weeks, between the end of June – when the heir to the throne of the Austrian Empire had been assassinated in Serbia – and the beginning of August, several nations had called up their reserves, closed their frontiers and begun hostilities. Things had come to a head on 1 August, when the armies of the German Kaiser had crossed the border into Belgium – a neutral country which Britain was pledged to protect – in order to attack France. Britons living on the Continent were fleeing in their thousands, abandoning businesses, education, holidays, so as to get home as quickly as possible. They were arriving in trainloads at Charing Cross and Victoria, dirty and exhausted and with tales of hostility and harassment and the horrors they had seen.

For Britain, the First World War did not begin at teatime on a sunny afternoon but at eleven o’clock at night, or midnight Berlin time, the hour at which an ultimatum from the British Government expired. Because the Kaiser had ignored a diplomatic request to withdraw his troops from Belgium, Britain declared war on Germany. In London on that warm evening Whitehall and the Mall were packed with people, converging on Big Ben to hear it ring out the end of peace, or on Buckingham Palace because that is where the British go at moments of high emotion. They had been waiting weeks to see if war would come, and if their country would be drawn into the approaching general cataclysm. During that time householders had been stockpiling food; young men as is implied in the series – were getting ready to enlist or had been training as Territorial soldiers; and many young women had already taken courses in nursing.

By the time of the fictional garden party at Downton Abbey, French, Belgian, Russian and German soldiers were already dying in heavy and desperate fighting, the first such major outbreak of hostilities in Europe since the Franco-Prussian War more than forty years previously. The whole of Britain was on a knife-edge. The guests would not have been surprised by the news, for they would have been talking of nothing else. But then, the event would have been cancelled in the first place, owing to the international situation.

In the years that would follow, many thousands of men of all social strata would serve in the war and would lose their lives. It is worth remembering that the upper class gave generously of its sons, for the young men who peopled the pre-war garden parties and hunting fields and college boat-races enlisted in droves. A single school – Eton – was to lose 1,157 of its Old Boys in the conflict. Women of this class, with a similar spirit of duty and self-sacrifice, joined a host of medical and charitable organizations, and either served in theatres of conflict or – as happens in the second series of the drama – gave their homes and resources to the war effort. The Edwardian upper class may often have exhibited a rather unconsidered sense of entitlement, but they were to prove a great deal less hedonistic than they seemed.


INTRODUCTION

Let’s imagine that you are visiting a medium-sized, somewhat typical country house, some time in the years just before the First World War. You are to be a guest for the weekend, though that term is not yet in use. At the moment it is still called a ‘Saturday to Monday’.

You do not know your hosts well. They invited you to stay on the basis of some superficial meeting – perhaps after sitting next to you at a dinner and finding you’d never visited their part of the country. You have no notion of what to expect, but the address sounded suitably grand, and you have in your mind’s eye an image of what their home will probably be like.

You would not – as people do today – drive yourself there as a matter of course. In those days the wealthy used public transport without a second thought, for even a small local train would have First Class carriages for them and Third Class for their servants. Upon your arrival at the station, a porter would immediately take your luggage and, on being informed of your destination, would tell you that the house had sent someone to fetch you. You would have let them know by telegram the time of your train’s arrival, and with the efficiency you would take for granted a vehicle would have been dispatched to meet it. A few years earlier you would have been told that the coachman was waiting, and in the station yard would have been an open carriage, in some suitable colour such as dark green, dark blue, burgundy or canary yellow, with the family’s coat of arms painted on the door. There would have been two servants: the coachman himself, in top boots, a top hat with a black cockade and perhaps a caped coat, and also a groom, similarly top-hatted and in livery, whose job was to help you into the carriage, shut the door and step up behind, to sit with arms folded on the dickey-seat throughout the journey. It is a sign of changing times that all this has gone.

Now there is only a motor car, painted black and with its engine spluttering. The only servant is the chauffeur, dressed in drab grey motoring clothes with leather gauntlets and leggings. He too wears a cockade, but it is on the front of a visored cap, above his goggles. You do not quite know how to deal with this unfamiliar type of servant. He deserves some respect for the technical knowledge that enables him not only to drive the thing – that in itself is as difficult as handling horses – but for his ability to understand the engine and to coax the vehicle into doing what he wants, since all motor cars are known to be temperamental. He seems to be a foreigner, for the French and Germans are more advanced in this field than the English, and when motor cars are bought abroad, a driver can be hired to come with them. His aloofness and mysterious knowledge probably make him unpopular among the other servants. Even a few years ago, at the beginning of the century, motoring was simply a hobby and an automobile was a rich man’s toy. Now they are everywhere, and have almost entirely replaced the horse as a means of passenger transport. Streets in both town and country are simply full of them. There are very few horse-drawn cabs left – they are now a quaint curiosity – and the horse bus has almost entirely vanished. You cannot remember when you last saw one.

You are seated behind him with your own separate passenger’s windscreen to keep the dust out of your face. Only you travel with him. Had you brought a servant they would follow with the luggage, which is coming in the station trap. It is pulled by a horse, for there is still a place in the modern world for such humble conveyances.

When you arrive at the entrance to the park that surrounds the house an elderly man will emerge, unsummoned (he has been watching, or perhaps the chauffeur has squeezed the rubber-bag horn to alert him), from the nearby lodge and heave open the big wrought-iron gates. He may greet the driver, whom of course he knows. He will also dip his head to you, and perhaps even make that immemorial gesture of subservience and touch his forelock.

Up the drive, between a double avenue of young trees, the house is visible, growing bigger and more imposing as you draw nearer. It is in the style irreverently known as ‘Tudorbethan’ – all quaint angles and gables. There are spindly, decorative brick chimney stacks, black and white half-timbering, swooping eaves, red tile roofs. Mullioned windows glint in the sunlight. Everything about it appears appropriately English, to the extent that it is almost a caricature. It evokes the world of Drake and Raleigh. You wonder if there is even a priest-hole, one of those hiding places for Catholic clergy that enabled families to practise the old faith in secret during Tudor times. It looks as if it has stood for half a millennium, yet you are to discover that it was built less than ten years ago. On closer examination, you can see that the brick and stone are not weathered and that there is not yet any sense of age to the building – in fact, through the stable-yard there is a glimpse of what looks like a garage, built in the same style. You are by no means disappointed, for you are aware that behind the mock-Tudor façade there is likely to be electricity and running water, and that for this reason it can be more pleasant to stay in a facsimile than in a genuine historic house. It is reassuring that you need expect no draughts, no noisy creaking floorboards, and no ghosts.

Whatever the age of the house, you know the sort of rooms it will contain. There will be a drawing room in which to sit out dances during a ball or to play bridge. There will be a dining room, perhaps hung with hunting scenes, in which a servant will stand behind your chair during meals. There may be a separate breakfast room in which the repast will be laid out on a sideboard under a row of silver dish-covers. There will be a library, either built up over generations and filled with interesting and valuable works or else ‘bought by the yard’, the leather spines being mere wall-covering. It may be the same with the pictures. Indeed the whole house could resemble a stage set in which nothing was actually chosen, inherited or treasured by the family, but simply put together by an interior decorator. It is comforting, however, to know that any self-respecting country-house library will boast two publications: annual runs of Punch, probably in matching bindings, and the equally uniform volumes of the Badminton Library – a Victorian-Edwardian series that explained the rules and intricacies of different games and sports. Both of these are old friends, and they will keep you entertained if the other guests prove uninspiring. It may be here that tea takes place each afternoon, unless there is a ‘great hall’ – one of those vast baronial rooms, all panelling and suits of armour, that even modern country houses sometimes have for the sake of appearance. This could well be the place in which the household gathers to hear important news. (Such as, in the yet-to-be written novels of Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers, who committed the murder!) If the owners are sufficiently devout, it could also be the setting for daily prayers at which family, guests and servants assemble.

In ironic contrast to this hint of piety there will be a billiard room and a smoking room. This last is a comparatively new feature, having come into vogue only in the last half century. It is an entirely masculine domain, habitually decorated with the trophies of male sporting pursuits: stuffed fish, heads of game, and photographs of sports teams. It is here that men can entirely relax, and tell the kind of stories that are not acceptable in mixed company. These places feature extensively in the novels of John Buchan, as the setting in which his upper-class heroes plan their adventures. Women do not enter this room, and they will not do so even after the Great War, when so many conventions are thrown overboard and it becomes common practice for females to smoke in public. The gentlemen’s smoking room is an institution that will endure for a long time. When one Scottish house was taken over by a new family as recently as the 1970s, it still had a smoking room in which no woman had ever set foot. When the wife of the new owner went into it, the female housekeeper was horrified enough to resign at once.

If you are a single man, you may be fervently hoping that in one sense at least your hosts will not stick too closely to tradition. The rooms occupied by some of the ‘upstairs’ people in a house like this may be little better than the servants’ quarters. Foreign visitors to British houses mention that for unmarried male guests it is not thought necessary to give them anything much in the way of comfort, and that the ‘bachelors’ wing’ of a house can often contain poky, sparsely furnished and unheated rooms that are much the same as those slept in by the maids.

The children, incidentally, are also housed in spartan conditions. When visitors today look into the nurseries of Victorian country houses they may admire the expensive toys – the Noah’s arks and rocking horses and tin soldiers – but they are seldom impressed by the rooms themselves. Once again, it was considered unnecessary to provide beauty or comfort for this category of the house’s inhabitants. Sometimes there are decorative friezes or other touches of colour, but the décor in many pleasant nurseries (the one at Wightwick Manor in Staffordshire is a good example) dates from a later era. The children’s rooms were traditionally also far removed from those of their parents.

But to resume . . . Between the trees you can already see the flashes of white – glimpses of cap and apron – that show the servants are assembled to greet you. Your progress will have been watched as you travelled up the drive.

As the vehicle comes to a halt outside the main doors, its wheels crunching on the gravel, you see the whole household standing in position. They are in two rows, either side of the entrance, and are arranged in order of seniority with the most junior – the page – nearest you. You scarcely notice the latter as you pass, for such small fry are not the servants who will be waiting upon you. He in turn may have little interest in you, for very junior servants are not the ones who will benefit from any tips you give. One of his tasks is to clean the shoes of the household, but you will be assigned a personal servant and they will do this for you. The butler and housekeeper, the highest-ranking staff, are farthest away, and the family themselves are framed in the doorway. The chauffeur climbs down, pulls off goggles and gauntlets, and opens the door, helping you down the single step. As you approach, the maids in their black-and-white uniforms drop a simultaneous curtsy, the male servants in their brass-buttoned tail-coats bow.

It all looks just as you knew it would.

Beyond the doorway, after you have been greeted by your hosts, servants have bustled in to relieve you of your coat, hat and other accoutrements. You have now seen all of the domestics, so their faces will in future be familiar. That was the point of parading them all. You are next introduced to the one who will be tending to your needs during your stay. It will be a lady’s maid, or a footman acting as valet, depending on your gender. They will show you to your room, see to your unpacking, run you a bath, lay out your clothes and dress you for tea or for dinner. They will wait in the passageway outside in order to accompany you downstairs and prevent you from losing your way, and they will serve you whatever you are to eat. They will also acquaint you with any quirks or customs of the house that may be unfamiliar, such as how and when the signal is given to change for dinner. They will awaken you the following morning by gently drawing the curtains of your room, and they will bring you tea on a tray, together with a newspaper that has been ironed.

Those who live here, whether they are members of an ancient family whose roots are sunk deep in the local soil or – as was all too common by the Edwardian era – arrivistes like your putative hosts, will conform to a particular style of dress and manners. You knew this the instant you saw them assembled at the entrance to greet you, surrounded by lolling dogs. The husband and the grown-up sons are in tweeds and are smoking pipes. The wife and daughters are also in tweeds, for it is autumn and the costume of country gentlewomen is briskly practical too. These of course will be changed for white tie and décolletage respectively in time for dinner. When this has ended the men will linger in the dining room over port and cigars and discussion of politics before joining the ladies in the drawing room. In mixed company, the talk will be of hunting and shooting – for those who have the facilities for these seldom fail to practise them, and the season for both has now begun – of visits to Cowes or Henley, Homburg and Baden-Baden or Monte Carlo. The sons may be home for the holidays from boarding school or Oxford. The daughters may be preoccupied with thoughts of next year’s London Season. There is a code of behaviour, a series of expectations, amounting to a complete lifestyle that goes with life in an English country house, and everyone, from the scullery maids to the owner, knows what is involved. Often those who are new to wealth and gentility will be the most punctilious in keeping up standards, partly because they wish to endorse a world they have worked so hard to enter, and partly because they are afraid of making mistakes or showing that they do not ‘know the form’.

Provided you are at home in this world – if, in other words, you understand the etiquette, know what to change into and when, whom and how much to tip – you will experience a level of service and comfort that will make this one of life’s pleasantest interludes. The year of your visit, no matter which it is, will be a time of anxiety. Politically speaking, these are frantic, dangerous years, and it is ironic that history should remember them as sunlit and leisured. It is naturally understood that you keep away from political discussion in public (this will only take place between the men after the ladies have left them following dinner), but everyone of this class can be assumed to share the same sense of outrage at the Liberals and exasperation with the Conservatives, and the subject is bound to come up for half a dozen reasons, not least for the fact that servants are becoming more expensive. It is wisest just to take your cue from your hosts, and agree with any opinions they express.

You meet the other guests. They too are much as you expected: a few old friends of the family, a young man who is engaged to one of the daughters, a soldier returned from the Colonies, an old aunt who is hard of hearing, and some City men and their wives. No one very interesting, but that does not matter. Though you must make an effort with them during meals, and play the odd hand of bridge to show willing, you can amuse yourself in solitude if you prefer. There are walks to be had around the estate during the day, and there is the library for the evenings. It is well known that an ideal house guest is one who will find things to do and not get under the feet of their hosts, having to be talked to and entertained all the time.

If you wish to stay in your room you can therefore do so without being considered antisocial. If you want to be alone you can say that you must write letters. This is a catch-all excuse to get out of uncongenial circumstances, especially if you are a woman, for they seem to spend hours every day at this task. Though the telephone and the telegram are both widely in use for the sending of urgent messages, all other news is conveyed in notes and letters. Victorians and Edwardians, with their swift and cheap postal service, were in any case inveterate letter-writers. Frequent practice made them eloquent, and many thousands of them could draw well enough to illustrate their narratives. They wrote to each other with the same regularity that people now send e-mails. The author John Buchan, as an ambitious young Oxford man beginning to do the rounds of country houses in the 1890s, wrote to his mother without fail every day, in addition to studying for a degree, corresponding with numerous other people, writing books and producing reviews and articles for magazines.

Love of solitude was even more acceptable in earlier generations, before the railway had quickened the pace of life by making the flying, weekend visit possible. Those who stayed at country houses in previous centuries were often there for weeks, and perhaps even months. With no structured activities or sense of purpose, and the same company day after day, this must have become an ordeal. It was therefore acceptable to seek diversion on one’s own account. One thinks of Fanny Price, the heroine of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, who shut herself away for long periods in her room because she did not approve of the other guests’ desire to put on an amateur play, and read her way through Lord Macartney’s memoir of his diplomatic visit to China. Where a house boasted a good library and the guests were sufficiently curious and intelligent, there was nothing blameworthy about reading for long hours at a time. Your host might even take it as a compliment.

So if you have no worries about saying or doing the wrong thing, possess enough knowledge of culture to appreciate paintings or to be impressed by the library, know enough about horses and field sports, play bridge well enough and are able to keep your end up in superficial conversation throughout long afternoons and even longer evenings – and especially if you have the good manners to be interested in the garden – you will feel at home no matter how far away you actually live. There is, as we have seen, a code of conduct common to these families and their homes, which varies only in the finer details from place to place. If you understand it, you belong.

What you naturally do not know, as you sip tea on the terrace or tour the stables with your host, is how quickly this way of life will soon vanish. Nobody else realizes this either, which is surprising. The landowning class which inhabits houses like this includes politicians, captains of industry and newspaper proprietors, who are the best-informed and most influential people in the country. They are aware of how fast the world is changing, and they know that a war is likely to come at some time in the next few years, but what they and their peers do not appreciate is that this event will rob them almost entirely of those who maintain their homes and comforts. Their domestic staff will soon be melting away into the armed forces or war work, and for most households it will not be possible to reassemble them again. The war will cause not only terrible loss of life but a major change in social attitudes. Those members of the servant class who survive the conflict will in many cases be unwilling to return to the life they previously led.

But that is in the future. For the present, you may enjoy your surroundings and the comfort that goes with them. At the time of your visit the best conditions prevail. There is as yet no shortage of servants. In fact, there are far too many for you to remember all their faces. They are everywhere, doing everything for you. At the same time the house, like many other spacious and modern country houses, is more agreeable to live in than at any other time, for in less opulent decades the maintenance and the heating of them will become prohibitively expensive. Now there is electricity, the telephone, hot running water, and a host of amusements. Modern technology has added an entire new layer of comfort to that already supplied by numerous willing hands, so that you are much better off than your grandparents would have been when staying at a country house half a century earlier. You are in the twilight of a golden age. And as is always the case, you will not know it was a golden age until it is over.
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