Participant Interview

BEHIND THE SCENES AT MANOR HOUSE:

WHAT THE BUTLER SAW (AND DIDN’T SEE!)

Life in Edwardian England was dictated by strict codes of behavior based on social position. In MANOR HOUSE, Thirteen/WNET New York’s latest “hands-on history” series for PBS, premiering Monday, April 28 through Wednesday, April 30 at 8 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings), the participants made a valiant effort to leave their modern sensibilities behind in the 21st century and live according to the class rules and customs of the period.  But rules, apparently, were made to be broken!  In the following interview with the lower servants conducted by Thirteen, second footman Rob Daly, 23; hallboy Kenny Skelton, 18; kitchen maid Antonia Dawson, 29; and scullery maid Ellen Beard, 21, tell all: 

The series offers an intriguing glimpse of a forbidden romance enjoyed by Kenny and Ellen.  How did you two manage it?

ELLEN:  We had to sort of sneak around and avoid the upper servants, like Mr. Edgar, the butler; and Mrs. Davies, the housekeeper; and Miss Morrison, the Lady’s maid.  And we weren’t allowed to let the family see anything that was going on.
KENNY:  Well, a few times Ellen stayed downstairs in my rickety hallway bed sort of thing, behind the screen.  Which was a bit of a nightmare, to be honest, because Mr. Edgar was prowling like an owl after a mouse in the middle of the night.  And the problem with Ellen was, she always needed to go to the toilet, and so she’d have to sneak out from behind my screen, with Mr. Edgar going around like Inspector Clouseau, trying to bloody spot something afoot.

And what is your relationship like now?

KENNY:  This is a horrible question.  People keep asking me this one.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to answer?  No, it’s really good, actually.  We’re just really good friends, but we’re not going out anymore.  We decided to go our separate ways.  It’s more stressful in 21st-century life than it was living as Edwardians in a relationship, if that makes any sense.  

ELLEN:  It was a bit acrimonious at first, but we’ve managed to sort out our differences now, and it’s all fine now and we are really good friends. 

Were any other rules broken?

ROB:  Charlie, the first footman, nicked three bottles of wine, and he hid them in the bathroom cupboard downstairs.  And Monsieur Dubiard, the French chef, took two bottles for cooking.  So next time a shipment of wine came in, I took the champagne, four bottles, and did that every time, for the rest of the time we were in there.  And then had to argue bitterly with Charlie, the first footman, about why they should be stored in the bottom of my wardrobe, so that, if they were found, I’d be expelled from the house violently, by Mr. Edgar.  We always used to go drinking in the servants’ hall when Mr. Edgar went to sleep.  And we called it “Antonia’s Liquid Lounge.” 

One very funny moment in the series shows Charlie and Kenny passed out on the manor house grounds after a night out at the local pub celebrating Charlie’s birthday.   Can you elaborate on what must have been quite a wild night?  

KENNY:  Charlie and Tristan and I rode into town on the Edwardian bike.  And went into the local pub where we had a tab, and where we were allowed to drink Edwardian beverages, basically ale and whiskey.  And, well, we hadn’t had a drink for two weeks, so we tried to drink as much alcohol as we possibly could do in the shortest space and time.  And as it ended up, I was doing Braveheart impressions in this Scottish bar, and that obviously upset these big Scottish guys, who were standing at the bar.  So, we finally decided to leave.  We rode on the bike, and kept falling off.  Back at home, Mr. Edgar saw me bouncing off the walls.  I guess he just woke up in the middle of it and was thinking he’d try and bounce me all the way up to the end of the corridor where my bed was.  And then I proceeded to vomit on him – um, to Mr. Edgar’s disgust, that was.  In the morning, Mr. Edgar woke me up and told me just how disgraceful my behavior was.

In the series, Mr. Edgar seems to take his position very seriously.   What other trouble did you cause him?

ELLEN:  One morning, Mr. Edgar had told me off for talking to Mrs. Davies about cooking and things.  He’d come in and he’d said, “Oh, everybody I think it’s time for you to get off to work.”  I stood up, started carrying away the table and finished my conversation with Mrs. Davies, which literally took about 30 seconds.   I didn’t realize how he was so annoyed with me.  Then at one point Antonia and I were sitting outside having a cigarette, and he stormed across the yard and just stood in front of me staring at me.  And I will swear to this day that there was no color in his eyes.  They were just black.  And he just stared at me.  And I said to him, “Mr. Edgar, what’s the matter?  Because we can stay here staring all day.” And he just said, “Ellen, there’s three words you haven’t said to me.”  And off he shot again and that was it.  And I just thought, well, I know I was sorry.  So, in the afternoon, I went to his office to apologize and said, you know, sorry for talking when I shouldn’t have done.  And then he started to cry, and then eventually I was the one crying.

And what about Monsieur Dubiard?  He seems, in the series, to be an intense and emotional type as well.  

ROB:  He was very temperamental, really.  He seemed to enjoy appearing mentally imbalanced.  And he wasn’t the easiest person to work with.  I remember one time he asked, “Where are the silvers?”  And I said, “They’re in front of you, Monsieur.”  And he just went absolutely mental, and screamed and shouted.  And then stormed off.  And I’d just served the family their starter and was trying to get their main course to them.  And, he ran off.  So, Mr. Edgar had to run down the drive after him, going, “Ooh!  Ooh!  Monsieur, come back!  There’s still the dessert!” and all that. 

So, like, 20 minutes later, when the family got their main course, I was, like, “Yes, we had a few problems with the ranges.  But apart from that, everything’s okay.”  We all kind of thought he was a mad genius.

ANTONIA:  He used to get the mushrooms growing in the field – the magic mushrooms – and threatened to put them in the family’s dinner!

What were the Olliff-Coopers really like? 

ROB:  John was the guy who specifically sanctioned continental breakfasts, when they hadn’t been invented yet.  He was the guy who kicked up a huge fuss about the pig’s head, when Monsieur had originally ordered them squirrel, so they were lucky they didn’t get that.  They used to say stuff all the time, these snide remarks about Monsieur’s cooking.  And I’d go straight downstairs and I’d tell Monsieur or Kenny or Charlie.  Monsieur worked day and night to make sure the food was absolutely sumptuous.  And the only way John could repay him was by being critical, and complaining, when, actually, he’d been working with instruments that probably haven’t been used for a hundred years in the first place – and certainly not by a modern chef.  All the time it was criticism.  Nothing we could do was good enough.  I lost a stone [14 pounds] in the first three weeks and felt pretty sick.  And I was working 16 hours a day.  And, you know, the family didn’t bother about it at all.  They knew, because they’d been told by production, and by Mr. Edgar.  They knew what we were going through.  And they were still so hell-bent on the whole Edwardian experience thing, that our actual physical well being, and health and safety, really didn’t cross their minds.  Sir John used to say, “Well, I’d do something if I could.”  And, I’d think, “Well actually, you could quite easily not ring the bell to have your moustache combed.”  We were all basically pretty near breaking point. 

ANTONIA:  And what amazes me is that they, especially Sir John, really did think that the people who were going to be the servants were the dregs of the earth.  And he didn’t have a clue, any idea of what backgrounds we came from at all.  And I don’t think he really gave it much thought, especially at the beginning of the project.  So, they had one conversation apparently at dinner about the working class and how when dregs breed with dregs you’re going to come out with dregs.  And Rob, you know, is one of the most highly educated people you’re going to meet.  He’s got a degree in genetics and was waiting on them at table when Sir John was talking about this. 

Legend has it that the manor house is haunted by the real family that lived there in Edwardian times.  Did any of you see any ghosts?

ANTONIA:  I slept in the attic room and it used to be really quite warm.  So I used to sleep with a sheet with the blankets at the bottom of my bed.  And once I woke up in the middle of the night cold so, without really thinking, I sort of sat up to get my blankets to pull them over me, and there was someone standing at the bottom of the bed.  But I didn’t think anything of it and went right back to sleep. 
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