Oral History Interview with  JOAN PADFIELD (by Daphne Eatwell, 18-10-2011)

Interview with Mrs Joan Padfield on the 18th of October, 2011.  What was your name before you were married?

Joan Padfield: Joan Lockwood

Joan Lockwood, right, because that would be the name people would remember.  Well, let’s start with how you came to work at Knole, I think that was interesting.

JP: Well, in September 1942 I came to Knole aged 15. I was brought to Knole by my aunt because when I was 9 years of age I read a book written by the religious editor of the then News Chronicle entitled ‘God in the Slums’. The book told a story of slum sisters of the Salvation Army working in the poorest parts of London and also in other cities in the British Isles. The slum sisters visited and helped so many in so many practical ways. My aunt also was busy with a group of friends knitting garments which were sent to Shadwell, East London for children in need. I said to my aunt, ‘When I grow up, this is the work I want to do’. Her reply was ‘Well, you will have to know how to clean and cook’ …

So what date was that, when you went?

JP: When I was 9? That would be 6 years… 1936

So that was before the war. Right, okay

JP: So this is how I came to Knole, to learn how to clean and cook. We were met by Mrs Chapman, the housekeeper, and also by Barbara Tate, she was the head housemaid. Later I was introduced to Mrs Newland, who was the cook, and then Mr Booth who was a butler, Leslie Ploughman the footman, and Miss Baxter who was a ladies maid. And then later I got to know various other members of staff. My role was under housemaid and I had tuition in the art of dusting and polishing. We made the beeswax polish on a range in the housemaids kitchen. We used a double saucepan and poured in the … and put in the beeswax which had to be stirred until it became a solid mass. Polishing with beeswax was very hard work, but it was worth the effort. The housemaids had their own apartments, a sitting room, kitchen, and then we had our bedrooms and so on. 

How many housemaids were there?

JP: Two of us – but the retired housemaids, there were two who lived on the estate and they would come in to do heavy work and to help us out, especially when what we called the showrooms had to be given an extra clean.

Now the reason you lived on the estate, was that because their parents had a house there … or was there another house the housemaids could live in?

JP: No, this was a sort of bonus, after long years of employment. Some of them as I said came to retirement; they had worked there, some, since the age of 13. Maybe their whole life had been spent at Knole. They were lovely people. They had started, like me, as under housemaids, or whatever, and they’d stayed because it was a community in itself. I mean, we hardly knew there was a war on because there were the orchards, there was the farm, plenty of venison, and the gamekeeper would bring in the game…

And you mentioned before about the food parcels that Lady Sackville had from America

JP: Yes, well, Lady Sackville was an American. She had been an actress – that was how she met Lord Sackville. Because of being in Britain during the war she was sent a number of food parcels, cans of butter and cans of bacon, cans of cakes and biscuits, and all this food she would put in the cupboards in the old kitchen and she only possessed the key, so that on special occasions, if they gave a party or meal, then the bacon and the butter and the cake would come out to be used, so it was quite interesting. But she had quite a phobia about any design which included peacocks. She would not have a peacock of any description in her bedroom and draperies, and there had been one or two cushions apparently which had been disposed of, and of course in the draperies in the showrooms quite often a peacock would appear, so I don’t know how this was coped with, but then she didn’t go into the showrooms very much.

Did people visit the showrooms in those days?

JP: Not in my day because it was private. I mean, the Great Hall, which had the minstrels’ gallery, that had never been used by minstrels in my time. But I think parties in the past years had always featured 

So the family did use most of the rooms, did they?

JP: Yes, there was a grand piano in the Great Hall, sometimes the fire was lit and also, a resident at Knole was … I don’t know how it came that he lived in the apartments at the front of Knole. He was a widower and he had two teenage children with him and a housekeeper. The daughter, she was a lovely girl but she’d had polio and found it difficult to walk. And his son, he was at Eton but he would come to Knole for the holidays. 

Yes, it was a community in itself. We hardly knew that there was a war on. There were one or two bombs that fell in the park. In fact, one day when I was coming home from free time, there was a bomb crater there which had happened a few nights previously, and a little lady with her dog was standing at the edge of the crater, and I spoke to her as I passed and we talked about it. Then I came on – this was on the level, you know, Knole is on a sort of level, then there’s an incline with the woods – and anyway, I was standing there speaking to her for a few minutes and then I made me way in. But she was attacked. We must have been watched, and as soon as I made my way to Knole, this poor lady was attacked by someone.

That’s unusual in wartime isn’t it?

JP: Never heard of anything before or since. I don’t think she was badly hurt, but badly frightened.  

Now, a few weeks ago, my daughter and son-in-law, they’re teachers at the Grammar School here; they said to me the last week of the summer holidays, ‘is there anywhere that you’d like to go, that you’d like to visit?’ Well I’d never been back to Knole, never, and so I said I would love to go to Knole. They said ‘alright, we’ll take you’. And it was a beautiful day and we had a wonderful time, and we visited the rooms, and then I happened to say to one of the people on duty, ‘I used to work here’. So she said ‘well, would you be interested in the project?’ So I said yes, and while Peter and Rachel with their little girl toured the house, a gentleman came down from the office and spoke to me and I said yes, I would be quite willing, I’d be very happy to because I was so happy here, and then he said someone will visit. This is the visit. 

You were saying about the bombs, and you had this duty, you say…

JP: Oh yes, part of my duties was on the fire fighting rota. The footman and I, we were delegated to a part of the roof, and it was wonderful to be up there, to look around. My mind wasn’t on fire fighting, it was on looking at the view at night, how lovely it was, and there was a bucket of water and a stirrup pump and we were told to be on the alert for incendiary bombs because the place could blow up. But no incendiary bombs fell when I was on duty, to my regret, I’d have loved to- Leslie would have done the stirrupping and I would have done the squirting with the water. But when you think, how foolish to expect that we could put a fire out, with a stirrup pump! Great faith, you know, and we were there.

It was interesting when you were saying about a lady that you met on the way back from your day off or your evening out, someone else I spoke to said you had to, it wasn’t open when you got back. Did you have a key or did you have to get let in …

JP: No because there was a big wicket door on the left with another little door, and there was a courtyard, so you made your way through the courtyard and then there was a series of little passages. The chauffer lived in one flat on the left, Mr Fairweather, and then there was Mr Doggatt who lived with his wife, he was just a general factotum, and I think he helped to keep the place tidy. Just through the little pathway between these houses and then out into another big courtyard, and there was another door, it’s not a lot, it just went in and there was the housemaids apartment. 

Because this lady, she- I think she was probably there later than you- she said it was very embarrassing when her young man used to come to visit. She lived with her parents there, I think. And when he wanted to go out again, he couldn’t get out without calling the - I forget what she called him - the man, the gatekeeper or whoever to let him out, so he was very embarrassed if he was late leaving. That must have been later.

JP: Well, yes, because I would come in from free time probably about half past 7 because I lived at the lower end of Sevenoaks so I really had a long walk from where I lived. I used to get the bus to the car park and then walk on through, and then the long walk from the high street. In the winter I hated it, because you had to walk through this little copse up hill and then onto Knole. But I was so sad to see this copse, so many trees had died, and they were just lying there, and it was so sad because it seemed so sparse and not as thick. But Knole will always be a very special memory for me. And from there I was accepted at the Salvation Army William Booth College at Denmark Hill, and there I trained to be an officer and a slum officer so it was sort of full circle. 
You should be writing a book about all this!

JP: Well, my husband, I met him at Bath, I was appointed at Bath to be a slum officer, that was in 1948, and some of the worst slums I ever saw were at Bath because there were cellars in the Georgian houses and Norfolk Crescent, one of the crescents at Bath, there is access underneath and a lady with six children lived underneath one of these. She had children by different fathers, but there was a special interest in grace to help her, because the children don’t ask to be brought into the world. And so these children 

You were saying that after you’d been a housemaid for – was it two years? – that you then asked to become a kitchen maid, is that right?

JP: Yes. Yes, I was housemaid for a year and then I joined Mrs Newland. But there was quite a turnover of cooks, they didn’t stay long. 

Oh right. A lot of people who have said they’d like to be interviewed have said they had been a cook. There were a lot, I think.

JP: Yeah, there was Mrs Chapman, she was Canadian. I think she’d got stuck in the country; she hadn’t been able to get home. And so, she was a cook. She stayed for only a few months. Mrs Barum, I used to think she was a madwoman. She didn’t stay for long. And Mrs Hutton, she was a lovely lady. She followed Mrs Barum, and it was like peace on stormy waters after she came. We were so supportive with the outside staff who came, like Mr Stevens the gamekeeper… 

Was he the one who helped you light the fires?

JP: Oh yes. He was lovely. I think he looked on me as a daughter, because I was quite young, and he would help me. And when he brought the rabbits in which have to be skinned, I was so sorry for these little animals, but he would stand there: ‘I’ll show you how’. Because we did those things in the park and he would come and skin the rabbits and help me. So, that was good. Yes, it was certainly an education.

It was.  You were saying that there was a coal range, did you call it? That you only used…

JP: A coal range and we also had a gas cooker, so if there was a problem with the fire then we could use the gas cooker.

So you would only used the coal range, did you say for the beeswax? Which did you use for that, making the polish?

JP: We used the range for making porridge, in double saucepans.

Yes.  But I mean the beeswax polish 

JP: Oh yes, that was the housemaids apartment, the opposite end of the building.

So that wasn’t made in the kitchen?

JP: No, because of the smell and the vapours

So you had to put up with that in your apartment?

JP: Yes. Yes, but I felt we had a privileged life really, and I learnt to appreciate beautiful things and how to look after them. And when, before I left, I gave my notice in, Lady Sackville sent for me and I had to go to the library, which was quite an informal room – I don’t know if you’ve been in there?

No, that’s in the private apartments 

JP: Yes, that’s right. And then she met me in there and she said ‘Now, I wish that you were staying’, because when Mrs Barum had had her mad moments, I was left to cook the meal for Lord and Lady, and so because I’d learnt quite a bit, I was able to function, to do it for them, and Lady Sackville said to me ‘I would much rather that you were staying here.’ But she said ‘here’s a little gift’ and she gave me five pounds which was quite a lot of money, and she said any time that I was disenchanted I was to come back, and I would always have a job.  

I was going to ask you about visitors to the house, and you were saying you brought out these special cakes and things at that time, did they have many visitors while you were there that you had to cook big banquets for?

JP: No. Sir John Laurie, who at that time was the Lord Mayor of London, he lived in Sevenoaks. His house was just off the end of the high street that was near to the gates of Knole, and he would come in to visit and have a meal, and of course the butler would officiate. And one of the things that we liked to do when I first went to Knole, was to sit with the footman, Leslie Ploughman, and outside the butler’s pantry there was a low scrub table and we would sit there and we would listen to the broadcasts to Free France, and there would be the da-da-da-da, you know, that sign, and every time the broadcast was made, Leslie or Mr Booth would say, ‘come and listen’, and we would listen to the broadcast to Free France. That was quite a highlight. 

Mr Booth, he was the butler, very dignified person, he had a house, it was separate from Knole but it was at the back of the housemaids’ apartment, and you could see the house and it had a lovely garden, and Queen Anne or Tudor chimneys. It was quite a feature, it was beautiful. I went to their house once; they had a son and daughter. The son went into the navy. He became a sub lieutenant, very tall and handsome in his youth. They were a lovely family.

Did many of the staff get called up during the war? Did you have fewer staff then at Knole?

JP: Yes, much fewer staff. In the early days, there had been about half a dozen housemaids and several footmen, because there were miles to cover, running with or taking the trolley with the meals, because the dining room was quite a long way from the kitchen.  

----

JP: I was a Salvation Army officer and I worked as Slum Officer for several years at Hoxton, Deptford, Bath and Glasgow, and that’s when I married, but I felt my life had been a full circle from that time at the age of 9 when I wanted to work as a Slum Officer and was told I would need to learn how to clean and cook- 

Did you have to use your cleaning in your work as a Salvation Army Officer?

JP: Yes, at Bath especially. I don’t know if you know Bath, do you? 

Yes, I do

JP: You know the little lodge houses on the bridges? Have you seen them?

Oh yes

JP: Well at Bath Bridge there are two lodge houses and the social services rang us –  
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