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My Grandfather  worked as an Estate  Agent  in  those  parts  of 
South Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire which were 
known as the 'Dukeries',  in the days when Estate Agents still 
administered  the  landed  gentry's  estates  as  well  as  selling 
houses.    The founder of the business, who in the early 1950's 
still wore what was known as a 'rough shooting coat' a bowler 
hat and boots inside or out, still stood at his tall business desk to 
do his accounts, took snuff and wore a silver watch with guard 
to prevent pick-pockets.   He was a man of some substance in 
the community for as well as being 'in' with the landed gentry, 
was the district's first  Income Tax Inspector in the days when 
Income Tax Inspectors were part-time.    Rumour had it that he 
ran his tax collection similarly to the Italian system where, after 
being summoned to the tax office, you were asked to state how 
much tax you thought  you owed, and then the Inspector having 
derided your  figure  made up another  figure  and you haggled 
until a settlement was reached, usually in an adjacent hostelry. 
It was the custom of the office to retire to such a hostelry at 10-
45 am and 3-45 pm in any case.

As  a  Yorkshireman  I  always  suspected  that  his  pose  was  an 
affectation which Yorkshire folk are adept at, but when he died 
on the job  in his early-nineties  my Grandfather continued the 
business and made a point of visiting his old bosses widow each 
Friday evening and when I was visiting, took me with him.   The 
first time I went to the house  (a beautiful Georgian house with 
an 'area', railings and whitened set of steps), I realised that  the 
bosses 'affectation'  applied to the whole household.   The door 
was opened by a maid with full cap and ribbons and we were 

shown into a drawing room which still had a proper 'Yorkshire' 
Fireplace with tall brass fender rails and padded tops for use as a 
'bum-warmer'.     There was no piece of furniture or decoration 
later than 1915 and the room could have come out of a museum, 
except it  was meticulously clean, tidy and fresh.      Flowers, 
photographs  and  knick-knacks  covered  every  surface.     The 
widow, when she entered,  fitted her surroundings entirely, a tiny 
bright-eyed  figure   in  the   deep  mourning  of  the  Edwardian 
period.   She entertained us to the proper high tea of slices of 
ham, pickles, bread and butter and tea boiled on a methylated 
spirit silver kettle and chatted with Grandfather about the events 
of the town and the gossip she had heard.   On the way out I 
noticed  that  on  the  hall  stand  was  an  army officers  cap  and 
greatcoat and a subalterns swagger stick.

On  many  subsequent  visits  over  several  years  I  came  to 
appreciate that the Widow's direct knowledge of the world ended 
about 1915.    She was full of interesting tales of society in her 
youth  including  how  she  had  been  present  at  the  Prince  of 
Wale's (later Edward Vll) infamous cheating at cards episode at 
Tranby Croft  and even  that  she knew the secret  of  the even 
more infamous 'House with the Green Door'  episode with the 
Prince.   None of her tales however crossed the 1915 boundary 
and I subsequently discovered that her minute knowledge of the 
town's recent events and gossip were entirely second hand  from 
her  visitors,  the  local  papers  and her  servants.    She  had no 
wireless, telephone or other contact with the outside world other 
than the seven Yorkshire (yes seven) newspapers she took.



As the years passed I was gradually made aware of the story of 
this  family by Great  Aunts  (eight  of  them) and Uncles (five) 
who told me that our charming, bright and intelligent widow had 
not left her house since nineteen sixteen.       The only child and 
son of the house, Frankie, had joined the KOYLI (King's Own 
Yorkshire Light Infantry) as soon as he was old enough and been 
commissioned as a subaltern and sent to France.   From the day 
that  the  family  received  the  telegram that  he  was missing in 
action (he was never found) time stopped for them.    Although 
the boss continued his business in the outside world, the home 
stayed exactly as it was and the bereaved mother never went out 
again.      Frankie's room, his clothes, even on the hall stand, and 
his pet Willoughby Pug were maintained as if new over the next 
40 years.     The pug was replaced by an identical one when it 
died  and  there  was  still  one  present  when  I  visited  into  the 
sixties.      Neither  the  father  or  mother  had ever  referred to 
Frankie's fate but if mentioned would say that he was expected 
home  on  leave  'shortly'.    Not  only  did  they  not  mention 
Frankie's  loss  but  neither  did my Grandfather and it  took me 
many years to work out why.    Grandfather had also served with 
the KOYLI in the first world war and probably knew Frankie. 
However like many of his generation he never talked about his 
experiences in the trenches, or any of his wartime experiences 

except that once, when he he was in the Royal Flying Corps, his 
squadron sat down to breakfast as fourteen but only two were 
left to sit down for dinner.   I think that the horror of the whole 
experience  meant  that  that  generation  just  totally  avoided 
anything  to  do  with  the  War  and  that  that  was  their  coping 
mechanism  as  post-traumatic  stress  syndrome  is  the  coping 
strategy of present war survivors.

I learnt a lot about life in Victorian and Edwardian England from 
those visits but I only realised later how much I learnt about love 
and loss and I think this experience influenced me in wanting to 
go into medicine and then to concentrate on teaching about love 
and loss to health professionals.     However I am still uncertain 
as to whether, if diagnoses and treatments had been available to 
my Victorian Lady, I would advise their use.   She lived the life 
that  made  her  a  happy  until  her  end  and  was  a  support  to 
numerous nephews, nieces and grand nephews and nieces  all 
her life.   She lived an unusual life that might have been changed 
by psycho pharmaceuticals   but  would it  have been a  'better' 
life?    I  don't  know  the  answer  but  just  meeting  her  and 
eventually  learning  her  background  had  a  profound  and 
beneficial effect on me that made me look on 'being different' as 
just a fact of life rather than being a disease or a weakness.

* Strictly my Edwardian Lady was stuck in George Vth's era but her style 
(and she had style even in her 90's) was pure Edwardian.


