
Servants
I love servants’ stories. The other day I was talking to a friend about 
whose history was more interesting, the wealthy or the poor. I had no 
doubt and neither had the friend. He felt that the rich had far more 
interesting stories and I thought exactly the opposite. The dullness of 
constantly having to keep up appearances, attend parties, the endless 
talking about nothing in particular, except that most boring of 
subjects, money, and how to get more of it. 

The great thing about servants’ stories is that you get both sides of 
the coin. You get the story of the servants and the family which 
employed them and from the servants you get truths which the 
master or mistress might prefer to hide. 

When I grew up in Codsall, we had a housekeeper, called Floss 
Onions, who was essential to the smooth running of the house 
because mother worked. After my father died, Floss told me a story 
about one of his schemes for making money which no-one else ever 
mentioned. At that time we were living on the Goldthorn Park estate 
in Wolverhampton where mother had a doctor’s surgery. Father was 
from Bilston and the Kirkland family had an antique shop which had 
been started by my great grandfather. By the late 1940s the business 
was not doing well but father had an idea. He bought an old 
ambulance and was going to convert it into a mobile fish and chip 
van. I think Floss had an inkling that the initiative would not go 
down too well with my mother and so it proved. The van was parked 
on the drive and when mother returned from work there was a heated 
discussion and the van was removed immediately.  

As a kid I would sit in the kitchen and watch Floss cook. She gave 
me my love of cooking without a shadow of a doubt (although 
strangely enough, not a love of ironing, even though Floss would let 
me have a go and watch as I took far too long to get the creases out 
of a handkerchief.) I love cookbooks and before they were printed 
people kept their own records. These extracts are from Alice Hurt’s 
cookery book from Alderwasley Hall. They were so practical, recipes 
for cakes sit alongside tips on how to kill flies in a room and how to 
treat scalds, chilblains and other ailments. Dandelion tea was a 
favourite remedy but I am not sure what it was supposed to cure. 
Ingredients: 
1 oz sliced dandelion root 
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1/4 oz of camomile flowers 
a little ginger 
a quart of water 
Method: boil 10 minutes and strain 
Take a wineglassful twice a day [and this is the bit I really like], a wine 
glassful of gin added for old people 

Some of the recipes seem dated and would seem very odd to our 
palate today but this is a recipe for Derbyshire Oatcakes which would 
work as well today as it did when it was written. 
Method: make a batter with fine oatmeal and fresh yeast and water. 
Leave to rise then cook on both sides on a bakestone. 

In Worfield I have come across an annuity which was paid to those 
who had been servants of the Billingsley family at Bradney or 
Wyken. (M1286/2/1 Shropshire Archives.) The money came from the 
interest of five houses which provided 10s a year to be distributed by 
the head of the family at Bradney. The same arrangement was made 
at Wyken and in 1733 the first recipients, who each received 1s were: 
Widow Taylor, Widow Piper, Widow Billingsley, Widow Morrall, 
Widow Greenhouse, John Billingsley, Thomas Littleford, Humphrey 
Harris, Thomas Barney, Widow  Burrows 

When Robin Littleford died in 1768 he gave the interest of ten 
pounds to be distributed to the servants who had lived at Bradney for 
a year or more (if they came from another parish they would need to 
have been employed for a year to gain residency in Worfield Parish.) 
The payments were recorded up to 1817 when the recipients were 
Martha Devey (Worfield), Sarah Davies (New Inn), Prudence Hand 
(Worfield), Elizabeth Trumper (Chesterton), Ann Booth (Lutson), Ann 
Bishton (Stanlowe), Ann Garbit (Broad Oak), Jane Nicholas (New 
Barns) 
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