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CHAPTER 15 – WE BUY A MANSION 
 

 Before relating ‘what I did next’ I think it appropriate to tell about our move to 
Sussex from Cambridgeshire. 
 By 1973 the boys were becoming quite grown up as can be seen in the snap on 
the left, in which Austen is sporting a plaster on his right arm. He broke it twice 

within the space of nine weeks, having fallen 
from a climbing frame the first time and getting 
tripped up the second, both when he was 
attending his primary school. Trevor and Chris 
were still at Cambridge Grammar School and 
both doing well, although Trevor seemed to 
make a habit of leaving his satchel on the school 
bus, which meant Mella having to go to the 
depot to retrieve it with such regularity that she 
became a well known visitor. It was Trevor’s 
absent mindedness that made us think that he 
might become a professor one day, and in fact I 
think he was nicknamed ‘ The Professor’ at 
school. Our prognostications turned out to be 

correct while he was a senior lecturer at Manchester University when he was offered 
two chairs in the faculty of computer science, one at St. Andrews and the other at 
Hull.  
 In the meantime I was commuting to and from Gatwick with increasing 
frequency after I became a training captain in the January, and by 1976 both Mella 
and I felt that a move to somewhere nearer Gatwick would be a good idea. By now 
Trevor had completed his gap year prior to going up to Manchester University, 
Christopher was thinking of studying for a qualification as a graphic designer and 
Austen had just started at secondary school. All in all it seemed to be the best time to 
make a move, so one Saturday in April Mella, Austen and I went down to Haywards 
Heath in Sussex to look for a suitable house. 

Why Haywards Heath? Well, we had drawn a circle of 20-mile radius around 
Gatwick and noted the different flight paths used by aircraft going in and out of the 
airport and Haywards Heath seemed a good starting point. We visited several 
different estate agents with a list of our requirements and even went to look at one 
house in Newick that appeared to be a possibility. It was not, however, what we were 
looking for and bearing in mind the long journey back to Meldreth we were about to 
give up for the day when the agent suggested we might like to look at a house three 
miles outside Haywards Heath that had been on the market for two years. We were 
told that it had 13/14 bedrooms and was the biggest house in Mid Sussex. It was 
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certainly much bigger than anything we had in mind and the only reason we went to 
look at it was for a bit of fun. 
 Above is what we saw when we arrived at Wivelsfield Hall, an enormous 
Edwardian house built in three years from 1903 to 1906, with about four acres of 
lovely grounds, including some magnificent rhododendrons, of which I’m particularly 
fond, plus a very grand entrance hall with an oak strip floor sprung for dancing and a 
stained glass window with a bee motif. Both are pictured below and you can probably 
see why we thought the place had possibilities, especially as a ‘Granny Flat’ for my 
parents was one of our requirements. 

  
The price of the house and grounds when it had come onto the market was 

£62,000, but the estate agent suggested that we might be successful with an offer 
around £40,000, so without further ado we went home and the following Monday I 
got my solicitor to make an offer of  £37,500. I knew I was being cheeky, but to my 
surprise I got a reply to say that we could have it for £40,000. After the usual 
formalities the deal took place and in the August we moved in, but not before we had 
made several visits to negotiate buying large amounts of furniture that the sellers were 
not taking with them as they were moving to a bungalow, while we were moving from 
one. On the day of the move Mella and Christopher went ahead in the Morris Estate 
loaded to the roof with Chris’s disco equipment, a bale of straw (the last from Mr 
Coningsby!) and our twelve hens all clucking madly. 

Sadly my father, who had been seriously ill with myeloid leukaemia for a 
couple of years, died on 2nd June so he never saw the place, but my mother did move 
up from Eastbourne into her own rooms where we had expected she would see out her 
remaining years. This was not to be for after being with us for only six months she 
decided that she would rather be back in Eastbourne where her friends were. In some 
ways this was a blessing in disguise as in her final years mother needed nursing care 
that we would have been hard pressed to provide in house, so to speak, and in the end 
she died in a nursing home in Eastbourne 14 years to the day after my father passed 
away. YCNSTWLEM! 

One of the first things we had to do to the house was to bring the electricity 
system up to date and make it safe. What we found was a mixture of vulcanised cable 
in conduits; lead covered cables; rubber cables and the modern plastic type. There 
were seven switch boxes fed from two meters (i.e. two phases) and no less than six 
distribution boards. There were no wiring diagrams and so it was impossible to tell 
which fuse fed what! Fortunately Joan and Eric Stanley, our friends from our Louth 
days were able to step into the breach, as Eric had been an electrician with the 
ministry of public building and works, working for many years on RAF airfields. 
They came to stay for a few days and during that time he checked all the cables for 
soundness and safety and for some days all you could hear were shouts of, “Is that on 
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now?” and “What about now?” and so on. Eventually I had a set of notes telling me 
what fed what and so I was able to rearrange the wiring from the switch boxes to 
ensure the loads were evenly spread. It was then just a matter of taking out all the old 
5 and 15 amp sockets and replacing them with modern 13 amp fused outlets and re-
equipping all the electric fires and other appliances with suitable 13 amp plugs. 
Twenty-two years later when we sold the house all was still in tiptop working order, 
which was something of a miracle when you consider I’m not an electrician. 

During the first autumn I planted one area of the garden with an orchard of 
pears, plums, eating apples, cooking apples and Morello cherry trees. These all 
produced plenty of fruit over the years and later on the area around them became a 
chicken run. 

  
However the garden lacked one thing that I wanted – water. Therefore it was 

not long before all my spare time between flights became occupied with building a 
water garden. The pictures show it during the various stages of construction and just 
for the record I calculated that I moved something like a hundred tons of clay from the 
ten-yard diameter hole with just a shovel and wheelbarrow! In the right-hand 
background of the left hand picture just visible is the fruit cage that contained 
strawberries, raspberries, loganberries, gooseberries and red, white and black currants. 
It was a tragic loss when all this was totally destroyed by the hurricane in October 
1987. 

                                                                  
These two pictures show the completed pond, stream and waterfall with some of the 
planting finished in the bog garden on the right. What they don’t show are the fish, six 
Koi that I bought and 19 Golden Orfe that a neighbourly farmer let me catch from his 
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lake, which contained hundreds. When we left in 1998 there were some 75 Koi 
varying in size from about 12 to 24 inches. The stream on the right became a haven 
for all sorts of wild life, including newts, great diving beetles, leeches, grass snakes 
and on one occasion I saw a weird looking thing that I eventually identified as a water 
stick insect. We introduced some frogspawn one year and for some years after we had 
frogs breeding, but eventually the newts ate all the tadpoles and thereafter the frogs 
disappeared. 
 I made the pond three feet deep to ensure that herons would be unable to stand 
in it to fish and also to avoid problems with ice in cold winters. After the addition of 
strands of wire round the edge of the pond to a height of 15 inches the anti-heron 
defences worked perfectly, although I lost a couple of Koi before I added the wire. 
We once saw a Kingfisher sitting on the wire, but it had little luck in getting a meal, 
as all the fish were much too big for it. 
 Under the square slab with the planter on top was a hollow tower made of 
breezeblock through which the water filtered on its way back to the sump underneath 
the waterfall, ready to be pumped back along the stream. This was invaluable in 
keeping the water well oxygenated, particularly in hot weather, although the resulting 
oxygen levels did result in an annual problem with blanket weed that necessitated my 
wading in to remove it manually. One year on the advice of a friend I tried removing 
the weed by chemical means, but while this had no ill effects on the fish and other 
wild life, it killed off the water lilies most effectively, and meant replanting with some 
new ones. 
 On the subject of wild life – we saw an amazing variety in or around 
Wivelsfield Hall over the 22 years we were there, including weasels, stoats, foxes, 
deer, common lizards and a vast selection of birds. Among the latter was ‘Phred’, 
pictured below eating from my hand. He suddenly appeared from nowhere one 
summer and remained with us for about 18 months. He was totally tame and would 
follow us about waiting for a handful of corn. Eventually he disappeared as suddenly 
as he arrived and to be realistic I imagine he finished up on someone’s plate! 

                                                                        
 In July one year there was great excitement when I saw a glow-worm in the 
orchard as I was walking the dogs last thing before going to bed. I quickly fetched 
Mella and the boys to see this rare sight, which was just as well, because it was the 
only time we ever saw one, probably due to a combination of the use of chemicals in 
the garden plus the constant grass mowing that was necessary to keep the orchard 
under control. 
 In Annex ‘D’ is a comprehensive list of the bird species we saw during the 22 
years. The Alpine Swift took a long time to identify and two others are worthy of a 
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special mention. First is the Hoopoe, which is a rare summer visitor to Sussex. Mella 
had been out shopping and as we all sat down to lunch she mentioned somewhat 
diffidently that she was sure she had seen this exotic bird as she drove up the drive. 
Before anyone could say anything the thing flew past two windows before our very 
eyes, as if it had been waiting for its cue to do so. We were all absolutely 
flabbergasted, but delighted to have had ‘our very own’ Hoopoe in the garden! 
 The other one I must mention was the parrot. We were having breakfast and 
Austen came in and announced that there was a large green parrot with some red on it 
sitting at the top of one of the oak trees in what we called ‘the spinney’. I expressed 
my doubts as to his sighting, but went out to have a look. To my considerable surprise 
there it was, about the size of a pheasant, sitting on top of the tree as if it owned it. We 
guessed it had escaped from somewhere and tried making encouraging noises to coax 
it down, but it was having no truck with us. It screeched and flew off over the forest 
behind the house and we never saw it again! 

 As you can see we had continued 
keeping hens, and at one time we had over 
50 of them. The gate in the picture meant 
that they could be allowed to wander freely 
in the field beyond, with the farmer’s 
permission of course, but there was one 
snag to this arrangement. Foxes! Contrary 
to what the idiots that want to ban fox 
hunting would like you to believe, foxes 
are unlike most other animals in that they 
kill for pleasure and are definitely to be 
regarded as vermin. Whilst one can put up 

with the loss of an occasional chicken that the fox takes for food, one cannot put up 
with a killing spree when large numbers of birds are killed and left lying about. This 
usually happens in late May when the vixen is teaching the cubs to hunt and at this 
time of year it is vital that the hens are protected by suitable wire netting. Even so we 
lost several dozen over the 22 years we were keeping them, such are the tribulations 
of country living, but having said that, I wouldn’t have been without them as there is 
nothing like a couple of really fresh eggs for breakfast. 

The other vermin that always arrives on the premises when you keep chickens 
is rats. It was the same when we were at Elmgate and it was necessary to have a purge 
every now and again to keep the situation under control. Both Mella and I were pretty 
good shots with an air rifle, but I found the shotgun to be more effective when trying 
to shoot rats at dusk, the best time to creep up on them without them seeing you. 
 Early on during our tenure at Wivelsfield it was necessary to have a new 
central heating boiler.  Access to the boiler room was outside in a small cellar and the 
first time we went in there we thought we had stepped into a ships engine room by 
mistake. The pipes were huge and so was the Potterton ‘Avon’ boiler that came with 
the house. Eventually this developed a leak, so it had to go. 

The company that installed our new one, a Seagold, assured me that they 
would not leave the huge cast iron sections of the Potterton lying about, and would 
arrange for a scrap metal dealer to take them away. Consequently I was not surprised 
to see a lorry arrive one afternoon while I was doing some gardening, driven by what 
I might describe as the archetypal scrap metal merchant. This gentleman, a rough 
diamond if ever I saw one, informed me that he couldn’t get his lorry close enough to 
the five two hundredweight sections to be able to lift them with his crane. 
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Whilst we were debating the best method for him to remove them he looked 
up at the front of the house and asked, “What is this place then Guv, a school?” I 
assured him that it was just a private house, and to emphasise why I needed such a 
large one, I told him that I had a very large family, three sons and eight daughters. He 
looked at me with considerable admiration in his eyes, clapped me on the back and 
said, “Well done lad!” Of course I neglected to tell him that my eight ‘daughters’ 
were all air stewardesses whom we let use our surplus bedrooms (8), bathrooms (2) 
and kitchens (2). This arrangement ensured that all the rooms were kept in good 
condition since lack of use always tends to allow things to deteriorate rather rapidly. 
 In 1978 we were asked to host a charity fashion show, something we were 
only too pleased to do. By using the hall, drawing room and dining room to seat the 
audience and our bedroom for the model’s changing room the event was a great 
success, attended by about 200 hundred people packed like sardines into the three 
rooms. The models came out of our bedroom (big enough to hold two double beds 
and a settee), down the stairs, through the hall, drawing room and dining room leaving 
by the rear door and back up the rear stairs into our bedroom via the en-suite 
bathroom ready to change for the next round. 
 The following year we were asked to host a series of concerts to raise money 
to buy a piano for the Village Hall. In the first of these there were four harpists 
performing in front of the fireplace in the hall (see picture on p.2), which was a sight 
to behold and the music was quite delightful. A later concert featured a children’s 
orchestra playing ancient instruments such as the sackbut, lute and crumhorn. They 
were seated in two corners of the hall and another two corners of the galleried 
landing, thus enabling them to produce a quadraphonic effect for the first time as all 
their previous venues had been two small for them. All in all we had five concerts 
over a period of a few months and were able to provide the necessary funds for the 
purchase of the piano that is in use to this day in the Wivelsfield Village Hall. 
 Another occasion we hosted was a tea party for the local ‘Good Companions’ 
club. It was through this I learnt an interesting piece of history of Wivelsfield Hall. In 
1936 a Mr Jeffries bought the house and lived in it with his sister until they both died 
in 1955. By all accounts he was something of an art lover since he covered practically 
all the walls with paintings of one sort or another. At the tea party an elderly man told 
me how he used to escort Mr Jeffries from Wivelsfield station to the house during the 
war when he was a special constable. I asked why he should do this and he was quite 
surprised to find that I didn’t know that Mr Jeffries had been a Kings Messenger! 
 Another gentleman informed me that he used to come up to the house when he 
was ten years old to play with the son of the then owner, a knight of the realm whose 
name I have forgotten, and when the house was known locally as ‘the house on the 
hill’. At this time all the trees around were small enough for the house to be seen from 
the village, but by the time we bought it the trees had grown large enough to prevent 
the house being seen from practically anywhere in Wivelsfield Green. 

In May 1977 I realised an ambition I had held for some time by getting a 
Rolls-Royce. I purchased a 1967 Silver Shadow from a company in Putney. It was 
one of the early Shadows, having a 4-speed automatic gearbox of Rolls-Royce’s own 
design. Later cars used a General Motors 3-speed box, the GM400. The 4-speed box 
in the car I bought was extremely jerky in its operation so the company agreed to 
replace it. This they did, three times, before I finally lost patience with the thing and 
changed it for a 1969 model. 
 It was during one of my visits to Putney when I was parked outside their 
showroom right across a double yellow line, that I saw a traffic warden approaching. I 



 7 

immediately went out to meet her to explain my badly parked car, but before I could 
utter one word she started complaining about the way she had been treated over her 
sickness benefit during a recent bout of illness. She sought my advice, which I was 
totally unqualified to give, although I made sympathetic noises regarding her 
misfortunes. Eventually after some ten minutes or so she departed totally ignoring the 
law breaking position of my Rolls. YCNSTWLEM! 
 It was not long after this incident that I began to find that having a Rolls had 
definite benefits in regard to parking. Soon after we moved from Meldreth to 
Wivelsfield I found myself winding up the estate of an old lady who used to baby-sit 
for us. To this end I had to go to the probate office in Brighton and although I knew 
where it was I hadn’t a clue as to where I could park for half an hour or so. 

As I approached the location of the office I saw a traffic warden walking along 
the pavement, drew up alongside him, rolled the window down and asked, “Can you 
tell me where I can park for half an hour while I visit the Probate Office?” He 
snapped to attention (I felt he was probably an ex-serviceman) and proceeded to give 
me some complicated directions. Seeing my uncomprehending look he then said, 
“Follow me, Sir,” and took off along a road to the left leading to what I now know to 
be the Lewes Road along which was a long line of parking meter bays. It was full to 
capacity and to my enquiry as to where I should park he indicated that I should leave 
my car at one end of the line half on the pavement. I said, “Are you sure that will be 
OK?” To which he replied, “Oh, don’t worry Sir, I’ll keep an eye on it for you!” 

 On another occasion Mella and I went up 
to the Guildhall for a formal dinner to celebrate 
the 21st anniversary of the Guild of Air pilots and 
Air Navigators, wearing full fig of white tie etc. 
When we got to the Guildhall I dropped Mella at 
the entrance and, not wishing to leave the Rolls in 
any of the side streets thereabouts, enquired from 
the man holding the door open for Mella to alight, 
“Where can I park?” He said I should go down to 
the member’s underground car park, giving me 
instructions how to get there. I thought to myself, 
“I’m not a member, but I’ll give it a try!” When I 
arrived below the parking attendant showed me 
where to park and after backing into the space 

indicated, I somewhat diffidently asked if that would be alright. He replied, “Don’t 
worry, Sir, I won’t let anyone park either side of it!” 
 Sometime in 1979 I decided that YDN 7 was showing signs of its age and 
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needed a respray. I must have been mad in deciding to do it myself and know several 
of my friends were definitely of that opinion, but I was convinced that I could do it, 
spurred on, I suppose, in the knowledge that I had done my first car, the Wolseley 
Hornet ‘Green Goddess’ some 29 years previously. Accordingly I cleared a space in 
what we called ‘the long shed’, an old house for rearing chickens, bought a small 
compressor and spray gun and set to work in between my flights with Tradewinds. 

The whole process of stripping it down to the bare metal, priming, 
undercoating, colour and finally clear varnish together with hours and hours of filling 
and rubbing down took well over three months of spare time, but I think the result, as 
pictured above in 1982 fully decorated at a wedding with me resplendent in my 
chauffeur’s uniform (Captain’s uniform with insignia removed!), was well worth the 
effort. I may be the only idiot to ever to attempt a complete respray of a Rolls-Royce 
without first practising on something less ambitious like a Mini! The fact that the 
result was most satisfactory was demonstrated when I won a prize with it in the early 
days of my membership of the Rolls-Royce Enthusiasts Club (RREC). The proof of 
the pudding is in the eating I’m told! YCNSTWLEM! 

                                                                             
I joined the RREC soon after I got a Rolls, membership of which is open to anyone 
who has a genuine enthusiasm for the works of Sir Henry Royce whether or not they 
are lucky enough to own one. The Club is the biggest single marque motor club in the 
world with a current membership of around 10,000, and consequently it is divided 
into sections for ease of administration. 

We became members of the South East Section that covers Kent and East 
Sussex and after a couple of years I was asked to become the Honorary Secretary for 
the section. This involved making arrangements for a series of meetings throughout 
the summer months at various places of interest in the district. I found this good fun 
and we used to meet practically every Sunday from the beginning of May to the end 
of September.  

In the autumn and winter we held meetings about every three weeks at a 
suitable pub. By suitable I mean that 
it had to have a car park large enough 
to accommodate anything up to 15 or 
20 Rolls-Royce and Bentley 
motorcars. On several occasions we 
held meetings at Wivelsfield Hall and 
the above pictures show a small 
selection of the cars that came. 
Unfortunately I don’t have any 
picture of what was arguably the 
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most famous car in the section – a 1913 Silver Ghost that was used by Lord Kitchener 
as his staff car during the First World War.  
 Towards the end of my six-year tenure as secretary the section was awarded 
the annual prize for the most improved section in the Club, presented each year at the 
Annual Rally attended by members from all over the world and at which it is usual to 
be able to inspect anything up to eight or nine hundred Rolls and Bentleys. It was a 
proud moment for me as I accepted the trophy on behalf of our section. The 
photograph above shows my current Rolls with the then Section Treasurer Tommy 
Welham, Chairman Philip Francis and Committee member Jack Henley. 

I have always been of the opinion that the most effective sized committee is 
one and I had the good fortune in that the other members of our SE Section committee 
agreed with this principle so that at our extremely rare committee meetings all that 
was required was for me to report what I had arranged. 
 As secretary my other duty was to produce a quarterly news letter to send to 
all our 400 or so members. Whilst I enjoyed the production of this I was always very 
grateful to have Mella’s help in putting it in the envelopes and attaching the self-
adhesive address labels, plus the stamps. 
 Contrary to what most people think motoring in a Rolls-Royce is 
comparatively cheap if you consider the fact that a well looked after Rolls will 
maintain its value for many years, unlike your average ‘ordinary’ car that loses 
anything up to a quarter of its value the first time you take it on the road. I have had 
my current one for 15 years and were I to sell it today I would probably realise 80% 
of what I paid for it. You have to agree that compares very, very favourably with any 
other car. 
 One visit I arranged for members of the South East Section was to Crewe 
where we were able to witness for ourselves the meticulous care put into the 
production of ‘the best car in the world’. As you leave one of the assembly plants and 
cross the road to the next you see a large notice advising you to ‘BEWARE OF 
SILENT MOTOR CARS’ and having had the pleasure and privilege of being 
associated with them for nearly a quarter of a century I can assure the reader that the 
notice needs to be taken seriously! 
 One downside to our tenure of Wivelsfield Hall was when we were burgled 
one night in 1984. Two little toe-rags gained entry by removing a small pane of glass 
from the leaded windows of the hall and notwithstanding the fact that 13 people were 
asleep in the house, proceeded to relieve us of most of our silver, our video and a few 
other items. About six months later we got a call from the police at Caterham to say 
that they had some items that they thought might belong to us. We went hot-foot to 
see and in the room into which we were shown there was a veritable Aladdin’s Cave 
of recovered stolen goods, including most of what had been taken from us. 
 Having identified our property, which we had had the good sense to 
photograph making it easier for the police to recognise, we had to wait a further 12 
months before we got it back as it was required as evidence in the prosecution of the 
two toe-rags and by the time we had our property back these two villains had been in 
prison and released to carry on with their villainy. At least they had the good sense 
not to return to us as by this time I had installed window locks on all the openable 
downstairs windows. 
 I referred earlier to the 1987 hurricane that swept across southern England 
with such devastating effect on the night of 15/16th October. On the 15th I had been 
up to London to collect Sir Peter and Lady Hall and bring them to their house in 
Sussex. I noticed that the wind was quite strong as I drove down the M23 at around 
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1.30am on the 16th, but I thought it was fairly normal for the time of the year. I 
finally got to bed at around 2.30am only to be woken at 6.30am by Austen knocking 
urgently on our bedroom door and saying, “Dad, come quick and look outside!” I felt 
like telling him to buzz off as I was tired, but something in his voice told me that 
things were not right. So I tumbled out of bed and went to look and my first reaction 
to the devastation outside was that someone had set off a nuclear device! As I had 
slept very soundly I had heard neither the sound of the wind blowing down the trees 
nor the clatter of the tiles that were sucked from our roof. 

On the left you can see in the gloom some of the tiles impaled in the soft 
ground at the side of the flooded tennis lawn and on the right are a few of the 50 or so 
trees that were destroyed. By the time I had dressed the wind had abated considerably 
and when we went outside again there was almost total silence. No traffic noise, no 
birds singing, nothing! This silence was gradually replaced in the next couple of hours 
by the sound of chainsaws, far and near, as people tried to clear the roads and 
railways, etc. I got my own chainsaw out and it is no exaggeration to say that it took 
ten of us some four hours before we could get a car down the quarter mile long drive 
to the house. Clearing the remainder of the fallen trees took several months and we 
finished up with piles of logs all over the place, quite a few of which we handed on to 
the new owners when we sold the house in 1998. 
 Not all the trees that fell were killed – an English Lime some 80 feet high had 
been blown down with the root ball, cutting the telephone line, which was not 
repaired for about three weeks. The electricity supply was also cut for about a week to 
ten days, but fortunately I had invested in a small mobile generator during Harold 
Wilson’s ‘winter of discontent’ and it 
saved us losing all the contents of our 
freezers, plus we were able to have some 
hot water in the evenings. Although the 
generator is only 1500 watts it has been 
worth its weight in gold over the years 
since I bought it and I still have it in my 
garage ready to keep us going in the event 
of a power cut. The picture shows it in use 
with a cable leading from the garage. 
 In the aftermath of the hurricane it was next to impossible to get hold of a 
roofer so it was indeed fortunate that we had a supply of spare tiles that were left over 
when the house was re-roofed a few years before we bought it. I was able therefore to 
get up on the roof and replace all the tiles sucked off by the terrific wind before any 
water had a chance to get in. 
 With the best part of 4 acres to tend it was necessary to employ a gardener, 
especially as Bill, who sort of came with the house, soon retired. He had been taken 
on in 1960 on a ‘temporary’ basis by the Bedford’s from whom we bought the house. 
For a short time I employed a woman, who was excellent, but unfortunately she 
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decided to emigrate to Australia, although not before she found a gold wedding ring 
around the middle of a carrot she had just gathered from the kitchen garden. From the 
inscription on its inside we saw that it belonged to Mrs Early, who had lived in the 
house for a number of years and who was very pleased to be re-united with it, having 
lost it while gardening some 15 years previously. 
 Another gardener who was with us for about two years was an elderly man by 
the name of Calvert. It wasn’t until he asked for a day off to go up to London for an 
interview with one of the daily papers that I discovered that he was ‘Mad Mike’ 
Calvert who made quite a name for himself during WW II. 
 Help in the house, quite definitely a must with 42 rooms to clean, we inherited 
so to speak, in the form of three ladies from the village. Sadly one by one these all 
retired over a few years, after which we had a succession of helpers. Mella hated 
having to employ someone new as it took her quite a long time to get them trained up 
to her satisfaction, but thankfully in the last few years we were fortunate enough to 
have the services of Barbara  and Ann, both of whom now help Mella in our present, 
much, much smaller house in Haywards Heath. 
 One thing I have forgotten to mention earlier was our beehives. Soon after I 
planted the orchard in the Autumn of 1976 I thought that having bees on the premises 
would be beneficial to both the bee-keeper and to our fruit crop. With this in mind I 
contacted a local bee-keeper who was delighted at the prospect of having six of his 
hives located in our spinney where the bees had easy access to the hay fields on either 
side plus our orchard. It was a very good arrangement. The bee-keeper came along 
every now and then to tend his bees and each October he would pay his ‘rent’ in the 
form of 12lbs of honey. We also had the added benefit of better crops of fruit. 
 My earlier adventure in Meldreth helping to catch a swarm of bees in my 
neighbours garden stood me in good stead as I was able to catch at least three swarms 
over the years and give them to our bee-keeper – at around £50 per swarm this was 
not to be sniffed at! 
 The other amusing episode I forgot to include earlier was the chimney in the 
drawing room. In the Autumn of 1976 we decided that an open fire would be nice to 
sit around so logs were brought in and for a few weeks all was well. But then the 
chimney started to smoke and so I decided that I had better sweep it with the set of 
brushes and rods that came with the house. Having got everything prepared I shoved a 
‘sweeps’ brush up the chimney, using no less than 13 rods to get it to the top and I 
was somewhat surprised to get only a couple of buckets of soot for my efforts. 
 Once again we started fires and this time the fire went well, but for only a 
couple of weeks. I thought this rather odd, so I rang up the previous owner, who 
laughed and apologised for omitting to tell me that many years previously he too had 
been sweeping the chimney and had managed to leave a sweeps brush up it. This had 
resisted all efforts to get it down and so was still up there. As part of the rod and brush 
kit there was a drain brush (about 5 inches in diameter) so up it went and after a 
considerable amount of agitation down came the cause of the problem. Apart from the 
boss of the old brush there were about a dozen bristles that had been keeping it stuck, 
most of the others having been burnt over the intervening years. Needless to say the 
fire burnt extremely well thereafter. YCNSTWLEM! 
 


