
And on that Farm 
 
 

How does a boy get to know things?  When I was six I knew that milk will turn sour if left out 
in the sun, because my mother scolded me for doing so.  When I was nine I knew about the 
relationship between air and sound, because old Stubfingers our village organist began to 
train me up as a bellows boy.  When I was twelve I knew that light could come from a source 
other than oil or gas, or the moon or the sun or the stars, or a match or a taper, or fireflies or 
cat’s eyes, or reflections of any of these things in water.  But I did not know how. 
 
When I was fifteen I knew that I could light one hundred and forty candles in twenty minutes, 
or seventy candles in ten minutes, or thirty-five candles in five minutes or seven candles in 
one minute, the candles being placed at intervals of a few feet around his Lordship’s chapel.  
I knew too that I could clean, trim and fill four hundred oil lamps in three hours, the pacing 
of this operation being less regular than that of the candles owing to the differences in 
condition of the individual lamps.  And I discovered that the daily polishing of four hundred 
lamp stands is so monotonous a task that the mind naturally falls to arithmetic.   All this I 
knew because I had entered the service of Lord _____ as lamp boy at his great estate in 
Wiltshire.  It was the year 1915 and lamp boys were no longer so common in England, owing 
to many grand houses having installed electricity.  This, however, my employer Lord 
______refused to do.  He had no telephone either, indeed nothing which required wiring, for 
he maintained that wiring would destroy the virgin purity of a house. 
 
A year later another task was added to my duties, a pleasanter one than any I had tackled so 
far. It was wartime and several of the servants had signed up - Jenner the head gardener and 
Wilcox the groom and one of the footmen.  Their posts were hard to fill, young men of the 
country having followed Kitchener’s call to serve King and Country.  The household was 
understaffed and servants were asked to take on extra tasks.   I was a strong lad, tall and long 
limbed.  I could run and swim well, strike a cricket ball to the boundary and lift a higher stack 
of saddles than the first coachman.  My speech was clear, precise and respectful, and thanks 
to old Stubfingers’ training my skill as bellows boy had been remarked on by his Lordship’s 
Chaplain as well as by the organist of the chapel, who was tutor to the household.  It was 
decided therefore that I was a lad of sense and ability and could be trusted in the company of 
his Lordship’s younger son, Viscount Henry. He, poor soul, had a weak lung and it had been 
recommended that he should spend an hour a day upon a couch in the fresh air.  My duty it 
became therefore, on every fine weather day, to carry the young Viscount’s couch from the 
lower parlour to a position in the gardens where neither sun nor breeze was too strong, and 
to remain with him, amusing him in a suitable manner, for the prescribed hour.   At the end 
of the hour, if the weather remained fair and the Viscount’s health permitted, we were to take 
the dogs a walk. 
 
How does a boy get to know things?   On our walks young Viscount Henry gave me an 
account of the world as it had been brought to him in the schoolroom; he told me about a man 
called Herodotus who wrote of strange lands and peoples, of wars and conquests long ago; 
he told me stories from history books, of Kings in Exile and Generals who became Emperors, 
of a Virgin Queen and a Captive Queen and one who reigned for only nine days.  He told me 
about a continent where there was nothing but snow and about the brave men who had 
perished trying to reach the South Pole.  But most of all he talked about Africa, the deserts 
and savannahs, the mountains and volcanoes, the great lakes and rivers.  He described the 
animals that lived there, giraffes, elephants, lions, camels and baboons. One day he would go 



to Africa, he said.  He would learn to stalk wild beasts, shoot them, have them stuffed, and 
bring them back to England for his private museum.  I may have been the only person to 
whom he confided this ambition; I rather think I was, for he was looked down upon by his 
father and older brother, and though his mother doted on him, her conversation rarely strayed 
beyond discussion of his medicines, his diet and his progress in horsemanship. 
 
In return for Viscount Henry’s confidences I demonstrated my best animal noises.  These were 
not the silly baa baas and oink oinks of nursery rhymes but convincing imitations of farmyard 
animals which I had learnt from Denton, the second footman, whose previous post had been 
with the Earl of_______.  That nobleman spent the greater part of the year at his town house 
in London, and being so situated Denton had taken every evening off to visit the Music Hall. 
Denton possessed two notable characteristics.  The first was a shortened thumb on his left 
hand, owing to a childhood accident.  The other was a remarkably keen ear; as a result he had 
acquired a wonderful repertoire of songs and tricks with which he entertained the Servant’s 
Hall.  In the early months of my employment I had chanced upon some clandestine operations 
of Denton’s, a fact which I made known to him. He was a likeable rogue and I did not wish to 
do him harm, so told him candidly that the price of my silence was tutelage in the art of 
making animal noises.  Denton, who I suspect saw me as a potential accomplice in some future 
escapade, readily agreed, and thus I came by my remarkable accomplishment.  At the time of 
my acquaintance with the young Viscount, I could produce a donkey, a pig, a sheep, a horse 
and a cow.  The bark of a collie dog was within my power and I was slowly mastering the 
more powerful reports of the hunting dogs.  I had also learned to imitate creatures of the wild; 
an owl was child’s play, likewise a cuckoo, but I had to work harder at a convincing pheasant, 
the whirring of its wings being produced by rubbing the side of the hand rapidly up and 
down against the partially opened lips.   Viscount Henry professed himself amused by my 
antics and was eager to learn them himself. The only animal sound he ever truly mastered 
was a cow but this talent we put to good use. 
 
There were two possibilities for our walks; the route by the lake and the one which took us 
past Home Farm.  Had it been my choice we would always have walked by the farm.  The 
lake walk was charming, secluded and peaceful, but I was not at a stage of life when 
tranquillity makes a great appeal.  I think Viscount Henry appreciated this, and in his 
generosity chose evenly between the two.   On the days when we walked by the farm I was 
always in the highest spirits, and the dogs also, for Toby, the Home Farm collie, was a popular 
neighbour.  Our approach to the farm took us first through arable land, a track across maize 
and turnip fields, and then alongside the pasture in which his Lordship’s fine Devonshires 
were put to graze.  Hobden the cowherd, a man of middle age, livelier in gait than in mind, 
drove the cattle twice daily from field to barn, and in the ‘tweentimes occupied himself no one 
knew how, for there was little enough to do and yet he seemed always to be about.  Once my 
young Viscount had mastered the moo of a cow to a convincing degree, it became our fondest 
joke to spy old Hobden out in the pasture, conceal ourselves some yards apart behind the 
hedge, and tease him with the impression that one of the precious Devonshires was careering 
loose in the wheat field.  As soon as the impression had ‘caught’ and the cowherd was running 
for the gate to the adjoining field, we continued our decorous walk, Viscount Henry 
discoursing on the Emperor Hadrian and the rebuilding of the Pantheon.  And so it might be 
said that the Viscount and I each learnt something from the other, though to be sure the scales 
were unbalanced; the gain on my side was of more weighty nature than his. 
  
 
Where two worlds coexist the relationship between them is rarely an equal one.  The world 
below stairs knew of every event that took place in parlour, library, chamber or billiard room.  



Should his Lordship lose at cards, her Ladyship lose her mantle or the Viscount Lionel lose 
his temper, the fact would become known to every servant from butler to scullery maid.  The 
reverse was not the case.  Servants trained in the art of invisibility acquire a genius for 
concealment, though they cannot conceal from each other.  Thus if Molly from the dairy 
overstayed her leave, Susan the parlour maid spilt her Ladyship’s rosewater, or Billy the 
pantry boy miscounted the eggs, the fault was found out and reprimanded by the 
housekeeper but never betrayed to their employer.  Amongst the lower orders certain 
misdemeanours were tacitly ignored.  Even Crichton the butler, as proper a man as ever I met, 
understood that nature has her ways.  If he suspected an intrigue might lead to domestic 
embarrassment he quietly tipped off the housekeeper, who made it her business to put the 
young woman in the way of the Facts.  Otherwise he turned a blind and dignified eye.  Thus 
it was that Denton, that likeable rogue, took opportunity most nights to find company with 
Flossie, her Ladyship’s personal maid, and while this was known to all of us, as well as the 
fact that his Lordship frequently took company with the personal maids of visiting Ladies, 
neither affair was so much as suspected above stairs. 
 
We slept six beds to a room. In mine were Denton and Bristow the footmen, Samson the under 
gardener, Edwards, groom of the chambers, and Billy the pantry boy.  Billy was thirteen and 
had only been in service a year.  For him it was famous sport to creep out at night when he 
spotted the flat terrain of Denton’s bed and prowl the garrets in search of the spooning couple.  
Sometimes he persuaded me to join him in this spying exercise though I had rather outgrown 
it since reaching sixteen; what a boy needs to know I already knew and I valued my night’s 
rest after the toil of the day.  However I had a certain affection for Billy, and a suspicion that 
without a protector he could easily get himself into trouble.  So when one night I felt a tug on 
my toe and a chilly hand placed over my mouth, I gave an inward groan but resigned myself 
to participating in his midnight adventure.  We crept to the door, slipped through and down 
a staircase to the landing from which we had the best listening post.  Above us were the 
dormitories for the male servants, three along one corridor separated by small cupboard 
rooms for laundry and housewares.  On the level below were the maids’ quarters, five 
dormitories and a single utility room.  Denton’s assignation might have been in any of the 
empty rooms, or indeed in one of the unused bedrooms on the floor below, for he was a bold 
fellow, ever ready to chance his arm.  Once, in high summer, Billy and I had heard the tell tale 
scuffling and giggling descending lower still, and deducing that the couple were escaping into 
the balmy night we positioned ourselves at a window overlooking the sunken garden.   Sure 
enough, two figures had appeared, dark against the moonlit lawn, and we observed their 
indistinct shapes combine and separate before disappearing from view.  Poor Billy learnt little 
enough that night!  But now it was nearly autumn and the nights already chill.  The couple 
would surely have sought out some snug spot indoors.    
 
At first all was still.  Then Billy, who was bending over the staircase, suddenly gripped it more 
tightly.  In a flash he had pulled himself up and was tugging me down the steps and along 
the corridor below.  At each door we listened but heard nothing. Billy pulled me down the 
next flight of stairs.  In a whisper I cautioned him to tread gently.  We were now on the floor 
where the nobility slept, where we had no business to be, and however careless of his honour 
Denton might be, I myself was concerned to keep my good name.  I was also beginning to 
suspect that Billy’s ears had played him false.  Then I caught a muffled sound.  It came once, 
twice in isolation, and then in a cascade.  I could not identify it either as the giggles of Flossie, 
nor the heavy panting of the footman.  More than anything it sounded like the distant bark of 
the coachman’s bulldog. I urged Billy back up the stairs, and not a moment too soon.  From 
the upper landing we saw a candle move swiftly along that corridor, heard a knock on one of 
the doors and then a woman’s voice, mature and gentle.  My young Viscount’s nurse.  



 
Billy had had enough of a scare to call off his sport for that night.  I let go his hand and he 
beetled up to our garret.  But I was wide awake now and my heart went out to poor Viscount 
Henry, lying awake, unable to quell his coughing. I stepped across to one of the large 
mullioned windows and looked out at the night.  The sky was partially clouded, over the lake 
hung with stars while in the direction of the farm black as ink.  And then out of the darkness 
I saw a flash, a brilliant light which came and went in an instant.  A minute passed, and it 
came again.  The length of the flash was almost imperceptible, faster than the circling beam of 
a lighthouse, faster than the movement of a hand signalling with a lamp.  I waited.  Flash!  
And then after another minute a constant flame so brilliant that I thought I could make out 
the dim shapes of the farm buildings behind.  Yet it could not be a flame, I thought, it could 
not be light from a fire. I was convinced of this yet could not explain to myself the reason.  The 
light snapped out again.  I was standing there, trying to puzzle it out, when my ears caught 
the bubbly gurgle of Flossie’s voice and Denton’s lustful breathing.  They had been hidden 
under the staircase all the time. 
 
 
The next day Crichton told me that my young Viscount had a slight fever and was keeping to 
his bed.  The doctor had been called and had advised that as soon as his temperature was 
normal he should resume his daily dose of fresh air, but well wrapped up, and only half an 
hour’s rest upon the couch.  In the meantime my service was required elsewhere, for the 
stablemen needed assistance stacking the hay.  It was three days before I finally received 
orders to move the Viscount’s couch to the gardens.   He seemed pleased to have my company 
again and asked me to talk, since he had been warned to rest his voice.  I asked him what I 
should talk about.  He said, my work.  A less welcome request I could scarcely imagine, since 
my work was monotonous in the extreme, but to oblige him I did my best, describing the 
lighting of candles, the trimming of wicks and the polishing of lamp stands as if it were the 
noble art of a guildsman.   He seemed thoughtful when I had finished and I was cudgelling 
my brains for anything further to add when he looked up at me curiously.   
 
“How quickly,” he asked, “Could you light and then extinguish a lamp?” 
 
“Why should I wish to do that?” I said. 
 
“I don’t know,” he replied. “I just wondered.” 
 
There was silence for a moment and it was as if the question behind his question were 
hovering in the air.   
 
“Have you ever seen a light in the fields at night?” I said.  “A light which flashes so fast you 
cannot imagine how it could be lit and extinguished in the time?” 
 
Our eyes met. 
 
“One night, when I was awake, coughing,” he said, “I saw just that.” 
 
“Out towards the farm?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“I’ve seen it too.” 



 
“When I’m strong enough,” he said, “We shall walk out that way and find out what it is.” 
 
 
 
It was a week before the doctor proclaimed Viscount Henry well enough for exercise.  He 
stipulated that it was to be a short walk at first, then a little more each day.  Though we were 
both impatient to investigate the fields, we knew better than to disobey a doctor.  For two 
afternoons we walked as far as the lake and back.  On the third we made a complete circuit.  
By this time it was a full fortnight since the night when I had seen the light. Billy had been 
leaving me in peace and so I slept the nights through but Viscount Henry was always a poor 
sleeper.  Several times, he said, he had awakened in the small hours, shuffled across to the 
window seat and sat up watching for the mysterious flashes. 
 
Our first farm walk following Viscount Henry’s illness was a memorable event. The dogs were 
jubilant as soon as they sensed the direction our expedition would take and bounced about 
our heels until I put them both on the lead.  The season had turned and the air was frisky with 
autumn winds.  In return for my description of a lamp boy’s duties I asked my young Viscount 
to tell me all he knew about light.  He obliged with an account of the solar system, how the 
planets orbited the sun and the moon orbited the earth; how the sun produced light but the 
moon merely reflected back to earth the light of the sun; the stars, he said, were little suns, 
producing light of their own.  I said that I knew of great houses where they no longer required 
lamp boys because the rooms were lit by electricity.  I did not know what this was, or how it 
worked, I only knew the word, but it seemed that my young Viscount knew even less than I 
did.   His studies did not cover modern science because his father had instructed his tutor that 
he should have a Classical education.  He told me about men called Copernicus and Galileo, 
famous philosophers and astronomers, but it seemed they had lived long ago.  I tired of this 
at last and suggested that we should practise our mooing, in case by chance old Hobden was 
about.   The dogs responded joyously, encouraging me to attempt my hunting dog bark, and 
we made a merry foursome as we crossed the turnip field.  Close to the gate which led to the 
pasture, Viscount Henry stopped.   
 
“Can you see old Hobden?” 
 
I crept up to the gate, keeping myself hidden behind the hedge, and peeked through. 
 
“No.  And the cows are not in the pasture.” 
 
“He must have taken them to the lower pasture.  I think it is from this field that the light 
comes, because at moments I could see the farm buildings behind.” 
 
“I thought so too, the night I watched.” 
 
“Let’s walk around the pasture and along past the buildings.” 
 
My young Viscount’s word was law but in any case I was as keen as he was.  We quietened 
the dogs, passed through the gate and followed the edge of the field, two sides of a square, 
until we came to a cluster of outbuildings with a yard, marked off by a high stone wall.  We 
stopped and the dogs, sensing a question in our minds, twitched their noses.  Then one of 
them let out a bark. 
 



“There must be someone there.  Can you look over?” 
 
I was a good six inches taller than him but the wall was higher still. 
 
“Not quite.  But if you would permit it, I could lift you?” 
 
His frame was light and I managed to hold him for nearly half a minute.    
 
“There’s no one in the yard,” he said, “But I’m sure there’s someone in the barn.”  I lowered 
him to earth. 
 
“I know!” I said.  “Let’s ‘moo’ our hardest and see if we can tease out whoever it is.  They’re 
bound to be puzzled if they know the cows are in the lower pasture.” 
 
We took one dog each, placed ourselves a few yards apart, shortened each dog’s leash and 
bade it be still. Viscount Henry produced a soft ‘moo’.  I replied with a mournful one and after 
his more forceful response joined him in a long heartfelt bellow.  We paused, then tried the 
sequence again.  Just as we finished our second bellow we were gratified to hear a scratching 
on the other side of the wall, as if someone were hitching themselves up, and then a head 
appeared. 
 
“Good day to you both!” 
 
It was a young man, pale and spectacled.  He was bare headed, as if he had been working 
indoors and just popped out for a moment.  We bade him good day, feeling a little foolish. 
 
“Might I ask why you choose this spot to converse with the cows?  They have been taken 
today to the lower pasture.” 
 
His voice was educated, calm and reasonable. As neither of us ventured a response he went 
on, 
 
“It is a little uncomfortable for me here.  Suppose you come round into the yard.  You’re not 
far from the gate.” 
 
We knew that of course, and feeling more foolish than ever, followed his suggestion. 
 
“Let me introduce myself,” he said.  “I’m Sanderson. I’m a paying guest at the farm and have 
been allowed the use of this barn for my studies.” 
 
“I am Viscount Henry, younger son of Lord ----------.”  
 
“And I am Duncan, lamp boy at the estate.” 
 
 “If we may ask,” beganViscount Henry diffidently, “”Were you not a little surprised…when 
you looked over the wall…” 
 
“That there were no cows?” I finished off for him. 
 
“Not in the least,” said Sanderson.  “I am used to careful listening, you see.  I you had really 
been cows, I should have heard the sounds of their breathing, their feet on the grass and in 



the mud. I am sorry to have disappointed you but I was an unlikely victim for your prank. I 
worked for a time in the Royal Engineers.  Would you like to come and see my current 
researches?” 
 
“That is most kind of you,” said Viscount Henry, and I was pleased to hear more vigour in 
his voice than for some time.  We tied up the dogs and followed Sanderson into the barn.  I 
noticed that he limped a little, avoiding putting weight on his left foot. 
 
How does a boy get to know things?  In the hour that followed, Viscount Henry and I learned 
things which neither his schoolroom education nor my observation of the world had ever 
taught us.   Sanderson was a scientist.  He had been a Wrangler at Cambridge and had 
intended to study further at the university but then the war came and he had signed up.  After 
his initial training he had been transferred to the Royal Engineers to work on sound ranging, 
a system for determining the position of enemy artillery.  In the summer of 1916 he had been 
transferred back to his original regiment and sent to the Somme. There was to be a massive 
artillery bombardment of the German line prior to the infantry attack and his special 
assignment was to deflect the sound of the guns so as to confuse the enemy. It involved him 
making frequent excursions into no man’s land, sometimes working close to the enemy lines. 
During one night time mission he had received a bullet in the thigh fracturing the bone.  
Invalided back to England, he spent some weeks in a military hospital before being discharged 
with orders to convalesce for a further two months.  
 
“And how can sounds be made to change direction?” asked Viscount Henry. 
 
Sanderson explained that sound travelled in waves and bounced off surfaces just like a ball 
bouncing off a wall. He gave us an account of telephonic transmission and how it had been 
discovered by Mr Alexander Graham Bell. A more recent discovery, he said, was radio 
transmission.  He told us about an Italian called Marconi, who had sent radio waves across 
the Atlantic, and how his invention had saved lives after the sinking of the Titanic.   
 
We listened enthralled but Viscount Henry had not forgotten the original reason for our 
investigation.    
 
“Are you a student only of sound?” he asked, “Or also of light?” 
 
“The study of sound is my work.  The study of light is my hobby.” 
 
“And does light also travel in waves?” I asked. 
 
He looked at me then with a curious expression and I wondered whether he thought it 
forward of me, a mere servant, to be so inquisitive.  
 
“As lamp boy,” he said, “you should really be the expert about light.” 
 
I was a little abashed, unsure whether he was teasing me. 
 
“I know how to light candles, oil and gas lamps and tapers,” I said.  “I know how these things 
burn to produce light.  And I know…I believe there is another way to produce light too.  But 
I do not know how it works.” 
 
“Electricity,” said Viscount Henry.  “My father does not approve of it.” 



 
“Would you like me to show you how it works?” 
 
For me this question had a clear answer but it was not my place to speak. Viscount Henry 
hesitated and I could understand his indecision.  Lord ----------- was not indulgent towards 
him and inspired no particular affection but yet held authority.  To challenge his father’s 
cranky views on modernisation would take courage. 
 
“I would be most obliged to you,” he said finally, “But I fear we must now return to the House.  
I have been ill and my mother is careful that I do not over exert myself.  She will be concerned 
if I do not appear at five o’clock tea.” 
 
“Come both of you at the same time tomorrow,” said Sanderson, “And I will give you a 
demonstration of electricity.” 
 
 
We hurried back to the House, fearful that we had overstayed our time, but on our return we 
found that a new house party had arrived and in the scurry and bustle Viscount Henry had 
not been missed.  I was accosted by Mrs Bellingham, the housekeeper, who sent me to 
Crichton to receive new orders.   Crichton instructed me to assist Denton and Bristow in 
checking the guest bedrooms; we were to be sure that each had the requisite candles and 
tapers and that an oil lamp was placed on a stand in the corridor outside.  We checked all the 
rooms on the third floor, and I calculated from this that the house party must comprise at least 
fifteen guests, but then Denton led us up to the fourth floor, where Viscounts Lionel and 
Henry slept, and here also rooms had been prepared.  As well as the rooms of the two young 
gentlemen, and those of Viscount Henry’s nurse, the tutor and the chaplain, three new rooms 
would be occupied on the fourth floor that night.  This left only two unoccupied, the two 
closest to the staircase which led to the garrets.  My mind, accustomed to daily mundane 
calculations, took in the implications almost unconsciously.  Only as I was dropping off to 
sleep that night did it occur to me that Denton might have made the same calculations. 
 
 
I was wakened by the sound of screaming.  I sat up and saw that Bristow and Edwards were 
awake too, the latter having already lighted a taper.  Only Samson seemed inert, snoring 
heavily.  Denton and Billy’s beds were empty.   
 
“It must be Flossie,” said Bristow.  “Denton’s gone too far this time.” 
 
“There can’t be anything that girl’s not seen before,” said Edwards. 
 
“Then perhaps she’s seen a mouse,” said Bristow wryly. “She’d scream at that however many 
of them she’d seen before.” 
 
The screaming continued, dipping and peaking in pitch.  Sanderson suddenly flashed into my 
mind, the way he had talked about sound.  I listened attentively.  There was a shrillness to the 
cries that did not sound like the effervescent Flossie. 
 
“I’m going to look,” I said.  “That fool Billy’s out of his bed too.  He’ll likely cop what should 
be coming to Denton.” 
 



I took the taper from Edwards, lit the candle that was placed on a stand by the door and 
slipped out into the corridor. Once I reached the landing I was sure that the commotion was 
two floors below.  I hurried down, aware of new sounds, clicking doors and padding feet.  I 
reached the corridor where the young Viscounts slept just at the same moment as a cluster of 
figures hazily lit by candlelight.  The first thing I saw was Billy, his mouth gaping open, and 
I quickly grabbed his arm to make it seem as if he had just arrived on the scene.   Then I saw 
the woman.  She was standing at the window which must be directly below the one from 
which I had seen the lights in the fields.  Her screams were breathy and panicky but she 
seemed to be attempting words – Lake! The lake! On the lake!  A ghost!  I could not be sure 
those were the words; my mind was racing, trying to make any sense I could of the wild cries.  
Then the figure turned from the window and stared at us.  I saw that she was an older woman, 
thin and shaking with fear. At that moment the chaplain came puffing along the corridor, the 
only one of the party to have had the presence of mind to light an oil lamp.  It swung wildly 
from side to side and I hurried to take it from him, fearful he might trip. At the same moment 
Viscount Lionel stepped towards the anguished woman and the tutor, following, with the 
same idea that she might faint, stumbled over something on the carpet.   I hurried across with 
the lamp and in a moment saw what it was that Billy had been gawping at; Denton and Flossie 
in flagrante. 
 
 
The events of the following day are etched on my mind like a timetable chalked on blackboard.  
My daily duties began at six but the housemaids were at work a full hour earlier and by the 
time the servants met for breakfast at eight it was known that the woman who had screamed 
in the night was the Honourable Mrs R -------, widow to the late Bishop of Exeter, whose only 
son, Major R --------- had been fatally wounded at the Somme. Susan had it from Millie, who 
had befriended Bethany, lady’s maid to another member of the house party, that the 
Honourable Mrs R -------- believed the spirit of her son was haunting the estate.  It was also 
known that Denton had disappeared, and by nine o’clock so were the contents of a note he 
had left for Crichton, stating that he had decided to sign up.  At ten, when my duties took me 
to the outhouse to fetch candles, I met Samson, who claimed to have seen Denton’s outline on 
the brow of Stannards Hill and reckoned he must be making for the recruiting station at Bath.   
 
At eleven Crichton sent for me and I was informed that in Denton’s absence I should be 
entrusted with new duties, for which my wages would be increased. If I did well Crichton 
would not be surprised if my promotion to footman followed within the year. The steel boy 
would relieve me of my candle lighting in chapel and a lad from the village would be hired 
to work the bellows.  Billy would assist me in polishing the lamp stands and Edwards would 
attend to Viscount Henry’s couch, though he could not be spared to accompany him on walks.  
And neither could I.  Even the thought of my increased wages and possible promotion did 
not assuage the disappointment I felt on hearing that I could no longer walk with Viscount 
Henry to the farm that afternoon.   I asked permission to move his couch one last time, that I 
might explain to him myself the change in my duties, and to this Crichton agreed.  At twelve, 
passing by the housekeeper’s room, I heard sobbing and by one it was known to everyone 
below stairs that Flossie had been dismissed.  At two, when I reported to the parlour to carry 
the couch, I observed Hilda, the newest but smartest of the parlour maids, being introduced 
to her Ladyship by Mrs Bellingham.  Hilda looked nervous, the unexpected promotion to 
lady’s maid causing her to stammer and twist her fingers.  I caught her anxious glance and 
smiled encouragement, winning a swift flash of gratitude from her bright eyes.  Once out in 
the garden I explained to Viscount Henry the change in my circumstances. 
 
“But - Sanderson!” he exclaimed.  



 
“It can’t be helped,” I replied. “I must obey Crichton’s orders.  You must walk alone to the 
farm today.  I hope I can persuade Edwards to exchange some minor duty with me.  Then 
tomorrow you must tell me all you learn from Sanderson.” 
 
He seemed to be thinking for a minute, then said,  
 
“I was bold enough to go against my father’s wishes for my education, so I will be bold enough 
to speak to Crichton myself.  If I make a special request for your services he cannot refuse 
me.” 
 
I was delighted, not only for the benefit to me, but also for the gain in courage and spirit 
demonstrated by my young Viscount. 
 
The afternoon would have dragged had it not been for the new duties I had to master.  Bristow 
was a kindly fellow and tried to be patient but it is hard for anyone to describe his habitual 
actions to a novice.  I listened, followed, copied as well as I could, and hoped that within a 
few days my actions would appear more practised.  As well as the new duties and uniform I 
had to master some new geography, for so extensive was the House that there were many 
chambers I had never entered.   As lamp boy I knew every corridor, stairwell and outer 
chamber but gentlemen’s dressing rooms and ladies’ boudoirs were new to me.  Footmen 
were not permitted to enter the latter but might knock on the door from the outer chamber if 
they had a message for the lady within.  It was in executing this particular duty that I again 
encountered Hilda, now looking flushed and eager in the execution of her new duties.  She 
took the written message from my hand and bade me wait.  I waited some time; finally she 
reappeared with a note on fine lavender coloured paper, folded and sealed.  It was addressed 
to The Right Honourable Mrs R--------.   
 
Bristow had informed me of the rooms allocated to each of the house guests and I had no 
difficulty recalling the room of the Right Honourable Mrs R----------.   It was on the fourth floor 
and faced North West, towards Stannard’s Hill. I knocked and waited.  There was no reply.  I 
knocked again and put my ear to the door.   I seemed to hear a faint knocking in response but 
that was absurd.  Why should the lady knock on her own door? Why not call for me to enter?  
Bristow’s rule had been to knock three times before abandoning a mission but never to enter 
a lady’s room without being called.   I knocked a third time, as firmly as I could.  This time I 
heard another sound, a low moaning.  Now what should I do?  If on my first day I already 
broke the footmen’s code, how could I hope for promotion?  Yet if the lady were in trouble?  I 
turned the handle and pushed open the door. 
 
The room was in half darkness, the curtains pulled three quarters of the way across.  The 
Honourable Mrs R ------ sat by herself at a table staring blankly ahead.  She was facing the 
door without seeing me, eyes vacant.  I observed that her back was bolt upright and clearly 
she was not about to faint.  Her lips were moving as if she were reciting but every few words 
they stopped and she emitted a moan.  I stood helpless, wondering what to do.  Then all of a 
sudden the muttering and moaning stopped, and the lady seemed to jolt herself out of a 
trance.  Her eyes focussed, she became aware of me and of the note in my hand. 
 
“Thank you kindly,” she said, as if my intrusion into her room had caused her no disturbance 
at all, and I crossed to the table to hand her the note.   She read it through, then smiled at me. 
 



“Please tell her Ladyship I am most grateful,” she said, and I saw tears come into her eyes.   I 
bowed and left the room. 
 
 
Before I retired that evening I was sent for once again by the stately Crichton.  I noticed a slight 
frown on his forehead and wondered if I had acted wrongly by entering the lady’s chamber 
but he did not refer to this. He merely informed me that Viscount Henry had expressed a 
preference for my services in the matter of moving his couch, and that I should therefore 
continue with this duty for the present.   
 
“I will reconsider,” he said, “How the other tasks are to be allocated.  For today, you have 
done well.” 
 
I thanked him and as I turned to go I noticed something between a sigh and a yawn cross his 
usually impassive face. Denton’s sudden departure was causing him headaches.   
 
 
 
The following afternoon I arrived promptly at the parlour, aware that my eagerness was not 
only to do with my service for Viscount Henry.  However, her Ladyship was not there and 
neither was Hilda.  I lifted the couch and Viscount Henry followed me as I carried it out to the 
gardens.   
 
“How is your cough?” I asked. 
 
“Improving every day.  The doctor is right, the fresh air does me good. As long as this fine 
weather holds!” 
 
“I hope it will,” I said.  “And now, tell me what you learned from Sanderson.” 
 
He was eager to do so. What he had learned that afternoon filled me with envy.  Sanderson 
had shown him electric circuits, let him press buttons to make connections, demonstrated the 
construction of an electric lamp and explained how a battery fuels the system with energy. 
 
“I saw,” said Viscount Henry, “How the light could come and go in and instant.  You 
remember how that puzzled us?  The light appears when a connection is made and disappears 
when it is broken.  In a split second.  Then he told me about mirages and illusions.  How light 
can be bent and split and…refracted. He is a magician!  A genius!” 
 
“He told us he is a Scientist,” I said.  “I hardly knew that word before.  Now I know what it 
means to experiment.” 
 
 “He is experimenting all the time.  All this time he has been at the farm.  He showed me what 
he could do with mirrors.” 
 
“To intensify the light?” 
 
“How did you guess?” 
 
“Because I have thought about it before, carrying lamps past the facing mirrors in the dining 
room.” 



 
“He has been experimenting with mirrors placed around the electric lamp.  And he does this 
at night, usually when it is cloudy or moonless.” 
 
A thought came into my head, that a mirror is not the only surface which reflects. 
 
“And does he also experiment sometimes…”   
 
“Yes?” 
 
“With light reflected in water?” 
 
Viscount Henry considered. 
 
“He did not say so.  But I know he makes other experiments, down at the lake.” 
 
Sanderson had told him of his plans.  He did not wish to return to the front.  His ambition was 
to work with a man called Rutherford, who was developing a new system for determining the 
position of objects under water.  This would facilitate the destruction of enemy submarines 
and help the Allies win the war.  Sanderson had made experiments of his own with sound 
under water. He had not described these in detail but had explained that they required a large 
expanse of water, fairly deep.   
 
“I believe,” I said, “That the Right Honourable Mrs R----------- saw something that night, 
hovering over the lake.  No one could be sure what she was screaming. Some thought it was 
‘rake’, and that she meant Denton, but those people only arrived at the moment she turned 
from the window.  Billy thought it was ‘ache’ but Billy knows nothing about anything.  I 
thought it was ‘lake’, and then the word ‘ghost’.” 
 
“Mother says she believes the spirit of her son is haunting this estate.” 
 
“Does her Ladyship also believe that?” 
 
“She says we must humour her conviction, because she is our guest.” 
 
“And how will she humour it?” 
 
“I’m not sure.  There is something too secret for her to tell me.” 
 
 
 
That night I dreamt strange things.  I was in a light filled room, the walls, floor and ceiling 
made of glass and water on the farther side.  I took a deep breath to reassure myself that I was 
standing in air, and suddenly Sanderson was there and smiled at me. “Don’t worry, this room 
has lungs like bellows.”  He was showing me a circuit and a button which he was holding 
down with his thumb.   “Now I let go,” he said, and instantly everything went black.  “Now 
put your thumb here and press!”  I did so and the room flashed so bright I had to blink. “Now, 
watch how I make a ghost,” he said, and although my thumb was pressing as hard as ever, 
the light slowly drained from the room until there was only a single point hovering a few 
inches above the floor.  “But it is not really above the floor,” said Sanderson, as if he had read 
my thoughts.  “The lamp is behind you.”  I turned round and heard his echoing voice, “The 



lamp is behind you.”  I turned again.  “The lamp is behind you.  It is all an illusion.  The lamp 
is behind you.”  Each time I turned, the voice became softer and the point of light faded.  I 
woke in the dark.   
 
Our garret had a skylight but no windows.  From the complete pitch of the room I guessed it 
must be an hour or two before dawn.  I slid out of bed and edging to Samson’s side of the 
room, as far as possible from Billy’s bed, I crept to the door.   Down one flight and along the 
corridor to the south facing window.  It was a starless night.  I looked to the left, in the 
direction of the fields, then to the right. I could make out nothing at all. Could I hear something 
though?  In the corridor below, something like rustling silk? 
 
A mirage, a miracle, a ghost, an illusion.  To a mind without knowledge of Science these 
occupy the same wardrobe.  One may be worn as well as another to clothe the nakedness of a 
suffering soul.   As I stood there, watching and listening, two impressions overwhelmed my 
senses and to this day I am not sure which came first.  A scientific mind would see cause and 
effect in a logical manner but to a suffering soul it might appear quite otherwise.   Above the 
lake I saw arise a vertical beam of light, upon which hovered a horizontal beam, spinning 
round so fast that after a few seconds it appeared stationary.  And out of the darkness I heard 
a voice cry ‘Timothy!’   
 
 
How does a boy get to know things?  By fair means or foul, when the necessity is great.   
Viscount Henry told me his anxieties about his mother, about the mysterious request which 
she had agreed to humour, about the effect on her spirits of the Right Honourable Mrs R------
--‘s presence at the House.   He cared for his mother more than anyone in the world, and 
seeing his distress, I realised how much I was prepared to risk for him.  The code of honour 
above stairs cannot be compromised; below stairs we learn to make ourselves invisible, and 
with ourselves, our honour may conveniently vanish also.  Ladies may gather in secret and 
refuse entrance to the gentlemen, in which case no gentleman should intrude; but a servant is 
not a gentleman.  Doors may be thick and admit no sound; in this case the keyholes will be 
correspondingly large. 
 
 
I am no longer a boy.  I write this as a man in later middle age, looking back at a virgin 
experience.  In my maturity I attended many séances, indeed at once stage I attained some 
level of repute as a medium.  That evening, having purposely left unfilled certain lamps along 
a certain corridor, and having made certain promises to a certain promising maid in return 
for certain adroit actions on her part should my spying be at risk of discovery, I observed for 
the first time the researches of mortals into the spirit world.  I observed the arrival of the 
medium, a man unknown to anyone of the party, his softness of manner and elegance of 
touch.  I observed the importance of light in establishing atmosphere; candlelight, not the 
harsh glare of electricity.  I observed the hush that so conveniently disguises the familiar, even 
in a voice heard many times and often.  I observed the trust that can be created when a man, 
apparently a stranger, appears to know what a stranger could not know.  I observed what an 
individual feature of a man are his hands, so often seen in different shapes, in different actions, 
so easily covered by gloves and yet so hard to conceal in gesture.  And I noticed that night 
what my Ladyship failed to notice; that although the medium’s right hand was a perfect fit 
for his glove, on the left hand, the fabric of the thumb hung a little too loose. 


