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The butler's son

Robert Howes from Scarborough remembers life on the
Vaynol estate from the viewpoint of being the butler's son. 
Photos from the Howes family album.

"My father was Edward William Howes,
butler and valet to Sir Michael Duff
from when Michael was about 18 years
old. He took over the Vaynol household
in 1927, the youngest butler to run a
household I think - he was only about
27. I was born and grew up on the
Vaynol and was christened in the
estate's church with Sir Michael as my
godfather. We had a house in the
grounds, a garden cottage near the
dairy.

An old fella, John Jones, was the odd
job man and house porter. He would often be looking after
me when my mother was working part time on the estate.
When my father was at dinner in the evening, mother would
be pressing all the gentlemen's clothes. When I was older I
was a shoe boy, or I'd help in the pantry when there was a
big dinner on, doing all the washing up of the glasses and
dinner plates.

We were often in the big house as my father had his own
room. As you came in through the back door, just off the hall
was the staff dining room and pantry. Behind there was the
big safe and my father's room. Next to his room were the
stairs, taking you up to Mrs Thorpe's room, who was in
charge of staff. Or you could go down a passageway next to
my father's room which took you down to the kitchens where
Mrs Foster was in charge. She was assisted by Edna Hughes
and her two sisters, Dilys and Megan, worked there as maids
too.

Before the war, there were 45
staff. The gentry always
addressed my father as
'Edward' and other staff
addressed him as 'Mr Howes'.
There was a real social
structure. All the under
butlers and footmen had their
own grey livery and the
buttons had Sir Michael's crest

on it, two hands clasped together.

Sir Michael was a very nice gentleman, really pleasant,
always spoke to you when he bumped into you on the estate.
Later on, when I moved to Northumberland and would call
home, because all telephone calls went through the main
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house you'd speak to Sir Michael first and he was always
really pleasant.

As I'm talking, I'm looking at a photo of Lady Caroline. You
always knew where she was because of the smell of her
perfume - it would hit you before she'd come in the room!
She was very keen on her roses in her little garden round the
side of the house and enjoyed pottering around there. When
Eddie Henderson and Anne Rankin took the flowers in, she
would very much be in attendance to see how they were
arranged in the house.

I remember Charlie Duff too. I couldn't believe it was him
when I saw BBC TV programme about the Vaynol. I didn't
know about the adoption and things like that. I've got a
photo of him with the Duke of Edinburgh in the Lôn y Wîg
garden, the prettiest garden which looked over Snowdonia. It
was in front of where the current front door is, up some
steps and near the pond.

The war puts life at the estate on hold ...

 Sardinia: Cymry yn
'ddiogel' 

 Pontio: Dim prif
weithredwr
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The butler's son

"We always used to bump into the
gentry that came to the estate. I
remember the late Queen Mother
planting a tree in the garden. You'd
touch your hat, 'good morning sir, good
morning madam', typical estate
etiquette.

On Sundays the gentry sat in the back
pews of the church and we'd sit just in
front of them. My father brought back
from a trip to Italy with Sir Michael the
cross that's still in the church. We'd
have a service every Sunday,

sometimes the canon, organist and myself were the total
congregation!

We used to spend a few months in London every year at Sir
Michael's house on Chester Street, especially before the war.
Stuart, the chauffeur before George Randall, used to drive us
down to London in an old Studebaker car - it would take
about five hours.

My father used to go to America with Sir Michael, too. He
was in Chicago once and as my father was very good at
making cocktails he was making some for Sir Michael's
guests. Someone said 'do you realise one of Al Capone's side
men is here?' - he served him a cocktail!

He would go with Sir Michael wherever he went, to San
Moritz when they went skiing, to Italy in the summer and
America in the early days. But that stopped after the war of
course, circumstances had changed. The quarries were
running down, the staff was greatly cut and there wasn't the
money. The quarries had kept the estate going and they
diminished.

During the war, my father worked up at Llanberis quarry
because he was exempt from Army duties due to stomach
problems. He'd drive up to Llanberis at night to work on the
Lancasters' tail pieces they made up there in Llanberis.

Sir Michael was in the forces during the war and was
stationed in London at the war office.

They used the big house as a hospital. If officers' wives
came, they'd often be put up at our house when visiting their
staff at the house.

Near where the new saw mill was, at Capel Draig, there was
a POW camp for Germans and Italians. They'd work on the
farm and were really good characters. Near the back door of
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the house, there were some little rooms and I remember the
Italians sitting making baskets - the locals would buy them
off them because they were so beautifully made.

What became of Robert's Vaynol home...
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The butler's son

"Everything carried on as
before after the war, just with
not so many staff. I
remember nearly 40 members
of the Royal Family coming to
visit during Prince Charles'
investitute at Caernarfon
Castle. That kept my father
busy! 
My parents always lived in the

estate until my father retired in 1971. They stayed on at a
nominal rent, even after Sir Michael died.

The estate now is a bit of a mess. I can't believe it. Last time
I saw our old house I was totally gutted. The slates were
coming off the roof and it was really rundown.

The farm has been kept nice though, because it's been used
for filming and things, but I remember it before the war
when it was full of animals. I remember the old smithy and
the slaughterhouse next door. I'd go by and have a look, but
would be chased away. The gardens were beautiful, with
peaches, figs and nectarines grown in the greenhouses.

It was fantastic, with our house right in the middle of it all.
Mother worked as a relief dairymaid because she was from
farming stock and they used to produce their own butter,
cheeses, cream - everything was very self-contained.

What fascinated me was the
Restoration programme [on
BBC TWO], and the old hall.
I've slept there when Ceinwen
the dairymaid looked after me
as a child. I was fascinated to
see what was behind those
oak panels, all that amazing
plasterwork.

There was a sunken garden next to the old hall which had
some slate tables there in old times, where they'd make the
butter. We used to creep into the old hall through a window
which was on the level of the sunken garden.

I remember the stables with all the horse gear from Sir
Charles' time. There were all the whips, leathers, saddles and
the feet of Cloisters and Jerry M, the winner of the Grand
National - both great horses.

I lived there from 1936 to 1963 before leaving to join the
Forestry Commission. I used to go back, but got told off last
time - I was just having a wander round and someone came

more from this section

Student life
History
In pictures
Outdoors & activities
Hall of fame
Multi-cultural life
Vaynol Estate
Ask a local
I love Bangor
Weird tales
Train information

living in bangor
Local public services
Useful links
Have your say
Local healthcare explained

Weather for Bangor

interact
Tell us about a web page
Found a web page we should know
about? Send us the details.

Email A Friend

related bbc.co.uk links
Vaynol homepage
Restoration homepage

more from North West
Wales

History
The Romans
Find out what the empire-
building legions got up to.

Your Say
Talking points
Share your views, gripes
and passions and make your
voice heard.

Traffic and Travel
Getting around
Take the train, boat or
plane, or hit the region's
roads.

21 February 2012
Accessibility help
Text only



up to me and asked who I was. They said they were happy
for me to go but please ask first, which was fair enough. But
it just felt like my own back garden and I forget it doesn't
belong to the old establishment anymore."

Photos from the Howes family album.

your comments

Alison Jones, Vaynol
Bob, my family and I have moved to the Old Hall and the
Butlers is lived in by another family. It would be nice to
meet up next time you are in the area.
Mon Aug 17 10:05:10 2009

Bob Howes
Alison, Just a note to say how pleased I was to hear that
someone has been able to return the Butler's house back to
a true home. Maybe we will meet when we are next in
Bangor as we often pop back to Vaynol for a walk round.
Thank you so much for that news - Bob
Wed Jun 3 15:40:26 2009

Alison Jones
Glad to say that the Butler's Cottage is no longer in a sorry
state, my family and I have been living in it for a year; it is
very beautiful.
Mon Oct 20 09:13:40 2008

Bob Howes, Scarborough
Unfortunately I have no recollection of the rocking horse.
Sorry I can't be of any help but would be keen to know if
you do hear anything more on this.
Fri Oct 7 12:28:47 2005

Michelle, Rhyl
Hello Roy, You didnt say, do you still have the rocking
horse? Just asking out of interest. I can see why you want
to know it's history, fascinating, what a story it could tell. 
Mon Oct 3 22:48:31 2005

Roy Allen, Waunfawr, Caernarfon.
I would like to know if Robert has any information regarding
the old rocking horse that belonged to Sir Michael Duff as a
child. I have been told that it originally belonged to Queen
Mary. This horse was given to a worker and eventually
ended up in a sorry condition in a yard near Penygroes. I
rescued it to give to one of my daughters 36 years ago and
since I have had it brought back to original condition. Any
information will be appreciated.
Thu Sep 22 21:11:10 2005

 Sardinia: Cymry yn
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Vaynol album
Meet some of the characters from 'below stairs' at the Vaynol
Estate, taken from the family album of Robert Howes, whose
father Edward was butler.
Robert remembers Vaynol life.

 
The main hall after the main entrance had been moved

to the back.
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Meet some of the characters from 'below stairs' at the Vaynol
Estate, taken from the family album of Robert Howes, whose
father Edward was butler.
Robert remembers Vaynol life.

 
John Jones, the hall boy whose duties included fetching

wood and coal, with Bob Howes.
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Mrs Foster, head cook.
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Sir Michael Duff's private aeroplane
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Mrs Thorpe who was in charge of the maids.
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The dairy and garden
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The mausoleum.
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Robert Howes and his parents in the gardens.
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Vaynol Hall covered with ivy in earlier times.
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join a choir or find a gig
you fancy.

Nature
Going wild
Get under the skin of
Snowdonia wildlife and
habitats.
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