
The Hall House - an account by Esme Dorothea Tinne. 

Our childhood home was perfect. I thought so as a child, and I shall 
think so all my life. I loved it so much, and still do, that I sometimes 
have phases of thinking and dreaming about it now, night after night, so 
that I wonder if I haunt it and am seen by anyone living there now and if I 
have become a ghost while still alive. 

The Hall House was a 14th century farm house built with an outside of 
warm red weather-tiling from roof to ground. Old pictures show a whole wing 
on the north side which must have been pulled down by either my father when 
he first bought the place or by his predecessors. The house as I knew it 
was much added to and obviously altered. There was a fine staircase of oak, 
painted chocolate brown and black and in the passages upstairs curved ship's 
timbers and great beams showed faintly under the wall paper. That was 
before the time when restoration of old houses had become so popular and my 
brother and I often put loving fingers along the line of the beams and 
searched vainly for a secret passage and tried to see how the house had been 
years ago. A beautiful dairy under the house was reached by a stairway of 
red brick going down from a brick passage that ended in a window and surely 
it should have been a door? Then a few steps of red brick went up straight 
into a blank wall and where had they led originally? 

The room we had as night nursery was known as the Hall Chamber in the 
old records of the house and the passage past it must have led to the 
vanished wing. Looking back on it, it seems to me that I had a more intense 
and passionate adoration of this old house than is natural to a child. I 
loved it so hard, I was so conscious of it and it so often seemed to be 
full of people I couldn't see. Along the passage past my night nursery 
especially I always "felt" a crowd of people just behind me. 

Going down the road from the village green, known as the Moor, one came 
first to the entrance to the "top drive". A big red gate opening beside a 
lodge and then the long drive winding between trees above the road on the 
left and the "top field" on the right. Near the house it was joined by the 
bottom or "lower" drive in grown-up parlance. This came from further down 
the road and curved uphill between a high wooded bank on the right and the 
"barn field" on the left. Opposite the hail door, in the corner of the barn 
field were a magnificent tulip tree and a copper beech, the tulip tree 
always very grown-up and dignified for some reason and the copper beech, 
though equally enormous, very jolly and friendly. 

I remember a large tree, a sycamore I think, being cut down to make 
room for these two to grow. Our old head gardener superintended the 
felling. Various of the men did the felling but what has stuck most in my 
memory is the way each person that came to the house that morning lent a 
hand. A rope was tied high up the tree and some of the men were standing in 
the drive pulling on it. The baker came and joined in, the postman came and 
joined in and so on till it like the story of the old couple and the turnip 
and they pulled and they pulled and they pulled till at last the giant came 
crashing down almost destroying a tiny tree on its way. "Fair combed its 
hair that old sycamore has," our old gardener remarked and I can see the 
whole scene now and the postman and others going their several ways when the 
fun was over. 

The drive went on past the house, changing from shingle to cinders, 
down to the farm. I remember my scornful amusement when some man came to 
the hail door ("subscriptions of something") and, glancing down the farm 
road said "Any more houses down there?" 
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Standing round the farmyard were an old tool shed leaning against two 
oast houses, all weather tiled, and stables, pig sties and a barn. On the 
way there, a curious building used by my father to house a gas engine to 
pump our water supply. It was a long, low stone building with pointed 
"church" windows and a little belfry on the peak of the roof at the southern 
end. What it had been built for originally or how old it was I have never 
been able to discover. There were two arched doorways, one in each end of 
the long east wall. It was "the bravest thing you could do" to go in at one 
and walk the length of the building while the gas engine was running. It 
made a terrific noise and always felt rather like some huge growling animal 
that might grab at you as you crept past or chase you as you nipped out at 
last at the further door. Beyond the gas engine there was a space 
containing other "machines", a chaff cutter, mangold cutter and cake 
crusher, all very fascinating and touching any of them was forbidden as we 
might cut our fingers off. I loved the smell of linseed cake and used to 
carry a little bit of it about in my pocket. 

Outside each end of this engine house was a small pond covered with 
duck weed. The further one had a fence across it from the end wall of the 
engine house to the barn and cows came down to drink on its far side when 
they were grazing in Barn field. Another exciting, but not so brave, deed, 
was to edge round the end of the barn amongst the nettles and side-step 
across the fence above the duck-weedy water. 

Opposite here was the wood yard, filled with felled trees waiting to be 
cut up for fire wood. It was a lovely place to climb and I once did a fall 
from somewhere near its top and got caught by my dress and hung head 
downwards. I shouted for help and saw my brother standing with both hands 
over his face. I shouted again and he said "Oh! I thought you'd broken your 
leg!" Then, as I hadn't, he came and un-hooked me and helped me down. 

Past the barn was the cow-shed, where the six cows were milked and 
always watched by us on Sunday afternoons when we used to take mugs and have 
milk really "direct from the cow" with a mountain of warm froth on top. Oh! 
those Sunday afternoons when I was little! After lunch we hada "lesson" 
and reading with Mother in the drawing room and then my father joined us and 
we walked "all round the place". 

Through the garden and along the field path to the top gate (the smell 
of aspen poplar always takes me back there) through a gate into the Nine 
Acre and all round its far edge, slowly and deliciously. Down to the stream 
and across it and turned right over the bridge. This brought us on to the 
cart track which led to the "Wilderness", a lovely wood of great trees 
where we were not supposed to go alone as it was "too far from the house". 
The stream had been dammed and the valley flooded to help the water supply 
for the house and further on the trees got closer, the ground covered in 
summer with a carpet of blueberries and garlic and there was another pond 
small and dark with high steep banks all round it. On one side of it 
Austin, our head gardener, had built a hide and used to sit in it to shoot 
pigeons and one summer a thrush built its nest at the entrance and sat on 
her eggs close to his elbow. This was the end of our land and we would 
retrace our steps up the old road and go on up past the orchard and the pig 
sties and the chickens and so round to the cow shed and the afternoon 
milking. I am told that when I was 3 years old I used to ride a brown cow 
called Bimbi in from the field but I don't really remember doing it. 

* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* * 	* 	* 
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What curious things early memories are! What makes some happenings 
stick in one's brain for ever when they are not even consciously noticed at 
the time? 

The day nursery was a long narrow room with a window at the far end 
looking out on the drive and another half way down one wall looking into 
the kitchen yard to the farm yard beyond. Half the floor was covered by 
green carpet and half by cork matting. Striding the boundary was a large 
mahogany wardrobe. 

Under the end window of the day nursery was the "platform". It was 
really the wooden casing through which the machinery ran which pumped the 
water. Long ropes came from the engine house, round the corner of the 
garage by the farm yard gate and round a pulley fixed in the wall just 
outside the day nursery window. When the engine was running this rope 
travelled from the engine house up to the nursery wail and back again. The 
splice in it came bobbing along, ducked round the pulley and went bobbing 
back. What hours I have spent idly sitting on the rocking horse and 
watching that splice, seeing it vanish, extra quickly it always seemed, 
round the corner, imagining its journey into the distant engine house and 
out again and presently seeing it bob round the corner again and come towards 
me. While the engine was running the platform trembled slightly and a 
lovely "grumply, grumpty-grumpty-grumpty" noise went on inside it. At all 
times it formed a jolly window-seat and was covered with a red cloth 
decorated with white animals. 

I think the water pumping arrangements were my father's inventions. 
"Pumping" seemed to loom large in my early childhood, perhaps because the 
apparatus ran through the nursery and made such a jolly friendly rumble 
underneath us. Then in the summer, the wells got low and the engine was 
not worked so often and we had shallow baths and the rope was still, with my 
friend the splice somewhere half-way along it and I used to feel sorry for 
it stuck, high above the yard. 

* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 

The best way to be introduced to the garden is through the house. The 
hall door was of heavy oak and studded with big nails and had a hanging iron 
ring for a handle. It looked very old and opened into the new entrance hall 
built by my father. This led to the front hall and garden door which had 
been the original old farm house front entrance. On this side of the house 
was the garden. A wide gravel path went past the window and led to a gate-
way which in my time stood alone on the edge of the tennis lawn. But it had 
been on the old boundary between the fields and the house and it was 
wondrously old and very lovely. There were two gates, hung between two 
carved posts and they were most beautifully made, looking more like a piece 
of altar railing than farm gates. They were green with age and their shape 
always made me think of church windows and they were a perpetual joy to me. 

Close beside them grew the big cedar of Lebanon, surely many hundred 
years old. The hammock was hung in summer from one of his branches and the 
heaps of short needles on the ground beneath were used in many games as 
fences for toy farm, birds nest for toy birds and in making endless plans 
and models. The big Cedar was a person, definitely. Often I lay in the 
hammock looking up and up and UP into his branches trying to see the very 
top and never succeeding. He stood between the two lawns. At the opposite 
end of "his" lawn were three tall Scots pines and an Ali Baba jar standing 
at their foot. Beyond them the lawn ran down steeply to a big ilex with 
three trunks and a black pool in the hollow where they divided. Near here 
was our part of the garden, a squat mulberry tree, an immensely tall swing, 
a see-saw and the rabbit and guinea pig hutches. 
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Further on one came to the Other Cedar with a thick carpet of ivy and 
periwinkles round his feet. He was rather aloof and unapproachable because 
of this but he had two hummicky roots that sometimes served as thrones for 
kings and queens wearing ivy and periwinkle crowns. 

A path ran all along the lower edge of this lawn bordered by a thick 
hedge of blackberry and half way along was another favourite tree or ours, 
an old pine with a great drooping branch, splendid to climb on and wonderful 
to camp beneath. 

Part of the kitchen garden was beyond the lawn which contained for our 
delight a large asparagus bed where, when the plants were tall and feathery 
one could creep and vanish completely. It is near here that I have a mind 
picture of one of the under gardeners called Honeysett squatting down and 
weeding or planting. He always wore a felt hat the shape of a boiled apple 
pudding, or I suppose of a pudding basin, but apple pudding has been known 
in the family ever since as Honeysett's Hat. 

Raspberries, currants and gooseberries were grown in large plots 
with wooden frameworks to hold the nets in summer. These were exciting to 
climb on and far better than the climbing frames the shops produce for 
children now. 

In one corner of this kitchen garden were the greenhouses and beside 
them I remember a glorious bed of pansies. Nearby was a pear tree that had 
been cut down about three feet from the ground. It sent out shoots all 
round which we tied together when they were tall enough and made a living 
green hood over an exciting seat. 

A row of espalier apple trees grew beside the raspberries and I have an 
early memory of being lifted up to see a mistle thrush's nest in one of them 
and one of the birds flew at my head with a furious clatter. In the other 
corner near the gooseberries the old tool shed leaned up against the back of 
the farm buildings, its low door smothered over by a big fig tree. 

Near the Ilex were two very old Yew trees, one a favourite for climbing 
and the other a smaller one with two trunks. A toad used to sit between them 
looking rather squeezed with his little hands on the bark and his head back 
and we always called him The Praying Toad. Close to the Climbing Yew and 
behind the Ilex was my brother's particular bit of garden where later he had 
his house. 

In the yard under the kitchen window we had a sand heap. It must have 
been an original idea of my parents for no other children seemed to have one 
and all we knew used to come and play on ours. A large load of real sea 
sand was brought at the beginning of each summer "all the way from Hastings" 
16 miles away. We spend hours and days on that sand heap, usually road-
making for our toy soldiers and farm toys. 

The garden was very beautiful and my mother had designed and created 
most of it herself. Beyond the Big Cedar a path would between shrubs and 
there in an old orchard she had made an azalea garden. I remember 
nasturiums here too, the interesting taste of their young leaves. From the 
azaleas one looked across to the rose garden but there were two big borders 
and a path between and one had to go quite a long way round to get there. 

But much as I loved the garden I loved the farm more and the big tank 
outside the cart horses' stable where we sailed boats and played with a 
fascinating toy diver. 

I was very fond of the cart horses and loved attending their grooming, 
feeding etc. Once when I was very small I decided I would feed the horse on 
my own. I was surprised to find the big sieve so heavy but managed to put 
some chaff and corn in it and clasping it to my front with my small arms 
round its rim staggered across to where the horse was looking over the bar 
across the loose box entrance. As I held it up he jabbed his nose into the 
food and sent me clean over backwards. Another time a friend and I decided 
to dress up in the cart horses' harness. I remember hanging his surprising-
ly weighty bridle over my head and finding the bit banging round my knees. 
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The collar was too big for us to use at all and then a grown-up came and 
said how could we play with those dirty things and just look at my hair! 

Once when my father was buying a new horse he had one to try that had 
belonged to the Brewery and was used to pulling the heavy drays. We went 
and stood in the stack-yard to watch the trial. Although the long hay-wagon 
was specially weighted he took it across the farm yard and up the drive at 
something like a gallop. He was not considered suitable. 

Beside the two cart horses there was Tommy my mother's horse and she 
drove him in a four-wheeled dog cart. We loved going out in this sitting on 
the back seat with a broad strap across our fronts to keep us safe and yet 
it always felt gloriously precarious with the road below our feet. Tommy 
also pulled the big mowing machine, wearing flat round leather shoes. He 
shared this job with my pony, Tom-tit. I had learnt to ride when I was 
three and I suppose ponies had been hired for us. I do not remember much 
about it till Dads was trying to buy a suitable pony for us. He had several 
on approval, one rough little black thing that sent me flying over his head 
when I was trying him in the Nine Acre. One, a shetland pony, was sent back 
from the station and I never saw him. Dads said he was so small the saddle 
was a sortof tent for him. 

Tom-tit was a New Forest pony, bright bay with black mane and tail. I 
4roomed him, harnessed him and loved and cherished him all myself. My 
brother rode him in the holidays but he was bought when I was about five and 
just as he went to boarding school so I used him most. Tom-tit had a little 
wooden stable specially built for him opposite the engine house. 

It seems to me now that a wondrous lot of buildings were crowded into a 
small space. Tom-tit's stable was built in a corner of the woodyard and next 
to it another wooden building which was yet another workshop and the car my 
father was building and other large pieces of work lived there. Against the 
end of the kitchen yard wall was a garage with a pit, the first in the 
neighbourhood I should think. There was a pencil drawing on the inside of 
this garage's door of a team of horses and I always wondered who had drawn 
it. My father had a Daimler car which he bought I believe in 1900 and it 
was the first car in Kent. It looked like a horseless Victoria and had 
solid tyres. My parents went a tour in it quite soon, all through Surrey 
and Hampshire. Mother said it was most trying the way the car was always 
being invited to go slowly up and down other peoples' drives "so as to get 
the horses used to these horrible new inventions". My father was too kind 
to refuse and a lot of time was spent in training the horses of the 
neighbourhood. 

I remember later on when cars had become more usual the wife of a 
local car owner learnt to drive. She must have been an individual sort of 
person as she went in for poultry and looked after them all herself and was 
described by our old head gardener as "a deadly woman for hens". The 
neighbourhood was very pleased when she drove her car into a ditch and 
considered it was all that could be expected of a woman trying to drive a 
car! 

The oast houses were a source of joy. We did not grow hops, they were 
just used for storing things and I can smell the delightful scents of 
their contents as I write this. One went through the cart shed into the 
vast round rooms and looked up through the slat floors, far up into the 
cowls. To begin with I was afraid to go up the outside wooden stair and 
across the slat floors. I always thought I'd fall through and there seemed 
such fascinating sacks and things waiting to be explored and examined on the 
far side. I remember the first time I did venture across, on tiptoe, and how 
pleased and proud I was to suddenly realise how silly I had been and that 
all the things must have been brought there by the men who were much heavier 
than me and they hadn't fallen through. The oast houses were never quite so 
exciting after that. 
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Behind them was a manure heap that grew marrows on its top and beyond it 
a path and the pig styes. When a pig family was born we were each given one 
of the piglets and when it grew up and was sold its price was p ut into our 
Post Office books and known as pig-money. One day when I was very small 
Dith (the nurse-maid) wheeled me past the pig styes in my "mail cart". Our 
head gardener Austin came out of the stye with a tiny pink piglet in his 
hands and put it in my lap. I remember the feel of its warm wriggly little 
body. 

On the backs of the oasthouse grew a nectarine and an apricot. The 
fruit of these trees were very much "dining room dessert" and we did not 
taste them so very often. Once when I walked past a ladder was leaning 
up beside the apricot. It was the men's dinner hour and no one was about. 
picked my way carefully over the manure heap, climbed the ladder and laid my 
cheek gently against a large ripe apricot. Oh! the lovely feeling of its 
warm flannelly skin and its wonderful scent in my nostrils. 

* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 	* 

During summers much of our time was spent around, on and sometimes in 
the pond. Actually there were five ponds about the place but the lily pond 
in the corner of the tennis lawn was our chief scene of action. We had a 
slim boat built buy my father which capsized the first time it was floated. 
He then fitted it with a substantial outrigger that made it more than safe. 
It was propelled buy paddles and took part in many adventures. At one end 
of the pond a weeping willow trailed its long green leaves in the water and 
made a cool and shady tent beneath its branches. The cows from Top Field 
came down here to drink and there was a low bank where a kingfisher nested. 
The pond was full of newts which were always being caught by us and then 
released. When my brother had whooping cough Mother thought a newt would 
amuse him. He had it in his room in a jam jar and called it Bill. Then they 
thought it must be very dull for Bill and gave him some weed and a stick 
to climb on. Next morning the house maid found him halfway down the front 
stairs on his way back to the pond. 

One summer we made a "magic city". It was built of boxes, tins, and 
cotton reels and was on a light frame of builder's lath. It had streets, 
terraces, flights of steps, houses, courtyards, towers and minarets and was 
all painted white. When it was finished it was floated on the pond and was 
a fairy island amongst the water lilies. Next morning we found it was 
inhabited! Dozens of wee frogs were hopping about the streets, grouped in 
the courtyards and going up and down the steps. It was thrilling and 
fascinating, a magic city indeed. It stayed there all through the holidays, 
a very pretty sight surrounded by the big lily leaves and reflected in 
between them. But eventually it got shabby so one night quite late we 
paddled across to it in the boat and set it alight! And a wonderful blaze 
it made with the firelight dancing in the water all around. 

One of the delightful improvements Mother carried out in the garden was 
a bridge across this pond and one of our great games was to paddle the boat 
fast under its low end, jump onto the bridge, across it and down again into 
the boat as it shot out at the other side. Sometimes it was too fast or we 
too slow and we dropped into the pond instead but nowhere was the water much 
deeper than waist high. 

The bridge led into the "arched walk", an invention of Mother's and far 
more beautiful than any "pergola". A high thuja hedge bordered the lawn and 
thin iron arches were made and put all along beside it, one side of each 
being in the hedge and the other standing in a wide flower border with a 
grass path between. The border was planted with herbaceous plants, and 
beautiful shrubs and azaleas. Wistaria, variegated ivy, clematis and roses 
were trained over the arches and along wires which connected them overhead. 
The effect in mid-summer was a tunnel of glowing flowers. 
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