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THE ENGLISH
COUNTRY HOUSE

It 1s Stagey and Artificial, But Oh! What a
Training School for Soldiers
By a Hardened Week-Ender—Drawings by Fish

The types of country house residents arc clerna’. Herc
arc the son and heir, the Lady Bountiful and the
Lord of the Manor

T has never been clearly decided whether
I English country-house life came into being
to keep the English playwright from the
bread-line, or whether the playwright owes
his existence to the country-house. The only
thing certain is that, if there had
been no country-houses, many de-
serving dramatists would have had
to get right out and work.

The thoughtful visitor, coming
away from an English country-
house, cannot resist the f{eeling
that, as soon as he has got out of
sight, they will ‘“strike the scene.”
His late host will take off his
whiskers and go off to talk politics
with the butler: the ingenue, to
whom he so nearly proposed last
night, will change her dress and go
out to supper: while the stage
hands pull down the fine old man-
sion, the rose-garden, and the ter-
race, and store them in a shed
ready for the next production. T Raslisation

The whole atmosphere is of the
stage. You enter (r. c.) through
the front door onto a ‘““hall scene.”

Various characters are scattered

about ‘“‘gracefully drinking tea.” In the back-
ground, Jakes, the faithful butler. Your
hostess comes forward and speaks a line: you
reply: and from that moment you become
part of the action of the piece. Not until you
are in the train that is bearing you to London
do you shake off the stage effect.

It is the fault of the dramatists, in all prob-
ability. You have seen so many plays, the
third act of which took place in the hall of
Sir Raymond Prothero’s country-house in
Shropshire, that you cannot get away from
the thing. The country-house fascinates the
dramatist, principally because it is the one
atmosphere in which he cannot make a mis-
take. All country-houses are alike, always
have been alike, and always will be alike. The
types of residents and visitors are eternal.
There is the Lord of the Manor, smooth-faced
but wearing small whiskers: the Lady Bounti-
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ful, mildand aristocratic, with her hair preceding
her in a neat bun on the road to Heaven: the Son
and Heir,the catch of the county,smooth-haired,
reserved, almost meek. He knowshisvalue, but
he will not let himself get puffed up about it.

EXT the Guests. The sad-faced golfer,
the stern tennis-player, the terrace-
haunting sentimentalists, the mother with
daughter, the smart lady with dog, and—
most important of all, the Colonel.

He is nearly always a colonel, unless he is a
major. If he is a civilian, he owns property in
Wales. But he is hardly ever a civilian. It
seems to be almost a rule that the Permanent
Guest should be connected with the military.
He, more even than the butler, helps to estab-
lish that air of peace which is the key-note of
the atmosphere of the country-house. On the
stage he is sometimes a barrister or a Cabinet
Minister, and his duty is to be the Man Who
Keeps His Head, the Man Who Knows The
World, the Man Who Has The Fatherly
Scene with the Heroine. Her husband does
not understand her: she has temperament, he
merely exists for sport: she is going to run

Progress, flooding the land, has but trickled
over the country-house. The carriage has
given place to the automobile, and that is all.
All the grand old beliefs still flourish,—chiefly
the belief that one bath-room is enough for
thirtypeople. England’s greatness is based
on this belief. If England once got the idea
that there is any other wdy for 2 man to clean
himself than in a round )
tin saucer filled to the ‘%
brim with an inch and -

a half of water, good-

byeto Empire. Water-

loowas won on the

playing-fields of Eton, Ze
the Boer War in the st
bachelor bedrooms of \ :
England’s country -
house. Hardened by
their privations at
Woosted Beeches, Sa-
lop and The Oaks,
Northants, the gentle-
men of England were
ready for anything that
came along. If they )
had to go days on end without a sight of
water, they said to themselves, “Well, it
might be worse. We might be spending the
week-end somewhere and chasing the soap
round the tin saucer on a cold morning!”
That is the spirit which wins battles.

It has always been a mystery to me what are
the c%aliﬁcations which admit you to the
one Bath-Room. To me it has always been
akind of Pisgah. Ihave heard it talked about,
and I have even seen it: but I have never been
there. For me the tin saucer and the inch
and a half of water. Perhaps it is reserved as
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AU country houses are alike, aluways have been alike, and aluays will be alike.
Their whole atmosphere is of the siage

a graceful mark of reverence for Age. Cer-
tainly, the lucky devils I have met on their
way there with dressing-gowns and sponges
have always been elderly men of the retired
general or colonel type. And even they have
their troubles. They have to bathe to sched-
ule. Five minutes’ delay between the sheets,
and the colonel’s tub is spoilt by the frenzied
snorts of impatience and anger from the gen-
eral, entrenched in the passage, waiting his
turn. This time-sheet business leads, too,
to occasional embarrassment, as when the
hostess said to the honored guest, ‘When
would you like your bath in the morning?’ and
he replied, ‘ My time is your time, Mrs. Brown.’

’I‘HE lack of bathing facilities is not the

only drawback to country-house visiting.
Indeed, the keynote of the country-house
may be said to be a kind of luxurious discom-
fort. The average party consists of people
fifty per cent of whom are meeting each other
for the first time: they have from Friday. or
Saturday evening to Monday morning to get
acquainted. This is about two years eleven
months and a few days less than the minimum
period in which the average Briton can get
acquainted with anyone. An air of restraint
broods over the gathering. Good-fellowship
exists in patches, but
the bulk of the tempo-
rary population of the
house has the tense de-
meanour of those who
have set themselves a
task and mean to fulfil
it. They have con-
tracted to stay till
Monday morning, and
thev mean to do it;
but it is too much to
expect them to do it
rollickingly. I have
een week -enders at
ountry -houses, who
>robably had no notion
that they were not the
life and soul of the party, pottering aboutin a
dejected way that would have caused comment
In a Siberian salt-mine. There seems to be no
escape from this frame of mind. If your host
is one those hosts who believe in letting
guests alone to amuse themselves, the prob-
ability is that the guests, being of the class
who are not strong in the way of mental
resources, will be passively bored. The active
host, on the other hand, who hounds his
guests and insists on their doing something
all the time, whether they like it or not, is
an active evil. It is a hard world.
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