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Mollie Moran can barely 
believe the fuss. There 
have been television 
and radio interviews as 
well as journalists from 

various newspapers and magazines 
beating a path to her Dorset home.

For 96-year-old Mollie is one of the 
last people alive to remember first-hand 
what it was like to be part of the 
upstairs-downstairs world portrayed in 
programmes like Downton Abbey. Now 
she’s written a book Aprons and Silver 
Spoons which describes her 
extraordinary experiences in the ‘big 
house’ as she rose from scullery maid to 
become cook. 

Mollie only wrote the book, she insists, 
because she was asked to. Now she’d 

just like to get on with her day-to-day 
life. 

Quite a life it is too for a woman who is 
just three-and-a-half years off 
celebrating her 100th birthday. Not only 
does she still drive her own car but she 
hosts a regular Scrabble Club at her 
Bournemouth home and thinks nothing 
of cooking for 24 guests or more.  

Mollie Browne, as she was then, was 
born in the quiet Norfolk village of 
Downham Market on the edge of The 
Fens in 1916. At 14 she started working 
in service as a scullery maid - “the lowest 
of the low” - in one of England’s great 
houses at Woodhall, a sprawling country 
estate at nearby Hilgay, the country seat 
of the Stocks family. The family also 
spent several months of the year in 

Mollie Moran scoffs at television depictions of an upstairs-downstairs world 

where the gentry rub shoulders with the scullery maid. And, as one of the few 

still alive to have worked in service in a grand country house, she should know  
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London at their five-storey townhouse in 
Cadogan Square where a large 
contingent of their Norfolk staff, 
including Mollie, would join them to run 
the house. Mollie, who was the daughter 
of a struggling smallholder, stepped into 
a world of banquets, shooting parties, 
aristocratic guests and a strict hierarchy 
that was far snobbier below stairs than it 
ever was above.

“I laugh when I watch Downton 
Abbey,” she says. “When you were in the 
kitchen you didn’t see the people 
upstairs. I was answerable to the butler 
and the cook who were far more 
obsessed with class and position than 
any of the gentry.”

The work of a scullery maid was hard 
and the pay meagre; Mollie put in 15-
hour days starting at 6.30am and 
finishing at 9.30pm (with a two hour 
break each afternoon), for £1-a-month. 
The work was back-breaking and started 
with leading the range then lighting the 
fire, then it was on to scrubbing floors, 
preparing piles of vegetables and 
washing-up mountains of pots - and yet 
despite this Mollie says that those times 
remain among the happiest of her life. 
Her book tells of the final days of a now 
vanished world. 

When I meet Mollie at her home in 

Bournemouth she has already been 
booked for Woman’s Hour, Steve Wright 
in the Afternoon and This Morning. 
Meanwhile The Mirror, The Daily Mail 
and the Press Association have also been 
in touch, and Saga Magazine has just left 
after spending two hours with her taking 
photographs.

Mollie is rather bemused by the media 
spotlight. “What a lot of fuss,” she says. 
“I can’t imagine why people think I’m so 
interesting. They say it’s history, but it 
just seems normal to me.” Needless to 
say Mollie’s experiences have been far 
from normal. 

While most servant girls could count 
on the fingers of one hand the number 
of times they saw the master of the 
house, Mollie met her boss, Mr Michael 
Stocks, daily. One of her tasks was to 
prepare the food for his beloved gun 
dogs which he insisted on collecting 
personally. 

“Mr Stocks was a lovely old gentlemen 
but rather sad. He was a widower and 
his son had been killed in the Great War. 
Everything had changed but he was 
determined to keep up tradition and 
continue living life the way he used to.”

There were shooting parties and lavish 
dinners but more often than not Mr 
Stocks would dine alone. “Even then he 

Above: Mollie Moran, when she was employed 
as a cook, aged about 22

Above: Mollie on her wedding day with 
husband Timothy Moran
Below: Mollie with her parents at their home in 
Downham Market, Norfolk

Mollie stepped into a world of banquets, shooting 
parties, aristocratic guests and a strict hierarchy that 
was far snobbier below stairs than it ever was above

Above: Mr Stocks who employed Mollie at Woodhall




