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Norman sat across from the lawyers.  “So you’re telling me I inherit the lot?”  “Well yes and our advice would be to sell to Mr. Thorne and invest the money in the funds.  You could get a nice steady 3% return on investment.”  “Thank you for your suggestions.  I’ll sleep on them.”  He left their office and went to the mill and spoke to the foreman.  “Mr. Thorne wants to buy us out.  Why?”  “It’s to do with the new canal that’s planned.  Our mill is on the planned route.  His isn’t.”  “What difference does the canal make.”  “Let me get me daughter to explain it to you.  She does the bookkeeping.”   

 

“Now then Sarah explain what the numbers mean to the lad.”  “Well in crude terms we buy materials and sell the product.  It costs us money to have the goods shipped and the canal is roughly twenty times cheaper than having it hauled by road which means we can ship goods further for the same money to more people.  More goods sold means more profit.”  “Who owns the canal?”  “It’s being dug by some toff who wants to ship his grain cheaply.”  “But that only happens once a year.”  “To make full use of it we need to make a few changes and extend it by a couple of miles.”  “We’d best go and see him then.” 

 

The butler looked down his nose at Sarah, “You can wait in the kitchen.”  “I think I’d prefer to have her with me.”  “Two personages to see you my lord about the canal.”  “Oh why not show them in Sanders.  Now then what can you do for me?”  “Sarah thinks your canal is about to overrun it’s cost estimate.”  “Only by a hundred pounds or so they tell me.” 

 

“Have you got the books?”  Norman asked.  Sarah started to look through them.  It wasn’t pretty reading.  She looked up, “Could you ask your housekeeper and steward to come here and look through the numbers?”  “They don’t know much about building canals.”  “No but they can read a set of ledgers.”  The housekeeper and steward were sent for and confirmed Sarah’s sums. 

 

“But I was told that canals make money.”  “They do but only if there is enough traffic.”  “So you’re telling me I’ve wasted my money?”  “Not yet.”  Sarah turned to the steward and asked him how many tons of grain they produced each year.  Then she looked at the total cost of the canal.  “Even if we assume that the cost of growing the grain is nowt and you sell it at a high price in town you’re only barely covering the cost of running the canal.”  “So it’s waste of time?”  “Not quite.”  Sarah pulled out a large sheet of paper.  “Now this land here is rocky and not very fertile I believe?”  The steward nodded but if there were six mills built here there would be a lot more traffic on the canal all year round.”  “I haven’t the money to build half a dozen mills nor extend the canal that far.”  “No but the mill owners have.  They’d want a straight canal so a cutting through this hill here and that one there and they want it to carry barges that could carry 140 tons.”  The steward interrupted “If the canal went as far as the far side of the hill the estate has a quarry there we could sell the stone from it as well.” 

 

They put forward a tentative deal whereby for a hundred pounds a year Sarah would keep the books on the canal and the mill owners would buy in for half the cost of the improved canal.  Norman talked to the bank and put the mill and canal shares up as collateral to borrow money to buy canal shares. 

 

A little more than a year later and the canal was built and the first barge load of coal for the estate set forth.  Now the mill owners wanted to sell their shares in the canal so they could build bigger and better mills.  “Them southerners have money.  Norman lad take a trip down to London and sell them some shares in the canal.” 

 

So Norman set off.  He drove himself in a phaeton drawn by a pair of Shire horses. Possibly not the most sporting set up but the mill owned the Shires and the phaeton was from the son of a local dignitary who wanted the latest fastest model so was willing to sell his old one at a very low price.  Especially as he’d just hit a gatepost with it and shattered one wheel so by selling it for a few shillings he needn’t mention the matter to pater.   

 

Five days later he pulled up at an inn made of Cotswold stone.  He thought it looked rather grand.  One of the grooms asked him if he’d come far.  “Five days so far and I’m hoping I’m halfway to London by now.”  “Have you thought about changing horses.  Five days is quite a spell for your two even if they are Shires.  You could do worse than talk to Netherley Farm.  Go back the way you came and take the first lane on the other side of the road.  You can’t miss it.  Tell them Ned sent you.”  “I take it they’re good for a pint if I buy something from them?”  Ned grinned. 

 

Netherley Farm seemed to be a large prosperous place with very large stables.  A groom came out to meet him.  “Ned thought I might drop off my Shires and hire a pair of horses to carry me down to London.”  The groom looked over the phaeton.  “I’m not sure we’d trust any of our horses to someone who obviously can’t drive.”  “I brought the phaeton cheap from a youngster who’d just demolished it with a gatepost.”  The groom called out.  “Alf come and talk to the man he wants to purchase a team to take him to London.”  Alf ambled across and walked round the phaeton.  “Drive it forward for me a few yards.”  The wheels squeaked as they had since he’d set out.  “The frame is bent.  The wheel nuts are the wrong type, the rear wheels don’t match in width and are out of alignment.  The brakes are binding mind you with the Shires you might not even notice and as for the ratchet the least said the better.  How much did you pay for it?”  Norman admitted spending a few shillings.  “It could do with a few more shillings spent on it as well if it’s to get you to London.”  “Well I’ve a few shillings to spend if I had someone to do the work.”   

 

Norman looked across the yard at a matched team of four being led out.  “They’ll do me nicely.”  “I bet they would lad.  Those are five o’clock specials for the park ride.  A full thousand guineas for the team so not quite in your price range I’ll be bound.  I’ve a pair though that aren’t matched but work nicely together.  I could let you have them for two hundred guineas.”  “Will you take a bank draft?”  “First time buying horses?”  “Yes does it show?”  “There’s a ritual to be followed where you look at the teeth and have them walk up and down in front of you and you make disparaging remarks about them.  Only then do we haggle over the price.”  “I’ll accept your offer.” He named a price, “But that’s less than two hundred guineas.”  “True enough but it’s ten guineas more than the lowest price Lord Windham would take and he doesn't have to pay an auctioneer to sell them.” 

 

Alf looked him over “You’re going to London you say?”  “Yes.”  “I’ve two teams and some saddle horses to go down to London.  I’ll accept your offer on Lancelot & Guinevere and you can pay his Lordships man of business with your banker’s draft when you get there.  Now then since you’re buying you’ll stay with us a few days as a guest whilst we get your phaeton straightened out.” 

 

Norman spent the next three days being pampered.  Well there was no family or other guests present and the French chef liked to show off.  In the stables they put him on one of the training rigs and gave him lessons on how to drive and he was taught the basics of riding as well but on the whole preferred driving.  In the afternoon of the third day they showed him his phaeton.  “We repainted it and went through it with a fine tooth comb just to make sure it showed the team to their best advantage.” 

 

The next morning he was roused before dawn and at the crack of dawn set off.  The phaeton had a team of six horses and behind trotted two armed grooms leading another four horses each.  They made London in only three days with one of the grooms doing most of the driving.  One matched team was sold on the road after Lord Saunders saw how good they looked with the newly painted phaeton.  Having a team of six horses meant a lighter load for each horse and Norman had to admit the phaeton ran a lot smother.  

 

Lord Windham’s man of business looked over Norman’s letters of introduction.  “Would you like me to conduct your business for you whilst you’re in London?  For banking I suggest Coutts, they’ve been established for some time.  Now you can either stay in a hotel or I know of a small house you can rent for a couple of months whilst we sort everything out. It’s part of an estate that is going through probate.”  Norman took the small house.  It might be small by London standards but the dining room sat a dozen comfortably and business was quite often conducted over a good dinner. 

 

Lord Windham sat behind his desk as his groom reported to him.  “He’s paid cash for Lancelot & Guinevere after speaking to your man of business but I don’t know what with.  He let slip he’s more than forty thousand pounds in debt to the banks.  He was going to use one of the work’s drays but decided they needed them in the works so used a pair of their Shires and a battered phaeton to travel with.  He’s a box of what he calls samples to hawk around the merchants.”  “So trade and in debt then not to be mixed with.”  Still the cash money for the horses would be useful.  He wondered when Lord Saunders might get round to paying his bills.   Maria was indigent when she was asked if she could handle a dinner for a dozen business men and titles.  “We’ll need to borrow a couple of parlourmaids to help with serving but food won’t be a problem.” 

 

Emma looked at Norman speculatively.  “So what’s your interest in coming to London then.  Fancy your chances at the tables?  Or are you here to do the season?”  “No I’m more business meetings and so forth.  Although I might be tempted to go to the theatre.”  She came and sat in his lap.  “It’s no fun by yourself.  You could take Peggy and myself with you?”  Peggy looked up “We’d need dresses for the theatre to do it properly.”  This time it was Peggy who was looking at Norman speculatively.  “How much?”  “Posh dresses like what the toffs wear I can talk to my sister.  She gets given her mistresses old dresses and she knows other ladies maid if she hasn’t got anything.”  Norman looked over the kitchen table to where Maria and Ellen the scullery maid were sat.  “Well Maria are we going to the theatre in style?”  “Wot all five of us?  Why not.”  Ellen looked startled, a visit to the theatre.  Ever in her wildest dreams and to be brought a dress as well.  “Emma can you dress everyone for five pounds?”  “I might need six?”  “See what you can do then.” 

 

“Lord Thornton isn’t using his box tonight so I’ve arranged to borrow it.”  Norman wasn’t sure what favour would be called in but if it meant all the household could go he’d be happy.  Even Albert, his discharged soldier who looked after the stables would attend and save him from some of the girl’s attention.  The evening was a success apart from having to rescue Emma from the advances of a young lord.  “She’s my housekeeper if you don’t mind.”  Albert had simply stood shoulder to shoulder with him and the young lord had moved on after apologising. 

 

They were sat round the dinner table well sated by Maria’s cooking and Norman said his piece “Well gentlemen what I’m offering you is a low risk lucrative investment.  The canal has already been dug and is operating.  The first barges have sailed through the length.  It started as an idea by Lord Felthorpe to carry grain from his farms but after building most of it he ran short of money.  The mill owners sat down with him and explained what was needed to make it better for them and put up the money for the improvements borrowing money from the banks using their mills as collateral.  Now they’d like to sell their interest so they can repay the banks and start building and expanding their mills along side the canal which of course means more traffic for the canal.”

 

Setting the price to sell the shares at was difficult.  Eventually they settled on a sort of open auction with the shares being sold for roughly three times the cost of building the canal and even that would give a return of more than 5% much better than the funds.  The new investors were well pleased.  Canals were fashionable.  Norman was certain the mill owners would be pleased as well.

 

“You ought to attend a few balls.”  Norman looked up from his book “Why on earth would I want to do that?  I haven’t the connections anyway.”  “My sister Dot’s mistress hasn’t had a single dance yet.”  “So?”  “She’s like you reads books and things.  I’ve an invite to the Thornton’s ball this evening.  I thought you could wear what you wore to that business dinner last night.  I pressed it all for you.”  “I don’t even know what she looks like.”  “That’s all been taken care of.” Norman knew when he was beaten.  He presented himself carrying his invitation and was admitted.  A footman approached discreetly “Emma’s young gentleman?”  Norman acknowledged he was “Lady Leah is the tall young lady in the corner.”  He approached her from the side.  “Would you care to dance my Lady?”  “Did mother send you?”  “No someone far worse, my maid Emma, sister to your maid Dot I believe.”  Lady Leah looked at him “Well you’re tall enough I suppose and Dot would never forgive me if I turned you down.” She rose and Norman was surprised to find her match his six foot tall self in height. 

 

They turned heads as they danced through the sets.  Lady Leah found she enjoyed dancing with someone as tall as she was.  “May have the supper dance as well?”  Lady Leah looked down at her empty dance card.  “Do you know I believe it‘s one dance I have free.” 

 

Lady Thornton pounced on him.  He was single and her maid had assured her he could dance so tonight he’d be dancing with as many young ladies as she could present to him to ensure her ball was a success. They wouldn’t all be wallflowers either but she threw in a few bluestockings to see if he could hold his own in conversations with them.  His name would be passed discreetly to other hostesses. 

 

Dot woke up when she heard the front door.  She brushed herself down and stood expectantly as Leah entered her room.  “So?”. “So?”  “Did you meet your knight in shining armour tonight?  Did he sweep you off your feet?”  “I’m not sure you should have your sister bully her master to dance with me.”  “But you got a dance tonight?”  “I had six dances tonight.  Two tall guard’s officers followed in his footsteps.”  “I hear wedding bells.”  “After two dances?”  “Well he is taking you out for a drive in the park tomorrow afternoon.”  “He didn’t mention it.”  “Well Emma probably hasn’t reminded him yet.”  “Reminded him or bribed him?”  “How did you guess.  Still he likes rich fruit cakes and Emma will arrange for him to have one the day after tomorrow as a reward.”

 

“I’ve sent flowers to all the girls you danced with last night and arranged that you’re to pick up Lady Leah to take her out driving in the park at half past four.  Oh and you can’t sneak off to Manchester or wherever it is today.  I happen to know you have another business dinner next week.”  Norman wondered about the relationship he had with his servants. 

 

Just after four o’clock he found himself driving his phaeton to Lady Leah’s home.  Lancelot & Guinevere took exception to small dogs, other horses, city traffic and his driving ability.  He had a feeling this was not going to be a success but perhaps the park would be quieter. Lady Leah herself was miffed with Dot but found herself dressed ready to go out when her young man called with the butler beaming indulgently at her. 

 

She walked down the steps looking first at a flustered Norman then inspected his nervous horses.  “Oh my poor darlings. He hasn’t been feeding you properly has he.”  She opened her bag and laid a handkerchief on the phaeton before pulling out an apple and a small pen knife.  The apple was quartered and she fed each horse a quarter of an apple before feeding herself one and popping one in Norman’s astonished open mouth and returning to coo and make a fuss over Lancelot & Guinevere.  “They’re a bit nervous today I’m not sure this is a good idea. I haven’t driven them in traffic much.”  “These darlings are fine.  I trained them myself.”  She climbed up on to the bench and took the reins.   Lancelot & Guinevere calmed down as soon they sensed her hands on the reins. “They’re not used to traffic that’s all.  Would you like me to drive them to the park?” Norman put his macho image to one side and agreed.  Under Leah’s control Lancelot & Guinevere were beautifully behaved.  “They need to be taken out once a day I suggest in the morning and driven in some of the more busy streets just to get them used it.”  Norman nodded, it wouldn’t be him who would be taking them out. Time Albert earnt his pay. 

 

At the park entrance Leah started to pass the reins to Norman but he declined.  “Nothing worse than losing control in the park in front of everyone.”  Besides he didn’t want to come across as someone who didn’t know what he was doing to the members of the ton he still had to sell shares to.

 

They turned heads as Lady Leah drove, Lancelot & Guinevere picked up their feet and showed their paces.  Well until they recognised their old stable mate Cinnamon and the rest of his perfectly matched team drawn up at the side whilst Lord Saunders chatted to a friend on the pavement.  Snickers of greeting went up from both sides.  Lady Leah pulled up alongside and asked Lord Saunders how his new team was getting on.  Was he having trouble with the team in traffic and was Cinnamon behaving himself in the stables.  “I take it you know the team?”  “I did much of their training my Lord.”  “Have you any more at home?”  The question came from Lord Torrington.  “There is a second team of four in the stables.  Father hasn’t got round to sending them to Tatters yet.”  “I say could I see them?”  “Well if you’d like to pop round at say ten o’clock tomorrow morning on foot and invite me for a drive I might see what can be arranged.  I’ll have to see if your driving is up to standard, pater doesn’t just sell them to anyone you know.”   

 

She drove off leaving the gossips to say what they would.  “I don’t recall being examined to see if my driving was up to standard?”  “Yes but you paid ready money.  The aristocracy tend to pay their bills once a year after their harvest comes in.  Which is fine except by that time they could have ruined my baby’s mouths.  So we have a driving test for Lords and Ladies buying on credit.”  Norman wondered if it should be extended to everyone driving on the highway but that was never going to happen.

 

“Don’t go getting your hopes up daughter mine.  Norman Clegg might have paid cash for Lancelot & Guinevere but I hear he’s in debt to the banks to the tune of more than forty thousand pounds.”  “But he danced with me last night which was my first dance ever in London.  Two others followed his footsteps and in the park today Lord Torrington expressed an interest in a new team so he’s taking me for a drive tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.”  “Torrington, aye he’s the eldest so he’ll be looking for a bigger dowry than I can afford.  Still he’s got money.  If he can drive well enough I can let him have the team for twelve hundred.” 

 

That afternoon brought a number of callers, three of which were interested in buying the second team.  The gossips had a field day Lady Leah had been seen been driven by five different men in as many days.  Rumours ran wild, and Lord Windham rubbed his hands as his second team was eventually purchased for sixteen hundred guineas.  As a reward Lady Leah was given permission to drive with Norman twice a week in the park.  Norman thought it was the idea of driving Lancelot & Guinevere rather than his company but if it kept Dot and thus Emma happy and his washing water hot and not tepid he was content.  They were both relaxed as Leah drove them through the park and talked about everyday things including how to deal with servants. Both admitted it was difficult. 

 

Emma dispatched Norman to various balls that Leah was attending, between him and her tall guardsmen she actually managed to have a few dances.  Unfortunately although the guardsmen might be tall but they were all second or even third sons so not really eligible.  Her season wasn’t a major success but she’d met a few people and seen many of the sights so she was content. 

 

As parliament's summer recess arrived so the aristocracy returned home and the season came to an end.  There were a few merchants left in the city but these were few in number.  Norman was sat with his man of business.  “What do you intend to do with your life now you’ve paid back the banks?”  “Well I’ve a mind to retire rather than return to the industrial north.  I’ve a fancy to live in the Cotswolds amongst the limestone buildings.  The north is fine but too much rain and snow for me.”  “Sir Belmont was enquiring about canal shares but he only has his estate.  He might be inclined to exchange his estate for canal shares if they gave him a larger income.  Want me to talk to him?  We’ll use the average of the last three years income to be fair.”  The exchange was made and Norman set north to claim his new estate in the Cotswolds. 

 

He would drop by Netherley Farm and pick up his Shire horses first then hopefully they could direct him to the Belmont estate.  As he drove round to the stables he caught sight of Lady Leah dressed in an old driving coat as she stepped off a light training cart.  “They’ll do for today Ralph.”  She turned and spotted Norman.  “Mr. Clegg how are you?”  “I’ve come to pick up my Shires.”  Leah lifted out an apple from the barrel and cut in in four.  A quarter was fed to both Lancelot & Guinevere before she fed one to herself looked thoughtful then fed the last one to Norman.  “I probably shouldn’t do that since I’m practically engaged.”  “Oh who to?”  “Pater is interested in the Belmont estate and as marriages amongst the aristocracy often are more to do with consolidating land holdings and I’ve had my season I’m expected to marry the owner.”  There was something about Norman’s expression and the looks that flashed back and forth.  Norman fished in his pocket and drew out the deeds to the estate which were quickly glanced through.  She looked up and caught Ralph’s eye.  “Don’t tell anyone except the steward but be in church on Sunday.”  She turned to Ralph “Escort Mr. Clegg to the Belmont estate and he’s to see Mr. Lightholder the steward.”  Mentally she rubbed her hands together. 

 

“Pater since I’m to be wed to the owner of the Belmont estate shall I ask the vicar to read the banns on Sunday?”  He’d expected his daughter to put up more of a protest but he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.  Lord Windham nodded his agreement.   

 

“Mr. Lightholder can we talk in your office?”  Mr. Lightholder looked surprised and was more surprised when Norman closed the office door.  Still he’d been escorted by Ralph and he’d heard rumours that Lady Leah would be the new mistress here shortly so no doubt it was something to do with that.  He took out the lawyer’s letter from the his pocket followed by the deeds to the estate.  “I’d like this to remain confidential.”   Mr. Lightholder’s eyebrows raised as he read the letter.  “Unexpected but how can I help?”  “I need somewhere to stay so can we arrange that I stay as a guest?  Secondly I noticed the income has been falling for the last thee years.”  “More like the last ten.”  “Any special reason?”  “Sir Belmont wasn’t keen on what he called unnecessary expenditure.”  “If money was available would there be a return on investment?”  “You’re talking thousands to make up for the neglect.”  “I’ll let you get on and draw up a list then of what needs to be done.  I can make five thousand available to start with and I’d like to see what use we can make of the new canal seeing as it cuts through a corner of the estate.”   Mr. Lightholder walked to the door.  “Mr. Sculthorpe.”  The butler arrived shortly.   

 

“Mr. Clegg is sorting out some financing for the estate so if we can find him a guest room and look after him be might be more forthcoming with the readies.  You better find him a list of items the house needs before I absorb all the funds.”  Norman found himself in the blue guest room and pampered just as much as he had been on Netherley farm except the cooking was plain English food rather than the French style to be found at Netherley farm.  He toyed with the idea of sending for Maria but he’d confer with Lady Leah first. 

 

On Sunday at the church there was a collective gasp as the banns were read out.  Not least from Lord Windham.  “I thought I told you he was in debt and thus ineligible.”  “Well I understand he owns the Belmont estate.  Let me introduce you and he can explain his finances.”  “He’s been gambling on the stock market no doubt.” 
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