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PREFACE


Diaries have a life of their own. Somehow the impulse to keep one comes and goes and it went after I resigned the V&A. However it is significant that I began again in 1993, the year that I ceased to be a consultant for the Canary Wharf Development. Henceforth I would have to push my pen in order to make a living. In that context I recall James Lees-Milne writing that he kept a diary to keep his hand in with the pen.


It was obvious, when I began again, that it would be a different kind of Diary from that I had kept up to 1987 which had had two major institutions as a backcloth. Instead it would in a sense be a truer diary, one of a man making a living as a writer of books on history and garden design amongst other things. To that one could add occasional forays into radio and television. So the background to this volume is no longer London but the rural county of Herefordshire with, at its heart, The Laskett, where I still live, and its burgeoning gardens.


I have been a lucky man in having had a succession of great editors. Johanna Stephenson is one of those. To her I must add in the case of this book others: my literary agent Felicity Bryan and Alan Samson and his team at Weidenfeld & Nicolson. A book after all is a corporate effort with the text as its point of departure.


It is always important to remind any reader of a diary that it is a record of how the writer observed people and occasions at a particular time. How I would view both now might often be very different.


ROY STRONG









FRAGMENTS


1988 to 1992


After leaving the Victoria and Albert Museum at the close of 1987 I ceased to be at the centre of the arts world and there seemed little point in diary writing, so for a period of five years there are only occasional forays prompted by an awareness that I ought to write about this or that. This was a transitional period in my life during which I was a consultant to property developers Olympia & York for the public spaces in Canary Wharf. The company needed someone who was recognised as caring for the country’s history and heritage. This was a hugely important project, endowed with all the excitement of the future, and I was able, for example, to take members of their talented staff down to the Crafts Council to encourage them to commission pieces by those involved in what was a renaissance in metalwork. My role within the company ceased with the financial crash of 1992.


At the same time I was involved in the media, first in a Channel 4 television series entitled The Ancient Art of Cookery, written and produced by an old friend of mine, Marc Miller, in which I was the presenter. I was ‘discovered’ by Anne Sloman, head of Radio 4 Features, and that led to an extraordinarily interesting period doing first of all programmes on Westminster Abbey and the National Trust in her Pillars of Society series, leading on to series including one on the arts and government in the post-war period and another on historic towns. In these I had the creative stimulation of working with young people and learning the whole technique of radio.


Shedding the V&A was like an intellectual rebirth and I never regretted the decision. Much of my time was subsequently spent at our country home in Herefordshire at The Laskett, where the garden was beginning to come to maturity. Also, for the first time, Julia and I were able to travel together and, indeed, be together after periods when work on both sides had kept us apart.


What follows are a number of pieces written between 1988 and 1990, prompted by my awareness that some of the events in which I was involved needed to be chronicled, particularly those about the Canary Wharf Development, the proposed move of the National Portrait Gallery there and the debacle at the V&A.









1988


29 MARCH


The Prince of Wales and the Canary Wharf development


Today the Canary Wharf scheme was launched. It was staged in that awful building, the Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre. That was very handy for me only living at the other end of Victoria Street. The day before I was on tap, in particular in the evening, when some members of the Royal Fine Art Commission came: James Sutherland, Philip Powell and Sherban Cantacuzino with an assistant. It went well. There is something marvellous about this scheme, a grandeur, a sense of spectacle and theatre aligned with quality. The poor Canadians and Americans are completely mystified about the British and their reactions. A splendid person called Pip Errington organised the launch, tough and direct but a woman of high intelligence and integrity. So, mercifully, American pizzazz went and it was all very English and underplayed. About eighty press turned up and the project was, I believe, reasonably warmly received. There was a note of surprise in the air because they hadn’t quite expected this and, yes, it might be good, at least in parts.


The evening exercise was more curious. After a lot of coming and going via Jules Lubbock and Colin Amery, the Prince of Wales decided to appear. It turned out that he was appearing in an architectural film for the BBC. So Paul Reichmann, César Pelli and I showed him around. Paul Reichmann is an interesting man, a dignified, taciturn Jew with beautiful eyes and a sweet smile. César Pelli is tall with a Latin twinkle and exceptionally articulate about buildings. So the Prince arrived and we trundled him around. He is awfully thin and wore a Prince of Wales check suit with a blue spotted tie and pocket handkerchief. He is not handsome but there is lively animation about his eyes, which are alternately puzzled, sad, smiling and, suddenly, wildly alert with a boyish swoop of his body. He inevitably had to set the pace and we accorded him an authority that he failed to exert, so that it all became a bit disparate. I felt that there was a strong streak of the young fogey in him but why not, because, like me, he loves decoration and fun in buildings. He was obviously pleasantly surprised by the grandeur of the concept and its sense of spectacle and style.


When eventually the television programme was screened I became overnight a hero of the architectural profession. The Prince had gestured to Pelli’s tower, saying, ‘Can’t it be made a little shorter?’ to which I replied: ‘With all due respect, sir, if that argument had pertained in the Middle Ages we wouldn’t have got the spire of Salisbury Cathedral. ’


20 MAY


Farewell to Lord Kenyon


Two evenings ago Hugh Leggatt gave a farewell dinner at White’s for Lloyd Kenyon, who had been Chairman of the Board of Trustees of the National Portrait Gallery for more years than anyone cared to remember. It was held in the room in which the Prince of Wales had given his stag party, a cream-painted classical job with portraits of glossy Regency gentlemen. I didn’t recognise Lloyd to begin with, as the ice-cube glasses had been abandoned and he now wore contact lenses to aid his deteriorating sight (glaucoma). That made me sad and also regret being rather beastly about him. Hugh put me on his right and we really had quite an agreeable conversation. In his speech he paid me a sweet tribute, saying that life with me was ‘like being attached to the tail of Halley’s comet’ and his memories were of those incredible days.


It was an odd galère. There was Kenneth Rose with the usual odd royal anecdote. I said that I thought that Princess Alexandra had been unhelpful over Beaton’s photographs [that are among his archive of royal portraits donated to the V&A] and he said that she didn’t want any family biographies, although one on James and Marina is due. There was Owen Chadwick, the new Chairman, distinguished, but I wonder how he will raise ten million for a new building. Alan Bowness, David Wilson and Peter Wakefield were there as wallpaper, together with the Leggatt boys and Gallery staff. Some of the latter, as the meal ended, really let their hair down on their frustrations with John Hayes, who just wrote catalogues for foreign museums and offloaded everything onto them, and they’re unhappy also that he was trying to stay on until he’s sixty-five. John Hayes is really very silly to do this, as Alan Bowness and myself agreed walking away afterwards.


John Hayes got his way. The Chairman extended his term of office by five years without referring it to the Trustees, some of whom were far from pleased.


MAY


The National Trust anatomised


I am having an enormously enjoyable time doing a programme for Radio 4 on the National Trust in a series called Pillars of Society with a bright current affairs producer, John Forsyth. It is stimulating to be the interviewer rather than the interviewee. I think that we’ve canned some really good stuff. James Lees-Milne was vintage material in Beckford’s library in Lansdown Crescent in Bath. He’s a pretty good seventy-nine year-old and gave a great performance until he began to get tired. And I got out of him what I thought that we wouldn’t, that he knew perfectly well that he was taking the Trust in a different direction with his scheme for rescuing beleaguered country houses, to which a lot of members of the Committee who remembered the aims and context of 1895 objected. That will go into the BBC archive.


It was fascinating to analyse a great charitable institution and I concluded that its rise, along with the cult of heritage, coincided with the decline of the place once occupied by the Church of England in the mental mythology of the middle classes. The worship of God has been replaced by one of heritage. The voluntary stewards, guides and housekeepers are like churchwardens, sidesmen and congregation ministering to a building, once the church and now the country house, as a shrine of lost national glory and repository of a lost golden life of refined cultured gentility. More serious, however, were the forward projections on membership. By the mid-1990s they would top two million but would need 200,000 new members a year to make up for losing 200,000 a year: that is, they would enter a plateau simultaneously with the agricultural crisis, falling income, a decline in interest in country houses and a huge backlog on maintenance (£12 million already).


On the whole the National Trust emerged out of it very well, in spite of its sanitised vision of England and a version of history in which all conflict is removed. I thought Jennifer Jenkins interviewed quite badly, although it could be argued that she was evading answering the questions, but it was striking to me that she was the only one who failed to explode with a love of the National Trust and what it had meant to her in life. I began in fact to wonder whether it had given her anything at all.


28 JUNE


The Thyssen Collection


I think I should write that last week Peter Stothard, Deputy Editor of The Times, rang and asked me to write a leader on the Thyssen collection, which was up for grabs. Canary Wharf was an adumbrated location and, indeed, full-scale plans and elevations were made. Obviously several people were asked and the result was a huge piece in Saturday’s Times.


17 SEPTEMBER


Winslow Hall


We’d long ago fixed a date to go to lunch at Winslow Hall with Gill and Edward Tomkins. It was a very cross-country journey but we had always had an affection for them, ever since those days in the Paris Embassy in 1975. Earlier this year they’d come to lunch at The Laskett and we’d had a glorious time – time for friendship. Winslow is a spanking William and Mary house slap in the middle of the town, with a fair acreage behind but with its façade virtually on the road. After the usual crawling around the house trying to find the way in, we succeeded by hammering at a window when we saw a young man; he opened a door and let us in. Edward appeared. He’d in fact been in the middle of taking a group around. He’s a lovely teddy bear of a man, very huggable and droll, with marvellous blue eyes. Eventually Jill arrived, having spent the morning opening something. She is the perfect ambassador’s wife, bright and warm, quite fine of feature and with the most impassioned eyes.


It was a beautiful, comfortable house, totally untouched by interior decorators, full of very good furniture and pictures but with the sofas with worn and faded loose covers. Dogs were everywhere, above all H.E., who is worshipped. Over an indifferent lunch we learnt that they were just back from a week with the Queen Mother at Birkhall, which sounded like the Royal Lodge routine multiplied. HM only appears after lunch, although, of course, she’s up and around as she can be glimpsed in her battered old coat and hood taking the corgis for a walk. The party would be whisked off for a picnic in the glens, game pie non-stop, to which they helped themselves. The evenings were re-runs of Dad’s Army for everyone to gurgle over. There seemed to be about five in all staying and they went over to Balmoral twice, which, Edward said, surprised him. It was a friendly house, quite contrary to what he had expected, and the rooms were large, light and airy.


They’d got Princess Margaret coming for the weekend on 31 October. Would we come for lunch? I’m afraid that we dodged it. It is a heavy autumn and four hours of driving each way is too much. I must say that they are very loyal to her. She had rung up and altered the date. Each time there is the ghastly listing off of the people invited and the arrangements to HRH on the telephone and then waiting for her reaction: ‘Oh, I like them’, ‘No, I don’t think I want to do that’ and ‘Can’t stand them’. Gill then gets stuck with ringing up and somehow eliminating those not in favour.


HRH requires Friday to Monday to be crammed with expeditions and people galore. Winslow is a modest house for a princess, I would have thought. Just about ten can be got into the dining room. With a maid and a detective to sleep, that leaves room for two other guests. A cook is hired for the weekend and dailies wait and do the rest. Jill is a saint but I really wondered whether it was all worth it.


After lunch we toured the grounds, once designed by the famous seventeenth-century gardeners George London and Henry Wise but now hemmed in by semi-detached houses. It was less garden than a huge lawn flanked by a planting of very good specimen trees, alas many of them too close together. At the far end was a surprise, a piece of land that had been made over to the town, labelled ‘The Edward Tomkins Bowling Green’. It was a huge success. The Tomkins are generous-hearted old-fashioned people of public spiritedness in the best sense. Julia and I are so glad that they have re-entered our lives.


17 NOVEMBER


Queen Elizabeth entertains her friends


The Queen Mother is remarkably loyal to her friends, for that’s what the lunch at Clarence House was all about. She waved one hand in the air in that characteristic gesture and said, ‘This all began as something else’. We never learnt what. There was Irene Astor, recovered from cancer and now living in Kent again, busy making a potager; John and Liza Glendevon, briefly in London from Guernsey; Garrett Drogheda in such a sad state that it came as a shock, hobbling on a stick, pathetically emaciated and with his right eye slightly distorted; Peter and Carla Thorneycroft, contrary monuments, like our hostess, to bravura in old age. I suppose that there must have been about eighteen of us around the table, the chief guest being Alfonso XIII’s daughter, the Infanta, who lives in Rome, granddaughter of Queen Ena, I assume. I sat next to Ruth Fermoy, who confirmed what a blow Fred Ashton’s death had been. He once even arranged the Queen Mother’s hat for her, which she adored, telling Ruth that all her hats were awful bar one and she should have it copied in different colours. Every year on Queen Elizabeth’s birthday that group – Ruth, Hugh and Fortune Grafton (who were also at the lunch) and Fred – would take Queen Elizabeth to the theatre in the evening, although it was difficult to find anything for her to see for she disliked any improprieties or shocks on stage. This year they’d taken her to The Admirable Crichton, which was rather a disaster as Rex Harrison forgot most of his lines. Afterwards Ruth gave them a supper of lobster and mayonnaise, packaging the remainder up for Fred, who said that it would last him three days. That was the last time she saw him. He had always said that he was terrified of dropping dead in Harrods, to which Ruth replied that that would never happen as he never went there.


Queen Elizabeth looked younger than almost anyone else there, on her feet the whole time. She had obviously loved the Beaton book and said ‘I’ve got so many questions that I want to ask you. I’ll give you a ring.’ I wonder whether she will. It would be such a surprise.


The Hereford Mappa Mundi


This saga began for me on 17 November, when Adrienne Corri rang and said that Hereford Cathedral had sent the Mappa Mundi to Sotheby’s. I was astonished. All I could think of doing was resigning from the Cathedral’s Appeal Committee, of which I had not been more than a passive member, so I rang Hugh Leggatt, who wasn’t there but must have passed on my information to The Times. Later that day I told Hugh Grafton at Clarence House about it, who was furious, and I told him to resign from being a Patron of the Appeal. When we arrived home at about 6.30 p.m. The Times was on the phone and so I did my bit, with the result, much to my surprise, that it went straight onto the front page. Thereafter pandemonium reigned, with three television crews up the drive in three days and hordes of journalists on the phone and radio interviewers arriving from nowhere. The outrage locally knew no bounds: they all were up in arms at not having been told.


Grey Gowrie, Chairman of Sotheby’s, then appeared in the press saying that for a year he had been trying to arrange a private sale with the government and that he had spoken to Lord Quinton, Martin Charteris and Richard Luce. Luce, whom I telephoned to express the local dismay, was vehement in saying that Grey had never approached him. So was Charteris. Quinton only publicly said that just the chained library had been floated. My old friend Michael Borrie, head man in the Manuscripts Department at the British Library, said that no one there knew anything.


What must have stunned both the Dean and Gowrie was the uproar engendered. It was pleasing always to put this crisis into a broader context: that Hereford was the first of our cathedrals to go broke. It was likely that more would follow, with more sales thanks to the anomaly of their exemption from the Ancient Monuments Act, which permitted their chapters to behave in such an arbitrary way.


On Wednesday last, 30 November, I went to the Conservative Arts and Heritage Group meeting, where we were told by Patrick Cormack that there had been a meeting that morning between the Dean, Charteris, Gowrie, Quinton and himself and that the sale had been postponed. This was under wraps but would be announced next week. Hugh Leggatt and I urged that a select committee be set up to examine the whole question of the sale of works of art from public institutions. Cormack blocked that. This group was set up to advise the Minister on arts matters but we have never been asked to do it and the meetings are a structureless shambles. As a result, everyone feels that we are being used by the Minister rather than being consulted by him.


Martin Charteris, Provost of Eton and the chairman of the Heritage Memorial Fund, wrote to me on the 26th: ‘I was proud of you and to be your friend when you resigned over the Mappa Mundi issue: you were absolutely right to do so. ’ The controversy over it was to rage on all through 1989, raising a torrent of press on the possible dispersal of cathedral treasures. In the end it had a happy resolution, with lavish grants from the Heritage Fund and a handsome new building by William Whitfield to house the object. Martin asked me whether I wanted to be on the trustee board for it but I said ‘no’. My committee era had mercifully passed.


29 NOVEMBER


Farewell to Fred Ashton


Fred Ashton’s memorial service in Westminster Abbey was the sellout of the season. As we walked towards the Abbey we bumped into Marie Sygne Northbourne beating a retreat as she had failed to apply for a ticket. The Abbey was already jammed at 11.30 a.m. and we were escorted down the nave through a packed congregation to the choir stalls, where we were bien placé. Opposite sat the Airlies, Alicia Markova, Anya Sainsbury, John Tooley, Aline Berlin et al., while behind us I glimpsed Hugh and Fortune Grafton and Robert and Mollie Salisbury. On my right were Carl Toms and Pam Harlech, and on Julia’s left Anthony Dowell and his partner, Jay Jolley.


Fred had apparently said ‘The Abbey or nothing’ and he got the works, a huge theatrical spectacle. By the time we were seated, the Royal Opera House orchestra was half-way through the ‘Panorama’ from The Sleeping Beauty, which was followed by pieces from two of Julia’s ballets, the pas de deux from Month in the Country and ‘Nimrod’ from Enigma. One felt quite tearful.


Up in the Sanctuary sat Madam, gaunt, with her neck halter swathed in scarves and her head in a turban, wearing flat sensible shoes, a stick to hand, indomitable at ninety. Next to her sat Michael Somes, once married to Antoinette Sibley.


Extraordinarily, the Queen Mother came as well as Princess Margaret. I think this must have been the only occasion when Queen Elizabeth has ever been to a memorial service, apart from Patrick Plunket’s, She looked marvellous in black velvet and diamonds and vaguely peered at the service sheet, which I’m not sure she could actually read!


The service began with two ballet school students bearing Fred’s medals and honours arranged on velvet cushions to the Sacrarium and thence to the altar. There were two readings and two addresses. The first lesson, from Ecclesiastes, was read by John Tooley, badly, the second from Proust by Anthony Dowell rather well. Madam excelled herself. I gathered that she discarded her notes, made her way to the microphone and uttered only a few perfect sentences, concluding with these words: ‘Who am I to praise him? . . . I am overcome today by the stillness of the Abbey. Listen to that stillness and be thankful to God for Frederick Ashton.’ Margot Fonteyn’s tribute, too, was perfection in its own way, interestingly singling out both Month and Enigma as virtually Fred’s two greatest ballets, reflecting an inner vision about character that came in old age. She ended by saying how she saw Fred looking down and saying: ‘Oh, that’s good, a full house!’ That produced a ripple of laughter, which was needed. The only off-moment in the whole event was the Vicar of Yaxley praying for his church appeal and our being assailed by collection plates for it on leaving.









1989


JANUARY


The National Portrait Gallery and Canary Wharf, and The Gift


This month has been punctuated by two events. The first was a definite movement towards the possibility of the National Portrait Gallery going to Canary Wharf. This went all the way back to the June of last year, when I made the first overtures. The project began to move in December, when a new package came through roughly along the lines that Olympia & York would give the land (£5 million) and the infrastructure (in the region of £15 million), leaving the NPG to appeal for about £20 million. It would end up with a totally identifiable new building about twice the size of the present one. John Hayes and Malcolm Rogers came to Olympia & York and, although lugubrious as always, were, in fact, over the moon about the idea. I couldn’t get John Hayes off the phone he was in such a frenzy about it. The proposal was to get Richard Luce down to the site but, oh no, he wanted to see me alone.


I went on the afternoon of 19 January. The model of Canary Wharf had been sent on ahead and was placed on a low table around which we sat, Luce attended by two bright minions, one his personal assistant and the other his museums buff. I said to the latter, ‘Oh, what a bore for you’, at which he gurgled. It was a relief going to see Luce for the first time not in my old Museum Director role of suppliant, so I could be as direct as I liked. He opened by saying, ‘Can this be paid for entirely by the surrounding offices?’ I ticked him off. What kind of society are we becoming if our great national institutions don’t have even a modicum of state support? As I said, ‘Sainsbury’s didn’t build the Foreign Office’. I gather that when John Hayes and Owen Chadwick went to see him the reception was cool and Chadwick kept his reserve. However, when I pointed out the financial deal, the gains, the inner city regeneration aspect, there was a change of tune. A lot hung on the sale of the existing National Portrait Gallery building and the new site there had a time factor too. (The NPG had acquired the option on building opposite the gallery in Orange Street.) Mrs Thatcher was launching the appeal early in April, with Willie Whitelaw as its Chairman. I rang today (30 January) and gather that all is now lodged with the Treasury, so it is at least being seriously considered.


On 25 January Robin Gill came to see me. He had once been Lew Grade’s right-hand man on ITV and was a businessman of some genius who has now opted out and seems to spend his time on good works. He seemed to know everyone who was anyone; my name had been suggested to him by Hugh Casson and Pat Gibson. It concerned something called ‘The Gift’. Robin Gill had struck upon the idea that something should be done in tribute to Her Majesty in 1992, the fortieth anniversary of her accession. He knew Bill Heseltine and had made overtures. Robin Gill’s concept was to build in facsimile a number of the state rooms in Buckingham Palace that the public can’t see. This would form a building, The Gift, in which there would be space for events and an explanation of the role of the Crown. Would I, together with Casson, come in on taste and design? The response, under wraps from British industry, had already produced a pledge of £12 million on an initial ring-round. Others to be brought in would be Cliff Chetwood and Nigel Broackes on the buildings side and someone else on the money side.


It is an intriguing and bizarre scheme and I wish that I could remember Gill’s sagas with the Palace. His most interesting one was that, having got Her Majesty’s agreement to The Gift, he realised that she wouldn’t really receive it, everyone else would. So he turned round and went back to Buckingham Palace and Bill Heseltine and asked what the Queen would personally like. The reply was interesting. She was aware that there was no royal twentieth-century art collection and she wanted that!


2 FEBRUARY


The National Portrait Gallery and Canary Wharf continued


John Hayes has got the Canary Wharf bit between his teeth and is stirring away like blazes. He decided to begin to draw in his Trustees and so we assembled at Olympia & York in George Street at 9.45 a.m. to actually go to the site. It was a grey, misty London day, just about the worst you could have to go downriver to sell Canary Wharf. The financial arrangements now remain locked between the Office of Arts and Libraries and the Treasury. The few assembled NPG Trustees all looked like bundles: Owen Chadwick, very spry, in a shapeless trench coat with a bag slung across it; Hugh Grafton, pained at having to come at all, let alone to look at what to him was an architectural affront; and Marcus Sieff, rather deaf, clutching a walking stick that folded out to make a seat. John Hayes was late, which made things awkward, although he was, as usual, oblivious to the fact. He flashed his teeth in his accustomed manner as though it would somehow dispel the frosty atmosphere.


John Hayes is now sixty. The suit he had on must have been at least twenty years old and was buttoned around him with difficulty. His overcoat, which was of the same date, was buttoned with even greater difficulty and I noticed that it had leather binding to cover up the frayed cuffs. There is an unreality to his political sense. People exist, he believes, who will just dollop out £20 million to him. We walked to the pier at Westminster. Our group included Robert Maguire and Ron Soskolne from Olympia & York, the latter a great asset with enormous considered intelligence and charm. We travelled down by the Canary Wharf launch, the whole exercise at first, I felt, rather edgy. As Chadwick and I got into the launch and were alone for a bit, he asked me directly if I were Director of the Gallery now, what would I do. I said that ultimately it was the Trustees’ decision but for the first time the NPG would not be the back door to the National Gallery and would have a total identity of its own and double the space. But it needed vision to make the leap into a new city that was going up. The National Maritime Museum, which was not far away, was a more natural twin for the NPG than the National Gallery.


When we got there the atmosphere warmed up, a great deal of ground having been covered in the launch, in which we had the model. The Trustees were genuinely astounded by the scale of it and the speed by which it would become a reality. There was a sudden realisation that this was not a Director’s joke. Hugh Grafton noticeably began to shift ground and Marcus Sieff was converted, although Chadwick remained just canny.


Back we went to 10 George Street, through the marketing suite and then to lunch. Tony Combes appeared and, at the end, Michael Dennis. All went well. The offer, after all, was a good one: the land, a great deal of infrastructure and ‘help’ with the building. They asked for a definition of ‘help’. Ron said expertise and building materials, that is, cheaper materials and building techniques that they alone had developed. At the end, as they got up from the table, Chadwick asked John Hayes to write a memo and said that the inner group of Trustees should hold a meeting as soon as possible. Even if all this collapses, there is no doubt that we have now entered the serious phase of looking at Canary Wharf for the National Portrait Gallery. As I pointed out to them, it was Mrs Thatcher’s flagship for Dockland’s regeneration and if they went there, fundraising would be far easier.


10 FEBRUARY


The NPG Canary Wharf saga continues and the V&A implodes


This week went up and down in respect of the NPG Canary Wharf project. Chadwick emerged as definitely against it. The failure of Olympia & York to send the necessary letter triggered hysteria on the part of John Hayes. It went off eventually on the Friday but I doubt whether the terms will be good enough to induce them to change course, the Board being far too conservative. The best that could happen is that the negotiations could continue.


This morning, Saturday, Elizabeth Esteve-Coll rang to thank me for not becoming involved in the public bloodbath in the media over the V&A. I feel very mixed over this but I’ve kept out of it as far as the media is concerned, although I have been constantly rung by them. It is impressive that not one member of the staff has contacted me, an indication, Elizabeth said, that they knew my integrity would not be compromised. It is odd to have had two letters and a call from her in just over a week and I felt that they were more symptomatic of a gigantic loneliness. In the longest of her letters she had said that she was about to take ‘the surgeon’s scalpel’ to the V&A. A scythe would have been a more accurate description. I respect and like her but her way of going about things is so very different. Knowing that museum, you have to go about changes in an evolutionary and pragmatic way. Apart from when I was forced by government to carry out massive cuts in 1976–7, I always worked in that manner. Elizabeth, in sharp contrast, seems to believe in total schemes and total revolution. When I replied to her letter I wrote prenez garde, for the V&A staff is dangerous to cross. Members are in and out of the best houses, know the media and the Lords and Commons and have a vast network of contacts. I told her that she would only achieve change through strong allies within or without (and by that I didn’t mean the Office of Arts and Libraries). In my case I always had them without but only a sprinkling within.


When I left she had already had it set up, she said, to get rid of certain dead wood but it didn’t happen. She could have got away with it then piecemeal. Now she has waited over a year, with endless committees and debate and no one agreeing. The master paper I have not seen but the general drift is to abolish the media departments, create a massive administrative and collections management department to look after the objects and another department for scholars. In other words, scholarship is to be separated from access to and custodianship of the objects. Of all the blue touchpapers to light, this one is dynamite. During thirty years in museums the one thing I did learn was that curators actually covet, almost ‘own’ their objects. At one fell swoop she was sweeping away a fundamental premise which reigns in all museum collections that I know. She told me that the Trustees were unanimous in supporting the scheme and that Robert Armstrong went round the table one by one making them declare for or against it. The two I’ve had contact with since have backtracked. Inevitably, Elizabeth has been mauled already by both the Keepers and the unions.


The real explosion, however, only came this week. The previous Friday she gave the offer of voluntary redundancy to nine or ten senior staff. These included the existing Keepers of Textiles, Metalwork, Ceramics and Furniture, plus the Deputy Director. Since that moment, civil war has broken out. The Keepers via the First Division Association have asked for the Director’s resignation. The atmosphere in the place must be terrible. The newspapers are full of letters and articles: scholarship destroyed, unjust dismissals, etc. I really wonder whether the Board realised what they had done in sweeping away by one vote nearly a hundred years of the Museum’s history. Whatever the outcome, Elizabeth’s directorship can henceforth surely work from nothing but distrust. The letters in the papers have been good ones. If such a change is necessary, it is so fundamental that it deserves a commission by government. Whatever I thought of those departments, in the cuts in the Seventies I didn’t touch them, preferring instead to close and amputate one department in order to preserve the scholarship of the others. The V&A is not a polytechnic.


I do feel there is a certain arrogance towards it all on the part of both Elizabeth and the Trustees. She has no museum track record, no great public pull and few powerful allies. The Board don’t like trouble and she admits that she will only survive if they stand solid. Armstrong after Peter Wright and the ‘being economical with the truth’ affair seems a diminished figure and, although he knows a great deal about the musical scene, does not seem to know about the visual arts or museums. Also, the V&A network has only just started its campaign. The Times, one knows, is stuffed with letters on the subject. I understand that the Museums Commission spent half of last Friday discussing it. Even if Elizabeth does get it through, there will be years of dispiriting slog ahead, with poison and enmity on all sides.


14 FEBRUARY


The V&A saga continues


I was appalled to hear on the seven o’clock news that Robert Armstrong had seen the unions and the Director’s scheme was to be adhered to. Christopher Frayling spoke: ‘We’ve got a strong Board of Trustees who’ll see it through.’ I talked to Hugh Leggatt and we agreed that it would be prudent for me to write to the Minister. This is what I wrote:




Dear Richard,





As you will have observed I have correctly kept out of the V&A controversy. As you can imagine, although I have some sympathy with some of her aims, I have none with the overall revolutionary concept which will destroy a century or more of history and knowledge. I believed in evolution and not revolution and much happened (now forgotten) during those fourteen years.


What disturbs me is the insinuation that this had to be done because the previous regime was no good and a failure. I am a private person with no protection from these insidious smears which it will, of course, be convenient to the supporters of the scheme to propagate. I turn to you to kindly guarantee that protection. The last week has left me depressed and miserable to see all I fought for seemingly thrown to the winds. I have bitten my tongue for a year over other things, including the horrendous poster campaign and the admittance of Sotheby’s into the place. I have tried to behave impeccably, although beleaguered, but I will come out of my corner if one major move against me is made – and what I can come out with would be deeply embarrassing to everyone. If I can help in any way you only have to signal.





The full horror of what was happening at the V&A hit me today, leaving me physically and mentally exhausted. I was picked up at 8.30 a.m. and taken by car to the wrong place in Shepherd’s Bush to film an interview on the changing character of Trustees and Governors. Everything went wrong. No one knew who Mr Lee was. He wasn’t there. The fire alarms went off and we were pushed out onto the pavement in the cold while the fire engines reeled up. By the time that that was over I was in a filthy temper, having been waiting for three quarters of an hour. At last Tony Lee appeared and, being in a flaming rage, I knew that I wouldn’t do a good interview. I was completely unnerved so we had to do it twice. And by now the pieces on the V&A had got worse, with the staff voting that they had no respect for Elizabeth and demanding her resignation. With these terrible pieces in the papers I had somehow to avoid the V&A, so my main thrust was the successive phases of Trustees, old aristocracy and gentry and established learning of the Fifties, the new socialist life peers and professors of the Sixties and the yuppie shopkeepers of Thatcher’s England. No, I didn’t mind the appointments being political. They always had been, on and off. What I did object to was when the prime ingredients for appointment were money or influence at Number 10, with no knowledge or sympathy for the institution or the art it embodied. There was a breakdown in the trustee tradition. So many now were ill-educated and ignorant. They were arrogant and lacked humility. That is the shift. They therefore wanted to be the executive.


I have been beleaguered by the press but have tried to keep out of it, but I feel very worn down and exhausted by all of this. The approach of Elizabeth Esteve-Coll and the Board appals me. The staff can sometimes seem a difficult and treacherous lot but they have knowledge and as long as I was there I protected them. It appears now I’ve gone and the Trustees have got their admin ‘yes’ lady, they can do what they like. It is barbarous. You can’t separate knowledge of the objects from the objects themselves. The cruel insult to those people who have given their lives to the V&A is surely unforgivable. If they go and the Trustees have their way, how can she direct a museum on this basis? How can her changes go through with such vitriolic opposition? I was glad to see that Julian Spalding came out with what had happened at those interviews for the directorship. They eliminated Alan Borg in round one along with Richard Marks. They were both front runners with huge museum experience. This saga promises to be a long one.


16 FEBRUARY


. . . and continues . . .


Today the lid was blown off the V&A saga by Pope-Hennessy’s letter to the Daily Telegraph. I have never read such vitriol, such vicious sarcasm against ‘the lady who enjoys the title of Director’ and her ‘asinine changes’. In it Carrington was savaged for going to Christie’s and Armstrong called upon to talk. Hugh Leggatt rang at 8.20 a.m. The pressure on you, he said, will be terrific. I was worried and eventually got hold of Arnold Goodman. He told me to keep out of it. The amount of spite flying around was at fever pitch. If any attempt was made by the Board to use me as a scapegoat, others would write.


I think Robert Armstrong has handled the V&A like a government department. But worst of all, this week has passed with no utterance and his role surely is to do just that? The situation could have been saved on Monday or even, at a pinch, now by delaying these decisions and going out to public consultation.


I also spoke to John and Eileen Harris. They told me never to utter because some of the curators involved in the campaign were monuments to malice and would axe me. Much of this was revolving around Peter Thornton, formerly Keeper of Woodwork at the V&A and now Director of the Soane Museum. Eileen said that she would indicate to the curators that I was working behind the scenes in their interest. This is a wretched business and the damage done can never be undone. As it is, I learn that fundraising has been affected. No one wants to give to a public disaster. An advert in The Times asks for cheques for a ‘Save the V&A Fund’.


16 FEBRUARY


The NPG Canary Wharf saga also continues


While all of that was going on I was faced with doing a performance for Olympia & York for a delegation of NPG Trustees at Great George Street. It was hardly the ideal time and I arrived a few minutes late, having run the length of Victoria Street. More turned up than I thought: Professor Margaret Gowers, Henry Anglesey, Eduardo Paolozzi and Roger de Grey. I was rather dreading this but it went off far better than I expected. Anglesey I don’t think liked it, but Gowers, Paolozzi and de Grey saw the enormous advantages. There was some quite sharp talking. John Hayes asked whether the model could be taken to the NPG for the Trustees’ Meeting that afternoon.


After a few minor dramas, Robert Maguire and I found ourselves setting it up in what had been my old office. Tony Combes also came. I must say that I found it very difficult doing it cold in this atmosphere but we did what we could in twenty minutes to about seven of them, who included Henry Keswick, George Weidenfeld and Brian Morris. Interestingly, Oliver Millar remained in the Trustees’ Meeting and didn’t bother to come even to look! George’s eyes and intellect lit up at the sight of it, so there was an ally there.


17 FEBRUARY


. . . and continues . . .


Back at The Laskett the phone rang all day. There is no doubt that everything has just gone too far. The Office of Arts and Libraries, having stood back, now wants to seek a solution. Just after midday Richard Luce rang me, an indication, Hugh Leggatt said, that he was absolutely desperate. He had spoken to Carrington, who felt that there was nothing he could do. He was responding to my letter. He was appalled by the vicious personal turn of events and the assassination of Elizabeth Esteve-Coll. I’m afraid that I rather let loose, stating that she had been ill-advised and then left defenceless. Luce pointed out that I had thought her a good thing. I think that he wanted me to speak or write something vaguely supporting her. I said that I couldn’t because I didn’t approve of what she’d done. The only hope seems to be to delay the redundancies and avert a terrible saga of legal action.


I rang Christopher Frayling. He is still behind her. He said that Armstrong is very wary of the press and told Elizabeth to put her tin hat on and lock herself up. Christopher had rung Elizabeth at the weekend and offered, like a knight in shining armour, to speak for the Trustees; but he shouldn’t. He is not the Chairman or Deputy Chairman. It was Christopher who told Elizabeth to ring me. He said that she had said that these people had to be purged. Christopher believed that once this lot had gone a new lot would come up who would be upright. I said, ‘The place corrupts them, all. I’ve seen it.’


As one thing goes under another comes up. John Hayes rang me at 8.30 a.m. to say that the Trustees’ Meeting had been the most significant and charged of his directorship and that by a narrow majority they had voted to take negotiations further with Olympia & York, but that they were after more inducements. He then told me that even before I had approached him in June 1988 Richard Wilding of the Office of Arts and Libraries had told him that if he went to Canary Wharf he would not lack for money. I was amazed and asked him whether he had this in writing. John had also spoken that week to Number 10, and was told that it was a great idea. The next move was to get Marcus Sieff to see Paul Reichmann. If we can land this one, a great cultural cornerstone will have been laid in the Docklands that could affect the whole enterprise.


18 FEBRUARY


Surrender at the V&A


The nine redundant V&A staff have virtually all given in, amidst vicious recriminations.


19 FEBRUARY


V&A finale


We’ve reached the end of the V&A saga in one sense and the beginning of another. As I reflect on it, no one emerges from any of this with credit. I believe the Chairman failed to defend the Director. The Board seems ignorant and doesn’t truly know what it has done. Elizabeth emerges as looking tough and insensitive, her opponents as embittered. All of it is horrible. The sadness is that the V&A as we knew it has gone and is, therefore, immeasurably lowered in international esteem. It will take a generation to recover and in some ways never will. I think she is left with some people worse than some of those she got rid of. Those who went were some of them bad, others just pathetic and well-meaning and one or two very good indeed. The place has spiralled downmarket and it is the end of all standards. Yes, I suppose I really resent this piece of Thatcherisation. The money changers are in the temple.


If I had to sum up the whole ghastly saga, it is the end of a certain type of knowledge. I had to learn it thirty years ago when I came into museums from the university, rather despising it. It was concerned with physical contact and knowledge about artefacts. It is knowledge gained through a daily tactile experience, by handling, by looking, by observing, by listening to older colleagues. It is totally different from the plains of academe. It is unashamedly elitist and I defend it and always will. It depends on a photographic memory, on having looked and touched hundreds of thousands of things. Quantifiable it is not. Within the tradition of learning it descended from the antiquary from the eighteenth century. Most of it was oral and never written down. It was transmitted on a day-to-day basis, from one generation to the next, by a certain sort of wayward mind. In Thatcher’s Britain there is no room for that kind of mind, that kind of dottiness. Curiously enough, its home now is in the saleroom, for there they must know because there is money involved. All through the centuries there has always been room for the modest scholar shuffling around with his books, papers and artefacts. He was a harmless enough figure, whatever his fixations. His refuges were few: once it was the Church, then the country house library, then fellowships at the old universities and museums. Now there are none.





28 FEBRUARY


Lunch with an old friend


Lunch with Mary Giles at the Chesterfield Hotel, Charles Street, not the Mecca of the Museum world but full of businessmen in not very good suits munching away. Mary is an old friend, the side-kick of several Arts Ministers, and when one knows that she was trained for the theatre, it explains all. She has a high colour and a twinkle and knows the mercenary ways of government. As a V&A Trustee she had had a hideous week or two with the phone never ceasing to ring, so in the end she took the receiver off.


Mary knows the Museum well, one of the few Trustees who do, and she said that there would very likely be another flurry of further exits as the place went into meltdown. Private Eye summed it up this week with a wicked parody of the Saatchi V&A poster campaign (‘an ace café with rather a nice museum attached’) with a picture of Elizabeth and beneath: ‘An ace museum with rather a useless woman attached’.


1 MARCH


Farewell to William Rees-Mogg


This took place at the National Theatre and was quite a rallying of the troops: two Arts Ministers, Luce and Gowrie (who sidled up to me re the Mappa Mundi, just announced as having been saved, and said ‘And there’ll be a good dollop of cash with it’); current and ex-Arts Council members, together with heads and ex-heads of departments. Luke Rittner had asked me to give the speech giving the present to William, which was my idea, a view by Gerald Mynott of his office and through the window to the park. We all sat through the performance of a Boucicault play of seemingly drear quality. But halfway through the second act they decided to camp it up and from then on it was a riot moving between a Hammer horror film and the Keystone Kops. The supper and the presentation took place in the restaurant afterwards. The speech went well and I was taken aback to be effusively thanked by Alan Peacock, who had been so vile to me when I was on the Arts Council. I couldn’t escape from the egregious James Cook but at least enjoyed seeing many old friends. Charles Henderson, the new Deputy Secretary at the Office of Arts and Libraries, introduced himself. I said, ‘Why bother with me? I’m the past’, to which he replied, ‘Oh no, your name is forever coming up’. It was clear from this encounter that they had done little on the NPG Canary Wharf project and that they rather hoped that it would go away because of what to do about selling the existing NPG building. They were supposed to be investigating this weeks ago and, as I thought, nothing had been done. I told him that Elizabeth had mucked up the V&A. I couldn’t resist saying to Richard Luce that I’d built a temple to the V&A in the garden and that Julia on the phone this morning had said that she’d had a great idea: ‘We’ll make it into a ruin.’









1990


Each year the Queen Mother held what may be described as an arts weekend, the culmination of which was a recital in the Large Drawing-Room made up of music and readings. This was the last such occasion.


3–4 MARCH


Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother in her ninetieth year


I never thought that we would go again but here she is in her ninetieth year and behaving like a seventy-year-old. All Queen Elizabeth’s powers are still there. I was left whacked on the Monday after thirty-six hours on the go at Royal Lodge. I never observed her flag once. The other guests were Hugh and Fortune Grafton, the Cassons, Ruth Fermoy (the permanent hard core), Grey and Neiti Gowrie, Ray Leppard, the Poet Laureate, Ted Hughes with Carol, and us. The Hugheses arrived bearing a book of poems and a huge plastic box of Devonshire clotted cream. Queen Elizabeth adores gifts. I was quite pushed this time to find something that she would like that I hadn’t already given her but then I alighted upon an extra copy of Osbert Lancaster’s The Littlehampton Bequest and soaked off one of my bookplates! She loved it.


Queen Elizabeth was quite extraordinary. She seemed to stand for hours on end, stockings rather wrinkled and legs not that good, her hair gathered into combs at the back but with all those wonderful gestures and sing-song voice the same as ever. The first evening she was in a scarlet and gold dress with superb diamonds and a necklace with rubies the size of gull’s eggs. The night of the recital she wore pale turquoise cut like a cape above the waist, with a necklace of diamonds and pearls and a huge diamond spray brooch. I said to Fortune that I wanted to remark on it but hesitated, but she urged me to do it. The reaction was one of lovely old-fashioned flirtatiousness, as though I were a young man passing a compliment at a ball.


The structure of the weekend was unchanged, with bow-legged Martin Gilliatt administering as usual, but really looking too exhausted. By now he’s become a caricature courtier so that all the ever-so-correct things he says really mean nothing any more. The routine is to arrive and chat, retreat, bathe and dress and then dinner and chat again afterwards. Sunday consists of breakfast for the men downstairs at 9 a.m., ladies having trays in their rooms, all assembling at 10.45 a.m., be-suited, for church at 11 a.m., the party being split into two between those in the Royal Pew and the rest sitting with the congregation, then back to Royal Lodge, drinks with the Queen, Prince Philip, the officials, etc.; lunch, an expedition (this time to The Valley and Savill Gardens), back, tea, then just forty minutes in which to bathe, and change, down at 6.45 p.m., with the Queen arriving for the concert at 7.30 p.m., dinner, more chat, bed.


It’s a cracking pace for a ninety-year-old! I have never known the Queen so relaxed and so funny. She came on her own in the evening to what was a less than brilliant performance. John Gielgud was rather at sea with readings from Horace Walpole and some poems, while Ruth Fermoy and Ray Leppard played duets, including that dotty ‘gallop’ which pops up in the programme most years. Queen Elizabeth sparkled and loved it all, with the Queen glowering at the other end of the table at dinner, wanting to move but to no avail!


There is an endearing shabbiness in areas of Royal Lodge. The stair and corridor carpet is often threadbare and patched and much of the paintwork touched up. Carpets have stains from leaking radiators and ceilings are grubby. For most of the stay no cold water could be coaxed from the washbasin tap. The decoration is very 1930s, all cream and sweet pea colours. The bathrooms are old-fashioned with chrome and lino tiles, rather empty, with the odd print, at the most, on the walls. In our bedroom there was a lot of painted and braided white wood furniture. This time the room was hung with paintings by Edward Seago suspended by cat gut from the picture rail. But it all conspires to give enormous character to the place, a reflection of her modesty and sense of comfort together with a slightly wartime atmosphere.


There is an enormous amount of food and drink consumed, in a way that the younger generation has abandoned. Four courses at dinner, with no nouvelle cuisine here but ‘franglais’ fare: roasts, well-cooked vegetables, gratin dishes, cheese and an array of biscuits, bread and toast with just about a salad on the side. Add to that a serious pudding, dessert with white and red wine and port to follow. Martin Gilliatt has to orchestrate the placement at table. When the dining room is full then the table is turned diagonally and an extra one introduced for the overflow.


Both the Valley and the Savill Gardens looked sad on the Sunday afternoon. Queen Elizabeth retreated from the first. To me there were too many trees. The Savill Gardens also looked over the top and desperately needed updating. We stood en tableau before Patrick Plunket’s pavilion for a group photograph, Queen Elizabeth rather abashed as she’d put on an old three-quarter-length blue mac, the sleeve cuffs of which were in tatters. With that she wore lovely sensible walking shoes and a crumpled hat. It was an extraordinary sight, her wandering with us, people all around walking their dogs and doing a double-take as they recognised her. She was utterly wonderful as she smiled and exchanged a word with them, in the main controlling her corgi, Ranger, who was off his lead in what was a Royal Garden. She told Julia how someone, not recognising her, told her to put her corgi on a lead, to which the reply came: ‘It happens to be my garden.’ As usual one observes her real love of animals, her hand dipping down during the concert to fondle Ranger.


The Queen arrived in the evening wearing glasses and virtually stuck to them. She was enormously animated: she didn’t like the chairs placed so far back and then began to organise things with rather a schoolmistressy air. I helped by pushing them around. She wore little jewellery and the inevitable red dress. She forms an enormous contrast with her mother still flirting and playing the Marshalin, loving to dress up and wear her jewels, almost swaying in her dresses, with a curved movement of her body and arrangement of her arms, whereas, in sharp contrast, the Queen’s movements are angular and sensible.


Prince Edward didn’t turn up in the evening, which was silly as he won’t hear Gielgud again. Poor boy, he’s not yet thirty and nearly all his hair has gone. No sign of Philip.


6 MARCH


The death of my mother


I was rung at 7.30 a.m. by my brother Derek. Mother had been taken into hospital the previous evening. She had been ill for the previous fortnight with her usual stomach and reaching problems but had been very weak and confined to her bed. Derek had been over twice a day and now, he told me, the hospital had called and told him that it would not be long. I asked how long and he said that he would let me know. An hour later he rang to tell that it was imminent. I began at once to get ready to go but within minutes Grace [my sister-in-law] rang to tell me that she had died. Yes, I did cry, but not since; perhaps that is to come.


But then, as I began to think about it all, she had herself created a slow death in our relationship from the moment I married Julia, whom she rejected. I can remember then throwing myself on the bed, sobbing my heart out. That was the first withering. The second, of course, was Brian [my other brother], out to bleed us for anything that he could extract. That was a terrible time, with Mother put upon to lie to me in Brian’s interest. It quite shattered me. That was truly the second withering.


As long as Brian remained in my parent’s house I could never go there, for fear of a scene. As it was, I caught flashes of it when I rang her, swearing obscenities against me in the background. However, nearly all those calls to her were reasonably happy ones. It gives me grief never to have seen her for the last eight years of her life and now it was too late.


There is something awful about the Strong family. I gather from Derek that Brian and my mother together were a re-run of my parents’ marriage, just nagging and slamming at each other day in and day out. She led such a circumscribed life as she made virtually no friends, really none at all. She read romantic fiction and watched television, had no apparent interest in anything but always expected other members of the family to entertain her by taking her somewhere. One great oddity was that she could never bring herself to say the words ‘Thank you’ if you gave her a gift. I never did discover what that was about. She was possessive of her children on a scale that, in the end, was self-defeating. That house was one of unhappiness, bitterness and resentment. I wish I could think of it in any other way, everyone turned in on themselves, snapping and sniping. There was no common ground between any of the five members of the family other than blood, all of them different in terms of temperament, intellect and emotional response. Life for her was a failure: she’d married the wrong man, she couldn’t cook, had no real interests, no initiative or sense of inquiry or delight in things apart from her children. She had loved her father and learnt one thing from him: that education was what, in the case of her three boys, she must fight for. That she did and I owe her an enormous debt for that: what she did she did at a price, years of taking every and any kind of job, clerical, library assistant, shop assistant, anything to get those extra pounds, which meant that I at least could go on.


2 AUGUST


The Prince of Wales’s concert for his grandmother


As I predicted, we were on the guest list for this assorted event in the Ballroom of Buckingham Palace. Any sense of style and much else besides seems to have left the place. The concert was at 8 p.m. and we were bidden at 6.15 for 6.30 p.m. We duly arrived on time, as did many others, and parked the car in the Palace courtyard. We then made our way to the Grand Entrance, which was already overflowing with guests, and we were marooned there for forty minutes or so. As Queen Elizabeth is to be ninety, most of her friends must have been moving towards that age and there was much decrepitude in evidence and ancient flesh gathered into gowns of varying vintage. The guest list (or the acceptances) was as notable for who wasn’t there as for who was. Several people we had always seen at either Clarence House or Royal Lodge were nowhere to be seen. As far as I can remember we saw or spoke to Billa Harrod, ‘Duke’ Hussey, the Norfolks, the Graftons, Natalie Brooke, Brinsley and Joanna Ford, the Thorneycrofts, the Northbournes, the Salisburys, Bill Heseltine, the De L’Isles, the Spencers, Ted Heath, Douglas Hurd, Oliver and Delia Millar and the Airlies.


At 7.30 p.m. the wearying throng was at last allowed to ascend the staircase to the Ballroom, which, when everyone was seated, was only half full. The programme included two new pieces by young composers commissioned by the Prince of Wales. Both were film music and of no distinction but, as the Prince explained in his somewhat breathless programme notes, ‘Why can’t we have tunes any more?’


At 8 p.m. on the dot the Royal Family came in from the right: the Queen, the Queen Mother, no Duke of Edinburgh, the Prince of Wales, the Princess of Wales, the Duchess of Kent (no Duke), Princess Alexandra and Angus, Princess Margaret, the King and Queen of Greece and no Michaels of Kent. The Queen was leaden. Not one of them as much as smiled in the direction of the by then rather tetchy assembly. The Queen had the Queen Mother on her right, and she in turn had the Prince of Wales on hers, sunburnt and with one arm in a sling.


The concert, which was conducted by Ray Leppard, got off to a sprightly start with a Strauss polka, which jollied everyone up a bit. There was one touching moment. When Elgar’s The Sanguine Fan was played the Queen Mother leaned over towards her daughter, surely asking her whether she remembered the matinée at which this was played and to which she had taken her and her sister as children. The rest of it was no good. The new pieces were quite unmemorable and Eric Coates’s Elizabeth of Glamis too overdone and Palm Court for this orchestra. One of the commissioned pieces, a series of somewhat drear songs about Mary Queen of Scots, brought the whole affair to an abrupt and somewhat charmless end. The Royal Family got up and swept out of the room without any attempt to thank the conductor and the orchestra and not even acknowledging that the audience existed. The event should have exuded some sort of festive spirit, I would have thought, but no way. Perhaps they’d all had a terrible row off-stage.


What happened after, too, was a disaster. The Royal Family had a private dinner, which meant that the whole time they were trying to get away. We never saw the Queen Mother, who vanished. We did talk to Princess Alexandra and to Angus, who had seen Highgrove and was astonished by what I had done to the garden – his, he said, was suburban. I had a brief word with the Prince of Wales, telling him that I would be coming to train the hedges again, but all we got was ‘We have to go to a family dinner. We should have been there ages ago.’ I would have thought that their time would have been far better spent working on this not undistinguished gathering. Two-tier entertaining is never a good idea and this was a clouded, ill-starred if well-meant affair. It was an evening on the cheap that fell down on all counts, although, as someone remarked, at least the Palace was being used as Queen Victoria had intended it to be for a change, instead of merely a series of bedrooms. It all lacked style, was mechanical and devoid of any sense of occasion or élan. The aura was that of an event that somehow had to be got through. The footmen’s uniforms were rather grubby and the flowers barely adequate. But it was a delight to see these rooms again, including the Picture Gallery, where a light buffet was served and we all milled around.


At this point I stopped writing a proper Diary for over two years but returned with a vengeance in 1993.









1991 and 1992


There are no Diary entries for this period, apart from my Garden Diary. That I was conscious of falling short is reflected in my occasional photocopying of letters to friends abroad. Nonetheless, those to an old American academic friend, Stephen Orgel, of which I occasionally kept copies, etch in the scene for these two years. Extracts from them will enable the reader to capture the flavour of the period and what was going on. Over everything hung the financial slump, which ended with Olympia & York selling Canary Wharf (which they later bought back) and the end of my consultancy.


The first letter is dated 9 March 1991 and begins by explaining the alterations to both house and garden, including the impact of visiting Monet’s Giverny, after which I rushed out to buy all the yellow late-flowering plants I could for the Flower Garden. I continue:


At the moment I am working on three books, three radio programmes and six television programmes simultaneously. Oh, Lost Treasures of Britain appeared and did very well. A book club took 45,000 copies and it sold well at Christmas and I was really very pleased with it as a popular book. The last chapter led directly on to the radio, asking the question where conservation and the idea of heritage have led us, have we nothing to show in the UK for this century beyond propping up the past? For the radio I’m working with a brilliant young woman [Jane Beresford] through April. I love working with bright young people who aren’t overawed by me but instead we needle each other’s minds. . .


At the beginning of December I delivered 853 pages of A4, the garden anthology, Everything in the Garden [which became A Celebration of Gardens], to which I’ve continued to add things. My editor is sweet, educated, but not in the land of the living at least as far as the present tough book market is concerned. They are, however, very pleased with it, in fact he said or rather wrote that ‘if there were a Nobel Prize for anthologies’ I’d get it, and he was quite overwhelmed by the breadth of it, from Pliny to Chips Channon. It was very hard work, particularly to find really witty and amusing pieces (Katherine White’s Onward and Upward in the Garden is a treasure trove!) and then to arrange the pieces in sequence in terms of subject matter and contrast. He loved it, although we both agree that we need to re-order the end bit to give it a final bang. Julia is doing very pretty illustrations, a delight. At the moment he doesn’t want to cut anything bar two pieces, which means that it will probably be 500 pages long. It’ll be out in October.


I then foolishly agreed to write a piece for H.J. Holtgen’s Festschrift. You will love it but it took me back into late Elizabethan England. I think that I’ve solved the ‘Persian Virgin crowning a weeping stag’ [a picture in the Royal Collection at Hampton Court]. It is so obvious. The picture has just been cleaned, ravishing, and I stood in front of it and in a flash Essex [Elizabeth I’s favourite, Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of] crossed my mind. The stag is Essex as the transmuted Actaeon, as in Jonson’s Cynthia’s Revels. And then everything I touched fell into place: the regal pansies, the walnut – a royal tree, the fact that the picture must connect with Essex’s friend Sir Henry Lee, for whom Gheeraerts, the painter, did this kind of picture as a special line. Here we are looking at the weeping Essex still protesting his love and loyalty to the Queen.


I really shouldn’t have done the Festschrift piece because I have to finish Creating Small Period Gardens, the next design book. That is formidable. It is not easy to produce twenty designs to scale with every period detail and planting correct for small spaces running from 1500 to 1939. I’ve done seventeen of them but must plough on and finish the rest by the end of March. And then there’s the text and the captions. It is to be published in May 1992.


None of this would have been a problem if Royal Gardens hadn’t started up. That is chaos, as television always is. Last week I visited the last of the royal gardens, Balmoral, a visit which should have taken a day but extended over two due to Scottish fog. It was awful. I can’t tell you the complications of this series. The only thing to be said in its favour is that it will provide for our imminent old age! [It didn’t.] It also has to have a package book written by the end of December.


So I am already jam-packed with work. If I can get rid of Period Gardens I will feel a little freed up from having too many subjects and index cards whirring around in my mind. Once the television scripts/treatments are approved, which will happen this week, that too will be a hurdle crossed.


But I’m already having to think into 1992 and 1993 and Channel 4 are interested in me, so I’ve put up ideas for a couple series, one a European one which I would really like to do on ‘lost’ European civilisations like Burgundy . . .


Something that has given me more pleasure is to be nominated for the Columnist of the Year Award for my Country Life diary pieces . . . So this long letter will tell what is going on. It is a good and creative period of life. We nearly came to Yale to give a lecture but the war [in the Balkans] broke out and we cancelled. The war and the recession are not nice. Now we only have the latter, which affects me due to the cut in TV budgets and publishing being in a very bad way . . .


30 DECEMBER


This year has been a killer, no, not because of the recession but because of too much very, very tiring work . . . The year has been mainly focused around the media. Present Imperfect was a series on our architectural environment and why we’re in the mess we’re in. I worked with a wonderful young producer called Jane Beresford. At any rate they want more and I suggested and am doing a six-part series on the arts and the state since 1945. That’ll be interesting, lousy pay but very intellectually stimulating. So I’m still very much on the cultural map.


Royal Gardens has the makings of a fine series. Again I’ve learnt a lot. It’s been a killer, up at 5.30 a.m. and filming at 6.30 a.m., sometimes standing for hours in the rain and so on. The post-filming days go on and on and on. But the programmes are off-beat, informative with an edge, and quirky and funny, I hope. I’ve done everything from emerging from a Regency firework display amidst the ruins of Leptis Magna in Windsor Great Park to clambering onto a gallery of the pagoda at Kew clutching a six-foot-long gilded dragon. We did the last day’s filming at Sandringham just before Christmas, with me careering up the drive in a 1910 chauffeur-driven car, swathed in scarves . . .


I am longing for the next work phase and for Royal Gardens to end. Then Felicity [Bryan] says it’s into memoirs for me. I’m not sure what kind but I don’t want to write words of vitriol and about art-historical in-fighting like Pope-Hennessy. Who cares? No one really, so I have chapters like ‘Remarkable Women’, ‘Sir Portrait’, ‘Exhibitionism’, ‘Grand Occasions’, ‘Cecil’, etc. I don’t see any point in writing retribution and I feel very much that I want to give delight.


One of the great treats of la vita nuova is learning again and expanding one’s facility for scribbling into other fields. Everywhere I go they all seem to follow what I’m up to and I bless the day that I wrote the letter quitting the V&A.


Julia is very well. It is so wonderful that she has adapted to a new life. Not in the least upset not to be designing something but running her massive vegetable garden and happy here, with no sense of frustration. It is so important in life to recognise its phases and anticipate and accept them gracefully as a way of moving on to other things.
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