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            Introduction

         

         A diary is a profoundly intimate thing. It is a space where the diarist meets themselves, where truth is spoken freely and without reserve, where emotions spill out unfiltered by the expectations of others. Across centuries, diaries have served as confidants and companions, capturing the lives of their writers in all their messy, raw, glorious humanity. They have borne witness to the monumental and the mundane: wars, revolutions, births, deaths, love, heartbreak, the weather, the shape of a leaf on an autumn morning. Each diary, no matter how grand or unassuming, is an act of preservation – a time capsule that allows the diarist to shout, whisper, or weep across the years.

         For centuries, people have felt the urge to document their lives in this way, capturing everything from era-defining events to the quiet details of daily existence, and while history books and official records often strive for objectivity and grandeur, diaries offer an unfiltered lens into personal experiences, revealing not just what happened but how it felt to live through it. They do not present polished narratives or resolved arcs; instead, they capture life as it unfolds, in fragments and fleeting impressions, as true to the moment as any written record can be.

         In an increasingly digital world, diaries also have an irreplaceable value. At a time where every post is calibrated for an audience, diaries remain stubbornly private, resolutely authentic. Unlike ephemeral digital interactions, diaries offer permanence – a tangible record that endures beyond algorithms and updates. They are one of the last bastions of uncurated self-expression, where thoughts flow freely without the need for external validation. As technology changes the way we communicate, the diary stands as a reminder of the power of writing simply for oneself.

         Diaries of Note is a celebration of this enduring tradition, presented as a journey through the year in 366 entries, each chosen from a different diarist and tied to a specific date in history. These entries reflect not only individual lives but also the rhythms of our collective mood across the seasons. At the start of the year, for instance, the tone may feel more xintrospective, as diarists wrestle with post-holiday reflections and the weight of new beginnings. Conversely, entries from spring and summer often mirror the vitality and optimism of those brighter days. Together, they form a mosaic of human existence – an anthology as diverse and unpredictable as life itself, spanning centuries, continents, and experiences. Some are short and sharp, a single sentence capturing the essence of a moment, while others unfold across paragraphs, drawing us deeply into a diarist’s world. Each is preceded by a brief introduction providing context about the writer and the moment in which they were writing, inviting readers to move through time day by day or to dip in and out, finding inspiration and insight wherever they land.

         Alas, while Diaries of Note aims to showcase the extraordinary range of human experiences, it is necessarily incomplete. Diaries are by their nature private, and many have been lost to time, destroyed by the diarists themselves or by those who came after them. Others remain inaccessible, locked away in archives or obscured by legal restrictions. Then there are the diaries whose writers never assigned dates to their entries, leaving us unable to place their words within the framework of this book. This means that some voices – voices I longed to include – are absent.

         Despite these omissions, Diaries of Note brims with variety. The diarists include members of royalty, soldiers and scientists, actors and athletes, writers and revolutionaries, and ordinary people navigating the complexities of daily life. You will find both the famous and the obscure, the voices that have echoed through history and the ones that are just now being heard. Each entry has been chosen for its ability to transport, to illuminate, or simply to move. Together, they form a tapestry of human life, rich in texture and colour.

         This anthology is not just a book; it is an invitation. It invites you to step into the lives of others, to walk alongside them for a day, to see the world through their eyes. It is an invitation to reflect on your own life, too, and perhaps to start keeping a diary of your own. Because in writing, we not only preserve our thoughts for the future but also come to understand ourselves more fully in the present.

         As you turn these pages, I hope you will feel the intimacy of these voices, the courage it takes to commit one’s inner world to paper. I hope xiyou will be inspired by their honesty, their humour, their vulnerability. And I hope you will find, as I have, that in reading these diaries, you are reminded of what it means to be human.

         
             

         

         Shaun Usher, October 2025xii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            JANUARY

            
               
[image: ]2
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
31 January 1968

         JOHN HOPKINS

         Morocco in the 1960s was a haven for artists, musicians, and bohemians, who were lured there by its exotic charm and a lifestyle that promised adventure and indulgence. American novelist John Hopkins arrived in 1962 and didn’t leave for seventeen years. On New Year’s Eve 1967, he found himself in Marrakesh at the opulent home of the Gettys – a veritable playground for the rich and famous. 

         Last night Paul and Talitha Getty threw a New Year’s Eve party at their palace in the Medina. Ira, Joe and I went to meet the Beatles. John Lennon and Paul McCartney were there, flat on their backs. They couldn’t get off the floor let alone talk. I’ve never seen so many people out of control.

         2 January 1942

         JAMES AGATE

         When he wrote these resolutions on the second day of 1942, James Agate was sixty-four and widely known and celebrated as the Sunday Times drama critic, a role he would fill until his death five years later. The Leo who was testing Agate’s patience was Isidore Leo Pavia, a dear friend and accomplished pianist who had also been working as Agate’s secretary since 1941. 

         New Year Resolutions 

         1. To refrain from saying witty, unkind things, unless they are really witty and irreparably damaging.

         2. To tolerate fools more gladly, provided this does not encourage them to take up more of my time.

         3. To be more patient with Leo. To bear with that all-pervading aroma of 4stale Vapex, those scented yet acrid plugs, twists, and flakes, that October-to-March sniffling and snuffling, the sneezing and coughing with which he draws attention to himself whenever I am telephoning, the eternal jeremiads, and the physical clumsiness which, one day last week, caused the following incident. Too blind to see whether the fire was alight or not, he lifted a live coal in his fingers, found it was hot, and let it roll under the piano ten feet away where it burned a hole in my carpet the size of a five-shilling piece. And then the typing! At this very moment Lady Macbeth looks up at me from my desk and intones:

         
            ‘O, never shall son that moral sea!’

         

         Today, January 2nd, 1942, I resolve henceforth to tolerate all this, and to set against it the feast of malice, the flow of wit, and the fine temper of the musician who, when he has driven me half frantic, will go to the piano and play Beethoven more Beethovenishly than any living virtuoso, sing in a cracked voice the tuttis to the concertos, and improvise his own cadenzas.

         3 January 1968

         NOËL COWARD

         Noël Coward was ten years old when he first took to the stage professionally; less than a decade later, he’d written the first of more than fifty plays. In late 1959, on the advice of his financial advisor, Coward moved to Switzerland to live in what he describes elsewhere in his diaries as ‘a fairly hideous chalet in the mountains above Montreux’. It was there, nine years later, with his health beginning to fail and his seventieth birthday on the horizon, that he wrote this diary entry. Much to his delight, despite the ‘excessive’ smoking, Coward lived for another five years. He was knighted in 1970.

         Les Avants

         Well, Christmas is over and, what is more, very successfully over. Binkie and John and Gladys arrived as planned on the twenty-third, and we all 5had a lovely time with lots of present-giving and receiving and seasonable merriment. They went back to London yesterday, so Graham, Coley and I are left until next Monday when we too go to London for a week. Then heigh-ho for New York, California and Tahiti. A pleasant prospect.

         The weather has been entirely satisfactory – a lot of snow and sleds and jingle-bells. I feel a little curious about being only two years off seventy! My health is all right and my heart is pure, which I put down to excessive smoking. However, a reckoning will probably come. It usually does. I read in one of my journals of a few years ago a triumphant account of giving up smoking for ever; after a few weeks I decided I could bear it no longer so back I went to the darling weed and have felt splendid ever since. It may, of course, shorten my life by a year or two, but I haven’t got all that longer to go anyhow and I couldn’t care less. It’s been a nice and profitable buggy ride and I’ve enjoyed most of it very much. The loss of a few years of gnarled old age does not oppress me. I hope the South Sea Bubble won’t burst. I am longing to show Coley and Graham all those lovely places.

         Peter Bridge is about to do a revival of Hay Fever with Celia [Johnson]. She is charming in it so it ought to have a reasonable success. Good old Hay Fever certainly has been a loyal friend. Written and conceived in exactly three days at that little cottage in Dockenfield in 1922! What a profitable weekend that was.

         4 January 1915

         KATHERINE MANSFIELD

         As 1915 began, Katherine Mansfield set herself two clear wishes for the year ahead: to write and to make money. Living in London, far from her native New Zealand, she was determined to finish ‘The Aloe’, a novella that would later be reworked and published by Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth Press as Prelude. But distractions were inevitable – chief among them her future husband, John ‘Jack’ Middleton Murry.

         6Woke early and saw a snowy branch across the window. It is cold, snow has fallen, and now it is thawing. The hedges and the trees are covered with beads of water. Very dark, too, with a wind somewhere. I long to be alone for a bit. I make a vow to finish a book this month. I’ll write all day and at night too, and get it finished. I swear. Told Jack who understood. But did not start that night, for we were lovers, and at 12 o’clock I was dead tired and what [French poet] Anatole calls sèche. Dreamed of [famous model] Lilian Shelley’s legs.

         5 January 1981

         TONI BENTLEY

         Toni Bentley was four years old when she was taken to her first ballet class by her mother. Six years and many lessons later, she was accepted into the New York City Ballet’s prestigious School of American Ballet, and at the age of seventeen she was chosen by its legendary founder, George Balanchine, to join the company itself. A few years into that unique artistic experience, with her confidence waning after so much tireless dedication, Bentley began a diary in an attempt to sort through her fluctuating feelings about her career. A short section of that diary became her first book, recording a single winter ballet season: November 1980 to February 1981. The brutally honest and insightful book that resulted was first published in 1982 and is now a classic in the genre. This particular entry sees her imagining a reset that would eventually be forced upon her when osteoarthritis in her right hip ended her dance career prematurely at the age of twenty-five.

         I’m truly sad today. I’m twenty-two, and feel that my career is at a standstill. For eleven or twelve years it has moved forward, and now it is stagnating and going nowhere. What can I feel but at some sort of ending? Twenty-two and my career, a big section of my life, feels over. I suppose I should be happy I am still young enough to begin again, but I’ve no money, no lover, no future I can see, only the same ballets, season 7after season. I am not alone. I’m sure forty other girls feel the same at times. But on we go day by day, rehearsing the same ballets. When the curtain goes up, there is fifteen minutes of joy and pleasure; the next day the same thing happens all over again.

         6 January 1871

         EDMOND DE GONCOURT

         During the month of January in 1871, Prussian forces fired more than twelve thousand shells into Paris and brought a wave of death and destruction to the magnificent city. This deadly bombardment marked the end of a four-month-long siege and in turn the Franco-Prussian War, with Germany emerging victorious. On 6 January, as that shelling began, noted French writer Edmond de Goncourt described the experience in his journal. 

         The shells have begun falling in the Rue Boileau and the Rue La Fontaine. Tomorrow, no doubt, they will be falling here; and even if they do not kill me, they will destroy everything I still love in life, my house, my knick-knacks, my books.

         On every doorstep, women and children stand, half frightened, half inquisitive, watching the medical orderlies going by, dressed in white smocks with red crosses on their arms, and carrying stretchers, mattresses, and pillows.

         7 January 1937

         DANIIL KHARMS

         Daniil Kharms was a leading Russian absurdist famed for the surreal poetry, short stories, and plays he composed during a life of repeated misfortune that ended with him starving to death in prison in 1942. He best 8described his creative outlook in 1937, when he wrote, ‘I am interested only in nonsense; only in that which has no practical meaning. Life interests me only in its most absurd manifestations.’ Thankfully, this extended to the many diary entries that peppered his notebooks. 

         There was a red-haired man who had no eyes or ears. Neither did he have any hair, so he was called red-haired theoretically. He couldn’t speak, since he didn’t have a mouth. Neither did he have a nose. He didn’t even have any arms or legs. He had no stomach and he had no back and he had no spine and he had no innards whatsoever. He had nothing at all! Therefore there’s no knowing whom we are even talking about. In fact it’s better that we don’t say any more about him.

         8 January 1947

         ARTHUR CREW INMAN

         From the age of twenty-three until his death at sixty-eight, American poet Arthur Crew Inman wrote upwards of 17 million words in his diary – a mammoth record (and indeed a world record) of one human being’s life, spanning 155 volumes in its original form. Born in Atlanta to a hugely wealthy family, Inman was a clearly troubled, profoundly bitter recluse who lived in a darkened room of a Boston hotel, and through his unique and compelling diary we learn of his every unguarded opinion, fear, suspicion, memory, desire, grudge, and prejudice – often in excruciating detail. Moreover, Inman was critical of almost everyone in his orbit, including, in January of 1947, his recently departed granny.

         It occurs to me that I haven’t mentioned that Granny Mildred died of cancer some two weeks ago. Father sent us a wire. ‘Doesn’t it disturb you at all?’ Evelyn asked. ‘Not in the least,’ I replied. ‘It’s just one more of the older generation out of the way. I feel that life, my life, is well rid of the 9whole kit and caboodle save Miriam and Uncle Ben Lee. Granny wasn’t fair to me when I was a trusting little boy, preferred my cousins to me always, gave them better presents, had them stay with her at Palm Springs and took them on automobile trips when I was just as available. To hell with all of them. Whatever Granny did for me didn’t repay me for what she didn’t do.’ ‘Do you feel that way about Aunt Nellie?’ ‘No I don’t. She was always good to me.’

         9 January 1874

         MARIE BASHKIRTSEFF

         Marie Bashkirtseff’s life began in 1858 in the Ukrainian town of Havrontsi (then in Russia). In 1870, due to her parents’ separation, she set off on a journey around Europe with her mother, finally settling in Paris for the rest of her short life. Although a gifted and successful painter, it was for her diaries that she achieved the recognition she sought. Months before her death from tuberculosis at the age of twenty-five, she wrote, ‘If I do not die young I hope to live as a great artist; but if I die young, I intend to have my journal, which cannot fail to be interesting, published.’ Her diary was indeed published three years later, and to instant success. In 1889, British prime minister William Gladstone declared it to be ‘a book without a parallel’. 

         On returning from a walk to-day I said to myself that I would not be like some girls, who are comparatively serious and reserved. I do not understand how this seriousness comes; how from childhood one passes to the state of girlhood. I asked myself, ‘How does this happen? Little by little, or in a single day?’ Love, or a misfortune, is what develops, ripens, or alters the character.

         If I were a bel esprit I should say they were synonymous terms; but I do not say so, for love is the most beautiful thing in the whole world. I compare myself to a piece of water that is frozen in its depths, and has motion only on the surface, for nothing amuses or interests me in my depths.10

         10 January 1986

         MATTHEW MODINE

         In 1985, twenty-five-year-old Hollywood actor Matthew Modine travelled to the UK to begin a job like no other: a year-long shoot on Full Metal Jacket, a Vietnam War movie from master film-maker Stanley Kubrick in which Modine was to play the lead, Private J. T. ‘Joker’ Davis. Throughout production, Modine took photographs with a Rolleiflex camera and kept a daily diary. Following a falling-out over the film’s ending, it seemed Kubrick had given him a new nickname.

         Stanley keeps calling me a ‘cunt’. This is a charming English expression that he’s adopted. A prehistoric, early man, guttural grunt. The sound a Cro-Magnon would make before he took a big bone and beat your head in. I think he’s calling me a cunt because I broke ‘the rule’. Because I insulted him. Worse, I did it in his Winnebago.
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         11 January 1950

         JONAS MEKAS

         It was at the end of 1949, having spent years in displaced persons camps after fleeing their Nazi-occupied home country of Lithuania, that Jonas Mekas and his brother arrived in New York City aboard a UN refugee ship. Soon after, Jonas had scraped together enough money to buy the 16mm Bolex camera with which he would start to document his time in the US, thus beginning decades of film-making that would see him called ‘the godfather of American avant-garde cinema’. Early in 1950, shortly after the brothers’ arrival and unaware of the many successes that were to come, Jonas wrote the following diary entry. 

         I seem to live on moods, ups and downs. And I seem to be repeating the same mistakes over and over again. Some mistakes are beautiful. There is a beauty in mistakes that you can’t find anywhere else, maybe that’s why. And I keep avoiding any definite ties with anything and anybody. There are places and moments during which I feel that I would like to always remain there. But no: next moment I am gone. I seem to enjoy only brief glimpses of intimacy, happiness. Short concentrated glimpses. I do not believe that they could be extended, prolonged. So I keep moving ahead, looking ahead for other moments. Is it in my nature or did the war do that to me? The question is: was I born a Displaced Person, or did the war make me into one? Displacement, as a way of living and thinking and feeling. Never home.

         Always on the move.

         12 January 2017

         CHRIS ATKINS

         On the afternoon of 1 July 2016, shortly after being sentenced to five years in prison for using a tax fraud scheme to fund one of his films, BAFTA-nominated 12documentary maker Chris Atkins was taken to his new London home, HMP Wandsworth. He spent nine months cohabiting in E4-36, a 12ft x 6ft cell he called a ‘cesspit of misery and despair’, initially locked up for 23 hours of each day. This diary entry was written six months in. His cellmate, Gary, had served half of a four-year sentence for smuggling cannabis and was due to be released on 21 January – or so he thought. Gary was eventually transferred to an open prison on 4 March and Chris followed him that same month, finally leaving prison on 28 December 2018 having served half his sentence.

         Gary’s due to go home next week, and he’s bouncing off the walls in anticipation. This afternoon a young probation officer asks him for a quiet word. Twenty minutes later, Gary reappears, pale and hyperventilating. It’s obvious that something is terribly wrong.

         ‘They’ve just given me another six months!’ he gasps.

         The probation officer told him that there had been a ‘bit of an error’ with his sentence calculation; his release date has now been pushed back to 31 July. The mix-up stems from the fact that he was originally sentenced in Ireland, where offenders serve three quarters of their total sentence.

         We dig through all Gary’s paperwork. He previously submitted several general apps asking to see OMU [the prison’s Offender Management Unit] to clarify his release date. A month ago, Tracey sent back a clear written response: Your release date is confirmed as 21 January 2017.

         We take this document to Tracey’s office, and she looks Gary up on NOMIS [the National Offender Management Information System]. The screen now shows his release date as 31 July. Tracey hits peak flailing and offers him some additional visits, as though this compensates for six more months in prison.

         Gary stumbles off to call his family. His mother hasn’t visited him in Wandsworth, as she’s been too upset to see him in these conditions. He breaks the news that she now won’t see him until July, and she’s completely devastated. The most upsetting call is to his girlfriend, Emma. She’s stood by him throughout, and is distraught that her life is being put on hold yet again. Tragically, everyone assumes that the delay is Gary’s fault.

         Now it’s very easy for me to accept that Wandsworth has miscalculated 13someone’s sentence by half a year. I’ve observed OMU’s failings for some time, and such disasters are commonplace. But Gary’s family simply cannot accept that public officials could be this inept. His brother suggests that the increased sentence is a result of Gary misbehaving in prison. Like the boy who cried wolf, he is now being judged as the unreliable cokehead who was jailed two years ago.

         Prisons make hundreds of brutally unjust mistakes every day. Fighting the system is rarely successful, and just grinds you down. It’s usually best to simply ‘ride the bang-up’ – laugh at the problem and cross off the days. But increasing Gary’s sentence crosses a line, and we resolve to fight it tooth and nail.

         13 January 1990

         NELSON MANDELA

         When he wrote this diary entry in January of 1990, Nelson Mandela was housed at Victor Verster Prison in South Africa. For the past twenty-seven years, as a result of his anti-apartheid activism, he had been imprisoned at three different locations. Eighteen of those years were spent in a cell measuring eight feet by seven feet on Robben Island, with a straw mat on which to sleep and little contact with the outside world. All endured with grace. Thankfully, this entry would be his last as a prisoner: weeks later, he walked free. In 1993, Mandela was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize; in 1994 he became President of South Africa. 

         Flock of ducks walks clumsily into the lounge and loiter about apparently unaware of my presence. Males with loud colours, but keeping their dignity and not behaving like playboys. Moments later they become aware of my presence. If they got a shock they endured it with grace. Nevertheless, I detect some invisible feeling of unease on their part. It seems as if their consciences are worrying them, and although I feared that very soon their droppings will decorate the expensive carpet, I derive some satisfaction 14when I notice that their consciences are worrying them. Suddenly they squawk repeatedly and then file out. I was relieved. They behave far better then my grandchildren. They always leave the house upside down.

         14 January 1901

         MARY MacLANE

         When first published in 1902, The Story of Mary MacLane was snapped up by an astonishing 100,000 eager readers in the first month alone. Its controversial author, twenty-year-old Mary from Butte, Montana, instantly shot to fame. Her frank, confessional diary entries led to uproar – her sexual openness causing jaws to drop at a time when such things were unheard of, especially from a woman. In some quarters, the book was deemed obscene enough to be banned; but for others, like Mark Twain, her diary was ‘little short of a miracle’. 

         I have in me the germs of intense life. If I could live, and if I could succeed in writing out my living, the world itself would feel the heavy intensity of it.

         I have the personality, the nature, of a Napoleon, albeit a feminine translation. And therefore I do not conquer; I do not even fight. I manage only to exist.

         Poor little Mary MacLane! – what might you not be? What wonderful things might you not do? But held down, half-buried, a seed fallen in barren ground, alone, uncomprehended, obscure – poor little Mary MacLane! Weep, world, – why don’t you? – for poor little Mary MacLane!

         Had I been born a man I would by now have made a deep impression of myself on the world – on some part of it. But I am a woman, and God, or the Devil, or Fate, or whosoever it was, has flayed me of the thick outer skin and thrown me out into the midst of life – has left me a lonely, damned thing filled with the red, red blood of ambition and desire, but afraid to be touched, for there is no thick skin between my sensitive flesh and the world’s fingers.

         15But I want to be touched.

         Napoleon was a man, and though sensitive his flesh was safely covered.

         But I am a woman, awakening, and upon awakening and looking about me, I would fain turn and go back to sleep.

         There is a pain that goes with these things when one is a woman, young, and all alone.

         I am filled with an ambition. I wish to give to the world a naked Portrayal of Mary MacLane: her wooden heart, her good young woman’s-body, her mind, her soul.

         I wish to write, write, write!

         I wish to acquire that beautiful, benign, gentle, satisfying thing – Fame. I want it – oh, I want it! I wish to leave all my obscurity, my misery – my weary unhappiness – behind me forever.

         I am deadly, deadly tired of my unhappiness.

         I wish this Portrayal to be published and launched into that deep salt sea – the world. There are some there surely who will understand it and me.

         Can I be that thing which I am – can I be possessed of a peculiar rare genius, and yet drag out my life in obscurity in this uncouth, warped, Montana town?

         It must be impossible! If I thought the world contained nothing more than that for me – oh, what should I do? Would I make an end of my dreary little life now? I fear I would. I am a philosopher – and a coward. And it were infinitely better to die now in the high-beating pulses of youth than to drag on, year after year, year after year, and find oneself at last a stagnant old woman, spiritless, hopeless, with a declining body, a declining mind, – and nothing to look back upon except the visions of things that might have been – and the weariness.

         I see the picture. I see it plainly. Oh, kind Devil, deliver me from it!

         Surely there must be in a world of manifold beautiful things something among them for me. And always, while I am still young, there is that dim light, the Future. But it is indeed a dim, dim light, and ofttimes there’s a treachery in it.16

         15 January 1963

         KEITH RICHARDS

         Keith Richards has kept a diary only once, for a few months in early 1963 – a brief but crucial period during which the (then) Rollin’ Stones were still forming: Bill Wyman had joined in December of 1962, and it was on 12 January that Charlie Watts drummed on stage with the band for the first time, at Ealing Jazz Club. This entry was written days later, and contains the earliest mention of Charlie’s playing. Within months, the band had dropped the apostrophe and signed with Decca Records. Their debut album appeared the next year.

         All group money to be given up for at least 2 weeks to buy amp & mikes.

         Ealing – Charlie

         Maybe due to my cold but didn’t sound right to me, but then Mick & Brian & myself still groggy from chills and fever!!!

         Charlie swings but hasn’t got right sound yet. Rectify that tomorrow!

         Poor crowd. No money, chucking it. Have a day off. Rick & Carlo to play sat & mon.

         16 January 1978

         PHYLLIS CHESLER

         When she discovered that she was pregnant, Phyllis Chesler began to keep a diary in which she could document this life-changing process and wrestle with impending motherhood on the page. The result was With Child: A Diary of Motherhood, an insightful and poetic book that opens on 1 May 1977, a day on which Chesler, newly pregnant and nauseous, is filled with self-doubt and unanswerable questions; the final entry is dated 6 January 1979. Here, we meet Chesler ten days after the birth of her son, Ariel.

         17You’re always hungry. It’s always time to feed you. You suck for an hour every two and a half hours. A woman doing this can do nothing else – unless she’s allowed to do whatever else it is while she breast-feeds.

         My friend Clara is chief of a psychiatric ward. Last year she tried to breast-feed on the job. The other psychiatrists, the patients, couldn’t handle it. She was accused of sexual exhibitionism! A doctor as a breast-feeding mother is too threatening.

         My friend Sharon tells me she used to cover herself with a blanket when she breast-fed in the living rooms of friends! A breast-feeding Mother will not be tolerated.

         Topless, bottomless women, dancing in cages; ‘jiggling’ TV actresses, pornographic magazines. Everywhere the female breast is exposed. But not in a casual and naturally sacred way. Breast-feeding is still a dirty, private choice. Not a proud public fact.

         ‘Don’t do it, Phyllis. It will ruin your breasts,’ two friends insist.

         Ariel: What will happen to us when we start going out?

         17 January 1989

         JAMES SCHUYLER

         In 1979, at the end of a difficult decade clouded by ill-health, Pulitzer Prize-winning poet James Schuyler took on a new assistant named Helena – a young poet who would soon become a close friend. Her role was varied and vital, from preparing meals and medicine to applying for crucial grants on Schuyler’s behalf, and so her departure in 1986 was keenly felt. Her enormous shoes were soon filled by Jonathan, a man in his late thirties whose father Schuyler had once kissed passionately at the home of W. H. Auden. Jonathan lasted three years; his exit was announced in Schuyler’s diary in January of 1989. 

         Sunlight, soft as the warming-up winter morning is going to be, brighter and then less so, as the clouds move about. A likeable day, and better than 18yesterday, when, finally, in a quick-tempered moment, I fired my assistant. It doesn’t make me happy to have done so, but I am relieved: finally, one can not go on and on with a forty-year old man with the pilfering, not to say thievish, instincts of a child. Even his one stout defender, his brother, finally turned him out. No one can help him because he won’t let them: if he says, ‘It won’t ever happen again!’ he believes it. In fact, except when he’s caught, I doubt that he’s much aware it has happened, and, quite soon, not aware at all. But I don’t feel much sympathy: it’s hard to take pity on a pickpocket, when it’s your pocket that’s picked.

         Yes, I liked him, and I’m glad I won’t be seeing him again.

         18 January 1824

         MARY SHELLEY

         When Frankenstein author Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley returned to London in July of 1823, she was ravaged by grief following a string of tragedies. Since 1815, she had endured the deaths of three of the four children she shared with poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, and in 1822 had also suffered a miscarriage; in 1816, her twenty-two-year-old half-sister Fanny Imlay had died by suicide; and in July of 1822 her husband had perished in a sailing accident. Now, after five years in Italy and still in her mid-twenties, Shelley was back in England with her son, and she was struggling to adapt to her new way of life.

         I have now been nearly four months in England, and if I am to judge of the future by the past and the present, I have small delight in looking forward. I even regret those days and weeks of intense melancholy that composed my life at Genoa. Yes, solitary and unbeloved as I was there, I enjoyed a more pleasurable state of being than I do here. I was still in Italy, and my heart and imagination were both gratified by that circumstance. I awoke with the light and beheld the theatre of nature from my window; the trees spread their green beauty before me, the resplendent sky was above me, 19the mountains were invested with enchanting colours. I had even begun to contemplate painlessly the blue expanse of the tranquil sea, speckled by the snow-white sails, gazed upon by the unclouded stars. There was morning and its balmy air, noon and its exhilarating heat, evening and its wondrous sunset, night and its starry pageant. Then, my studies; my drawing, which soothed me; my Greek, which I studied with greater complacency as I stole every now and then a look on the scene near me; my metaphysics, that strengthened and elevated my mind. Then my solitary walks and my reveries; they were magnificent, deep, pathetic, wild, and exalted. I sounded the depths of my own nature; I appealed to the nature around me to corroborate the testimony that my own heart bore to its purity. I thought of him with hope; my grief was active, striving, expectant. I was worth something then in the catalogue of beings. I could have written something, been something. Now I am exiled from these beloved scenes; its language is becoming a stranger to mine ears; my Child is forgetting it. I am imprisoned in a dreary town; I see neither fields, nor hills, nor trees, nor sky; the exhilaration of enrapt contemplation is no more felt by me; aspirations agonising, yet grand, from which the soul reposed in peace, have ceased to ascend from the quenched altar of my mind. Writing has become a task; my studies irksome; my life dreary. In this prison it is only in human intercourse that I can pretend to find consolation; and woe, woe, and triple woe to whoever seeks pleasure in human intercourse when that pleasure is not founded on deep and intense affection; as for the rest—

         
            
               ‘The bubble floats before,

               The shadow stalks behind.’

            

         

         My Father’s situation, his cares and debts, prevent my enjoying his society.

         I love Jane [Williams, a close friend and the partner of Edward Williams who drowned with Percy Shelley in 1822] better than any other human being, but I am pressed upon by the knowledge that she but slightly returns this affection. I love her, and my purest pleasure is derived from that source – a capacious basin, and but a rill flows into it. I love some one or two more, ‘with a degree of love’, but I see them seldom. I am excited while with them, but the reaction of this feeling is dreadfully painful, but while in London I 20cannot forego this excitement. I know some clever men, in whose conversation I delight, but this is rare, like angels’ visits. Alas! having lived day by day with one of the wisest, best, and most affectionate of spirits, how void, bare, and drear is the scene of life!

         
            [image: ]

         

         Oh, Shelley, dear, lamented, beloved! help me, raise me, support me; let me not feel ever thus fallen and degraded! My imagination is dead, my genius lost, my energies sleep. Why am I not beneath that weed-grown tower? Seeing Coleridge last night reminded me forcibly of past times; his beautiful descriptions reminded me of Shelley’s conversations. Such was the intercourse I once daily enjoyed, added to supreme and active goodness, sympathy, and affection, and a wild, picturesque mode of living that suited my active spirit and satisfied its craving for novelty of impression.

         I will go into the country and philosophise; some gleams of past entrancement may visit me there.

         19 January 1945

         M. C. ESCHER

         In June of 1898, the world-famous graphic artist M. C. Escher was born to George Escher and Sara Gleichman in the Dutch city of Leeuwarden. Until the mid-1930s, Escher’s lithographs, woodcuts, and drawings depicted the landscapes and scenes of nature that surrounded him; it wasn’t until approximately 1935, triggered by the sight of some geometric tiling at Alhambra Palace in Spain, that he shifted towards the mind-boggling work for which he is now celebrated: optical illusions that he called ‘mental imagery’. Throughout his life, Escher kept journals and wrote letters in which he ruminated on the world around him. He penned this entry as 1945 began.

         21Which reality is actually more powerful: that of the present, instantly absorbed by our senses and discernible, or the memory of what we experienced previously? Is the present truly more real than the past? I really do not feel capable of answering this.

         20 January 1887

         FREDERICK DOUGLASS

         Frederick Douglass was born into slavery in 1818; twenty years later, he escaped. Before long he was touring the US as a noted orator and leading abolitionist, his impact so great that he is now considered by many to be one of the most influential African Americans of the nineteenth century. In 1886–7, as he approached seventy, Douglass visited Europe and Egypt with his wife Helen. As they toured he kept a diary, all seventy-two handwritten pages of which have survived. This entry was written after visiting the largest church in the world: St Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City. 

         This day has been rich in accomplishment. It was our first morning in the Eternal City and had for us an interest which no words at my command can fitly describe. I stood where until recently I never expected to stand, under the Dome of St. Peters, the largest Cathedral in the world, and around which clusters a larger interest perhaps than any other so called Christian edifice. In looking at its splender, one could not help being deeply impressed by its gorgeousness and perfection despite of its utter contradiction to the life and lessons of Jesus. He was meek and lowly, but here was little else than pride and pomp. It is well for the world that the age that could rear this wonderful building so perfect in architectural grace has past. Yet in view of what it speaks of architectural skill of man and of his possibilities we may rejoice that this marvelous building was erected and that it will long stand to please the eye of man.22

         21 January 1966

         FRANÇOIS TRUFFAUT

         In January of 1966, six years after the release of his directorial debut, French film-making icon François Truffaut began work on his first film in colour and in English: an adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451, set in a dystopian future where books are forbidden. Although the finished film was nominated for the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival, Truffaut found the production difficult, in part due to its ambitious scale, his limited English, and a strained relationship with lead actor Oskar Werner, with whom he fell out. We know all of this thanks to the diary kept by Truffaut, in which he recorded the many ups and downs of his ‘saddest and most difficult’ film-making experience. This particular entry came eleven days in.

         I knew that Fahrenheit had some shortcomings, as every film does. In this case it is the characters who are not very real or very strong, and this is because of the exceptional nature of the situations. This is the chief danger in science-fiction stories, that everything else is sacrificed to what is postulated. It’s up to me to fight that in trying to bring it alive on the screen.

         One very unfortunate thing of which I had not thought at all is the military look of the film. All these helmeted and booted firemen, smart, handsome lads, snapping out their lines. Their military stiffness gives me a real pain. Just as I discovered when I was making Le Pianiste that gangsters were for me unfilmable people, so now I realize that I must in future avoid men in uniform as well …

         Universal’s Hollywood lawyers wanted us not to burn books by Faulkner, Sartre, Genet, Proust, Salinger, Audiberti, etc. ‘Stick to books that are in the public domain,’ they said, for fear of future proceedings. That’s absurd. I took counsel’s opinion here in London and was told: ‘No problem. Go ahead and quote all the titles and authors you like.’ There will be as many literary references in Fahrenheit 451 as in all of Jean-Luc’s eleven films put together.23

         22 January 1892

         EDVARD MUNCH

         In 1893, Norwegian artist Edvard Munch unveiled The Scream: a striking oil painting in which a panic-stricken figure stands aghast beneath a fiery sky, hands clasped to face; a couple stand further along the bridge from the figure. Now one of history’s most recognisable works of art, theories continue to swirl about the scene it depicts: had Munch observed the after-effects of a volcanic eruption? Was the sky reddened due to nacreous clouds? Was the protagonist inspired by a Peruvian mummy seen by Munch in 1889? Was the entire scene provoked by Munch’s inner turmoil at the time? It is doubtful we will ever find answers. What we do know is that in January of 1892, a year before he painted the scene, Munch wrote this entry in his journal. 

         I was walking along the road with two friends – the sun was setting – I felt a wave of sadness – The sky suddenly turned blood-red

         I stopped, leaned against the fence tired to death – gazed out over the flaming clouds like blood and swords – the blue-black fjord and city – My friends walked on – I stood there quaking with angst – and I felt as though a vast, endless scream passed through nature

         23 January 1945

         ALICE EHRMANN

         Prague-born Alice Ehrmann was sixteen the day she was deported to the Theresienstadt ghetto, a camp established by the Nazis in 1941. Soon after arriving, she met and fell in love with an old acquaintance and fellow prisoner named Ze’ev Shek, and shortly before he was moved to Auschwitz the next year, he asked her to continue a task he had taken on: the collection and preservation of written testimony and paperwork relating to the camp 24and its operation, so future generations could better understand the horrors that were unfolding. He also asked her to keep a diary, and so, from 18 October 1944 until the ghetto’s demise in May of 1945, she did exactly that.

    Thankfully, both Alice and Ze’ev survived. They married in 1947.

         Women drag sections of the barracks up the stairs to the ramparts. Ice, wind; some are bent down to the ground. Some break out in hysteria, scream that they can no longer hang on. The psychosis grows and can only be suppressed by great effort. Haindl and Rahm [senior SS officers at the ghetto] are there almost the entire day. Even if your hands fall off, you are not permitted to let go; even if you croak. And you won’t either; the two of them are in front of you and behind you constantly. Just seeing them, you know that their mere presence will drive you on until you drop dead. Galleys. We are not merely enslaved; we are slaves, drudges, our strength in the possession of murderers.

         24 January 1970

         ĐẶNG THÙY TRÂM

         In December of 1966, having recently graduated from Hanoi University Medical School, twenty-four-year-old Đặng Thùy Trâm filled a backpack with essentials and began the arduous, months-long journey to Quang Ngai Province, where she was to voluntarily serve as a battlefield surgeon for the North Vietnamese armed forces. She filled that role for three years, until she was shot dead by US troops. Đặng Thùy Trâm kept two diaries during that time, both of which were discovered and – against regulations – preserved by an American military intelligence specialist named Fred Whitehurst. In 2005, he arranged for copies to be passed to Dr Trâm’s elderly mother in Hanoi; they were soon published with her permission, instantly becoming a national sensation.

         25The moon shines as brightly as a mirror. The dew chills the night. The cold cuts the skin like razors. The thin parachute cloth isn’t warm enough. I am shivering. The cold keeps me awake. Perhaps my heart is brimming with so much love that I cannot rest – in my ears the warm breaths of my beloved comrades.

         This struggle is fraught with perils. Yesterday on the road, the enemy’s bootprints were still fresh in the mud next to a comrade’s body. Electrical wires from the enemy’s mines were still strung all over the road. We went through Deo Ai Pass immediately after the enemies came through. They would return in a short while …

         Death is so near and simple. What makes our lives surge forth so strongly? Is it the love between our people? Is it because the hope for tomorrow still burns hot in our hearts? Is that it, my beloved comrade?

         25 January 1851

         LEO TOLSTOY

         In March of 1847, when he wrote his first diary entry, Leo Tolstoy was eighteen years old and six days into a spell in hospital being treated for gonorrhoea, the future novelist being motivated to keep a record of his days as he was ‘concerned with the development of [his] own faculties’. For sixty-three years he continued, his final entry arriving on 3 November 1910 with death fast approaching, a string of incredible achievements behind him. The following entry was written in 1851 when Tolstoy was still young and in love – or maybe imagining that he was. There were rules to live by, parties to attend, and large mammals to regret buying. 

         I’ve fallen in love or imagine that I have; went to a party and lost my head. Bought a horse which I don’t need at all. Rules. Don’t offer a price for a thing you don’t need. On arriving at a ball, ask someone to dance at once and take a turn with her at a waltz or a polka. Think about ways of putting my affairs in order this evening. Stay at home.26

         26 January 1995

         ALEX FERGUSON

         On 25 January 1995, four minutes into the second half of Manchester United’s game against Crystal Palace, United’s famously hot-headed striker Eric Cantona was sent off after lashing out at an opposition player. Seconds later, as he was leaving the field, Cantona launched himself over the pitchside barrier, with both feet aimed towards the chest of a Palace fan who had suggested that Cantona return to France. Punches followed, countless jaws dropped, and the ‘kung-fu kick’ made headlines around the world. One person who was unaware of the details on that fateful day was Manchester United’s manager, Alex Ferguson. This entry is from his diary the next day.

         I got home about 1am this morning. Jason and Tanya were up with my grandson, Jake, waiting for me. When I first went in they said:

         ‘Do you want to watch it?’

         I said no.

         ‘You’ll not believe it,’ Jason said. ‘He karate-kicked the guy.’

         ‘Karate-kicked him? Are you sure?’

         ‘I’m telling you. He karate-kicked him.’

         Having Jake there took my mind off it for a bit. Then he fell asleep and we all went to bed about 2am. I couldn’t sleep, I just lay there wondering what he had done. At 5.25am I got up and put the video on. I couldn’t believe what I saw.

         Today was a nightmare. I am gutted, devastated; the players were devastated; everybody connected to the club was devastated. It was just a case of getting through the day. There were hoards of press hanging round and we had to shut the gates at The Cliff to keep people out. The phone didn’t stop ringing. Eric came in. Maurice Watkins came in to see him. Brian McClair fixed up a meeting for Eric with the PFA and Brendan Batson came in with the PFA lawyer. There was endless coming and going and the air was filled with an overriding sense of doom.27

         27 January 1884

         BEATRIX POTTER

         In 1881, two decades before the publication of The Tale of Peter Rabbit, fifteen-year-old Beatrix Potter began to keep a written record of her daily life in a journal that would ultimately run to more than 200,000 words. However, when this bundle of papers and notebooks was posthumously discovered by a relative in 1952, it was unclear what was actually in front of them, for Potter had written the entire journal in a new language, using an alternative alphabet she had created as a teenager. It would be six years before the code was cracked by a Beatrix Potter scholar named Leslie Linder, and it took another seven for Linder to fully decode and transcribe the priceless document, with the family’s blessing. It was finally published in 1966. This particular entry was penned in January of 1884, when Potter was seventeen. 

         A little snow. A remarkable instance of a cat’s affection for her young offered at the burning of a Music Hall lately. A tabby cat had four kittens in a basket behind the stage. When the fire began she was seen rushing wildly about, and at last forced her way down a smoky corridor and returned with a kitten in her mouth. This she did three times and then eluding those who attempted to stop her, she went for the fourth and was not seen again, but her burnt body was found beside her kitten.

         There was another story in the paper a week or so since. A gentleman had a favourite cat whom he taught to sit at the dinner-table where it behaved very well. He was in the habit of putting any scraps he left on to the cat’s plate. One day puss did not take his place punctually, but presently appeared with two mice, one of which it placed on its master’s plate, the other on its own.28

         28 January 1927

         MARION MILNER

         In December of 1926, distinguished British psychoanalyst Marion Milner embarked upon a journey to discover what it was in life that made her truly happy. She started a diary in which she was to regularly make note of the things that brought her joy each day, as well as the things that did the very opposite – a process she would later call ‘preliminary mental account-keeping’. But in doing so Milner realised that the process couldn’t possibly be so simple, and before long, alongside the lists of likes and dislikes, there were also entries containing philosophical questions and in-depth theories about life. The diary continued for seven years. Milner’s search for happiness evolved to become A Life of One’s Own, a pioneering book published in 1934 under the pseudonym Joanna Field.

         This diary is to discover where one can put one’s faith, as shown by experience. Also where one does put one’s faith. One can’t put it in the physical forces of nature – drowning or falling or burning – one’s death may be sheer accident. Some people believe there’s no such thing and that God wills a ship to sink or a thunderstorm.

         Can one put it in the voice of the herd, tradition, accepted codes?

         Can one put it in any body of doctrines expounded by men? e.g., Church teaching?

         Can one put it in one’s own reasoning power or logic?

         Can one put it in desire, all passionate desire?

         Can one put it in satisfaction, sense of reality?

         Then what is to be the criterion of the success of your faith?

         Happiness, satisfaction, feeling of worthwhileness?

         But I think happiness is like effect on an audience (when acting), if you think of it all the time you will not get it, you must get lost in the part, lost in your purposes and let the effect be the criterion of your success.

         Can you guide your wants by each of these in turn and see which brings happiness?

         29Snags: there are too many variables and probably you must live by them all in various degrees.

         I think particular is safer than general, guessing where a particular woman bought her hat and writing down a particular day-dream is more useful than the above attempted logical analysis.

         29 January 1956

         BILL HALEY

         In 1954, Bill Haley and His Comets recorded ‘Rock Around the Clock’, a soon-to-be ubiquitous song that would top the US charts for eight weeks, sell an estimated 25 million copies worldwide, and bring rock ’n’ roll music into the mainstream for the first time. They were suddenly selling out large venues and breaking records, and in January of 1956 they filmed their parts in Alan Freed’s movie Rock Around the Clock, which would go on to become a box office smash. All the while, Haley kept a diary. This entry was written shortly after filming: the Comets had headed south, where the skin colour of their many fans determined which shows they could attend. 

         Arrived Birmingham Airport 5.10am. Municipal Auditorium, Birmingham, Alabama. Segregation strong here in deep south. Afternoon show for whites and night show for coloured. Not allowed to appear on stage at same time as any coloured person. I hope soon the south will do away with its ideas of segregation. 6000 people in the afternoon, 7000 at night. Total 13000 for the day – new record for Birmingham.$1500.30

         30 January 1774

         CAPTAIN JAMES COOK

         At Plymouth Sound in July of 1772, British explorer James Cook boarded HMS Resolution and headed for Madeira, the first port of call on a momentous journey. Commissioned by the British government, Cook was to circumnavigate the globe in search of ‘Terra Australis Incognita’, a hypothetical southern continent that had for centuries featured on maps despite being undiscovered by Western explorers. On the day of this diary entry, Cook and his crew had reached their Farthest South – a record that would remain for forty-nine years. Had it not been for the ice, he would have ventured further.

         Winds ESE. Course S 20° E. Dist. Sailed 51 Miles. Lat. in South 70°48´. Longd. in W. Reck.g. 106°34´. Continued to have a gentle gale at ne with Clear pleasent weather till towards the evening, when the Sky became Clowded and the air Cold atten[d]ed with a smart frost. In the Latitude of 70°23´ the Variation was 24°31´ East; some little time after saw a piece of Rock Weed covered with Barnacles which one of the brown Albatroses was picking off. At 10 o’Clock pass’d a very large Ice island which was not less than 3 miles in circuit, presently after came on a thick fog, this made it unsafe to stand on, especially as we had seen more Ice Islands ahead; we therefore tacked and made a trip to the North for about one hour and a half in which time the fog dissipated and we resumed our Cou[r]se to the sse, in which rout we met with several large ice islands. A little after 4 am we precieved the Clowds to the South near the horizon to be of an unusual Snow white brightness which denounced our approach to field ice, soon after it was seen from the Mast-head and at 8 o’Clock we were close to the edge of it which extended East and West in a streight line far beyond our sight; as appear’d by the brightness of the horizon; in the Situation we were now in just the Southern half of the horizon was enlightned by the Reflected rays of the Ice to a considerable height. The Clowds near the horizon were of a perfect Snow whiteness and were difficult to be distinguished 31from the Ice hills whose lofty summits reached the Clowds. The outer or Nothern edge of this immence Ice field was compose[d] of loose or broken ice so close packed together that nothing could enter it; about a Mile in began the firm ice, in one compact solid boddy and seemed to increase in height as you traced it to the South; In this field we counted Ninety Seven Ice Hills or Mountains, many of them vastly large. Such Ice Mountains as these are never seen in Greenland, so that we cannot draw a comparison between the Greenland Ice and this now before us: Was it not for the Greenland Ships fishing yearly among such Ice (the ice hills excepted) I should not have hisitated one moment in declaring it as my opinion that the Ice we now see extended in a solid body quite to the Pole, and that it is here, i.e. to the South of this parallel, where the many Ice Islands we find floating about in the Sea are first form’d, and afterwards broke off by gales of wind and other causes, be this as it may, we must allow that these numberless and large Ice Hills must add such weight to the Ice feilds, to which they are fixed, as must make a wide difference between the Navigating this Icy Sea and that of Greenland: I will not say it was impossible anywhere to get in among this Ice, but I will assert that the bare attempting of it would be a very dangerous enterprise and what I believe no man in my situation would have thought of. I whose ambition leads me not only farther than any other man has been before me, but as far as I think it possible for man to go, was not sorry at meeting with this interruption, as it in some measure relieved us from the dangers and hardships, inseparable with the Navigation of the Southern Polar regions. Sence therefore we could not proceed one Inch farther South, no other reason need be assigned for our Tacking and stretching back to the North, being at that time in the Latitude of 71°10´ South, Longitude 106°54´ w. We had not be[en] long tacked before we were involved in a very thick fog, so that we thought our selves very fortunate in having clear weather when we approach’d the ice. I must observe that we saw here very few Birds of any kind; some Penguins were heard but none seen, nor any other signs of land whatever.32

         31 January 1944

         FLANNERY O’CONNOR

         During her first year of studying sociology at Georgia State College for Women, eighteen-year-old Mary Flannery O’Connor started to keep a diary in the pages of a spiral notebook. On its cover she wrote ‘Higher Mathematics I’; inside, across just thirty pages, and over forty days, she recorded a series of entries in which she wrote of her craft, her faith, her aspirations, her life. After graduating, O’Connor was accepted on to the Iowa Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa and she soon began to see her writing published – her first novel, Wise Blood, came in 1952. By the time O’Connor’s life was cut short at thirty-nine, she had two novels and thirty-one short stories to her name. She was posthumously awarded the United States’ National Book Award for Fiction, for her Complete Stories.

         My desk is the monument to my mind, and by the appearance of it, my mind must have intimate contact with garbage collectors. I don’t live by the day. I live by the second. What I can postpone that is unpleasant for another second, I do. If it requires four or five backbreaking steps to hang the skirt up instead of putting it on the back of the chair, it is put on the back of the chair – to be hung up later. As the days go by and the stacks of clothes on the back of the chair get thicker and the mountains of paper and books on the desk rise, the walls of the room gradually diminish until there is only a narrow rim left up around the ceiling. This has an irritating effect on Regina, which she voices in the strongest possible imperatives. The room is highly contradictory. Over the mantelpiece, a most mellow gray, aging picture of Christ – gentle and benign, merciful yet stern, and looking just the least amused. He must be often. Hung by the side of the door, the Devil – cross-eyed, thin, wicked – my own creation. He is a peculiar wall piece, but he doesn’t disturb me. Over the bookcase, a china duck headed for infinite space – only hoping that he will find a shore before he grows weak and drops into the sea.
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351 February 1873

         JOHN MUIR

         John Muir was eleven years old when his family moved from Scotland to Fountain Lake Farm in Wisconsin, USA. It was while growing up on that farm that the ‘Father of the National Parks’ fell in love with the wilderness and decided to dedicate his life to its preservation and promotion, going on to found the Sierra Club – an environmental organisation that to this day aims to ‘explore, enjoy, and protect the wild places of the earth’. Throughout, Muir was a prolific nature writer, and in his journals recorded much of what he saw on his travels. He penned this entry on the first day of February in 1873, as he travelled through Indian Canyon in California. 

         Two feet of snow fell last evening. Still snowing all day and this evening. Calm, the air full of snow as if coming from inexhaustible fountains. The snow is damp at the bottom of the valley; therefore it is clogged and aggregated on all kinds of foliage, and branches, and old stumps and rocks. It lies in largest masses on the flat fronded branches of firs and the mounded close foliage of the live-oaks, and it bends and welds together the tassels of the pines … The fall is booming grandly, but is seldom seen on account of continual snow.

         The ouzel is on his favorite feeding ground. He dives nineteen times in forty seconds. He heeds not the roar of avalanches, the heavy masses of snow from banks and trees, and the constant upspringing of pines. He would not cease singing or feeding for an earthquake. Waters of rapids when they flow under a muffling snow-bank are full of tones identical with those flowing under the feathers of an ouzel. Jay sings as if a piece of melting ice were in his throat. An eagle perches on a dead Libocedrus, allowing the snow to collect on his shoulders. Woodpeckers are busy pecking at the undersides of oak limbs, and on knots, passing the time, saying little beyond a few complimentary nods on meeting … The sunny delta of Indian Canyon is a favorite abode of birds.36

         2 February 1821

         LORD BYRON

         Lord Byron was still just thirty-three when he wrote this journal entry. Five years after fleeing England, never to return – amid scandal over his debts, failed marriage, and rumours of incest – he was living in Italy, where work continued on his epic poem Don Juan. Byron was at a low ebb, and not for the first time; on this day, thoughts had turned to Jonathan Swift, who once saw an elm tree with withered upper branches and remarked, ‘I shall be like that tree, I shall die at top.’ Two years after this entry, Byron decided to drop everything, sail to Cephalonia, and support the Greeks in their War of Independence. He fell ill in February of 1824 and died shortly afterwards, aged thirty-six.

         I have been considering what can be the reason why I always wake, at a certain hour in the morning, and always in very bad spirits – I may say, in actual despair and despondency, in all respects – even of that which pleased me over night. In about an hour or two, this goes off, and I compose either to sleep again, or, at least, to quiet. In England, five years ago, I had the same kind of hypochondria, but accompanied with so violent a thirst that I have drank as many as fifteen bottles of soda-water in one night, after going to bed, and been still thirsty – calculating, however, some lost from the bursting out and effervescence and overflowing of the soda-water, in drawing the corks, or striking off the necks of the bottles from mere thirsty impatience. At present, I have not the thirst; but the depression of spirits is no less violent …

         What I feel most growing upon me are laziness, and a disrelish more powerful than indifference. If I rouse, it is into fury. I presume that I shall end (if not earlier by accident, or some such termination) like Swift – ‘dying at top’. I confess I do not contemplate this with so much horror as he apparently did for some years before it happened. But Swift had hardly begun life at the very period (thirty-three) when I feel quite an old sort of feel.

         37Oh! there is an organ playing in the street – a waltz, too! I must leave off to listen. They are playing a waltz which I have heard ten thousand times at the balls in London, between 1812 and 1815. Music is a strange thing.

         3 February 1949

         OTIS KIDWELL BURGER

         Otis Kidwell Burger was a poet, novelist, painter, and sculptor. In 1948, upon learning that she was pregnant with her first child, she also became a diarist. Beginning in August of that year, each day until the birth of her daughter – and a little way beyond – Otis kept a written record of this life-changing experience, and this entry came in February of 1949, two months before the big day. 

         Time is a curious sensation conditioned by many things. If we faint we may lose all conception of time and awaken not knowing how many years or hours have passed. Why this is not always true of sleep, I don’t know. Perhaps sleep is not ordinarily so deep. But surely everyone, at one time or another, has awakened thinking himself in some other place or in some earlier time. The conception of time depends, then, I suppose, upon the perception of continuity, and for this reason a woman’s sense of time must be quite different from a man’s. Her sense of continuity is internal and natural, not the external and easily interrupted continuity of clocks and calendars. She connects directly to the source of time, and the moon that pulls the tides around the world also pulls the hormone tide within her; her months are marked off without need of calendar. She carries her months, her years, her spring and winter within herself.

         How much this internal sense of time is heightened in pregnancy! Were I to lose consciousness for a month, I could still tell that an appreciable amount of time had passed by the increased size of the fetus within me. There is a constant sense of growth, of progress, of time which, while it may be wasted for you personally, is still being used, so that even if you 38were to do nothing at all during those nine months, something would nevertheless be accomplished and a climax reached. Death has never seemed so far away, because growth, which is life, is so obviously occurring. The sun that rises tomorrow cannot be the sun that rose yesterday, because the fetus is a millimeter and a half larger; and though you may be engaged in repetitive tasks that dull your own sense of time, the fetus is not repeating. It stretches and turns; its movements gain in power and direction. Whatever may be your own doubts about where mankind is heading and what maturity is, the fetus seems to feel no doubt at all as to what it wants; and in all that curious, segregated, seemingly static chunk of a year, you become aware of a new kind of time; the fetus’s time, the slow pushing time of growth.

         4 February 1966

         ARTHUR C. CLARKE

         Despite a somewhat mixed response upon its release in 1968, Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey is now deemed a masterpiece of film-making by many, and can be found near if not at the top of lists ranking the greatest science fiction films ever made. It was written jointly by Kubrick and distinguished novelist Arthur C. Clarke; the pair first met in April of 1964, and from that moment Clarke began to keep a diary documenting the momentous journey to come. This particular entry came two years later – a day on which Clarke finally realised how stunning the film could be.

         Saw a screening of a demonstration film in which Stan has spliced together a few scenes to give the studio heads some idea of what’s going on. He’d used Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream for the weightless scenes, and Vaughan Williams’ Antarctica Symphony for the lunar sequence and the Star Gate special effects, with stunning results. I reeled out convinced that we have a masterpiece on our hands – if Stan can keep it up.39

         5 February 1944

         JOAN WYNDHAM

         In April of 1943, Joan Wyndham – an English diarist known for her frank, funny, and deeply personal accounts of wartime life – met Hans Gundersen, a six-foot-tall Norwegian sailor with blond hair and blue eyes. He would feature regularly in her diary until they parted ways in January 1945. This entry came halfway through their romance: Hans was away on duty, and Joan hadn’t heard from him for weeks. Then a letter arrived. Decades later, those diaries, full of desire, idealism, and irreverence, were published in two volumes, Love Lessons and Love is Blue, and became cult classics. 

         I haven’t eaten for two days. After a night of bad dreams I crawled wearily down to see if I could swallow some breakfast and there was this amazing drunken letter. I laughed and cried like hell. His writing was almost unreadable but in the end I managed to make it out.

         
            Beloved Joan,

            I never died! However being away from you is a living death! I am drunk! Drunk! Very jolly drunk!

            But in my drunken heart your sober picture glows as always, you bloody bastard! I love you as distracted – I will be down to you soon, I hope.

            Later: I am still drunk! I never fucked anybody up here! I haven’t! Oh God, I wish I had you! I take sherry. Still drunk.

            My gorgeous woman! – more sherry – I want you night and day. I need you, with dreams haunting my sleep, to have you here, to feel you here – oh maddening thought, it makes me xxxxxxxx———xxxxxxxx !!!! ????????

            Darling Joan, Jenta me, I am so bloody fond of you. As ever, now and in eternity.

            Yours,

            Hans40

         

         This was probably the nicest letter I had ever received in my life, and I was so crazy with relief that it gave me the most wonderful appetite for breakfast. I really do think I ought to marry him after the war. It would be the salvation of me, apart from the fact that I love him like hell.

         6 February 1865

         MARK TWAIN

         As one of the greatest storytellers in American history, Mark Twain had a knack for finding humour in the everyday, and his entertaining tales weren’t limited to his published novels: his diaries and notebooks were filled with vibrant snapshots of life, capturing the absurd, the peculiar, and the hilarious with the same wit that made him a literary icon.

         Man in San Francisco jumped lot and built house on it; propped on low pins. Hogs used to congregate under it and grunt all night. Man bored holes in the floor and his wife poured hot water through – hogs struggling to get out hauled the house down the hill on their backs and the lot was rejumped by its proper owner early in the morning.

         7 February 1931

         JULIAN GREEN

         Born to American parents in Paris in 1900, Julian Green spent much of his life in France, and, despite his American heritage, he wrote exclusively in French, becoming the first non-French national to be inducted into the esteemed Académie Française. His novels and essays brought him recognition, but it is his diary, written daily for decades and published across nineteen volumes, that stands as his most revealing achievement.

         41Very much absorbed by my novel. There is a truth that must be reached at all costs, the one that lies in the heart ‘of every man who comes into this world’. It is not the truth that can be found in a novel, it is not that air of likelihood that makes amateurs cry out their admiration. No, to discover that truth, one must work against oneself, against one’s inclinations, against the skill acquired by habit, against success, against everything. One must cross every page that has only the reader’s amusement for aim. Words form a sort of current that one must constantly swim against; whoever gives in to the temptation of following the current, goes straight to failure, for it becomes impossible, without wrestling words, to make them tell the truth.

         8 February 1756

         THOMAS TURNER

         Thomas Turner was an eighteenth-century shopkeeper and overseer of the poor who lived and worked in the Sussex village of East Hoathly. A multi-skilled pillar of the community, he was at other times a schoolmaster, undertaker, tax collector, accountant, and ironmonger. He fathered many children, only a few of whom made it to adulthood. He loved to read. He enjoyed cricket, horse-racing, and partying. He drank too much and argued with his first wife too often, and he wished dearly to do less of both. All of these things we know thanks to the fascinating diary he kept from 1754 until 1765, the final entry of which arrived soon after he married his second wife. The following entry came in February of 1756: a long list of rules relating to sleep, food, and drink that would hopefully, if followed, brighten his days. 

         As I by experience find how much more conducive it is to my health, as well as pleasantness and serenity to my mind, to live in a low, moderate rate of diet, and as I know I shall never be able to comply therewith in so strict a manner as I should choose (by the unstable and over easiness of my temper), I think it therefore [right] (as it’s a matter of so great 42importance to my health etc.) to draw up rules of proper regimen, which I do in manner and form following, and which, at all times when I am in health, I hope I shall always have the strictest regard to follow, as I think they are not inconsistent with either religion or morality: First, be it either in the summer or winter, to rise as early as I possibly can; that is, always to allow myself between 7 and 8 hours’ sleep, or full 8, unless prevented on any particular or emergent occasion. 2ndly, to go to breakfast between the hours of 7 and 8 from Lady Day [25 March] to St. Michael [29 September], and from St. Michael to Lady Day between the hours of 8 and 9. 3rdly, my breakfast to be always tea or coffee and never to exceed 4 dishes. If neither of those, half a pint of water or water gruel; and for eatables bread and cheese, bread and butter, light biscuit, buttered toast, or dry bread, and one morn in every week, dry bread only. 4thly, nothing more before dinner, and always to dine between the hours of 12 and 1 o’ clock if at home. 5thly, my dinner to be meat, pudding, or any other thing of the like nature, but always to have regard, if there is nothing but salt provision, to eat sparingly; and to eat plenty of any sort of garden stuff there is at table, together with plenty of bread and acids, if any, at table; and always to have the greatest regard to give white or fresh meats and pudding the preference before any sort of highly seasoned, salt, or very strong meat; and always one day in every respective week to eat no meat. 6thly, my drink at dinner to be always boiled water with a toast in it, or small beer, but water if I can have it, and never to drink anything stronger until after dinner. 7thly, if I drink tea at home or abroad, to be small, green tea and not more than 4 dishes; and if I eat anything, not more than two ounces. 8thly, my supper never to be meat but weak broth, water gruel, milk pottage, bread and cheese, bread and butter, apple-pie or some other sort of fruit pie, or some such light diet; my drink, water or small beer, and one night at the least in every week to go to bed without any supper. 9thly, never to drink any sort of drams or spirituous liquors of what name or kind 43soever. 10thly, if I am at home, in company, or abroad, if there is nothing but strong beer, never to drink more than 4 glasses, one to toast the king’s health, the 2nd to the royal family, the 3rd to all friends and the 4th to the pleasure of the company; if there is either wine or punch etc., never, upon any terms or persuasions whatever, to drink more than 8 glasses, nor each glass to hold or contain more than half a quarter of a pint, nor even so much if possibly to be avoided. 11thly, if I am constrained by extreme drought to drink between meals, that to be toast and water, small beer, or very small wine and water; to wit, ¼ pint of red or white wine to one pint of water. 12thly, never to drink any small or strong beer, winter or summer, without being warmed if possible. And lastly always to go to bed at or before ten o’clock when it can be done.

         
            [image: ]

         

         9 February 1882

         HENRY JAMES

         Henry James was thirty-eight when his mother died. A new year had just begun, and his remarkable new novel, The Portrait of a Lady, had recently been published to wide acclaim, with many critics believing it to be his greatest work. Thankfully, after many years of living in Europe, he had just returned to the US for an extended visit, and it was while in Washington DC that the terrible news reached him. Twelve days later, as he grieved at the family home in Boston, he wrote about the tragedy in a notebook he used as his diary. 

         When I began to make these rather ineffectual records I had no idea that I should have in a few weeks to write such a tale of sadness as today. I came back from Washington on the 30th of last month (reached Cambridge the next day), to find that I should never again see my dear mother. On Sunday, Jan. 29th, as Aunt Kate sat with her in the closing dusk (she had been ill with an attack of bronchial asthma, but was apparently recovering happily), she passed away. It makes a great difference to me! I knew that I loved her – but I didn’t know how tenderly till I saw 44her lying in her shroud in that cold North Room, with a dreary snowstorm outside, and looking as sweet and tranquil and noble as in life. These are hours of exquisite pain; thank Heaven this particular pang comes to us but once …

         At home the worst was over; I found father and Alice and A.K. extraordinarily calm – almost happy. Mother seemed still to be there – so beautiful, so full of all that we loved in her, she looked in death. We buried her on Wednesday, Feb. 1st; Wilkie arrived from Milwaukee a couple of hours before. Bob had been there for a month – he was devoted to mother in her illness. It was a splendid winter’s day – the snow lay deep and high. We placed her, for the present, in a temporary vault in the Cambridge cemetery – the part that lies near the river. When the spring comes on we shall go and choose a burial place. I have often walked there in the old years – in those long, lonely rambles that I used to take about Cambridge, and I had, I suppose, a vague idea that some of us would some day lie there, but I didn’t see just that scene.

         It is impossible for me to say – to begin to say – all that has gone down into the grave with her. She was our life, she was the house, she was the keystone of the arch. She held us all together, and without her we are scattered reeds. She was patience, she was wisdom, she was exquisite maternity. Her sweetness, her mildness, her great natural beneficence were unspeakable, and it is infinitely touching to me to write about her here as one that was. When I think of all that she had been, for years when I think of her hourly devotion to each and all of us – and that when I went to Washington the last of December I gave her my last kiss. I heard her voice for the last time – there seems not to be enough tenderness in my being to register the extinction of such a life. But I can reflect, with perfect gladness, that her work was done – her long patience had done its utmost. She had had heavy cares and sorrows, which she had borne without a murmur, and the weariness of age had come upon her.

         I would rather have lost her forever than see her begin to suffer as she would probably have been condemned to suffer, and I can think with a kind of holy joy of her being lifted now above all our pains and anxieties. Her death has given me a passionate belief in certain transcendent things – the immanence of being as nobly created as hers – the 45immortality of such a virtue as that – the reunion of spirits in better conditions than these. She is no more of an angel today than she had always been; but I can’t believe that by the accident of her death all her unspeakable tenderness is lost to the things she so dearly loved. She is with us, she is of us – the eternal stillness is but a form of her love. One can hear her voice in it – one can feel, forever, the inextinguishable vibration of her devotion.

         I can’t help feeling that in those last weeks I was not tender enough with her – that I was blind to her sweetness and beneficence. One can’t help wishing one had only known what was coming, so that one might have enveloped her with the softest affection. When I came back from Europe I was struck with her being worn and shrunken, and now I know that she was very weary. She went about her usual activities, but the burden of life had grown heavy for her, and she needed rest. There is something inexpressibly touching to me in the way in which, during these last years, she went on from year to year without it. If she could only have lived she should have had it, and it would have been a delight to see her have it. But she has it now, in the most complete perfection!

         To bring her children into the world – to expend herself, for years, for their happiness and welfare – then, when they had reached a full maturity and were absorbed in the world and in their own interests – to lay herself down in her ebbing strength and yield up her pure soul to the celestial power that had given her this divine commission. Thank God one knows this loss but once; and thank God that certain supreme impressions remain! x x x x x

         All my plans are altered – my return to England vanishes for the present. I must remain near father; his infirmities make it impossible I should leave him. This means an indefinite detention in this country – a prospect far enough removed from all my recent hopes of departure.46

         10 February 1968

         ERIC MORECAMBE

         At its peak in 1977, with a primetime slot on BBC1, The Morecambe & Wise Show’s Christmas special was watched by 28 million people across the UK. Its hosts, Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise, were bona fide national treasures. This diary entry was written nine years earlier, seven months before that now-legendary series debuted, at which point the comedy duo were in New York filming an appearance on the US’s biggest variety show, The Ed Sullivan Show. It was their twelfth time on the show since first being invited in 1963, and despite the warm reaction and an open invitation to return, it would be their last. Nine months later, Morecambe suffered a near-fatal heart attack; by the time he had recovered, the pair’s focus had shifted.

         New York. Had a band call this morning and rehearsals. Hung about the theatre till Fred came with his nephew. Spent the afternoon with them in a bar on Broadway, telling stories. At five o’clock we came back to the theatre, to get ready for the show. Bing Crosby went on first and kept going wrong. They had to do his bit three times. Even then he sang White Christmas wrong, but they let it go. The show is an Ed Sullivan tribute for Irving Berlin’s 80th birthday. We followed Bing Crosby and did our Fred Astaire skit. It was one of the best things we have done here. Bob Hope followed us, and started to do jokes about heart transplants. Not really in good taste, and also had idiot boards [autocue] all over the front rows. Flew back to England with David Frost, who fell asleep as soon as he sat down. I woke him up about five minutes before landing. He was coming home for three hours, then flying back to New York.47

         11 February 1840

         QUEEN VICTORIA

         On 10 February 1840, four years after they first set eyes on each other and despite some initial resistance from the royal family, Queen Victoria married Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha in a grand and elaborate ceremony at St James’s Palace in London. This diary entry was written by the queen the following day. The couple went on to have nine children and enjoyed a long, happy marriage until Albert’s death in 1861. Victoria mourned her husband’s passing for the rest of her life and often wore black in his memory. 

         When day dawned (for we did not sleep much) and I beheld that beautiful angelic face by my side, it was more than I can express! He does look so beautiful in his shirt only, with his beautiful throat seen. We got up at ¼ p.8. When I had laced I went to dearest Albert’s room, and we breakfasted together. He had a black velvet jacket on, without any neckcloth on, and looked more beautiful than it is possible for me to say … At 12 I walked out with my precious Angel, all alone – so delightful, on the Terrace and new Walk, arm in arm! Eos our only companion. We talked a great deal together. We came home at one, and had luncheon soon after. Poor dear Albert felt sick and uncomfortable, and lay down in my room … He looked so dear, lying there and dosing.

         12 February 2007

         ADAM KAY

         On 3 August 2004, after six years of medical training, twenty-four-year-old Adam Kay finally set foot in the hospital where he was to begin his career as a junior doctor for the UK’s National Health Service. For six years he worked on the wards as an obstetrician, and from day one he 48kept a compelling, insightful, shocking, and often amusing diary detailing the highs and lows of an intensely demanding job within a vast, vital, and fragile organisation. 

         Prescribing a morning-after pill in A&E. The patient says, ‘I slept with three guys last night. Will one pill be enough?’

         13 February 1946

         NELLA LAST

         Nella Last, born Nellie Lord in 1889, kept one of the longest diaries ever recorded, spanning three decades and totalling more than 30 million words. She began writing in 1939 as part of the Mass Observation project, a pioneering initiative to document the daily lives of ordinary Britons during and after the Second World War. Her entries captured the challenges of wartime, the evolution of her relationships, and the social changes of the mid-twentieth century.

         My husband and I had a little laugh when we recalled the time Cliff was born and I was so ill for weeks, unable to get my strength back at all. I had a queer eccentric doctor, who relieved other doctors and lived in one of the loveliest old houses I’ve seen, with a charming wife quite twenty years younger than he was and two clever children, one at Eton and the girl at Girton … He said [about Nella] ‘She should have champagne, oysters, beefsteak – tempting food. These nervous patients are the devil you know. Give me a person who likes to eat, every time.’ As I lived in the New Forest, had no pull with any tradesman or knew no one likely to be able to get any extras, we just dismissed the whole idea but out of his own cellar he brought all kinds of wine beside champagne! – and all kinds of little dainties, crisp red apples and grapes from his own growing. He said ‘I like North Country folk – they always put up a good fight’, and 49then used to sit and tell me of his years as an Army surgeon … He had everything in life, but looked back wistfully to, and clearly enjoyed, his war work – and I never got a bill. He said when Cliff was so tiny ‘Oh, he will grow; we’ll make a soldier of him yet’, never realising how true his words would be.

         14 February 1884

         THEODORE ROOSEVELT

         Theodore Roosevelt first met and fell for Alice Hathaway Lee in October of 1878. In late 1880, head over heels in love, they wed; a little over three years later, they welcomed their daughter into the world. It was two days after that birth, on Valentine’s Day 1884, that tragedy ripped the family apart: in the early hours of the day, Theodore said a final goodbye to his dear mother, Martha, as she succumbed to typhoid; hours later, still in shock, he held his wife in his arms as she died from undiagnosed kidney failure. This is his diary entry for that day. On the 16th, at Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York, both women were buried in a joint funeral; the next day, Roosevelt’s newborn daughter was christened Alice. 

         ×

         The light has gone out of my life

         15 February 1760

         GEORGE WASHINGTON

         Had you attended a ball alongside George Washington in his prime, you might have found yourself captivated by his elegance on the dance floor – dancing was a pastime he enjoyed well into his sixties. On the day he wrote 50this diary entry, Washington was about to turn twenty-eight, recently retired from military service, and settling into life at Mount Vernon. He was also unimpressed with the evening’s proceedings.

         Went to a Ball at Alexandria – where Musick and Dancing was the chief Entertainment. However in a convenient Room detachd for the purpose abounded great plenty of Bread and Butter, some Biscuets with Tea, & Coffee which the Drinkers of coud not Distinguish from Hot water sweetned. Be it remembered that pocket handkerchiefs servd the purposes of Table Cloths & Napkins and that no Apologies were made for either. I shall therefore distinguish this Ball by the Stile & title of the Bread & Butter Ball.

         The Proprietors of this Ball were Messrs. Carlyle Laurie & Robt. Wilson, but the Doctr. not getting it conducted agreeable to his own taste woud claim no share of the merit of it.

         16 February 1830

         CHARLES GREVILLE

         The world’s theatres were often aflame in the nineteenth century, the abundance of wood, the tightly packed interiors, and the increasingly explosive special effects on stage all contributing to the risk. In London, many venues met a fiery end, including Covent Garden Theatre in 1808, Drury Lane Theatre in 1809, the English Opera House in 1830, the Garrick Theatre in 1846, Covent Garden again in 1856, and the Park Theatre in Camden in 1881. This entry was written by famous diarist Charles Greville in February of 1830, the day after the English Opera House became an inferno. It would be four long years until it rose from the ashes, as the Theatre Royal Lyceum and English Opera House.

         51Last night the English Opera House was burnt down – a magnificent fire. I was playing at whist at the ‘Travellers’ with Lord Granville, Lord Auckland, and Ross, when we saw the whole sky illuminated and a volume of fire rising in the air. We thought it was Covent Garden, and directly set off to the spot. We found the Opera House and several houses in Catherine Street on fire (sixteen houses), and, though it was three in the morning, the streets filled by an immense multitude. Nothing could be more picturesque than the scene, for the flames made it as light as day and threw a glare upon the strange and motley figures moving about. All the gentility of London was there from Princess Esterhazy’s ball and all the clubs; gentlemen in their fur cloaks, pumps, and velvet waistcoats mixed with objects like the sans-culottes in the French Revolution – men and women half-dressed, covered with rags and dirt, some with nightcaps or handkerchiefs round their heads – then the soldiers, the firemen, and the engines, and the new police running and bustling, and clearing the way, and clattering along, and all with that intense interest and restless curiosity produced by the event, and which received fresh stimulus at every renewed burst of the flames as they rose in a shower of sparks like gold dust. Poor Arnold lost everything and was not insured. I trust the paraphernalia of the Beefsteak Club [a fashionable London dining club frequented by actors, artists, and politicians] perished with the rest, for the enmity I bear that society for the dinner they gave me last year.

         17 February 2007

         JOAN RIVERS

         Few comedians have ever boasted a sharper tongue than Joan Rivers, a New York icon whose fearless humour spared no one, least of all herself. In 2014, the world was gifted Diary of a Mad Diva, a collection of candid diary entries that proved her biting wit wasn’t just reserved for the stage.

         52I’m in a post-Valentine’s Day depression. Well, according to my shrink it’s not really a depression – it’s ‘appropriate sadness’. Actually he’s not really my shrink; he’s my trainer, and I talk to him a lot when I’m on the treadmill. He’s pretty smart for a steroid-riddled behemoth with huge pecs and itty-bitty nuts. Squirrels have seen him naked and said, ‘Pass.’

         18 February 1918

         NELLY PTASCHKINA

         Russian diarist Nelly Ptaschkina was fourteen when the October Revolution of 1917 took place. Throughout the experience, she kept a diary that filled five notebooks and chronicled her family’s journey from Moscow to Kiev to Paris, driven from their home country by the Bolshevists. Nelly’s life was tragically cut short in 1920, when she fell from a great height into the waters of the Cascade du Dard. Her mother later published her daughter’s diary in her memory.

         A passionate joy comes over me when I look into the distance; there, beyond the houses, the towns, the people, all is radiant, all is full of sunshine … Then it dawns upon me that my life will be different from that of the others … bright, interesting …

         I feel so happy then. If only it could come more quickly – it is still so far away.

         But I am able also to look at things differently and then my gaze shifts downwards, sees more clearly, rests upon a strange picture.

         Then I see young girls, such as I shall become in three or four years’ time. They live, like every one else from day to day, waiting for something. They live drab, dull lives … Probably they too had visions of a bright, happy future, and gazed into the golden distance … But now … Where is that golden distance? Did they not reach it? Can one ever reach it? Does it exist really, or only in our dreams?

         53For, surely, I am not the only dreamer. Are they not dreamers too? Shall I live on as they do, following the pattern woven by routine on the canvas of life? Waiting for some one?

         All children and adolescents probably think thus about their future life, it beckons to them, it holds out alluring arms … But, as time passes, the dreams fade away, one is content with the present; and not merely content, but quite happy, once the dreams have vanished.

         
            [image: ]

         

         19 February 1938

         RAYMOND CHANDLER

         During his illustrious career as a detective novelist, Raymond Chandler filled a series of small, leather-bound notebooks – of which just two survive – with writing of a less varnished nature, their pages home to random musings, lists of similes (‘Lower than a badger’s balls’), notes on style, collections of Chandlerisms (‘Goodnight, goodbye and I’d hate to be you’), and the occasional diary entry. When he wrote this one in February of 1938, Chandler was forty-nine, and it would be another year before his debut novel The Big Sleep was published.

         54There are two kinds of truth: the truth that lights the way and the truth that warms the heart. The first of these is science, and the second is art. Neither is independent of the other or more important than the other. Without art science would be as useless as a pair of high forceps in the hands of a plumber. Without science art would become a crude mess of folklore and emotional quackery. The truth of art keeps science from becoming inhuman, and the truth of science keeps art from becoming ridiculous.

         20 February 1922

         FRANZ KAFKA

         Despite his renown today as a giant in the world of literature, Franz Kafka was not particularly successful during his lifetime. In the diaries he began at twenty-seven, the struggle is palpable, with countless entries failing to stretch beyond a couple of downbeat sentences. This particular entry came in 1922, five years after he was diagnosed with tuberculosis, and with his health in fast decline. Weeks earlier, he had begun work on his final novel, Das Schloss (The Castle). He was never able to complete it.

         Unnoticeable life. Noticeable failure.

         21 February 1844

         FANNY LONGFELLOW

         Frances ‘Fanny’ Longfellow had been married to the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow for just over seven months when she wrote this diary entry in February 1844. Soon to attend her stepmother’s ball, Fanny’s changing shape had necessitated alterations to her wedding dress, and it was in this context that she acknowledged for the first time in writing, gently and obliquely, that 55she was carrying their first child. The Longfellows’ son would be born that June, the first of six children. 

         Stopped with Henry for dressmaker … I have outgrown my wedding dress, and it will no longer cover one beating heart only! O Father, let the child but be as happy, and far better, than the mother and I pray for no other boon. Feel sometimes an awe and fear of myself, a fear that my heart is not pure and holy enough to give its life-blood, perhaps its nature, to another. What an awful responsibility already is upon me! God alone knows how much my thoughts and temper may mould the future spirit. Let me strive to be all truth and gentleness and heavenlymindedness, to be already the guardian-angel of my child.

         22 February 1841

         HENRY DAVID THOREAU

         Henry David Thoreau was a nineteenth-century American essayist, poet, and philosopher known to most as the author of Walden, a memoir of sorts in which he recounts the two years he spent in a small cabin in the woods near Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts. But his life’s work was undoubtedly the journal he began at the age of twenty: more than two million words across seven thousand pages through which he eloquently recorded his daily walks, thoughts, reflections, and observations, from the trivial through to the profound. This entry came in February of 1841, four years before he set off to live in the woods. 

         The whole of the day should not be daytime, nor of the night night-time, but some portion be rescued from time to oversee time in. All our hours must not be current; all our time must not lapse. There must be one hour at least which the day did not bring forth, – of ancient parentage and long established nobility, – which will be a serene and lofty platform 56overlooking the rest. We should make our notch every day on our characters, as Robinson Crusoe on his stick. We must be at the helm at least once a day; we must feel the tiller-rope in our hands, and know that if we sail, we steer.

         23 February 1865

         WILLIAM B. GOULD

         As night descended on the port city of Wilmington, North Carolina, on 21 September 1862, twenty-four-year-old William B. Gould jumped aboard an empty boat, along with seven others who had just escaped slavery, and headed for the Atlantic Ocean. The next morning they were picked up by USS Cambridge, an undermanned steamer, and within days they were members of the crew. Gould went on to serve in the US Navy for twenty years; he died in 1923, aged eighty-five. In 1958 his grandson and great-grandson found the diary he had kept during those first few years, one of only three known accounts written by former slaves during the Civil War. When he wrote the following entry, Gould was aboard USS Niagara in Galicia awaiting a confrontation with an ironclad ‘ram’ named CSS Stonewall – a battle which thankfully failed to materialise.

         At Corruña. Verry fine day. Port Watch scrub’d Hammocks. Many Visiters came on board. At 12½ Oclock we fired a Salute of 15 Gu[ns] and again at 2 Oclock. We were [vis]ited again by the Governer. On departure we saluteed him. [The ‘Sacra]mento’ is lying close to u[s].

         A general fight tis certain the [Ram] is here and if she comes out we will have A fight. The Ram carr[ies] one 300 lb. Armstrong Gun an[d] the Forecastle and two 70 lb. Wh[it]worth Guns in two stationary Turrets (one in each). She is plateed with 4½ in. of Iron and have al[so] a Prow extending from her bow (below the watter) 22 feet. She have two separately acting engines so that she can go ahead with one and back with the other and is called fast. She have at present A crew of about 75 57men and 14 Offercers. She is Commanded by A Man named Page, A native of Norfolk VA. He formerly was in our Navy. He says that h[e] is prepared for any single ship in the United States Navy. She was built at Bordaux France for the Danish Government as it is said but the Danes makeing peace d[id] not want her when the Rebs [came] in and baught her._______ion that she was built expressly for the Rebs and by Designs furnish’d by them. We are expecting to fight but who will be the victors remains to be seen. Several visitors came on board, Citizens and soldiers and several cadets from A Milatary school that is situated here. Several of our Officers went asshore. The Citty is small and looks verry Ancient. We can see several very ancient looking Churches and two verry fine lighthouses. There are six Forts in sight commanding the Citty and the entrance to the Bay wich is A verry fine one. The place is noteed for the many Battles faught in this vi[cin]ity during the Peninsular War and also the death place of the [En]glish General Sir Thomas Moor[e] and also the first place that We[lling]ton was distinguished. Well figh[t] is to be and victory I pray wil[l be ours.] We are looking very anxiously [for] the Rampages appearance bu[t it] comes not yet.

         24 February 1911

         F. SCOTT FITZGERALD

         In August of 1910, long before producing the iconic novels for which he is now known, F. Scott Fitzgerald began to write his ‘Thoughtbook of Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald of St Paul Minn. U.S.A.’, a diary that would span six months of his life as a newly minted teenage boy. Fitzgerald was already en route to authordom: a year earlier, his first published story, ‘The Mystery of the Raymond Mortgage’, had appeared in print in the school magazine, Now and Then. However, judging by his diary, his main focus was his busy love life, with many entries dedicated to lists of his favourite girls and recollections of their various interactions and conversations. This entry – the final passage in the Thoughtbook – was written in February of 1911.

         58This chapter should be named Margaret & Alida but when I wrote this name in the index I liked Alida best so it is excusably

         I am just crazy about Margaret Armstrong and I have the most awful crush on her that ever was. This has been the case ever since Bob’s party. She is not pretty but I think she is very attractive looking. She is extremely gracful and a very good dancer and the most interesting talker I have ever seen or rather heard. One Saturday night I was surprised by a visit from Margaret asking me to the Bachus school dance. Of course I accepted with pleasure and that night took her to it. I had a fine time including four dances from Margaret. The next day Julia invited a large crowd of boys and girls to make a visit to a house on Pleasant Ave. that was said to be haunted. Of course we went and the bad part of it was that Jim walked all the way out with Margaret and I was left in the lurch. Jim did not have such a walkover going back because I was on the other side of Margaret but just the same I felt pretty glum that night for I knew that up to that time I had been almost first with Margaret for a week and now Jim had to step in and cheat me. Wednesday an eventful day dawned clear and warm. Jim Porterfield and I were invited to call on Elizabeth Dean by Elizabeth and when we got there we found her too and we started out for a walk. Margaret and Jim walked ahead and Elizabeth and I behind. This made me mad and this was further inflamed when they got a block ahead of us. Then Elizabeth told me some things. She said that Margaret had given her a note the day befor in school which said ‘I know I am fickle but I like Jim just as much as I do Scott.’ When I learned this I was jealous of Jim as I had never been of anyone before. I said some ridiculous things about how I was going to get even with him in Margarets estimation when we reached the country club. Elizabeth went ahead and asked Margaret which of us she liked the best. Margaret said she liked me best. All the way home I was in the seventh heaven of delight. The next time I saw Margaret was Friday. I met Elizabeth and she on the corner near Cecil’s house and we talked about 5 minutes.

         Then I took Margaret home and I told her I was invited to the sophmore assembly by C Jame[s] and she said that she would have invited me if she had thought of it. I had three invites because when I got home I found that Alida Bigelow had invited me also. As Margaret and I walked along we had quite an interesting conversation.

         59Said I ‘Jim was so confident the other night that you had a crush on him.’

         ‘Well Jim gets another think.’

         ‘Shall I let him know you don’t like him.’

         ‘No: but you can let him know that he isn’t first.’

         ‘I’ll do that’

         ‘Now if you had thought that it might be different.’

         ‘Good’ said I

         ‘Good’ repeated she and then the converstion lagged. She asked me to call for her at eight and go to the play with her and I said yes. Then we said good bye & I went home. Then, sad to say, Margaret called me up & said that she couldn’t go. The play was very good but Margaret was not there boo hoo.

         One Saturday night about two weeks later my finish came we were over at Ben Griggs four boys, Reub, Ben, Ted & I, and four girls Margaret, Marie, Elizabeth & Dorothy & that evening Margaret got an awful crush on Reuben which at the time I write this is still active. More about Margaret later on.

         Alida is considered by some the prettiest girl in dancing school. Bob Clark, E. Driscoll, D. Driscoll, A. Foley, and I all had a crush on her last winter and this fall. Every night Bob & I would go over to see Don (?) & incidently see Alida. She liked Art 1st, Egbert 2nd I third & Bob 4th. Bob is south now & writes her a letter 3 times a week.

         25 February 1968

         CYNTHIA ‘PLASTER CASTER’ ALBRITTON

         Jimi Hendrix played two shows on 25 February 1968, both at the Civic Opera House in Chicago, and it was during the break between sets that something particularly memorable happened. As Jimi and his band headed back to their hotel for a rest, they were approached by the Plaster Casters of Chicago, a trio of young women headed by twenty-one-year-old artist and groupie Cynthia Albritton (now known to most as Cynthia Plaster Caster) whose aim was to make casts of rock stars’ penises using dentistry alginate. At this 60point the method had only been tested on a few friends; Jimi, who was more than happy to take part, became the first big name. As would become routine, Cynthia later recorded the experience in her ‘Plaster Caster Diary’.

         #00004

         JIMI HENDRIX, FEBRUARY 25, 1968, CONRAD HILTON HOTEL, ROOM 1628

         DIANNE – PLATER

         CYNTHIA – MOLD and PLASTER MIXER

         MARILYN – CYNTHIA’S ASSISTANT (SHE COUNTED THE SCOOPS, KEPT TIME, CLEANED and FILLED CONTAINERS, ETC.)

         
             

         

         WE NEEDED A RATIO OF 28:28 AND FOUND THIS JUST BARELY SUFFICIENT – HENDRIX HAS GOT JUST ABOUT THE BIGGEST RIG I’VE EVER SEEN! WE NEEDED TO PLUNGE HIM THROUGH THE ENTIRE DEPTH OF THE VASE. IN VIEW OF ALL THESE DODGY PRECEDENTS, WE GOT A BEAUTIFUL MOLD – HE EVEN KEPT HIS HARD FOR THE ENTIRE MINUTE. HE GOT STUCK, HOWEVER, FOR ABOUT FIFTEEN MINUTES (HIS HAIR DID), BUT HE WAS AN EXCELLENT SPORT – DIDN’T PANIC (EVEN NOEL AND MITCH DIDN’T POLITELY REFRAIN FROM GOING UP NEXT, AS ONE WOULD EXPECT); HE ACTUALLY ENJOYED IT AND BALLED THE IMPRESSION AFTER IT HAD SET – IN FACT, I BELIEVE THE REASON WE COULDN’T GET HIS RIG OUT WAS THAT IT WOULDN’T GET SOFT! WE RUBBED A LITTLE WARM WATER AROUND THE (TOP) OF HIS BALLS AND EVENTUALLY IT SLIPPED OUT.– A BEAUTIFUL (TO SAY THE LEAST) MOLD WITH PART OF A BALL AND SOME RANDOM EMBEDDED HAIRS. DIG THIS – THE PLASTER CAST WAS A FLOP – CYNTHIA GOT UPTIGHT AND DIDN’T MIX ENOUGH AND THEN AFTER SHE’D GOTTEN IT SET INTO THE MOLD, SHE GOT ANXIOUS TO GET THE FINISHED PRODUCT OUT BEFORE IT WAS FINISHED, AND SO IT ALL CRUMBLED. BUT IT WAS KEPT INTACT IN ITS CRUMBLED HEAP FOR A COUPLE DAYS, AND IT 61SUBSEQUENTLY DRIED TOGETHER AND WAS ONLY BROKEN INTO 3 DIVISIONS – HEAD, RIG AND BALL. A LITTLE ELMER’S GLUE AND WE HAD OUR PLASTER CAST – A LITTLE ON THE VENUS DE MILO SIDE BUT IT’S A REAL BEAUTY.

         HAPPY BIRTHDAY, GEORGE!

         
             

         

         JIMI IS OF THE JIMI HENDRIX EXPERIENCE….. LEAD GUITARIST…. AMERICAN

         26 February 1959

         KORNEY CHUKOVSKY

         In the Russian-speaking world, Korney Chukovsky was celebrated as one of the greatest children’s poets of all time. He enchanted generations with playful and imaginative verses like Moidodyr and Barmaley, tales that combined humour, rhythm, and a moral or two for good measure. Beyond his poetry, Chukovsky was also a literary critic, translator, and diarist, known for his sharp insights into the world – and for his often amusing commentary on fellow writers like Agatha Christie. 

         Have just read Agatha Christie’s Hickory Dickory Dock. The action takes place in a London hostel for students from all over the world, though there are English students there too. As always in her novels they all seem perfectly innocent, simple, and nice at first, but then people start getting murdered and having all sorts of nasty tricks played on them, and for three quarters of the book the reader is forced over and over to look hard at each character and suspect each one of murder, theft, or other acts of villainy … Only someone with a profound lack of faith in people could have written such a work.62

         27 February 1944

         JAMES LEES-MILNE

         For six months beginning 2 January 1944, following a relatively calm period in the capital, the skies above London were once again frequented by German planes during Operation Steinbock, a coordinated bombing campaign known in the UK as the ‘baby blitz’. Although ultimately unsuccessful, the raids killed approximately 1,500 civilians and destroyed countless buildings. On 23 February, one of those bombs fell on the London Library, resulting in severe damage to five floors of its bookstacks – sixteen thousand books were lost. One of the many people to help with the salvage operation in the days that followed was noted architectural historian and novelist James Lees-Milne. In his diary entry for the 27th, he described the scene.

         Read the papers in Brooks’s and walked to the London Library in my corduroy trousers and an old golfing jacket. Joined the volunteers for two exhausting hours in salvaging damaged books from the new wing which sustained a direct hit on Wednesday night. They think about 20,000 books are lost. It is a tragic sight. Theology (which one can best do without) practically wiped out, and biography (which one can’t) partially. The books lying torn and coverless, scattered under debris and in a pitiable state, enough to make one weep. The dust overwhelming. I looked like a snowman at the end. One had to select from the mess books that seemed usable again, rejecting others, chucking the good from hand to hand in a chain, in order to get them under cover. For one hour I was perched precariously on a projecting girder over an abyss, trying not to look downwards but to catch what my neighbour threw to me. If it rains thousands more will be destroyed, for they are exposed to the sky. It is interesting how the modern girder-constructed buildings withstand the bombs, for those parts not directly hit, but adjacent to hit parts, twist but resist the concussion to a surprising extent.

         To lunch with Stuart at the Travellers where I washed and changed, although my hair remained glutinous with dirt. Hamish joined us. When the two went off to play bridge with Nancy, I returned to the London 63Library for another hour and a half. Again was a link in a human chain passing bucket-loads of shattered books from hand to hand. It was very exhilarating and exhausting.

         28 February 1898

         H. RIDER HAGGARD

         British author H. Rider Haggard made his name as a prolific writer of lost world adventure stories and novels, most notably King Solomon’s Mines and the wildly popular She: A History of Adventure. However, when he wasn’t engrossed in these fantastical tales, much of Haggard’s time and energy was spent managing his wife’s Norfolk estate, which saw him become something of an expert on all things agricultural. Published in 1899, Haggard’s A Farmer’s Year is a beautifully written account of his life in rural surroundings and a love letter to the world of farming. This entry came in February of 1898, at a time when he had been marking trees for thinning. 

         I know of nothing in life that needs more discretion than the marking of trees, unless it be an attempt to patch up a family quarrel. I am supposing, of course, that the trees are being cut more with a view to the advantage of the survivors and of the plantation generally than for simple profit. One may have the very best intentions, and have studied the tree or trees from all standpoints and at every season of the year in order to decide which shall go and which shall stay, and then, after all, find that a mistake has been made. Also the error, if it be one, is so utterly irredeemable, for no ordinary person can hope to live long enough to repair it.

         It is extraordinary, however, to see what growth trees will make during the span of a single life. Thus on the lawn of this house stand many good-sized timbers, elm, oak, beech, lime, and walnut. With the exception of the walnuts, which are ancient, every tree of them was planted within the memory of a relative, now just eighty years of age, who was living in this house at the time. Indeed, the man who actually set them was shoeing 64horses until, having been much hurt by a kick, he took to his bed and died not very long ago. It is not given to many to see oaks planted, cut down as good timber, seasoned, made into bookcases, window-frames, and shutters, and set up to furnish the room from which in childhood they watched the gardener setting them. Yet this has happened to the relative in question; moreover, it is now some ten years since the trees were felled …

         Altogether I think that I marked about fifty trees this morning, small for the most part and of every variety. Some of these I find, by the healed-up scars upon them, I have already marked in past years and then spared. Indeed, it is evident that in several instances I have done this twice, but the day of doom has come at last. The trees upon these Bath Hills have been very much neglected in past times; if someone had thinned them judiciously fifty years ago they would be much better specimens than they are at present. As it is, the younger stands have been allowed to crowd each other, and even to destroy and distort the few old-established timbers by cutting off the air from their lower boughs and causing them to die …

         On the lawn in front of this house stand four single trees, two beeches and two limes, which have never been crowded or deformed by the too close company of their kind. To my fancy those four trees are better worth looking at than all the dozens which surround them; indeed, their proportions are a pleasure to contemplate at every time of year. But about trees, as in other things, opinions vary.

         29 February 1940

         JEAN-PAUL SARTRE

         In 1940, French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre found himself with an unusual amount of time for introspection. Stationed in Alsace as part of a meteorological unit during the so-called ‘phoney war’, he spent his days observing weather balloons and his nights filling notebooks with diary entries that covered everything from philosophy and literature to politics and personal reflections – a fascinating portrait of a restless mind at work in the midst of war.
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