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Introduction



James Lees-Milne is unusual among the great English diarists in that he kept a regular journal during two distinct periods of his life, separated by an interval of more than two decades. The first diary covers the eight years 1942 to 1949. It begins when he was thirty-three, shortly after he had been invalided out of the army and returned to his pre-war job with the National Trust; it ends when he was forty-one, shortly before he left that full-time job to become a part-time adviser. Originally published in four volumes between 1975 and 1985, it forms the basis of the first volume (of three) in the present series, published in 2006. The second diary begins in July 1971, a few weeks before his sixty-third birthday, and continues for more than twenty-six years until a few weeks before his death in December 1997, aged eighty-nine. The first half of this later diary, covering the years 1971 to 1983, forms the basis of the present volume, the second in the series.


Before considering why Jim (as he was known) discontinued his diary in 1949 and resumed it in 1971, one must say something about his early life. He was born at Wickhamford Manor, Worcestershire on 6 August 1908, the second child (he had an older sister and a younger brother) of George Lees-Milne and Helen, née Bailey. His parents, who did not work but lived off a rapidly diminishing business fortune, were mainly interested in field sports; they had little time for art, literature or religion, and were puzzled by the fact that, from his earliest years, Jim showed a passionate interest in these subjects. As a child, Jim feared his martinet of a father and worshipped his beautiful but vain mother. At Eton and Magdalen College, Oxford, he failed to distinguish himself. He did, however, develop two qualities which would later be useful to him as a diarist. One was an ability to detach himself from his surroundings and become a dispassionate observer of the world around him. The other was an unusual capacity for romantic friendship: many of the soulmates who feature in this volume – Rupert Hart-Davis, Michael Rosse, Johnnie Churchill, Osbert Lancaster, John Betjeman, Harold Acton, Patrick Kinross, and the Mitford sisters – he got to know during his school and university years.


When Jim came down from Oxford with a third-class degree in 1931, his future did not look bright. Jobs were difficult to come by in the wake of the Wall Street Crash. His family were in financial difficulties, so there was no money to launch him on a career. However, being a handsome youth with pleasing manners, he won the support of several older men and women who were able to help him. These included the proconsul-statesman Lord Lloyd, who employed Jim as his private secretary from 1932 to 1935, and the writer-politician Harold Nicolson, through whose influence he was appointed to the newly created post of Country Houses Secretary to the National Trust in 1936. (The sister of the Trust’s leading official was an ex-lover of Nicolson’s wife, Vita Sackville-West.) Originally founded in the 1890s to preserve the English landscape, the National Trust had only recently adopted the conservation of country houses as one of its purposes. During the late 1930s, Jim visited hundreds of houses on its behalf; although only a handful of these were offered to, and accepted by, the National Trust at this period, he became adept at both assessing the merits of properties and charming their owners.


On the outbreak of war in 1939, the National Trust suspended most of its activities. Jim was commissioned into the Irish Guards; but his undistinguished military career was cut short when he was injured in a London air raid in October 1940, resulting in a year-long sojourn in military hospitals. As he returned to health, the National Trust was returning to life, as harassed country house owners looked to it for the future salvation of their currently requisitioned properties. It therefore eagerly re-employed him when he was discharged from the army in October 1941.


It was a few weeks after resuming his job that Jim – probably influenced by Harold Nicolson, who himself kept a subsequently famous journal – began his 1940s diary. In the view of many readers, its greatest interest lies in his sharply observed descriptions of visits to the owners – many of them eccentric and almost all living in fairly desperate conditions – of dozens of country houses up and down the land. But it also conveys a vivid sense of life in London during the decade, both during the war, with its hazards and excitements, and afterwards, in the grim atmosphere of ‘austerity’. Apart from Jim’s descriptive talents and ability to capture mood, it is notable for what it reveals of the somewhat paradoxical personality of the diarist, who appears by turns to be enlightened and reactionary, egalitarian and snobbish, tolerant and disapproving, good-humoured and bad-tempered. It also bears witness to his devotion to many friends of both sexes and all ages. Older friends include Harold Nicolson and Oliver, Viscount Esher, his boss at the National Trust; contemporary friends include the writer James Pope-Hennessy and the war hero Hamish Erskine, men of dazzling charm to whom he looked up with admiration, and Eardley Knollys and ‘Midi’ Gascoigne, confidants with whom he felt he could discuss anything.


As well as taking a romantic view of friendship, Jim frequently fell in love with both men and women, and had many affairs. At school he loved two boys, Tom Mitford and Desmond Parsons; afterwards, he became infatuated with sisters who reminded him of them, Diana Mitford (future wife of Sir Oswald Mosley) and Bridget Parsons. During the 1930s he admired several women, to one of whom he became engaged; he also pursued various clandestine homosexual affairs, and lived for a year in a discreet relationship with a fellow architectural conservationist, Rick Stewart-Jones. In his wartime diary he describes an affair with an unnamed married woman; it is also fairly clear that he was sexually involved with several of his male friends, such as James Pope-Hennessy.


In 1949, aged forty, Jim – as described in his diary for that year – began a serious affair with Alvilde Chaplin, née Bridges, a woman a year younger than himself whom he had known for five years. She was beautiful, elegant, talented, rich, and (for she was a general’s daughter) somewhat formidable. She had been married since 1933 to Anthony (later 3rd Viscount) Chaplin, and had a fourteen-year-old daughter by him, Clarissa; but the marriage, while amicable, had always been somewhat hollow, Chaplin being a serial philanderer. (At one moment during the spring of 1949, Jim, Alvilde, Chaplin, and Chaplin’s young mistress – and future wife – Rosemary Lyttelton were all living together.) Alvilde was a complex personality, who was both lesbian – she had for several years been the companion of Winaretta de Polignac, the celebrated Parisian patroness of artists and composers, and had inherited part of her fortune – and romantically interested in sexually ambiguous men. She fell in love with Jim, who found her fascinating.


They discussed marriage; but this presented Jim with several problems. First, since 1934 he had been a Roman Catholic, so that marriage to her, who still had a husband living, would cast him out of the Church. Secondly, as a tax exile in France, she could only come to the United Kingdom for ninety days of the year, so that Jim could not live with her while retaining his job, to which he was dedicated, with the National Trust. Thirdly, although he reciprocated her love for him, he was sufficiently aware of her rather possessive personality to foresee that marriage to her would not be easy, and that he might in time fall out of love with her. (When he originally published his 1949 diary in 1985, during her lifetime, he excised the passages in which he expressed these doubts; they have been restored in the first volume of the present series.)


By the end of 1949, these problems appeared to have been overcome. Jim was assured by senior Catholic authorities that, as the Chaplins had lived together so little, it should be possible to obtain a papal annulment of their marriage. And thanks to the benevolence of Oliver Esher, he was able to exchange his full-time post as the National Trust’s Historic Buildings Secretary (as the position had been known since 1945) for the half-time post of Architectural Adviser. That he would still have to live in England for six months of the year, for only three of which Alvilde could join him, promised him a measure of independence which was not unwelcome. Meanwhile, he had established a second career as a writer of works of architectural history (the first of which, The Age of Adam, had appeared in 1947), which would keep him occupied during the six months of the year that he lived with her on the Continent.


On this happy note, Jim’s early diary ends. His reasons for discontinuing it clearly had much to do with his impending marriage. He was writing to Alvilde every day during their frequent separations, and felt that these letters were largely duplicating his diary. At the same time, he did not want to leave an intimate record of his feelings and thoughts lying about for her to read. And from 1942 to 1949 he had led a fairly homogeneous life, working full-time for the National Trust and living in London. Henceforth he would be leading a more fragmented life – spending the winter with her in France, and much of the autumn travelling on the Continent doing research for his architectural books. It would be more difficult to keep a diary under these conditions, especially as he was so busy with his double career.


In 1950 Alvilde divorced Chaplin, and bought a house at Roquebrune near Monte Carlo, where she and Jim spent their winters for the next ten years. In 1951 Jim took up his part-time post with the National Trust, and published his second architectural book, Tudor Renaissance. All was not quite well, as the half-promised papal annulment never materialised. Nevertheless, at the price of excommunication, he contracted a civil marriage with Alvilde in November 1951, Harold and Vita acting as witnesses. During the first months of both 1953 and 1954 he kept a sporadic diary (included in the first volume of the present series) which provides glimpses of his married life both in Roquebrune and London: this shows him to be fairly happy and well-occupied, if possibly not seeing so much of his old friends.


The next few years, however, were not happy. Although they led a comfortable life and had many common interests, Alvilde became, as he had foreseen, a possessive, managing wife, disapproving of many of his friends, and tending to scold and nag. An added complication was that she no longer offered him the physical comforts which he had enjoyed during the early years of their relationship. Indeed, from 1955 to 1957 she was absorbed in an affair with Vita Sackville-West, with whom she shared a passion for gardening. Jim affected to overlook this; but when, in 1958, soon after his fiftieth birthday, he in turn fell in love with a young man who shared his literary and architectural interests, she (as he recalled on 18 November 1982) objected strongly, to the point that she decided to give up her French domicile and return to live in England to keep an eye on him.


He found her attitude hard to bear, and their marriage almost disintegrated. That it survived was partly due to the conciliatory efforts of Jim’s old mentor Harold Nicolson and Alvilde’s recent lover Vita Sackville-West; partly to their discovery of a lovely Georgian house which they both adored, Alderley Grange in the Ozleworth Valley of Gloucestershire; partly to the fact that neither wished to face the ignominy of a divorce. They established a modus vivendi whereby they lived together at Alderley (which was sufficiently large for them to keep out of each other’s way) yet led substantially separate lives, staying with separate friends, taking separate holidays, making separate visits to London. Altogether, the early 1960s were a miserable time for Jim: twenty years later, re-reading the occasional diary entries he had written then, he was so pained to be reminded of this wretched passage in his marriage that he destroyed them (30 April 1983).


An added cause of misery was his disillusionment with the two institutions he had loved most, the Roman Catholic Church and the National Trust. His failure to obtain an annulment of his wife’s former marriage had already dealt a blow to his faith; the changes decreed by the Second Vatican Council, followed by the papal encyclical reaffirming the Church’s prohibition of birth control, killed it completely (as recalled on 9 February 1977). As for the National Trust, he was depressed to see it develop from a cosy organisation of dedicated, gentlemanly enthusiasts into a cumbersome bureaucracy pandering to the tastes of a vulgar age. A battle during the mid 1960s between the ‘agents’ who controlled the money and the ‘aesthetes’ who made the artistic decisions, won by the former, led Jim to resign from the staff in 1966 – though he subsequently agreed to serve on the Historic Buildings (later Properties) Committee of which he had once been Secretary. He was also dejected by the countless acts of desecration of England’s landscape and architectural heritage at this period, which prompted frequent indignant letters to The Times.


However, the 1960s, as they progressed, also produced compensations. His love for Alderley grew with the years, and he took pride in Alvilde’s considerable talents as a housekeeper, hostess and gardener – one of several factors which had the effect of rekindling his affection for her. A cause of embarrassment during the early years of their marriage had been that, whereas she was a woman of means (Alderley was her property), he had no money of his own; but the deaths in quick succession of his mother, an aunt and a rich Scottish cousin brought him some capital, along with an interesting art collection. After a short period of religious disenchantment, he rediscovered his former Anglican faith – which he now shared with his wife.


He was also cheered by a late breakthrough in his literary career. Hitherto, he had only published books on architecture. Although these had won him some renown, they had enjoyed modest sales, and as a gifted amateur he began to feel uncomfortable in an art history world increasingly dominated by meticulous academics. In the late 1960s, however, he was inspired to write an autobiographical work entitled Another Self. Published in 1970, this was received with rapturous acclaim, and established his reputation as a man of letters.1 This success emboldened him to start editing his diary for publication – for Another Self dealt with his life up to 1942, the year he had begun it. And at the same time he decided to resume it, after an effective gap of twenty-one and a half years.


To turn from Jim’s 1940s to his 1970s diary is a Proustian experience. Many of the characters are still there, but the temporal landscape has changed. The Fifties and Sixties have come and gone. A new world has come into being – brash, secular, sensation-seeking, contemptuous of traditional culture, emphasising the values of the masses rather than the elite, and of youth rather than age. Jim constantly fulminates against this world – and the Seventies, a decade of political and economic turmoil threatening social disorder, will intensify his imprecations. Yet he is intrigued by many aspects of modern life, finds much that is sympathetic about modern youth, and does not miss the ‘arrogance and cynicism’ of the world in which he was brought up.


In 1949 he is a metropolitan man, long resident in London; in 1971 he has been living for a decade in the depths of the country, and writes about the delights and tribulations – mostly the latter – of contemporary life in a country house. (After a few years, he and Alvilde give up the struggle at Alderley and become tenants of the eccentric Duke of Beaufort in a charming small house at Badminton: henceforth the diary gives a fascinating picture of life on a great estate still run along old-fashioned lines.) In 1949 he is a practising Roman Catholic; in 1971 he has almost completed his reversion to Anglicanism: he is soon to be made a warden of his village church, and sacked from the arts committee of the Brompton Oratory, the final link with his former faith. In 1949 his writing is a secondary career, dedicated to producing works of architectural history; in 1971 it is his main profession, and he has moved away from architecture to become a novelist and biographer. (These 1970s diaries also describe the publication – and the mixed emotions it arouses in the diarist – of the 1940s ones.) In 1949 his working life revolves around the National Trust; in 1971 he is more tenuously associated with it as a member of its Properties Committee, unhappy at the sort of organisation it has become, yet pleased still to be consulted by it, and cherished by former colleagues: this volume ends in a blaze of nostalgia with his retirement dinner in 1983.


Of his earlier friends, many have died. These include Harold Nicolson (whose son asks Jim to write his father’s biography), Rick Stewart-Jones (whose sister asks him to write her brother’s biography) and Oliver Esher (whose son asks him to write a biography of Oliver’s father). Others have changed beyond recognition. James Pope-Hennessy and Hamish Erskine, dazzling personalities in the 1940s, are now wrecks: soon, Hamish will drink himself to death (as will Bridget Parsons, another dazzler of yore), while ‘Jamesey’ will meet his end at the hands of ‘rough trade’. (As Jim reflects [9 May 1975] on meeting another contemporary wreck, who had bullied him as a child: ‘How the late worms change places with the early birds.’) Only two friends who loom large in the 1940s – Eardley Knollys, with whom he stays in London, and Midi Gascoigne, now his neighbour at Alderley – are as close to him now as they were then, and relatively unchanged. Another link with the past is Diana Mosley, still beautiful and fascinating, with whom he had been in love during the 1920s, and his friendship with whom now resumes after a gap of forty years.


The diarist himself, however, though older and wiser, remains much the same person. He is full of the same paradoxes; he manages to capture the same variety of moods. While frequently grumbling, and old-fashioned in his views, he remains full of curiosity and open to new experiences. He still works furiously hard, determined not to waste a minute of the day. He is amazingly energetic for his age, yet hypochondriacal and given to morbid reflections on mortality, as he was before. He writes in the same elegant, poignant, slightly mischievous style. And the diary, though describing a different life in different times, is surprisingly similar in content to that kept thirty years earlier – an idiosyncratic mixture of reflections on life, faith and nature, descriptions of visits to country houses, accounts of social meetings, musings upon works of art seen and books read, repetition of anecdotes heard, reminiscence of events and remembrance of friends.


He is always candid in writing both about himself and other people – save in one respect. There is almost nothing, in the first years of this diary, to indicate that his marriage, the twentieth anniversary of which he celebrated in 1971, had during the past dozen years been through some violent storms. Clearly, his love for Alvilde, in danger of evaporating in the early 1960s, had been largely reconfirmed by 1971, and he misses no opportunity to stress his admiration and affection for her. (It might be said that his decision to resume his diary was in itself a recognition of their resumption of marital harmony.) Only occasionally does he allow himself to hint at the strains which had until recently come close to overwhelming the marriage, and are still largely present. However, from 1979 onwards, Jim abandons this restraint and writes with far greater frankness about his past and present feelings for her.


As described in this volume, I met Jim in February 1979, when he was seventy and I, twenty-five. I had been fascinated to read his wartime diaries, and found him equally fascinating to meet. I was happy when he in turn became fond of me. We maintained a close friendship for some years: not only was this platonic in character, but (as was the case with many other relationships in his life) we met relatively little, keeping in touch by letter and telephone. I little suspected at the time how much he suffered from the pangs of love: he largely concealed these from me, and not yet having suffered from such pangs myself (an omission since corrected), I was unable to recognise them. And although I was aware that his wife did not altogether approve of me, I was unaware of the extent to which our innocent friendship disturbed his marriage; for her resentful attitude, and his exasperated reaction to it, threatened to revive the marital turmoil of twenty years earlier – though for a relatively short time. Just after this volume ends, in March 1984, he began to suffer from serious health problems; and the devotion with which she cared for him established a close bond which lasted until her own death in March 1994.


These diaries were originally published by John Murray in five volumes, all bearing titles (in accordance with a whimsical tradition established by Jim in his earlier diaries) deriving from Coleridge’s Kubla Khan. The years 1971 and 1972 (along with some earlier material) appeared as A Mingled Measure (1994); 1973 and 1974 as Ancient as the Hills (1997); 1975 to 1978 as Through Wood and Dale (1998); 1979 to 1981 as Deep Romantic Chasm (2000); 1982 and 1983 (along with 1984) as Holy Dread (2001). Jim edited the first three of these volumes himself during his last years (Through Wood and Dale appearing posthumously); after his death, I edited the last two (followed by the remainder of the diary, to form the basis of the third volume in the present series). He generally kept these diaries in typed form, except when he travelled abroad: the handwriting sample used as endpapers to this volume relates to a visit to France in April–May 1980, during which I met him in Paris. The original manuscripts of 1971–8 are now (with the bulk of Jim’s papers) in the Beinecke Library at Yale, those of 1979–83 in my own possession.


In the abridgement of these diaries to one-quarter of their original published length, difficult choices have had to be made. I have cut out most descriptions of foreign journeys; and I have tended to concentrate on what seemed to me to be the main themes and interests in Jim’s life, and the most important friendships. In the interests of concision I have allowed myself every liberty, cutting not just entries but paragraphs, sentences, phrases and words, and tying up loose ends. Those inspired to read the original volumes may still do so, for they have all been reprinted by Michael Russell in the Clocktower Paperback series. As well as cutting, I have also introduced some new material: scattered through the volume are various entries which Jim originally excised in order to spare the feelings of persons then alive (in some cases, of himself), who are now dead. I have also in some cases restored an original form of words which he altered for similar reasons.


For assistance of various kinds I am grateful to David Bonner, Juliana Deliyannis, Patric Dickinson, Sue Fox, Simon Frazer, Vincent Giroud, Selina Hastings, Bruce Hunter, Jonathan Kooperstein, Harry McDowell, R. B. McDowell, Hugh Massingberd, the late Lady Mosley, Roland Philipps, Liz Robinson, Nick Robinson, Tony Scotland, Moray Watson, Caroline Westmore, and the staffs of the Beinecke Library, the London Library, the Savile Club and the Oxford & Cambridge Club.


One of the delights of editing this volume has been getting to know Theo Richmond, who took the photograph which adorned the jacket of the printed volume and whose meeting with Jim is described on 7 September 1975. He turns out to be my third cousin once removed.


Michael Bloch


mab@jamesleesmilne.com


March 2007


For further information about James Lees-Milne’s life and work, visit the Official James Lees-Milne Website at www.jamesleesmilne.com
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1971


Thursday, 1 July


I am so conscious of the passage of time, or rather the little time left in which to do so much, that I fuss and fret, and waste it rather than save it. For instance this morning I thought to myself, ‘What a bore having to review this book, Dorothy Stroud’s George Dance,1 which will occupy three days, and how can I reduce the three to two?’ – so that I was not attending to the first five pages, and had to begin again from page 1.


Friday, 2 July


If it were not for the fact that The Times never publishes a letter from me on a subject other than historic buildings, I would write one about the Harewood Titian. All this fuss and criticism of the Government for not buying it for the National Gallery for £2½ (or is it 1½?) million. I cannot see that it matters if pictures of this importance (the Radnor Velázquez is another) leave the country. It is not as though they were going to be destroyed, or lost to the world. Whereas important works of architecture which are unique to this country are being destroyed every day. One must get one’s values right.


Sunday, 4 July


I hate Bernadette Devlin2 as much as I hate the Revd Ian Paisley,3 if anything worse. Now that she is to have an illegitimate baby and may be disowned by her beastly, pious Irish constituents, I find that I am pleased, and hope that they may chuck her out. Yet on principle I am all for sex freedom. In other words I, like the rest of the hypocritical world, am ready to seize any stick with which to belabour somebody whom I dislike. That is why buggers are so vulnerable. The moment they get into a fix their enemies will round on them because they are buggers, and not because of the fix they have got into, which may be something quite venial.


Tuesday, 6 July


Attended the Bath Preservation Trust4 Committee for the first time – not without embarrassment, for in the past I have been very critical of this Trust and even resigned my membership. When welcomed by the Chairman, Christopher Chancellor,5 I thanked them for their forbearance. Unless I am strongly interested by a particular item I find it hard to concentrate on a subject discussed at the meeting. I am riveted by entirely irrelevant matters – the freckles adorning the chest, arms and hands of my handsome but plump female neighbour; the side whiskers of the youngish man opposite which are already grizzled grey; the Chairman’s icy politeness and deft parrying of bores; the Deputy Chairman’s prosiness and smelly pipe; the Secretary’s coyness – and indeed the extreme niceness of one and all, met here to attempt the uphill task of preserving Bath which they passionately love against the depredations of philistine officials who don’t care a damn how they spoil the finest city in England.


Thursday, 8 July


I admire people who have no sex life, or at least appear to have none, which is why I approve of circumspection, or hypocrisy if one prefers. For sex should be solely an individual’s concern, and speculation by others about it makes for interest. I admire people who are so original as not to derive pleasure from the same old, over-played game, with its lack of variation, its dreary, repetitive gambits, its inconclusiveness, its vanities and post coitum animale triste est. I refer to lust not love, of course.


Monday, 12 July


Dog days. After the wettest, beastliest June on record we are enjoying a July which brings back halcyon memories of those childhood summers which were a perpetual sunshine, of lazing on lawns under the shade of large spreading lime trees. For the past ten days we have had every meal from breakfast to dinner on the terrace. The garden is fragrant with roses which clamber over every wall and intoxicate the senses. People who come here say this is the most beautiful small garden they have ever seen. It is the greatest tribute to Alvilde, for she has created something which, if ephemeral, is a work of art. I have yet to create a work of art.


Nothing gives me more happiness than sitting in the library with the holland blinds drawn down and the bright sunlight filtering through, while the outside world is sizzling and I am cool as a cucumber within.


The dogs6 are too silly. In this heat they pant and stalk unwillingly at my heel when I take them out. Yet in spite of this they follow me round the house in the afternoon with looks of expectation and reproach, oblivious of the fact that they don’t enjoy walks in the heat. I suppose they have no memories, rather like me in my old age.


Wednesday, 14 July


On Tuesday I lunched with Bridget [Parsons].7 On my arrival the French maid said to me half-way up the staircase, ‘I am afraid you will find her ladyship rather depressed today’, and gave me a knowing look. There was no one in the drawing room. Then I heard a growl and a pair of shoes shot through the door on to the floor, narrowly missing my head. In came Bridget, stumping and complaining. To my surprise she was wearing a very tight pair of black satin hot pants, and a shirt so décolletée that her bosom was all but totally visible. When she sat I could see her navel. She was pulling behind her a pair of black trousers which she then put on. We had a delicious luncheon of cold trout and raspberries. Conversation consisted of exaggerated praise of the maid very loudly so that she outside could hear (I suppose poor B. realises that this woman is more important to her than anyone else), followed by complaints of disloyalty of her friends, one after another. I said, ‘But Bridget, you are so apt to jump on people that they are rather frightened of coming to see you.’ ‘What rot!’ she exclaimed. We called a cab and with difficulty she hoisted herself in. The Curzon cinema was practically empty, mercifully, for B. fell fast asleep, and snored. After an hour she woke up, said it was a rotten film (which it was), and suggested leaving. I accompanied her back to the flat and left.


Sunday, 18 July


I have often noticed that women who achieve success never cease rubbing it into one. They have no idea of modesty. In fact they are damned pleased with themselves. Nancy [Mitford]8 never stops insinuating what a great writer she is. Yesterday Joan Evans9 lunched here. She is undoubtedly very clever, and highly respected as antiquarian, scholar and art historian. Yet all her stories redound to her credit. ‘I was the first British woman to become a member of the French Wine Tasting Society …’ ‘As the only woman to become President of the Society of Antiquaries …’ ‘I floored him [never her] when I pointed out that I had carried off the Brackenbury Prize in 1909 …’ Vita Sackville-West10 was an exception: she never boasted, never spoke of her writing or prowess, and was humility itself.


Thursday, 22 July


I thought I would visit Chavenage [House] near here, now open one afternoon a week. A pretty Elizabethan manor with nothing whatever inside. Had to join a party which was shown round by the butler, a nice man who has been with the family since the 1920s. He read every word from a large sheet of paper attached to a board, and his ignorance after all these years was remarkable. At the door into the garden the butler passed us on to Major Lowsley-Williams,11 the owner, a happy, plump, friendly man, who showed us the chapel, over-restored in the last century and badly pointed. While our party of twelve slowly dissolved, one member, an anglicised German, and I were left behind feigning an interest in the carved altar front which the Major was extolling, obviously made up from a James I bedback or overmantel. The German got down on his knees to examine it, and said, ‘There is only one man who could give an opinion on this, and he is James Lees-Milne. Now in his book Tudor Renaissance …’ I foolishly put my hand on his shoulder and said laughing, ‘You had better be careful what you say, for I am he.’ The poor man had a shock. The Major kept repeating, ‘It is the most extraordinary coincidence I have ever known.’ It was fairly extraordinary. The German said he had once met me with Hiram Winterbotham,12 and that he was the author of a book on Baroque architecture for which I wrote a preface more than ten years ago.


Friday, 23 July


My happiest mornings are those when I wake up to the realisation that I have no plans at all for the day, not even a meeting with the Diocesan Architect at the church, not even a visit to the tailor in Bath – nothing.


Saturday, 24 July


On my walks I don’t look around or above enough. My eyes are too fixed on the ground, or rather are looking within myself. I am too introspective. I don’t consider the natural world around me as I should. Yet I am tremendously susceptible to my surroundings, and could for that reason never be happy living in ugly country. I think this also goes for Raymond [Mortimer] and Desmond [Shawe-Taylor],13 who love Long Crichel yet – unlike me – never go for walks, never set foot outside their garden. A. asks me why they bother to live so far from London when they would be just as happy in Surbiton, since the country means nothing to them. The fact is, it does. Something of the Dorset landscape sinks in. Just the same with me here. My walks are of course made by the dogs, without whom I would be even less responsive to nature.


Monday, 26 July


I suppose the reason I have never been invited to join the Historic Buildings Council14 is my sullenness and despair. It is the only committee I have ever wanted to be on, and I used to feel deeply over the slight, like Lewis Namier,15 who was not given a fellowship at All Souls because, Raymond [Mortimer] tells me, he was the most egregious bore of all time – not I think my worst failing, which is possibly sheer dullness. I was one of the first people in the movement to save country houses. In an indirect way I instigated the foundation of the HBC through Esher16 when I was secretary of the [National] Trust’s Historic Buildings Committee. I believed I could not be left out, and dire was my disappointment when I was, and some with a tithe of my experience were put on. Oliver Esher and Jack Rathbone17 several times approached the chairman, that odious Alan Lascelles,18 on my behalf, with no results.


Friday, 30 July


Going for a walk I rang the Gascoignes’ bell. Midi [Gascoigne]19 not back from London yet. Bamber and Christina20 were sunbathing in the garden and made me talk for five minutes. I noticed that the figures of both were the same, slim, slender, with small hips. Bamber’s waist as narrow as mine was five years ago (eheu!); she has no bust. They are very alike also in their points of view. Before dinner they came and sat with us on our lawn. Pity we had not known they were alone or we would have asked them to dine, without their parents, and possibly have talked; for Bamber is a highly intelligent boy although I have not yet got beyond expressions of jocular esteem, skimming the very surface of things, and not down to earth. This is often the case with children of old friends. Seldom conversation.


Friday, 6 August


My birthday. I woke oblivious of it, concerned only with a pain in my left eye. While I was shaving A. came in and kissed me. She did not believe I had forgotten, and I believe it is the first time I ever have, because now a birthday means little to me. I am sixty-three. I used to despise, yes, despise people who had reached that age because physically they were repugnant to me. They still are. A. overwhelmed me with presents – a suitcase with initials, an ink-wash by Charles Tomlinson21 of dragonflies, two ties and a brown pullover. A. loves giving as much as receiving.


Saturday, 7 August


Horrible things happen to the body. Weakness of valves, etc. Greater care must be taken to be clean. I hate admitting to wearing plates; and because on Tuesday next I have to surrender my bottom plate to Mr Plowman the dentist for adjustment, and shall not have it returned till the following day, I am reluctant to go to the theatre with Freda Berkeley22 on Tuesday evening. A. thinks this absurd, saying that it is not as though I had no front teeth, and it is only some teeth at the back which are missing.


Tuesday, 10 August


With Eardley [Knollys]23 to Berkeley Castle [Gloucestershire] yesterday. Ten years ago when I went as a visitor I thought it ghastly. That opinion was confirmed yesterday. The rooms are badly arranged, the contents indifferent and badly looked after. The Stubbs picture badly in need of repair. Horrible shapeless rooms; and bare stone walls a poor background for gilt furniture. The best furniture, with sofa, chairs and mirrors en suite, splendid in themselves, have been badly regilded with oil, not water gilding. The late Earl24 fudged up the place by introducing Gothic doorways, galleries and even windows brought from France. Much of the outside is badly restored. Bad, bad, bad nearly all the way round. The only good thing is the terraced garden. This is beautiful. The situation is not impressive. Yet seen from across the meadow at twilight the Castle does look like a crouching tawny lion, about to spring.


Had a horrid nightmare last night. Some schoolmaster or don was correcting my Latin prose. He was devastating me with sarcasm about my illiteracy. I was feeling miserable and humiliated. At the back of my mind I was thinking, ‘This beastly man does not realise that I am capable of better writing than this. If he only knew, and would take the trouble to find out my potentialities. I know I can write, I know I can. Damn him!’ In fact I was retrojecting myself to my Oxford days [1928–31] when I had nothing to show for myself, when my education was neglected, and I resented this neglect, and yet fostered secret and intensely passionate ambitions to write.


Thursday, 12 August


Mrs Golda Meir,25 the Israeli Prime Minister, interviewed on Panorama on Monday, came across as a transparently sincere woman, astute, tortured, but honest. Impossible not to like and admire her. In the course of the hour she said she did not want to be remembered, didn’t want any place or prize to be named after her. She had never kept a diary. Which remark made me ask myself why on earth I did. No doubt I explained why in 1942. Then no doubt the reason, even if I was not honest enough to give it, was, partly at least, a contemptible, vain desire for a vestige of immortality, idiotic though such a craving was.26 Now it is different. I am going to keep this diary only for six months, just to see if I can make a book out of it, out of everyday events, thoughts, nothing much, nothing at all perhaps. But one must be candid. That is the first absolute necessity. Unfortunately one cannot always publish candour.


Friday, 13 August


No, the chief purpose in keeping a diary is to keep one’s hand in. It keeps the fingers flexed, and the mind. Even so, I pay not the slightest regard to style, syntax or grammar. I forge ahead without any consideration of good prose. I wonder if Harold Nicolson, whose diaries are impeccably written, took trouble, or even rewrote. I believe not. He was a disciplined, trained and professional writer, who simply could not go wrong, even when improvising. I remember him typing his diary at the end of the day, and early in the mornings. He did not use all his fingers, and his typing was not fast, but he never wavered, never hesitated, and went straight through like cutting butter. So it seemed to me listening to the click, click in the next room at King’s Bench Walk. That was in 1934–5, when I was a paying guest.


I know no greater agony than having a manuscript turned down. It has happened to me several times, and the pain, humiliation and disappointment are always devastating. This past winter I suffered from acute depression because my novel27 was rejected by literary agent David Higham,28 and publishers Hamish Hamilton29 and Jock Murray.30 Yesterday I began to read through it again after a break of nine months. It is worse than I had supposed, stilted and old-fashioned. I have a dreadful belief that old writers today, unless tremendously distinguished, are simply not wanted. Look at the way Leslie Hartley31 is now treated by reviewers, as an old, fuddy-duddy reactionary without an original idea to convey.


Saturday, 14 August


Yesterday was A’s birthday. As we get older I think with dread of the awful possibility that she may die before me. Pray God it may not be. Yet I wonder what she would do without me, because she has not many intimate friends. Nor indeed do I have many left, but I think I could make new friends more easily than she somehow.


Sunday, 22 August


At dinner with Sally Westminster,32 Nigel Birch,33 now Lord Rhyl, talked of Tom Mitford,34 dead these twenty-six years. Nigel said he was no good as a barrister, but good as a Judge Advocate. Said he doubtless would have given up his indiscriminate sex life, married and borne many children, become a model husband – and, I added, probably a disciplinarian father. Talked of his beauty, and Randolph [Churchill]’s;35 until Randolph was twenty-one, he was the most beautiful creature one could imagine. He had magnificent eyebrows and deep-set eyes, like Lady Randolph Churchill,36 to judge from her photographs. Nigel said he and Tom were Randolph’s best and indeed only friends; and R. died as much from excessive eating as drinking.


Tuesday, 24 August


Went for a walk with Desmond [Shawe-Taylor] through the fields and Foxholes Woods. He is the sweetest fellow, entertaining, funny and extraordinarily quick. Very affectionate too. But his fussiness is a disease. He can’t enjoy himself for worry whether his shoes will get dry before departure, whether he will leave them behind in the boothole, whether we would forward them if he did so. He has to have a simple statement of fact – the sun rises at 5.30 today – explained and argued over before he can accept it. But when one can steer his mind away from these worries he is immensely stimulating.


One sad thing about advancing years is that old friends become, with few exceptions, more trying to live with, some too trying to be with for more than a day. Ergo, one should love but not live with them.


Friday, 27 August


One false illusion in my life has been that sweet reason will win through, and that in no circumstances need man resort to force. On the contrary, events since the war have taught me at last what wiser men than I discovered years ago, namely that force is essential to uphold right. Right must be might, even if might is not right. Violence has reached such a pitch that only violence can restrain it. The thugs of this world cannot be checked by light sentences and comfortable cells, but by being executed, got rid of by the quickest, least offensive means, a prick in the arm and a gentle slipping away to God decides where.


Sunday, 29 August


I believe that one ought to pay the utmost respect to old people who have been clever, successful or distinguished. At least, I was brought up to do it. It is not now generally accepted. Indeed, why should one pay the same measure of respect to the ex-distinguished person of today as to the distinguished person of yesterday, who may be foolish, drooling, useless, ugly and an encumbrance, for the last is no longer the same person as the first? You do not treat the callow child the same way as you will treat him when he becomes distinguished years ahead. You treat him as he deserves at the time, roughly perhaps, crossly, chasteningly if he demands it. Therefore you should treat the old, gaga person with disdain, disregard. That is the rational corollary. Thank God I was brought up the way I was, I can only say.


Monday, 30 August


When Midi [Gascoigne] told me that Bamber’s novel had been accepted,37 my immediate reaction was envy. I contained it, and said jubilantly how splendid the news was. That I should be even slightly envious of this charming, successful young man is preposterous and reprehensible. How can any good be expected of humans who are subject to such degrading instincts?


Sunday, 5 September


Midi spoke to Bamber about my novel and told me to ring him up because he had advice to offer. I did so last night and was just slightly nettled. I expected him to say he would give me an introduction to his friend at Cape’s who had taken his novel. Instead he said he could not bother the friend without first reading my novel himself to see if it was good enough. I did not say, ‘The hell you won’t’, but did say I would not bother him, and had already decided, since his mother had spoken to him, to submit it to Norah Smallwood38 at Chatto’s.


Wednesday, 8 September


All day suffering from terrible Angst, a gnawing in my vitals and a terrible dread that something ghastly is about to happen. What is the cause? Maybe the fact that today I have packed and posted my typescript to Norah Smallwood. Am I making a fool of myself by persistently hawking this bloody novel around? Am I too insecure to write about incest, homosexuality, bestiality, necrophilia, coprophilia and the divers little nasty habits that flesh is heir to?


The L.-Ms went on a motoring holiday to Scotland, during which J.L.-M. researched his history of the later Stuarts. Ten days into their trip, A.L.-M. was assailed by toothache and returned home to see her dentist, while J.L.-M. continued to Edinburgh, booking into ‘a horrid commercial hotel’.


Sunday, 26 September


I had a ghastly experience. Depressed by my miserable little bedroom, and having telephoned to A. in London, I decided since it was not yet dark (6.15) to venture outside the city in search of the site of the Battle of Prestonpans.39 Found it and then dined early at a road-house. Motoring back, already within the outskirts of the city, I was stopped for rather a long time at some traffic lights. A man in a dusty blue raincoat, sallow-faced, about thirty-five, not a hippy, not apparently labour-class, called out, ‘Are you going to the City Centre?’ Yes, I said, jump in. He did. Immediately I regretted it because he stank of whisky. He kept repeating that he wanted a drink, and asked me to stop so that we could drink together. I said I would not have a drink, but that if he wanted one that was his affair, only I suggested that he had had enough drinks already. This made him very cross and disagreeable. He questioned me, Who was I, where did I come from? I was reticent, but said that I came from England, which must have been apparent. When we got to Princes Street I tried to stop and get rid of him. But he would not get out, the cars behind me became impatient and blew their horns, so I was obliged to drive on. In one of those residential streets behind Princes Street I drew up along the pavement. The man asked for money. I said I was damned if I would give him any, and said ‘Get out immediately.’ He wouldn’t. For a second or two I sat and thought, what do I do now? The street was fairly empty. Suddenly he seized a coat of A’s from the back seat and threw it over my head, while he rifled my pockets to the left side. Took two or three pounds. Luckily the rest of the money I had cashed that afternoon was in another pocket the far side from him. I managed to grab hold of the door handle by feeling for it and got out to the pavement. Through the open door I launched a blow at him, but could not hit him hard enough because of the distance. He then slipped into my driver’s seat and began starting up the engine. I managed to blow the horn violently, to no avail. Then there was a tussle for the key. He struck me on the nose with the book I had been reading over dinner. My nose poured with blood. In this tussle he broke off the keys in the ignition lock. In a rage he then got out and started pummelling me on the pavement. A young man and girl friend approached. I beseeched them to help me. ‘I gave this bloody man a lift. He has attacked me. He is trying to steal my car.’ ‘On the contrary,’ the man shouted, ‘he has assaulted me.’ The couple walked off. Another man in bowler hat and swinging a furled umbrella merely said, ‘Compose your differences, my good men.’ It was only when a larger group of youths approached that the man ran off, saying, ‘I have got your keys. I have taken your number. You’ll hear more of this.’ Bewildered, shocked and miserable I got back into the car. What was I to do, with no ignition key? By some miracle the stump, though broken, remained in the ignition, although the boot and car keys had gone. I started up and drove off I knew not where. Eventually I found a lock-up garage, because the car was full of my and A’s luggage. I walked back to the hotel. A sweet young waitress gave me plaster for my nose which bled like a pig’s. I took two Mogadons before I could get to sleep. Next morning I was so upset that I drove straight home within the day.


Monday, 27 September


I think it is as much the realisation that the majority of the human race are savages, and that we in this country have reverted to jungle society, as the personal indignity, that has upset me.


I have read Kay Hallé’s40 book about Randolph Churchill. What comes out vividly from the accounts of him by some thirty friends is that he was a resounding personality, positive and not negative. All admitted his brutish and offensive manners. But his great qualities were honesty and courage. Had Randolph had my adventure in Edinburgh he would have acquitted himself with gusto. He would have pursued the man, bashed him, brought him to justice; not slunk off as I did, feeling myself lucky to be rid of the skunk.


Monday, 4 October


Bruce Chatwin41 lunched with us yesterday. Came in like a whirlwind, talking about himself. He has no modesty; shows off. A. complains of this. But Bruce is an attractive young man of a different generation, Birmingham, ambitious, bubbling with enthusiasms, still very young, feeling his way, not self-assured, and on the aggressive. I like him. A pity he is already losing his looks. We talked hilariously and seriously of the young’s revolt against the establishment. Bruce, having listened to my views – surprising that he can listen – declared that I was basically an anarchist too. I am not quite sure of that.


He and I went for a short walk with the dogs through Foxholes Woods. Then he was enchanting, and all his bombastic social manner left him. He talked enthusiastically, sensibly, unaffectedly. I am certain that in another ten years he will have ceased to be bumptious. He said he felt happy only in the natural wildernesses of the world. Feels constricted in England, lonely in Holwell Farm – not surprising – and is very conscious of today’s lack of opportunity for exploration and getting away from the madding crowd. Told me that, being a war baby, he was his mother’s darling. He only saw his father on his rare leaves from the Army, and when he appeared in the home Bruce resented his intrusion. His mother, an unwise woman, doted, even dressed him up in her clothes for fun when he was only six. He hates transvestism in spite of this silly treatment, but is inevitably homosexual. Said that homosexuality is nothing whatever to do with genes, but solely upbringing. I don’t altogether agree. He admitted it was odd how homos are on the whole more intelligent, certainly more sensitive, than heteros. Said that in many primitive tribes the homosexual becomes the wise man, the healer, the oracle and often the leader, and is greatly revered. I asked what would happen if a white man descended and fell in love with the healer. Would the tribe regard him as hostile Martian, or a divinity of wisdom and light, their union a mystic, wonderful blessing for them? All depends on the tribe, he said.


Saturday, 9 October


I am constantly amazed at the historical ignorance of people who should know better. For instance, in the beautiful Go-Between film,42 motor cars dating from the 1930s were allowed to appear in Norwich Close in what was meant to be Edwardian times. In the short excerpt shot at our house in May for The Search for the Nile,43 the coachman’s livery did not date from the 1860s, as was intended, but the 1820s. Furthermore, the director persisted, in spite of my friendly remonstrances, in making the coachman bring the carriage up to the front door at breakneck speed, the coachman whipping the horse in a frenzy. I pointed out that carriages walked slowly to front doors. I can remember this when I was a child at Ribbesford.44 Furthermore, in a ludicrous way the carriage was halted with the horse’s head before the door, whereas of course the carriage door should have been opposite the front door.


Monday, 11 October


We dined at Moorwood. Prue [Robinson]45 as cheerful as ever; never once alluded to her illness, or allowed a suspicion that she was under the threat of recurrence of cancer. I admire her courage. The three boys46 home on leave from Winchester. Nicky the second is about the most handsome boy I have ever seen. He is sixteen and a half, but looks eighteen. A sidelong smile has taken the place of a rebarbative scowl. I talked after dinner with Ted, the father, about them in the way the old do the moment the children’s backs are turned. He said that Nicky alone was an introvert, and might surprise them yet. He clearly is the intellectual of the three. I tremble for him on account of his superlative looks.


Sunday, 17 October


The Somersets47 dined on Friday. David a moody man, and very restless. One would suppose he was born with a handful of silver spoons sticking out of every corner of his mouth. Heir to a dukedom, rich, handsome, successful, courted, blessed with a heavenly and beautiful wife and four children. He also has good health, strength, guts, and above all charm, that often fatal gift of the gods. What more could a man want?


Yesterday afternoon a woman came for an interview as housekeeper. She was half an hour late. During the wait I worked myself into such a state of nerves that I could easily have run away, or created a diversion, like setting the house on fire. I hate interviewing people, perhaps because I remember hating being interviewed, when I was searching for jobs in vain, years ago. One’s amour propre, one’s pride, one’s sense of inferiority and of the interviewer’s superiority, one’s inadequacy, are too painful to be witnessed in others now. The lady came, was perfectly self-possessed, rather noisy, absolutely in command of herself, confident, and superior. My nerves evaporated within two minutes, and I found myself becoming first prickly, then a little indignant that she was so much at ease.


Tuesday, 19 October


Leslie Hartley came for dinner last night. His is a terrible decline. He is enormous like a blown-up bull-frog who gnashes his ill-fitting false teeth. He tottered in, not knowing what he was doing. With him there came the most appalling smell of fish. I said to A., ‘What can that ghastly smell mean?’ She said, ‘I know only too well’, for she had nursed old people in the war. Throughout the evening she sprayed scent at him, without his having the slightest idea why. At dinner he made no sense. His memory has entirely gone. He drank whatever was given him, vodka, wine, port and more port, and appeared less drunk as the evening proceeded. For after dinner I was able to talk to him about books, while he sank from the sofa, with the cushion, on to the hearth rug. I am so fond of him, and his condition is very sad indeed. Why must one’s friends ruin themselves with ‘that nasty Bottle’, as the Cardinal of York said apropos his brother, Prince Charlie?48


Monday, 1 November


Particularly when I am abroad [he had just visited Italy for Stuart research] I glance through the list of deaths and am always secretly disappointed when there is not one of someone I have known. Not that I want my friends to die, the very reverse, but I suppose like most sub-educated people I get pleasure out of being able to mourn.


I no longer enjoy aimless sightseeing. I must have an objective in view. As soon as I had exhausted what I had come to investigate for my book, I did not know where to turn. On my last day I wandered from one church to another not observing anything in that particular manner which is essential for profit.


Wednesday, 3 November


Last night I dined with the Chatwins at Holwell Farm up the Ozleworth Valley. The moon was full, so I walked there with the dogs. The scene was serenely beautiful, absolutely quiet. A mist rose from the bottom of the valley. The moon scurrying through faint clouds illuminated the Newark woods. The bells of Wotton church started pealing. I have not experienced so Samuel Palmerish a scene for ages. I might have been plunged back into 1820. Shelley’s lines came ringing in my ears –


And like a dying lady lean and pale,


Who totters forth wrapped in a gauzy veil,


Out of the chamber …


although the moon was not tottering, but scurrying like a boisterous well-fed cheeky cherub. Bruce could not continue them. I don’t believe he has read a word of Shelley. He was not very nice to Elizabeth who cooked a marvellous dinner; he was very abrupt and discontented; whereas when he came to tea with me the day before he was all charm. I have seldom met a human being who exudes so much sex appeal with so comparatively little niceness. What does this boy want? He is extremely restless. He hates living at Holwell, wants continuously to be on the move, and is off to South America. When the ‘or’ has worn off the ‘jeunesse’, how much substance will be left beneath?


Thursday, 4 November


Never has there been such a beautiful autumn. One golden day after another. I took the dogs across the field below and to the south of Foxholes Wood. The damp leaves from the hedgerows smelt more acrid than I remember for years, and the cowpats sweeter. As children we loved the smell of horse droppings. We had a pony trap which we were allowed to drive along the lane from Evesham for shopping and to Bretforton to tea with the Ashwins.49 Audrey would drive, aged twelve or thirteen; Dick50 and I, aged eight and ten respectively, were passengers. Miss Wood, the governess, being overweight, was not allowed by Mummie to join us, and was obliged to bicycle, which she greatly resented. Whenever the pony did its business, which involved first a premonitory raising of its tail over the crupper, then pouff, pouff, out would come the fresh, green buns. We children, relishing the delicious aroma, and entirely without any Freudian guilt or repressed sex instincts, would rush to the back of the trap, Audrey even relinquishing the reins, lean over the door and inhale the fallen droppings in the road. Miss Wood thought this behaviour disgusting and reported it to Mama, who reprimanded us, not for being disgusting – it never occurred to her that we were – but for being unkind to the pony in that our action tilted the trap backwards so that the shafts were raised in the harness, and thus caused the pony discomfort. I am amazed now that such young children could drive a pony trap along main roads, but we did, and often without the governess bicycling alongside.


Sunday, 7 November


Isn’t it better that we should all be forgotten? We are, of course; even Winston Churchill, even Byron, Shakespeare will be forgotten when our civilisation has passed, and a new one dawns after the atomic disruption of the world. There is something infinitely pitiable in the way human beings can’t face up to mortality. The rich buy themselves memorial tablets, which get destroyed by time and vandals. The ambitious make names for themselves, although totally undeserving of immortality because most of them are second-rate. The deserving unambitious are too modest or too idle to produce anything which will keep their names before the public eye after they have gone. I think of people like my Aunt Deenie,51 so good, simple, un-evil, unambitious, without guile, without intelligence, dead these nineteen years and totally forgotten. She has no memorial tablet, no gravestone. She left nothing behind her that is memorable, except a flickering, diminishing love in the hearts of Audrey, Dick and myself. Her contemporaries are all dead. There is not a soul beyond us three who even remembers that she existed. I suppose children are the best memorials, because in them and their children one never quite dies. In a hundred years’ time not one soul will know that I existed, for my books will not be read. All I can be sure of is that, had I never existed, the future of the world, or should I say of our civilisation, would not be quite the same for the following paltry reason. However unimportant I may be, I have said something, uttered some word which, overheard by another, has even in an infinitesimal degree influenced his life, which has in turn influenced another’s for good or evil. The fact that one has existed means that one has trod on and killed an insect which has deprived another insect or bird of sustenance, which has affected another bird or insect, and so on ad infinitum. In these attenuated hypotheses lies our chance of immortality. Nevertheless once this world is destroyed I doubt if an individual’s existence on it will have any remote bearing upon the existence of an individual in another solar system. So there is no hope of immortality except through the grace of God and His word, if only one can have faith. Faith is essential to man’s happiness. But who has unquestioning faith? Peasants used to. But they are dying out. I only hope that by growing simpler and better I may enhance my wavering faith. Yet I suppose one should not sit back and expect this to happen. Every good requires inexhaustible effort, and waiting for faith to come is not the way. Prayer, prayer, prayer the theologians answer. Yes, but I have never known how to pray. I can only meditate, and worship, and communicate, and thank. Is this enough?


Monday, 8 November


A., who came back [from Cyprus] last night, has an uncanny way of arriving at telepathic truths, or near-truths.52 For instance, if I have invited someone she does not like to dine with me in London, she will say, ‘Have you seen So-and-So lately?’, when in fact I may not have mentioned his or her name for months. When she saw the little heart I took from the Rome church – incidentally it is made of tin, not silver – she admired it, and said, ‘Such things can only have been stolen from churches.’53 She is a suspicious character, and hates things being concealed from her. Yet she will not understand that no one, certainly not a husband or wife, is obliged to tell all; that husbands and wives are not one flesh, one soul, indivisible. This is just what I dislike about the married state and shall never reconcile myself to.


Thursday, 11 November


I had four shocks yesterday afternoon in London. In Brooks’s, Ralph Jarvis,54 now a little, bent, hollow-chested old man. I only recognised him by his deprecating laugh. Quite cheerfully he told me he was suffering from a tired heart from which he could never recover. I met Francis Watson55 walking into Christie’s. Lined and the shape of his face turned from an oval to a circle, plump body, tiny steps and absurd. Am told he now has a boyfriend, since his ugly wife’s death, who treats him abominably; and this pleases. Then in the London Library Patrick Kinross,56 thin and blotched with dark blue spots. Freda [Berkeley] says he sleeps all day, cannot get on with his history of the Ottoman Empire, and talks about his will. Lastly John Summerson57 approached me, with a rather sweet smile and wearing a beret on one side of his head. Has become an old man. I said, ‘Only last week I was looking at the monument to Pius VII in St Peter by Thorwaldsen. He always reminds me of you, majestic, handsome and holy.’ He said, ‘I have not enjoyed a book [Another Self] so much for years. Can’t you write a sequel?’ No, I replied, I don’t dare. ‘I expect you are right. It is not a thing that could be repeated.’


Wednesday, 17 November


The whole question of our leaving Alderley has arisen again, because of this tiresome woman giving notice.58 For some months it has been happily dormant. But it does seem as though we shall never get a single woman to settle, and we cannot afford more. A. secretly wants to move to London in spite of her protestations that she prefers the country, and has taken a small flat for herself which she is furnishing and decorating. London has changed so much for the worse since I lived there ten years ago that I couldn’t bear to live in it again permanently.


Saturday, 20 November


Dined with the Somersets. When the women left the table, David, Peter Quennell,59 Derek Hill60 and I talked about the everyday things people take for granted and don’t write in their diaries, such as going to the lavatory and how much and where they wash themselves. Even Pepys, Peter said, doesn’t mention how he washed and what with. He did mention that he had a place of easement on the leads of the roof in one house, and in the basement in another. In the eighteenth century grand people living in the country sent to London for wash-balls. David said, ‘I never wash at all. I have two baths a day, but never wash.’ He is the cleanest, sprucest man I know. I said one did not have a bath to wash but for relaxation, that one washed much better without a bath. All one needed was a washbasin and a bidet. The latter is essential but the English still for some idiotic reason find bidets funny. In my youth they thought them immoral. I wash myself thoroughly after I have soaked in the bath. It means standing up and soap-washing neck and ears, rather perfunctorily, then chest, under the arms, stomach and groin, and lastly legs. With a sigh of relief I return to the water, and lying wash the toes, and scrub the finger-nails with a brush. In the height of summer in the Mediterranean I don’t need a bath. I stand upright and naked, and slosh in front of the basin.


Sunday, 21 November


A. found an advertisement in the Wotton Gazette under ‘Situations Wanted’ by a gardener-handyman with three children. Suspects it may be our gardener Mr Müller, with or without the missus. The terrible truth is that one cannot trust anyone today. One is suspicious of them all. They have no loyalties, no morality, no gratitude, no decency – all those virtues for which one is so conspicuous. They think only of themselves and of money, and more money, and employers are ‘they’, to be rooked, tricked and deceived. It is a sad state of affairs. After the dozens of experiences we have encountered since we have lived here these past ten years, no bad treatment will ever surprise us again.


Thursday, 25 November


To the Bath Preservation Trust annual meeting in the Guildhall. The huge room was packed. Christopher Chancellor a bad chairman, couldn’t be heard. Several people spoke with rage in their hearts. One young man, a self-confessed Communist, said, irrelevantly but with venom, ‘Damn the elegant buildings, it’s the people’s needs that are at issue, and not the privileged people either.’ I thought to myself, with Miss King’s troubles in my mind, is the world today mostly evil, or just stupid? I went away having decided for evil. Then this morning Miss King, having packed and said goodbye, confessed to me that she was going to a doctor to discuss her ‘instability’; something was the matter with her, she did not know what. I did. She is a lonely, crotchety old spinster going through what Tony Gandarillas61 would call ‘the time of her life’. Now I decide the world is mostly stupid. Then, reading the papers, and the way in which the marchers outside the House of Commons injured policemen and horses and smashed Members’ cars, I am certain that these people’s motives are evil. So was that young anarchist’s last night. They are anti-everything, positively destructive. I have no sympathy for them. Let them burn.


Thursday, 2 December


Last night I read the book on F.L. Griggs62 which Harry Horsfield63 lent me weeks ago. Griggs was Harry’s wife’s brother-in-law. I had not before realised what a great etcher he was. His landscapes, his content with poverty, his generosity, make me feel humble. His adoration of England, the England of smocks and hayricks, was touching. Why, when we lived at Wickhamford [Manor, Worcestershire], did we not know people like Griggs, instead of those idiotic, arrogant, stupid good-timers with their contemptible standards of what was right for people of their class to do and say, their abysmal ignorance of art and intellect, and their pride in ignorance? Answer – Griggs would not have wanted to know us.


Griggs’s etchings bring back to me the nostalgic cosy beauty of Broadway and Chipping Campden and the Cotswold villages of my boyhood in the 1920s. I relish the memory of winter in these little villages, the smell of wood smoke, the empty streets, grass growing down the humped middles of the roads, animals straying, the inhabitants all belonging and knowing one another, the hounds wandering among all, the clip-clop of horses and occasional bulb horn of some old-fashioned motor car. Oh the bliss departed! Every sortie by car was an adventure. My father putting the Minerva into reverse half-way up Fish Hill, and our just reaching the top one frosty afternoon on the way to the Knoxes’ children’s party at Springhill. I suppose we skidded downhill later in the dark, but I don’t remember.


Monday, 13 December


There is really no one whom I like kissing or being kissed by on the mouth. I notice that certain women will try to do it to me, old retainers such as Mrs Haines64 and Irene Staveley, who make for my mouth a bee-line which I endeavour, usually in vain, to parry. In sophisticated circles no one does this. All my women friends put their faces aslant to mine barely touching; usually first one cheek and then the other is proffered. To kiss, say, Eliza Wansbrough65 or Diana Westmorland66 any other way would be unthinkable. Very few men kiss me, only some very old friends like Raymond [Mortimer], Eardley [Knollys], Desmond [Shawe-Taylor], and then with token rather than actual embraces. I remember Emerald Cunard67 embarrassing Lord Wavell68 at dinner at the Dorchester by asking, ‘Field Marshal, do you like kissing on the mouth, or where?’


Thursday, 16 December


The Lennox Berkeleys had their silver wedding party on Tuesday. About forty people to a stand-up dinner. Many old friends, yet I did not enjoy it. I never enjoy parties of this sort. I have no small talk – precious little big talk either. I only went because A. said I must. However I did enjoy the entertainments because I didn’t have to make conversation. These consisted of, firstly, a piece for four hands, commissioned by Burnet Pavitt,69 composed by Lennox, and played by Lennox and Burnet. Very charming it was too, a waltz in the Poulenc70 manner. A. said afterwards that it was light – which explains why I enjoyed it. Then John Betjeman71 read a short poem he had composed for them – too light by half. Paul Dehn72 read a sonnet he had composed. Arthur Marshall73 gave two recitations, one the funniest I have ever heard, of Queen Wilhelmina74 broadcasting to the British people in the war in broken English. And John Julius Norwich75 sang to his guitar, plangently. There is no doubt the Berkeleys are greatly beloved by a host of friends, and Freda was very moved by the testimonies of their love.


Sunday, 19 December


June at the Berkeleys’ party told me she and Jeremy [Hutchinson]76 had recently dined at Chequers. Ever since her marriage there had been coldness from Heath.77 She had sent him a message through a mutual friend on the eve of their wedding. After all, she explained, he had never so much as held her hand, far less breathed a word of love. The Hutchinsons motored to Chequers from London. There was a small dinner party of mutual friends exclusively. I asked if Heath was cosy. No, for he shuns all conversation, all intimacy. He is terrified of talk which is not about national or international matters. But he was proud of Chequers and showed them the Nelson and other relics. They saw his bedroom. June said she supposed this was always the Prime Minister’s bedroom. No, he said, it was not the last PM’s bedroom. He and Wilson78 do not just dislike, they detest each other.


Monday, 20 December


Dined at Badminton. David away. Cecil Beaton79 staying. He has much aged, very white in face and hair, and scalp covered with light red blotches. A slight paunch. He has lost the old exuberance, but is mellower, and has for me great charm and sweetness.


Cecil said he could not see more of Jamesey [Pope-Hennessy].80 He took him to the theatre a month ago. James kept screwing up his eyes, focusing them on something unseen while making the most excruciating faces, and stretching out an arm in a mad fashion. Was distant and nagging. Kept on pitching into Cecil, and expecting him to admit guilt for the malpractices of our ancestors 200 years back. ‘Well,’ said Cecil, ‘the truth is that I feel no guilt whatever for the fact that in 1771 my ancestors may have been slave traffickers.’ He is sure James was ‘high’ and doped. ‘Why’, he asked, ‘must he write books on such boring subjects’ (as slaves)?


Cecil does nourish some hates in his life still. I suppose that anyone who has once done him an injury is never forgiven, like Anne Rosse81 of whom some truly horrifying caricatures exist. Or has he an objective view of right and wrong? I can’t make out. Charming, disarming as I find him, he is the archetypal Twentyish man. And the Twenties mean cynicism.


Wednesday, 22 December


Every single night I am woken up at about 4.30, occasionally later. I have dreams, nightmares, and then lie half-awake, aware that something is wrong, but not sure what. It is strange how our subconscious lives are governed by the dictates of the bladder. And the bladder affects presumably the behaviour of the adjacent sexual organs. Why in God’s name were they put so close together? This ridiculous march of events, or non-events, takes place every night until I am awake enough to rouse myself and stumble down the five steps to my bathroom. With care, I can, on returning to bed, fall asleep again fairly soon, the elusive tranquil sleep I always long for but which invariably turns out to be a battle. But if I have been unwise enough to open or shut a window, even pat Fop in his armchair, I become wide awake and do not fall asleep before it is time to get up. Then I hear my little tortoiseshell clock on the shelf beside my bed give its silvery strike of 8. I turn on the news from Radio 3 and listen to the summary. I get out of bed, and stroke or have a word with Fop who may by now have jumped on the bed. I draw the heavy wine-red curtains and drowsily descend the steps to the bathroom again, carrying the wireless with me.


Thursday, 23 December


To the strains of Couperin and Rameau, conducted by Raymond Leppard,82 that charming, boyishly attractive man whom I wish I knew more intimately, I shave, cutting myself whenever the blade is a new one. Before the glass I feel awful, sway a little as though I had a hangover, whereas the previous evening I drank one glass of wine. Nevertheless I sing in accompaniment to Rameau and expulsions of wind accumulated during the night. In winter I like to keep an ear open for the school bus which descending from Tresham slows down before reaching the corner to pick up the Alderley schoolchildren. Since it is high in the chassis I try to duck to prevent the Tresham children getting a glorious glimpse of me standing half-naked and scraggy with soap on my face. Having shaved and washed my teeth (I am inclined to eat digestive biscuits during the night), I soap my neck and ears. Sometimes Fop comes down to the bathroom with me, flop, flop, flop, and when I return up the steps he whines because he is frightened of slipping on the polished boards, so I have to lift him. Strange how after all these years he never thinks ahead. Back in my bedroom I think swiftly – what do I wear today? Nothing is happening, no one is coming, therefore another old pair of trousers, the yellow corduroys, yesterday’s dirty shirt and a polo sweater to cover it up, thus avoiding the necessity of choosing a tie. Hastily I pull back the bedclothes to air them, ruffle the pillows and, carrying book and papers, descend the main stairs with Fop in wild excitement because he longs to go out and to greet Chuff who meets him in the hall. A mutual examination of pudenda ensues and they part company, satisfied. By 8.35 I am ready for breakfast.


Friday, 24 December


The stairs are the greatest joy to me, indeed are the part of the house I admire the most, so spacious and generous. The stairwell is huge for the size of the house, which when rebuilt in the middle of the eighteenth century was a smallish middling sort of house. Before the two downstairs rooms were extended about 1810 they were exactly the same size as the centre stairwell. The actual staircase is of oak, with turned and twisted balusters, three to each tread, and a comfortable handrail. Ramped at the newel posts the handrail swoops switchback-like down to the bottom, where the balusters swirl round in the curlicue. The dado echoes the height and rampage of the handrail and the balusters. I could write about the merits of this staircase for ever.


Wednesday, 29 December


Our Christmas with the Droghedas83 at Parkside, Englefield Green [near Windsor], much the same as in past years. Present-giving, effusive thanks, cries of gush as we unpack expensive parcels which we don’t always want, much over-eating of too rich food, walks in Windsor Park – which I do like – ending on the third day with frayed tempers on the part of the overstrung Joan who picks little quarrels with Garrett, who in turn bends over backwards to make amends for nothing wrong he has done, but she likes to make him suppose he has done. Derry84 looking Byronic having lost weight, and picturesque with thick, bushy dark hair and a white face. He and I on Christmas morning stride down the Long Walk back from St George’s Chapel to Parkside exchanging harmless confidences. We wonder why Parkside, which is a nice, white, once-Regency house with pretty things inside, good taste, is yet without much character, and like any Ascot tycoon’s villa. It does not seem lived in, has no knick-knacks. The rooms have that vacancy which rooms have when used for company and not by the family.
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Saturday, 1 January


Thirty years ago today I began my diary which I continued for some eight years, then broke off. My first entry expressed worry that, in my thirty-fourth year, middle age was not distant.1 Now old age has come. The resumption last July was to be for six months only. I shall continue for another six months.


Tuesday, 4 January


Two of the three Robinson boys came to luncheon. We asked Joanie Harford2 to join us to help with the ordeal. It was the very opposite of an ordeal. They were both absolutely charming. They are interested in everything, have perfect, easy manners, are not the least gauche or awkward, are already men of the world. Henry is eighteen, Nick seventeen. Nick is better looking than words can describe, tall, good figure, carries himself erect. Is writing a thesis for his A-level on David Cox3. I telephoned Audrey to congratulate her on her grandsons and she asked, ‘Did Nick tell you what his ambition of the moment was? It is to go to Rome with you.’ I told A. this who said, ‘Let’s take him tomorrow. I would like to adopt him.’


Cheered this morning by a letter from Norah Smallwood saying she will gladly re-read my novel. But she will first of all give it to another to read and form a fresh, unbiased opinion.


Wednesday, 5 January


My only criticism of the two boys is that they both have that fashionable cockney accent which is so odd in children of their upbringing. Winchester of all correct schools too. Why do upper-class boys have to speak like the lower classes? Do they do it on purpose, in submission to the classless age, in protest against their elders? I don’t think so. I think they hear it spoken all around them, and imitate it like parrots.


While beginning Proust’s Captive in bed last night I listened to the 11.30 news. It was a shock to hear the announcement of Gerry Wellington’s4 death. For a moment I let the book fall to my lap, and thought about him. Then picked it up and resumed. Thus we take note of the passing of our oldest friends. Because of their old age we accept it with hardly a demur, thinking, ‘Well, it is not quite my time yet.’ This sounds hard and unsympathetic. But for the past few years Gerry had changed into a querulous, unhappy, indifferent old man. This morning I still feel fairly sad. No man was better qualified to inherit a dukedom. Not a wholly estimable character, for he was selfish, unforgiving and cruel. He nevertheless was the best companion in the world, highly informed, and great fun.


Thursday, 6 January


Gerry had the memory of an elephant, and never forgave an injury, intended or supposed. When in 1937 I and George Chettle of the Ministry of Works together compiled a list of the three hundred most important country houses in England and Wales – an absurd undertaking, as I knew at the time – we rather naturally did not include Stratfield Saye [Hampshire]. Gerry, in those days a valued member of the Country Houses Committee, never trusted my judgement thereafter, and I know he bore me a slight grudge, notwithstanding his kindness and hospitality to me always.


I counted the list of books read in 1971. They amount to 142 – not including articles, or parts of books. No wonder Agatha Christie5 dissented when I said few people read as many as a hundred books in one year. ‘I always do,’ she protested. ‘I read over two hundred.’ I wish I could remember half my total.


Saturday, 8 January


At the Bath Preservation Trust committee we voted on the Bath Tunnel. The strange result was that the old trustees were in favour and the young ones against the proposal, they protesting that it was bound to cause harm to the amenities of the city. In bed I read my diary of January 1942, the year in which I began it. How immature I was then in spite of my thirty-three years, how censorious and absurd. Yet I find it difficult to believe that all the experiences of my past life, good and bad, the thoughts thought and the things (not deeds) done, have not been to some purpose, to be gleaned in a later time.


Friday, 14 January


A person cannot deceive others about his origins. Alec Clifton-Taylor6 said he had little opinion of poor Derek Sherborn.7 ‘He pretends to be grander than he is. He pretends that his house is an old manor house of the Sherborns. He buys ancestors.’ I don’t know whether these strictures are justified for I barely know Derek Sherborn. But if they are, what an ass the man must be. He ought to know that others will see through the façade. It is easier to know whether a man has ancestors than it is to know his age. How extraordinary that people can so deceive themselves. I believe it is the romance in men which leads them to fabricate illusions about themselves; it is something not reprehensible but foolish.


Saturday, 15 January


The Ecologist has come out with a strongly worded declaration signed by some thirty distinguished scientists, and Peter Scott,8 to the effect that the population/pollution problem is so grave, so urgent that the signatories may found a new political party. In my totally ineffectual way I have been labouring on about this very subject, only to be considered a crank. Now letters are written daily to The Times, and everyone who thinks at all realises that the future of the earth is literally at stake. The Conservation Society is quoted every week. And when it was founded ten years ago and I was on the founding committee, I was actually invited [though declined] to be the principal speaker at its first annual meeting. Now established scientists like Professor Fraser Darling9 are its speakers, and Presidents of the Royal Society to boot.


Friday, 28 January


Saddened but not distraught to read the announcement of Bridget [Parsons]’s sudden death. Thirty years ago this would have been a cruel blow, but she had died some years ago to me and most of her friends. When I think of the amorphous, hideous, querulous lump of flesh which had been that bright vision, identical with Desmond10 whom I so dearly loved, I rail against life. I was, in the war days, in love with Bridget because she seemed an incarnation of Desmond with whom I had been deeply in love. Both were in my mind when I wrote my novel [about the amorous twins]. It is dreadful how one can be unmoved by the deaths of those to whom one was deeply devoted in years gone by.


Saturday, 12 February


After the Trust meetings on Wednesday I went to Chesterfield by train; was met and driven to Chatsworth [Derbyshire] for two nights. Three Mitford sisters staying, Debo,11 Diana12 and Pam.13 Together they seem very affected until one gets ‘into’ the Mitford swing, and then it’s difficult to get out of it. When I left on Friday morning Debo said, ‘Diana is a saint nowadays. I am the first to admit that previously she was anything but.’ I do not forget her ruthlessness and pro-Nazi sentiments – but then Tom Mosley has changed from the bombastic pseudo-Mussolini to the calm, wise elder statesman. Diana told me that somebody was writing his life14 and they were giving him help. Then she said with a seraphic look, ‘He is inserting that disobliging piece you wrote about Kit.’15 All I did was to make a face. I was not going to excuse myself. Thought it best to change the subject. Did not want to cause offence by having to say that what I wrote was what I felt then. Time is not always the enemy. Diana said, ‘I look upon you as a brother.’ What forgiveness.


She had flown from America the day I arrived at Chats. One American said to her, ‘What did your father do to produce such brilliant children?’ Diana said he did nothing. Tom Mosley told her she should not have said this. She should have said that her father, because he was a landowner, was a farmer.


Saturday, 19 February


With these repeated blackouts when the electricity is cut off for hours at a time16 we are reduced to candles. How beautiful the golden light they shed. How mysterious and solemn the flickering shadows they induce. While we walk up and down our stairs the big shadows of the banisters move against the white walls of the hall softly and across the portraits. Suddenly a white face is looking at you, then retreats into the shadows. I find reading by candlelight difficult, and A. finds it impossible. How did they manage in the old days? Those over thirty didn’t, couldn’t.


Tuesday, 22 February


A prospective lady housekeeper came yesterday afternoon for an interview. The conversation and ritual are always the same. Please come into the library, we both say. Did you find your way all right? Idiotic remark because otherwise they wouldn’t be here. After asking the same questions we receive the same answers. Yes, I don’t mind dogs, so long as I am not expected to take them for walks. I don’t mind a little cooking. Where have you been? At Mrs So-and-So’s for six weeks, Mrs X’s for five months, Mrs T’s for three months (they have never been anywhere for long). And why are you leaving Mrs So-and-So now? Because I never have five minutes to myself. Am never off my feet. I have to take breakfast up to people in bed, nurse Mr So-and-So who is incontinent, wash him, dress him, take him for walks, etc. ‘If I may interpose’ (a favourite expression), ‘I would like two days a week off for hunting. Yes, I would bring my own horse. And then if I may have my two step-children for weekends. They’re no trouble.’ The moment the applicant has gone we telephone the So-and-Sos. They say, ‘Don’t quote us’, and after a pregnant pause add, ‘Don’t touch her. She drinks, is a thief, is bone idle, complains ceaselessly.’ Actually yesterday’s lady we quite liked and she seemed to want to come to us. Looking out of the window she said, ‘What lovely lilies of the valley you have.’ ‘They are snowdrops, actually.’ ‘Oh, is that what they are? I love the country and country things. What a lot of books you have. Have you read them all? And do they require dusting?’ Oh God, the boredom of the conversation.


Saturday, 26 February


We stayed two nights with the Graftons17 at Euston [Hall, Norfolk]. What a good, decent, public-spirited pair they are. She with her juvenile courts, her family, and royal waitings. He with his endless committees and chairmanships. Billa [Harrod],18 likewise staying, says he never refuses an invitation to address an amenity society. He is great fun to be with and has a wry, not un-sly humour. Yet disapproving. Architecturally, Euston is a mess, made so by the clumsy way his father demolished three-quarters of it. The family portraits make a superb collection.


I ponder, do I like pornography? In literature, honestly hardly at all, because I find the written word unexciting. But in photography, I am afraid Yes, so long as it is not vulgar, or subversive – by which I mean that I don’t approve of obscene photographs calculated to corrupt, or lead to violence; those which are of beautiful people and merely titillate the appetites strike me as harmless. If the participants are ugly and the actions vile, then I am revolted. Do I write contradictory cant?


Monday, 28 February


I am finishing the last Proust novel, thank goodness. It is a great struggle to keep the attention fixed. Sometimes I feel on the verge of inspiration to write a work of genius myself, such is the effect Proust has on me. But the wave disappears without my quite realising what the inspiration is about. The trouble is that, difficult though Proust be, he has expressed practically every thought that has occurred to me, with a thousand others besides.


I think at times of my callous unkindness to Mama during the closing years of her life, with much remorse. I recall walking with her from La Meridienne to Roquebrune village and her making what I considered heavy weather in climbing the gentle slope under the archway.19 Now I puff when I have jumped off the sofa and run upstairs for something. On returning to the sofa my heart thumps and I am breathless. It is difficult to summon sympathy for others when one is feeling well and normal. When Harold [Nicolson] was in his dotage I did feel profoundly sorry and distressed to see him in that condition, and even humble that I, so far his inferior, should be all right; yet I did not sympathise to the extent of not forgetting his misery by the time I had left Sissinghurst and was back in the train to London and having a jolly evening with J[ohn Kenworthy-Browne].20


Friday, 3 March


Before I left for London on Wednesday The Times telephoned. Would I write an appreciation of Violet Trefusis21 who was dying? I am trying hard to get out of this for I did not know V. very well, or really like her. She was an opinionated, self-praising person, very mischievous and even cruel. It will be amusing to learn to whom she bequeathed her possessions. She adored teasing us all with promises. The last time we were at the [Villa] Ombrellino [Florence] she told me she would leave me the Prince Regent’s snuff box. Her chief claims to fame cannot be included in an obituary, namely her elopement with Vita, and her appalling conduct towards her friends. What in her favour? Wit, yes, and puns. Could be very funny. Vanity engaging. ‘Do you admire my shoulders?’ She was a romantic, living in a world of special fantasy, a sort of Ronald Firbank22 world, like Daisy Fellowes.23 People who live fantasy lives are not usually estimable, but given to deceit.


At The Flying Dutchman last night with Joan Drogheda in the Royal Box. Act I most tedious. Rosamond [Lehmann]24 kept whispering, ‘When will it end?’ I said, ‘When will it begin?’, for as yet there had been no incident and the Dutchman was rambling on with a boring soliloquy. The second and third acts were however enjoyable. Senta was a Swede called Caterina Ligendza, with a splendid voice to raise the roof, a very beautiful woman like Diana Mosley. So alike that all my inhibited love for Diana when I was nineteen and she seventeen surged within me. It is interesting how an operatic performance can revive emotions experienced nearly half a century ago.
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