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Introduction


James Lees-Milne was born in 1908 and died in 1997 in his ninetieth year. Until he was in his early sixties, he was unknown to the reading public except as the author of a dozen stylish, middle-brow works of architectural history, and as an occasional contributor of articles on country houses to Country Life. Those interested in architectural conservation were also aware that, during thirty years (1936–66) on the staff of the National Trust, he had helped save for the nation some of England’s most important country houses. A bachelor until his forties, he had in 1951 married a general’s daughter, Alvilde Chaplin. Both had an emotional preference for their own sex and the marriage was often stormy, but by the late 1960s they had settled down to a fairly harmonious existence at their house in the Cotswolds, Alderley Grange. Jim (as he was known) had numerous devoted friends of both sexes, who admired him for his many engaging qualities, but few of whom seem to have regarded him as especially clever. He regarded himself as a dreadful failure, and was obsessed by the thought that he was going to die soon and become forgotten.


Then, in 1970, he created a minor sensation with a book entitled Another Self, which was autobiographical in nature but written in the style of a novel. In it, he portrays himself as a bewildered simpleton who, throughout the first third-century of life, faces a series of bizarre and frightening confrontations with ogre-like figures – an irascible father, a bombastic employer, crusty colonels, and so on. Though he fails to distinguish himself in any of these encounters, he somehow muddles through thanks to a combination of survival instinct and good luck. The book is hilariously funny (in a way that recalls the silent movies), and some of the situations it describes are so preposterous that readers have often wondered how far they are true. Another Self established Jim’s reputation as an Englishman of letters: in the thirty-six years since its appearance, it has rarely been out of print.1


Another Self takes Jim’s life up to the end of 1941, when he was invalided out of the army and returned to work for the National Trust; and there was some speculation as to whether he had a sequel in mind. In a sense, he had. For at the beginning of 1942 he had started to keep a diary; and, encouraged by the success of Another Self, he set about editing this for publication. The first volume, covering 1942 and 1943, was published by Chatto & Windus in 1975, and fascinated readers with its accounts of wartime visits to eccentric country house owners, of London social life during the Blitz, and of the diarist’s romantic feelings for both sexes. Critics discerned in it a unique, original flavour: Jim had a sharp eye, and an ability to depict both people and places in a few vivid words; he captured the spirit of the times; he was both waspish about others and critical of himself; his tone alternated between the comic and the poignant. A second volume, covering 1944 and 1945, followed two years later. During the 1980s, two further volumes were published, covering the years 1946 to 1949: these dealt with the rather grim world of post-war Britain, but nevertheless aroused admiration for the same qualities of candour, wit and sharp observation.


In 1949 (as described in the diary), Jim fell in love with the woman he was to marry, and at the end of that year he discontinued his diary, having kept it regularly for eight years. He resumed it from early 1953 to mid 1954, then stopped again. During the next seventeen years, he recommenced it sporadically, but most of these fragments he later destroyed as they touched upon difficulties in his marriage of which he did not afterwards wish to be reminded. However, in the summer of 1971, doubtless inspired by the fact that he had begun to contemplate the publication of his earlier diaries, he resumed a regular journal; and this time he continued faithfully for the remaining twenty-six and a half years of his life. In his last years, Jim began to edit this later series of diaries for publication by John Murray, covering the years 1971 to 1978 in three volumes; and since his death in 1997, I as his literary executor have completed the series with a further five volumes, bringing the total to twelve.


This compilation brings together, in abridged form, the first four original volumes, covering 1942–9, together with part of the fifth, covering 1953–4. These volumes were all given semi-ironic titles derived from Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ – Ancestral Voices (1975), Prophesying Peace (1977), Caves of Ice (1983), Midway on the Waves (1985) and A Mingled Measure (1994). They have had an interesting publishing history. The first three volumes were published by Chatto & Windus; the fourth was published by Faber & Faber, who reprinted the first three; the fifth was published by John Murray, who reprinted the first four. The first four titles have recently been reprinted again by Michael Russell, who at the time of writing is about to follow suit with the fifth.


It may be useful to review Jim’s life up to the time he began his diary at the age of thirty-three. He was born at Wickhamford Manor, Worcestershire, on 6 August 1908, the second of three children of George Crompton Lees-Milne and Helen, née Bailey. Three facts may be noted about his parents. First, although they lived the life of the country gentry, they hailed not from old county families but from ‘trade’: their money derived from a cotton mill in Lancashire, from where they had moved to Worcestershire only a couple of years before Jim’s birth. Secondly, although they led a leisured Edwardian existence, their wealth was running out, so that Jim, unlike most of his contemporaries from similar backgrounds, began adult life with no money or the prospect of it and faced with the necessity of earning a living. Thirdly, they were philistines who were mainly interested in field sports and had little time for art, literature or religion: Jim’s aesthetic, literary and spiritual interests were therefore not the result of his upbringing, but discovered for himself.


In Another Self Jim writes that, as a child, he was terrified of his stern and irascible father, and worshipped his beautiful, vain and rather dotty mother. Unlike his sturdy younger brother Dick, he was a daydreamer, and rather a cissy who until adolescence secretly longed to be a girl. The happiest period of his childhood seems to have been the First World War, when he saw little of his parents and lived with his widowed grandmother in a romantic Elizabethan house set in a huge estate. At prep school and Eton he did not shine at either work or games, and was regarded as dim and backward. He did, however, form passionate friendships, notably with Tom Mitford, brother of the later famous Mitford sisters (all of whom Jim got to know), and Desmond Parsons, younger brother of Michael, 6th Earl of Rosse. (Characteristically, Jim later fell in love with sisters of these boys – Diana Mitford and Bridget Parsons.)


After Eton, Jim endured the strange experience of being sent by his father to a London secretarial school where he was the only man. He longed to go to Oxford, however, and with support from his mother he managed to enter Magdalen College at the age of twenty. He read history, and scraped a third-class degree: much of his time was spent idling with his main friend of the period, the artist undergraduate Johnnie Churchill. It was during these otherwise unproductive university years that his interest in architecture was awakened, as he marvelled at the glories of Oxford and made the most of opportunities to visit nearby country houses. In Another Self he writes of a dinner party at one such house at which the drunken tenant, cheered on by rowdy undergraduates, defaced the portraits and committed other acts of vandalism: the horror of the occasion filled him with a desire ‘to devote my energies and abilities, such as they were, to preserving the country houses of England’. Around this time he made several friends who were knowledgeable about architecture and encouraged him in such ambitions, notably John Betjeman, Robert Byron and Osbert Lancaster.


For the moment, the job Jim sought did not exist; and he came down from Oxford in 1931 without prospects or any idea of what to do. Fortunately his handsome looks, pleasing manners and soulful personality soon won him influential friends. Foremost among these were two eminent men (both married homosexuals) who became father-figures to him and helped complete his education – the ex-proconsul and statesman Lord Lloyd and the ex-diplomat and man of letters Harold Nicolson. Lloyd employed Jim as his private secretary from 1931 to 1935, and taught him to work hard; Nicolson – in whose London flat he went to live in 1934 – encouraged his interest in literature and introduced him to a set of brilliant young writers including Raymond Mortimer and Eddy Sackville-West. Nicolson also kept a subsequently famous diary, intended for eventual publication, and probably inspired Jim to think of expressing himself in this form.


In 1934 Jim was received into the Roman Catholic Church, to which (like many of his contemporaries) he had been drawn by a longing for spiritual authority, a fascination with sumptuous rituals and a love of Italy – as well as possibly by a subconscious desire to shock his parents. They were indeed scandalised, and for a year he was unwelcome at Wickhamford – though he found himself ‘adopted’ by a number of prominent Catholic matrons such as the novelist Marie Belloc Lowndes and the courtier ‘Puss’ Milnes-Gaskell. Other (non-Catholic) women who took him under their maternal wing included Jean Hamilton, wife of the famous soldier Sir Ian Hamilton, and Kathleen Kennet, formidable widow of Scott of the Antarctic.


A lusty youth, Jim had many casual affairs with both men and women during his twenties. In 1935 he fell in love with Lady Anne Gathorne-Hardy, sister of the 4th Earl of Cranbrook, a lively young woman with literary interests whose cousin had married Johnnie Churchill. They announced their engagement, but felt unable to marry until they had overcome their poverty. Hoping for a career in journalism, Jim left Lloyd’s service and joined the staff of Reuters; but he detested his bombastic employer Sir Roderick Jones, and resigned after only a few months. Soon afterwards, in a fit of depression, he called off the engagement, causing some distress to Anne (who went on to marry one of Jim’s former lovers, the bookseller Heywood Hill).


It was at this moment of near-despair (March 1936), when he was penniless, jobless, and in disgrace for jilting his fiancée, that Jim suddenly landed the job of his dreams as Secretary to the newly created Country Houses Committee of the National Trust – a job which he largely owed to Harold Nicolson, whose wife Vita Sackville-West knew the sister of the Trust’s senior official, Donald Matheson. A charity founded in the 1890s to preserve the English landscape, the Trust (which then had fewer than five thousand members, and a staff of five) had only recently adopted the conservation of country houses as one of its purposes. Jim’s main duties were to help prepare a list of the houses deemed most worthy of preservation, to discuss this (with a view to obtaining tax concessions) with the government’s Department of Works, and to visit those owners who were potentially interested in future arrangements with the National Trust. He threw himself into his work (which carried an annual salary of £300) with almost religious fervour, and soon became adept at both assessing the merits of houses and charming their owners. Although few properties came into the Trust’s ownership at this period, Jim got to know such future donors as the Sackvilles of Knole, the Hoares of Stourhead, the Lucys of Charlecote and the Berwicks of Attingham. Together with his friends Robert Byron and Michael Rosse, he was also involved in founding the Georgian Group in 1937.


Jim adored literary society and longed to establish himself as a writer, but his literary talents, like other aspects of his personality, matured slowly. Before the war he worked on several books, including a novel and a biography of the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, but none of these got into print and little trace of them survives. When his diary begins in 1942, he seems to have been contemplating a study of the historian Thomas Carlyle and his wife Jane (whose London house had become a National Trust property) – but this too came to nothing, and it was not until 1947, when he was almost forty, that he published an original work, The Age of Adam.


In March 1938 Jim fell in love with Rick Stewart-Jones, a young conservationist working for the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. For the next eighteen months, they lived together (along with a bohemian collection of lodgers) in a large house in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, which Stewart-Jones had bought and was attempting to restore. During these months, Jim was also beguiled by two handsome young protégés of Harold Nicolson – James Pope-Hennessy, and the American Stuart Preston. And there were at least two further women he considered marrying, including Gabriel Herbert whose sister married Evelyn Waugh.


The outbreak of war in 1939 – which he regarded as a disaster for civilisation – brought a temporary end to Jim’s work for the National Trust, which suspended most of its activities. During the Phoney War he trained as an ambulance driver for the Red Cross. In the spring of 1940, when he was about to be called up for army service, Michael Rosse arranged for him to be commissioned into the Irish Guards, a largely Catholic regiment. Jim proved a ludicrously inept soldier: in Another Self, he claims to have marched a platoon over the White Cliffs during a bombing raid on Dover. Fortunately his competence in action was never tested, for in October 1940, while on leave from his training battalion, he was caught in a London bomb blast, sustaining injuries which rendered him unfit for service.


Jim spent the next year in military hospitals, suffering from a condition eventually diagnosed as Jacksonian epilepsy. As he returned to health the National Trust was returning to life, as desperate country house owners began to look to it for the future salvation of their currently requisitioned properties. Through the influence of his former boss Oliver, Viscount Esher, he was discharged from the army in October 1941 and returned to work for the Trust, now based at West Wycombe Park, Sir John Dashwood’s Palladian mansion in Buckinghamshire famous for its associations with the Hell Fire Club. It was there that Jim began his diary in January 1942.


These diaries speak abundantly for themselves; but one should bear in mind what they do not contain. With an eye on the future reader, Jim naturally concentrates on the more amusing aspects of life, such as visits to country houses and social gatherings, whereas his existence was largely taken up with the tedious grind of his job and the daily struggle against difficult wartime and post-war conditions, which are mentioned in passing. We seldom see him at his desk, though it was there that he probably spent most of his time, drafting letters and memoranda and, later, writing his books. He makes us aware of his romantic feelings for people of both sexes, but (in keeping with the conventions of the time) he hardly ever alludes to a sexual encounter, though there were undoubtedly many before his marriage. He says relatively little about either his health or his finances, although it is clear that both were a constant preoccupation.


It has sometimes been suggested (even by its admirers) that Jim’s diary reveals him to have been a snob, a socialite and a reactionary. How far are such claims justified? He was emphatically not a snob in the sense of looking up at the great and down on the humble. He admired the noble only when they behaved nobly; and he had been brought up to treat everyone the same, and show sympathy with the unfortunate. On the other hand, it is certainly true (and is indeed among the diary’s chief glories) that he was intrigued to meet the eminent, had a keen sense of social distinctions, and was quick to notice middle-class pretensions. In his own social life, he liked small gatherings of friends, but did not much enjoy large parties of strangers; diffident by nature, he tended on such occasions to be a quiet observer in the corner of the room. As for his political views, these come across as absurdly blimpish at some moments, surprisingly egalitarian at others. During the war, he joined a movement dedicated to promoting the ideal of world government; after 1945, his attitude towards Labour Britain was ambivalent. He writes much about the menace of socialism; yet in a typical entry of February 1948 he lambasts his own class and generation as ‘cliquey, dated, prejudiced, out of touch with the new world and preposterously exclusive – arrogant, arrogant, with few redeeming qualities of any kind’.


Having edited the four volumes of his 1940s diary, Jim destroyed the original manuscripts: all that survive are four handwritten foolscap pages from the summer of 1947, which (by kind permission of the Beinecke Library at Yale, where the bulk of his papers now reside) were used as endpapers to the original hardback edition of this volume. However, for the years 1946–9, a typescript exists which represents an intermediate stage between manuscript and publication; and the manuscript of 1953–4 is in the Beinecke. This material discloses various passages which Jim removed in order to spare the feelings of people who were then still alive. With a few exceptions, these people are now long dead; and where the excisions are interesting, I have restored them. This in particular alters the complexion of 1949, a year which ends with his decision to marry Alvilde. At her own request, passages were taken out which showed that, in love with her as he was, he had doubts about marriage. She predeceased him in 1994; and in the interests of a true record, I have put these passages back in. It was probably also for his wife’s sake that he removed the poignant account of his infatuation for a man met on a train on 10 April 1953, which fans will recognise as characteristic.


My main editorial task, however, apart from the drafting of footnotes (with which the original volumes were sparing), has been to reduce the diaries to less than a third of their original published length. In doing so I have not only made a selection of entries, but pruned and trimmed many of the individual entries themselves. I have allowed myself every liberty; but I conceal nothing, for the original volumes remain in print with Michael Russell, and may be consulted by scholars and indeed by all who feel inspired to read more.


For assistance of various kinds I am grateful to Mark Brockbank, Patric Dickinson, Sue Fox, Bruce Hunter, Jonathan Kooperstein, R. B. McDowell, Hugh Massingberd, Roland Philipps, the late Stuart Preston, Liz Robinson, Nick Robinson, John Russell, John Saumarez Smith, Tony Scotland, Caroline Westmore, and the staffs of the Beinecke Library, the London Library and the Oxford & Cambridge Club.


Michael Bloch
mab@jamesleesmilne.com
March 2006


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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Thursday, 1st January


West Wycombe Park [Buckinghamshire] is a singularly beautiful eighteenth-century house with one shortcoming. Its principal living-rooms face due north. The south front is overshadowed by a long, double colonnade which induces a total eclipse of the sun from January to December. Consequently we are very cold in the winter, for the radiators work fitfully these days. Our offices are in the Brown Drawing Room and Johnny Dashwood’s1 small study beyond it. Matheson,2 the Secretary, Miss Paterson,3 Eardley Knollys4 and I work in the latter room; Miss Ballachey, a typist and ‘the junior’ (aged 15) in the bigger room with all the filing cabinets.


Monday, 5th January


Early this morning I set out on a short tour in the very old National Trust Austin. Before I reached Princes Risborough the car practically stopped, and a rather delicious smell of rice pudding, accompanied by a curious knocking sound, came from inside. I drew up at a garage and asked what could possibly be the matter. The garage man at once said, ‘You’ve got no water in your radiator.’ I was humiliated. I am constantly being humiliated.


I arrived at Althorp [Northamptonshire] more than half an hour late. Lord Spencer5 was huffy at first because of my lateness, and because of the depreciation of Althorp by the agent whom the Trust had employed to make a report on the property. He understandably associated the Trust with the agent’s ignorance and lack of taste. In the end I liked Lord Spencer for not being crosser than he was. He said I was the first National Trust person who had talked sense. Certainly I appreciated Althorp. But the difficulties will be infinite before we get it. I stayed to luncheon – poached eggs with maize and cabbage – which we ate in a little panelled room. Lady Spencer, like a goddess, distilled charm and gentleness around her.


I continued to Haselbech for the night, where I found Aunt Con6 in her new cottage, which is too technological for words. You press one button beside the bed, and a metal arm offers you a cigarette in a cardboard holder; another, and tea spouts from a tap into a cup; yet another and the mattress becomes as hot as St Lawrence’s gridiron. The whole room was a tangle of wires inadequately insulated. I was in terror of being electrocuted.


Tuesday, 6th January


Passing through Hitchin, I noticed St Ippolitt’s Church dominating a hill on my left, and got out to search for George Lloyd’s7 grave. On his deathbed he asked to be buried here. I found the grave huddled amongst ordinary parishioners’, which I don’t suppose he would have liked. I stood over it thinking of him for a quick moment, and left in a hurry, because it was bitter cold. Then I turned for a second and thought, how odd that that well-groomed body which I had known so well in its dapper Savile Row suits was rotting within a few yards of me, in this intense northern cold which he hated. Robert Byron8 used to say he never thought of his dead friends in connection with their decomposing bodies, but I cannot help it. I suppose this signifies that I have too little faith in the immortality of the spirit.


Wednesday, 7th January


Back at West Wycombe I found troops occupying the village and manoeuvres in progress. My bedroom commandeered for a brigadier. The Irish Guards are among the armoured brigade, for Kennedy, once my servant at Dover, saw me cross the road in the village and asked the estate office to ring me up. I went and talked to him and gave him 10 shillings. Was pleased he should wish to see me.


Sunday, 11th January


Found Eddy [Sackville-West]9 at tea and Lady Colefax10 who is staying. Lady Colefax dressed in thick blue tweed. She must have been pretty once. Her face is now like an intelligent pug’s, or a dolphin’s. I felt she might snub me if I said something ingenuous, whereas she would not snub Eddy, whatever he might say.


Monday, 12th January


It is freezing hard and the park is covered with rime. Helen [Dashwood] elects to come to London for the free lift, and plumps herself in the front seat by me so that poor Miss Paterson is obliged to sit in the back seat in the cold. All goes well and the two committees pass uneventfully. Lord Zetland,11 the Trust’s chairman, is wry, starchy and pedagogic; Lord Esher,12 like a dormouse, small, hunched, quizzical, sharp and cynical; Ronnie Norman,13 the eternal handsome schoolboy, noisily loquacious until he finds the conclusion to an argument, when he stops like an unwound clock; Nigel Bond,14 dry, earthy, sound, unimaginative; Sir Edgar Bonham Carter,15 twisted by arthritis, fair, impartial, but too subdued to be heeded by the others; Mr Horne,16 the old, sweet-sour yet genial solicitor, who has sat in attendance ever since, as an articled clerk, he helped draft the constitution of the National Trust in 1895, now beyond his prime, and havering.


Friday, 16th January


I set off for East Sheen to walk across Sheen Common. This is a worthwhile property for it rounds off one corner of Richmond Common. Though the ground is fairly deep under snow I pad across it between birch trees and over heath. I try to find a way into Richmond Park, but the military have commandeered the whole of it, and there is no ingress whatever. So I walk miles round by Mount Clare, which cannot be seen from the road, and across Putney Heath, today quite beautiful and shimmering under the snow. Before Wimbledon I take a bus into Ewell. There I inspect Hatch Furlong, a wretched property, now a cabbage patch on either side of an arterial road, and surrounded by ribbon development. I lunch with Midi17 at Ashtead House where she is living with her mother-in-law Lady Gascoigne, who resembles a cow accustomed to all weathers, with the kindly, rough manners of one.


Saturday, 17th January


I arrive by bus at Leckhampton House which Mrs Stewart-Jones18 has just bought on the Berkshire Downs. It is tea-time. The household is very cheerful, domestic and welcoming after the cold outside. The dove is cooing, the lamps are bright, the toast is thick and the tea steams.


Reginald Blunt19 is living here. He is a dear old man, courteous and cultivated. He is 85, very independent, and with all his wits about him. I talked to him about the Carlyles. He even remembers Mrs Carlyle, who died in 1866. He used to take a jug of milk from the rectory cow to them each day, and in proper season mulberries from the rectory garden. One morning, Mrs Carlyle received the mulberries from him at the door of 24 Cheyne Row and said, ‘Wait! Mr Carlyle has a present for you.’ Presently Carlyle descended in his long dressing-gown, with a rosy apple on a plate. Reginald Blunt was terribly disappointed that the apple was made of china; but he has it to this day. He knew Rossetti, who used to play whist at the rectory. His language was appalling. The following day he would write a letter to the rector, Blunt’s father, apologising for his swear words.


Blunt is in favour of absolutely rebuilding Chelsea Old Church, though not of absolutely rebuilding everything on principle. I agree.


Saturday, 24th January


Nancy [Mitford],20 who is now living at West Wycombe, is mad about the Antarctic Expedition21 and has collected every book about it she can lay her hands on.


I went up to London with Helen this morning for David Lloyd’s22 wedding. Met Midi at her new club, a fantastic institution of which all the members are MFHs and their wives. We at once decided we were too poor to eat there and must go to a pub. Could not find one, but instead found Claridge’s. Midi directed me to the ‘Causerie’ where she said there was a lovely hors d’oeuvres with wine, as much as you liked for 4 shillings. There was chicken on the menu too and since it was thrown in with my Madeira, we ate it too. After all that the bill came to 18 shillings.


Sunday, 25th January


Went to Mass in Cheyne Row held in the vestry for its warmth. Afterwards to Carlyle’s house and sat in the kitchen talking to the Strongs. The Strong family have now been caretaking for a period longer than Carlyle lived in the house; and Mrs Strong’s mother worked for Carlyle. I then went to Brooks’s. As I stood by the fire talking to Ran Antrim,23 we overheard Lord Trenchard24 say to Lord Mottistone,25 ‘I don’t see how the Japanese can hold out much longer now.’ In the library, I read Reginald Blunt’s short book on the Carlyle household. Eddie Marsh26 sat reading beside me but did not talk to me. This is very civilised club behaviour.


Wednesday, 28th January


Went up to London to the dentist. Finished Cherry-Garrard’s27 book in the train. His terrible descriptions of the cold affected me physically, so that I shivered all through luncheon at Brooks’s, and by the time I arrived at the dentist’s, felt sick. After he had finished with me, I was sick. On recovery, I walked to Heywood Hill’s28 bookshop. A strange bearded man wearing a brown fustian cape29 was dictating a letter to Heywood at his typewriter. Anne whispered myseriously, ‘He is the claimant to the throne of Poland.’ But there hasn’t been a Polish throne since the eighteenth century.


Walked across St James’s Park to Westminster and looked at Archer’s30 Baroque church in Smith Square, completely gutted by fire. I recollect dragging a reluctant Jamesey Pope-Hennessy31 into it in the first winter of the war on the plea that it would probably be destroyed. The shell is intact and with a little trained ivy would make a fine Piranesi32 ruin. Had tea with Lady Colefax at her cosy little house in Lord North Street. She was sitting on a stool right in front of the fire so that the room was made distinctly chilly by her acting as a fire screen. Hers is a scientific sort of snobbery. She is evidently hell-bent on collecting scalps, and impatient with anything that may deflect her from the chase. Her friends ring her up about people as one might ring Selfridge’s Information Bureau. Bogey Harris,33 who came in soon after me, said, ‘By the way, Sibyl, I have been meaning to ask you, who is Mrs Benthall, the mother of Sir Somebody Benthall?’ ‘Mrs Benthall, Mrs Benthall,’ she repeated, with emphasis on the Mrs, ‘I am afraid I really can’t help you there.’


Sunday, 1st February


I called on the Rosses34 in Eaton Terrace. Michael looking very well and Anne most affectionate and sweet. They took me to Prince Vsevolode35 and Mamie’s for a drink. The Prince is very ugly and rather dull. She, still beautiful, is called Princess Romanovsky-Pavlovsky (a stage joke name) because she is a morganatic wife. Had gin and peppermint to drink, not very nice. Mamie does all her own housework. He is fifth in succession to the throne of Russia, and his succession is as likely as the uncrowned King of Poland’s.


To bed early, worn out, because I sat with Rick Stewart-Jones until 2.30 last night after he suddenly turned up. Although I forget his very existence during prolonged absences, I find after ten minutes’ talk he is the only person to whom I can say just everything.


Thursday, 5th February


A horrid day in London. Cold intense, and a bitter wind blowing nasty wet snow in one’s face. The SPAB36 office in Great Ormond Street is almost the only building left standing in this devastated area. All round, where whole squares and streets of houses existed a short time ago, are now empty blankets of snow. The meeting had already begun, with Lord Esher in the chair. They were discussing an official invitation to send representatives to list old buildings in London which they consider should not at any cost be sacrificed to post-war improvements – for instance, the Mansion House’s future is threatened. The chief item on the agenda was Holland House. It appears that the whole interior is gutted, and the staircase is rotting in the rain and snow. Everything else has gone except the walls, which in my opinion are no longer Jacobean, for the windows, copings, etc. were largely Victorianised. I submitted that the chief point about Holland House was its historical associations, which have now gone for ever. Anyway, the Ilchesters37 will never live in it again, and I feel sure that the £37,000 needed to rebuild it will not be forthcoming after the war. The prospect of a twentieth-century Jacobean fake is surely worse than a Victorian Jacobean fake.38


Sunday, 8th February


Still freezing hard and the drive desperately dangerous and slippery. Eddy is here again, and Cecil Beaton39 came last night. He is quite grey, and darts like a bird. He is flagrantly Twentyish. He must be very successful if money-making is an indication. I do not mean to be critical for he is an artist, and I find him very sympathetic though a little alarming. This morning on my return from Mass at High Wycombe I gave him an hour’s typewriting lesson. Towards the end we started gossiping, and then I saw how entertaining and sharp he is.


Yesterday’s luncheon revealed Helen in a new light, for the curate and his old mother came. H. said to us just before they arrived that there must be no witticisms and no house-party talk, just the sort of thing Mama would say. They were indeed an eminently ‘bedint’40 couple, and H. said so poor that they undoubtedly didn’t have enough to eat. The mother was sadly dressed for the terrible cold, and most humble and pathetic. He a facetious young man in a long black cutaway coat, with black dusty hair badly cut and a blue blotchy face. Yet the two were proud in their reciprocal love. Helen made great efforts to entertain them, and induce them to have a square meal. Alas, they were far too genteel to be pressed to second helpings. After dinner I took up my knitting – ‘the true sock’ Clementine [Beit]41 calls it, which on St Milne’s day, instead of liquefying, will unravel if there is to be a good harvest. Cecil had hiccoughs he laughed so much. Eddy took up his knitting, an endless khaki scarf. We must have looked an odd spectacle. Still, I wish Helen would not call us the two old bombed houses.


We talked about beautiful women, and it was interesting to listen to Cecil on the subject. He deprecated Tilly Losch,42 and said Diana Cooper43 was probably the most beautiful woman he had photographed. Of Sarah Churchill,44 Vic Oliver’s wife, ‘Perhaps I should not tell tales out of school, but if her nose were only her own.’ ‘Well, whose is it?’ Nancy asked. ‘Gillies’s,’45 he said.


Saturday, 14th February


Wickhamford [Manor, Worcestershire, J.L.-M’s family home]. Walk with Deenie46 in the afternoon to the Sandys Arms and talk with Maggie in her back room which smells of dusty plush and stale cheese, and a knot of hair on the top of her hair like the shiny crust of a cottage loaf. She is big with the child to be born in April and heartily disgruntled by the prospect. ‘Oh, Master Jim, I could kill that there Bert [husband] for what he’s done to me – and at such a time too.’ I could also readily kill Bert for taking Maggie away from us in the first place.


Monday, 16th February


Taking Mama and Deenie with me, I went to Dowles Manor near Bewdley, where I went in and talked to Mr Elliott. Very frail and ill with rheumatism, he spoke of dying shortly and wants the National Trust to have the house and twenty acres of the valley as soon as he can get the consent of his elder daughter now in Ceylon. This may take six months or more. A complete picture postcard house, olde worlde black and white, the outside almost ridiculous. Mama at once said, ‘What a dream!’ Certainly the stencilling inside is remarkable. It is of the date of the house, circa 1570, and covers both beams and plaster panels. On this account alone the building is important. Walked by the trout brook to our [the N.T’s] adjoining Knowles Mill property and talked to the woodman’s wife. Lovely rustling walk beside the water under trees.


Tuesday, 17th February


Dined with Harold Nicolson47 and Jamesey at Rules. We talked about Byron’s sex life. Lady Byron48 is said to have recorded in her diary that when she once told Byron that she could not sleep with him because she had ‘the curse’, he replied, ‘Oh, that’s all right, I can sleep with Augusta.’49 Sounds improbable to me – I mean Lady Byron recording it. In Hobhouse’s50 copy of Moore’s Life of Byron [1835], which Harold possesses, Hobhouse has pencilled in the margin that Lord Holland told him the reason why Lady Byron left her husband was that Byron attempted to bugger her; that Augusta was not the cause. Harold attributes the incest-boasting to Byron’s subconscious getting-his-own-back on Augusta, who when he was a boy was much his senior in social sophistication. For it was Augusta who taught him correct manners which Byron was supremely backward in acquiring, if he ever properly acquired them, owing to Mrs Byron’s slipshod and provincial upbringing of her son. Again in Hobhouse’s copy, where Moore gives a highfalutin poetical reason for Byron’s desire for Hobhouse to leave him alone in Greece, a caustic marginal note gives the true reason. It was quite simply that Byron did not want another English gentleman, even his best friend, to witness his sexual aberrations, which were – in Hobhouse’s words – a disgrace to his class and country.


Thursday, 19th February


Walked to the Epstein51 exhibition at the Leicester Galleries. Jacob and the Angel in alabaster. Strong, ugly and vastly arresting. One is awed and repelled by the Jew. I was struck by the number and variety of people wrapt in contemplation. There is undoubtedly a growing interest in works of art among all sections. I would give my soul to be busted by Epstein, and would then probably be sick at the sight of the thing.


I took the 4.30 from Euston to Manchester and arrived at 10, worn out by the journey. At the Midland Hotel ordered supper, very expensive, about 10 shillings, of chill soup, golden plover with wet swimmy veg presented on one plate, and coffee. Extraordinary people in the hotel, peroxide blondes decked with false gems, and middle-aged men with their ears sunk into the fat of their necks and the wire bridges of their specs into their noses. Rolls of skin over their collars.


Friday, 20th February


Accompanied by two bank managers, a surveyor and a solicitor, I went to inspect Hen Cote Cottage and Daisy Nook. Had been considerably put off by the names, but lo! the property was immensely worth while. Surrounded by Manchester, Oldham, Ashton, it is a blessed oasis. A deep gully of some thirteen acres with a rushing yellow-backed burn through it. Much frequented by the inhabitants of these towns. There are wildish moors nearby, and I decide it is just the sort of land the Trust should hold. My companions charming. Lancashire people are like children, friendly and warm, but inferiority-complexy about people from the south. They are always talking of Lancashire qualities, and seemed pleased when I told them that I myself derived from these parts. Worcestershire people never go on about Worcestershire qualities, I notice. Bitterly cold day, a film of ice practically covering the burn.


Took express train back to London in order to dine with Jamesey. He joined me at Brooks’s at 9, too late to get dinner there, and had no money. I was extremely tired by then, and cross. Walked to the Barcelona Restaurant where we had to wait half an hour before we were served. Testily I tell J. he is becoming spoilt and too reliant on his youthful charm. At once realise I make the mistake of admitting that he still has these qualities, not that he isn’t perfectly well aware of them.


Saturday, 21st February


To Moss Bros in the morning where I bought a maroon velvet smoking jacket for 8½ guineas and thirteen coupons. I still have a few coupons left till June.


Sunday, 22nd February


From High Wycombe I bussed to Bray Wick [Berkshire] and from there walked to Ockwells Manor. I was last here in 1936. My host, Sir Edward Barry,52 now eighty-four, is as lively as ever. He has one servant. Sir Edward himself stokes the boiler every morning. The house is sadly dusty. We had a delicious English roast beef luncheon with Yorkshire pudding, rhubarb tart to follow. A gin and vermouth warmed me first of all, for it is still bitterly cold. Sir Edward wants to sell. He owns 600 acres with a rental of £1,200 and is asking £75,000 because an American millionaire offered him that figure ten or more years ago. He spurned Cook’s53 offer of £40,000. I fear I cannot help him unless he changes his tune. He took me round the house again. Although it is most important, yet it does not please. Sir E. is 2nd Baronet and Baron du Barry in Portugal, which is strange.


Tuesday, 24th February


Packed all the relevant papers into my old black bag and caught the 9.06 from West Wycombe station to London for the Country Houses Committee meeting which I had to take myself since Matheson is away ill, with a temperature of 104. Rather nervous how I was going to acquit myself this first time I have ever taken a meeting alone. But as a matter of fact all went fairly well. The old gentlemen are so fearfully ignorant of the intricacies of most items on the agenda that one need have little fear of them. Besides, they one and all are so nice.


Saturday, 28th February


Nancy often shocks me, accustomed as I am to think of her running contrary to conventions in her girlish, mocking manner. For example she said to me today, looking at me very seriously in the way people do when they know what they are about to say will meet with disagreement, ‘It is clearly our duty to remain in England after the war, whatever the temptations to get out. The upper classes have derived more fun from living in this country since the last war than any other stratum of society in any other country of the world. No more foreign parts for us,’ with a hiss on the last sibilant.54


Sunday, 1st March


Before luncheon, Nancy said, ‘I must just dash to the Beardmore.’ ‘The what?’ Helen asked. ‘Don’t you know’, we said, ‘that the upstairs lavatory is called after the Beardmore Glacier. 55 It faces due north, the window is permanently propped open so that it can’t be shut, and the floor is under a drift of snow.’ Helen doesn’t find this a funny joke. After luncheon, Eddy, Nancy and I huddle over a few green logs in the fireplace, Eddy trying to read The Mill on the Floss, I Jane Carlyle’s letters. We turn to discussing H’s extraordinarily unadult character, her terror of being left out of anything that may be going on, her pique over preconceived plans going wrong, and a certain resentment over others enjoying something she fears she may be missing.


I motored to Eton in time to take Francis [Dashwood]56 out to tea in the Cock Pit, where we ate the familiar bap rolls with jelly jam and whipped cream, and Austrian chocolate cake. Only the cream was ersatz, and the cake tasted of straw rolled in dung. Then to Evensong in College Chapel where the traditional ceremonial is invariable. The ‘ram’57 marches in the same deliberate, self-conscious manner. The same scrubby little boys sit demurely on the knife boards. In how short a time is contact with the younger generation completely lost. How can I be sure about what I believe these boys to be thinking about the service and each other, for I could never ask one, and no one would venture to tell me? Yet there they are, very well-mannered it is true, but flashing across the nave confidential smiles that mean so much, ogling and making assignations without a word being spoken. Oh the squalid thoughts and the romance of it all at the time, I remember!


Monday, 2nd March


Eardley and I motored to Princes Risborough to look at a wall at the bottom of the manor garden which is falling down. Afterwards Mrs Vaughan, our tenant, showed us over the house. She is the widow of Dr Vaughan, late headmaster of Rugby, a distinguished lady who has ‘let herself go’. Very countrified, untidy and dressed in subfusc. She has the thinnest nose bridge I ever did see, like the edge of a pocket knife. I could not take my eyes off it.


Saturday, 7th March


There is a great stir in Brooks’s about the member who has been asked to resign, and won’t go. He doggedly makes use of the library every day and even insists on privileges which the most hardened old members would not dare demand after half a century’s membership. He has been so rude to the servants that in a body they informed the Secretary they would leave unless he did. Now there is to be an extraordinary meeting in order formally to expel him. Such a thing has never been known in the whole history of Brooks’s. The offender is a vulgar, sinister-looking fellow, who prowls around the club. When he leaves a room the older gentlemen break into muffled whispers.


I went to tea at the Kinnairds’58 house in Lennox Gardens [Kensington]. Tea was on a table in front of the fire and Lady Kinnaird on her knees with the toasting fork. Very friendly, but offered the butter half-heartedly, and when I said, ‘I don’t eat butter’, also half-heartedly, she did not press. I refused the sugar offered, taking out my saccharine, and again was not pressed. I was asked to take the honey from the comb with my knife to save dirtying a spoon. Lord K. wanted to know all about the National Trust and the country houses scheme. He lamented the servant scarcity and said it was a scandal elderly people should not be allowed a full quota of servants. Lamented education of the lower orders. I was a good deal entertained, and couldn’t help liking them. All so unrealistic and old-fashioned.


Sunday, 8th March


In the afternoon, Rick [Stewart-Jones] and I walked in the sun. He wanted to look at the slum parts of Chelsea around Lots Road power station. It is remarkable what vast areas there have been destroyed, and yet the power station is unharmed. R. is fascinated by the problem of reconstructing these devastated areas when the war is over. It is slums in which he is most interested. I am not at all. We looked at the Moravian Cemetery at the back of Lindsey Palace.59 There is a nice little cottage, and an old chapel, now a studio. Half-hidden by the long grass of a lawn are round and square stones on the ground, with inscriptions on them. The Moravians were buried standing up, the easier to scamper away at the sounding of the last trump.


Monday, 9th March


The sun was shining and the air almost balmy as I walked through Belgravia. For the first time this year I inhaled that familiar scent of London, which ought to be so full of promise and happy days. But alas, now it augurs despair, inevitable misery, and destruction. For the spring is a season one has come to dread. Yet the birds in Green Park were singing oblivious of the future; and in spite of my awareness of it I found my feet skimming over the grass.


I once firmly believed in the permanency of human relationships. I suppose I read about their impermanency in books, but could not bring myself to acknowledge it. Now I know it to be a fact, just as every physical creation is transitory. The realisation ought doubtless to strengthen my divine love, but I do not think it does.


Saturday, 14th March


I walked round St Paul’s Cathedral. It was full of little brown men, Burmese or Siamese, herded by kind English drago-ladies. The ambulatory and the transepts are closed to the public, and there is a great chasm where the bomb fell in the north transept. The inner screen whereon used to be ‘Si monumentum requiris, circumspice’ is totally destroyed. The Duke of Wellington’s ornate monument is bricked up with iron stays from one side to the other. All the sculpture covered with dust and dirt.


I walked through the devastated area to the north of the Cathedral. It was like wandering in Pompeii. The sun was shining warm and bright. There was not a breath stirring, only the seagulls wheeling and skirling over the ruins. Not a sound of traffic when I was in the midst of the isolation. From one spot there is waste land visible as far as the eye can roam. It was most moving. Unfortunately the ruins are not beautiful, too like scarred flesh, and as yet untoned by time. I do pray they will at all costs keep the Wren spires, even if they must clear away the shells of the naves. I walked past the ruins of Christchurch Newgate, St Giles’s Cripplegate, St Vedast, St Lawrence Jewry, St Benet’s, St Mary-le-Bow (when I last saw this church it still had a roof on it though badly damaged; a subsequent raid has evidently finished it off ), and so on. Walked to Finsbury Circus via the Guildhall, past Liverpool Street, back via St Botolph, little St Ethelburga the Virgin, St Helen’s (these three unharmed), up Queen Victoria Street and back to St Paul’s, where I took a bus to Brooks’s, exhaustion and tea.


Wednesday, 18th March


I went to the National Gallery and met Clarissa Churchill60 walking down the steps. She said she had failed to get in, having been told that only ticket holders would be admitted. In fact she had gone to the wrong door. We bought tickets (1 shilling each) and just squeezed in. We had very bad seats right at the back behind the performers. Elena Gerhardt61 sang Schubert and Brahms, and Myra Hess62 played Schumann. No wonder it was a popular day. We ate sandwiches and drank coffee in the canteen.


Clarissa walked with me as far as Brooks’s. She told me that Randolph [Churchill]’s63 wife had no intention of sticking to him, and that Mr Churchill would be very sad if the marriage broke up. She said that General Pope-Hennessy’s death was brought on by a stroke. A Colonel Someone was having tea with him and put him into a rage by remarking that Russian tanks were bad. When the visitor left the General went to Dame Una’s room, very upset, had a seizure and died four hours later. Cecil Beaton observed, ‘Careless talk costs lives.’


A special meeting was held at Brooks’s this afternoon formally to expel the member who has been rude to the servants and has used bad language. The Chairman announced that he had just received a letter from the member announcing his resignation after all, and promising never to cross the threshold of the club again. Great relief was expressed by everybody at this end to their embarrassment. Later in the day, I passed the man, looking unconcerned and truculent under the arcade of the Ritz. Instantly I felt sorry for him and wondered why he had behaved like this. I can quite understand how, if one senses that one is disliked, one is impelled to make oneself detested.


Tuesday, 24th March


I arrived at Brede [Sussex] at 7.30 in time for dinner with Clare Sheridan,64 whom I had not seen for years. She looks a little older, is stout but magnificent. She was wearing corduroy trousers which did not suit her, but the next morning she wore a terracotta skirt with flowing shawl to match. She kept flinging the shawl about her in Isadora Duncan65 fashion. Clare is a pacifist, and we spoke of the war, and of spiritual values. I found that I agreed with her fundamentally. She is a big woman and has the bigness to remain detached from the war. I remember once thinking that in the event of war most of my friends would have the bigness to remain so detached, but no, none of them seem to be, not even myself. Clare is. It is true that now Dick [her son] is dead, she can afford to be. Clare has woven a spiritual seclusion and wrapped herself in it like a cocoon. She thinks her cousin Winston ought to go. She praises the contrasting virtues of Stafford Cripps,66 who neither smokes nor drinks, and is impressed by the love of the people in his own village for him.


Thursday, 26th March


After breakfast, at which I was offered a goose egg and, like an ass, refused it for fear of appearing greedy, we went down to the park to look at Brede Place, now occupied by soldiers. It is a wonderful house and to my surprise not large. Nothing, save Dick Sheridan’s five bathrooms and heating plant, has been added to the house since Henry VIII’s reign. A very perfect late medieval house, with a wide view, yet remote. It has several panelled rooms. Clare would sell Brede for £7,000, but there is little land and no other form of endowment. Yet it would let if the Trust held it, I feel sure.


Left for Smallhythe [Place, Kent]. Miss Edith Craig67 was in bed, but the two other odd old ladies were about, Christopher St John and ‘Tony’ (really Clare) Atwood. They were dressed in corduroy trousers and men’s jackets, one homespun, the other curry tweed. Their grey locks were hacked short and both wore tam-o’shanters. They were charming to me and gave me a huge two-handled mug of coffee. In Ellen Terry’s little house one feels that she might walk past one at any minute, and in her bedroom that she might appear sitting before her dressing-table brushing her hair.


Saturday, 28th March


The coffee room at Brooks’s was full. I was just going to withdraw when Professor Richardson68 hailed me and told me to sit with him. He is a dear man, and a little dotty. I don’t always understand his esoteric jokes and insinuations. He is always punning. He spoke disparagingly of Groping Ass and Meddlesome,69 his two bêtes noires. He says all great architecture is derivative when it is not deliberately imitative. He claims to have discovered Wren’s own working notebooks, but will not reveal or publish them, for there is no one alive worthy to profit from them. He only reads eighteenth-century newspapers, of which he has an enormous stock, for he says the news is just the same in them as it is today. You merely need to substitute the names of countries occasionally, and not invariably.


At 2.15 I joined the Hills at Miss Jourdain’s70 and Miss Compton-Burnett’s71 where they were lunching. A great occasion. Margaret Jourdain is patently jealous of Ivy Compton-Burnett, whom she keeps unapproachable except through herself. The two have lived together for years and are never parted. They are an Edwardian and remarkably acidulated pair. The coiffures of both look like wigs. Miss C.-B., whom I consider to be the greatest living English novelist, is upright, starchy and forthright. There is a bubbling undercurrent of humour in every observation that she makes, and she makes a good many, apparently hackneyed and usually sharp, in a rapid, choppy, rather old-fashioned upper-middle-class manner, clipping her breathless words. She enunciates clearly and faultlessly, saying slightly shocking things in a matter-of-fact tone, following up her sentences with a lot of ‘dontcherknows’, and then smiling perceptibly. She has a low, breasty chuckle. She has not unpleasing, sharp features, and her profile is almost beautiful. But she is not the kind of woman who cares tuppence for appearances, and wears a simple, unrememberable black dress which she smoothes down with long fingers. We talked chiefly of country houses. Miss Jourdain looks rather wicked and frightening when she peers through her quizzing-glass. Miss C.-B. says that Miss J. has too little occasion to use it these days, now that there are so few houses available with furniture to be debunked.


Thursday, 2nd April


I drove with Eardley [Knollys] to Avebury. He took me round the Circle. He is madly keen on Avebury and rather peevish about my lack of enthusiasm for the ugly stones which Keiller72 has dragged from the ground into the light of day. I cannot approve of the proposal to destroy the old village inside the Circle. I admit that the empty sections of the Circle are impressive where the terraces have been cleaned of scrub and are neatly cropped by sheep; but to remove medieval cottages and clear away all traces of human habitation subsequent to the Iron Age seems to be pedantic and a distortion of historical perspective. We walked round the manor garden. Eardley was bored by the house because it is not classical but romantic. Today’s fashionable distaste for the romantic in English country houses is as overemphasised as was the Edwardians’ for the classical and regular.


Saturday, 4th April


Two young men to luncheon, one called Eric Knight who is half German, having a German mother and German wife, the other in the Air Force and reeking of cheap scent. Knight with long, golden hair, a large nose and thick, ugly Yiddish lips, was unprepossessing but interesting about Russia which he visited in 1935. His impressions in that year were that the Soviet system was a laughable and total failure. Nothing worked. Everything was tawdry and drab. The people were corrupt and ready to commit any treason for money, which all lacked. He spoke to many beggars, some of them educated old ladies who complained to him of their miseries in frightened undertones. My convictions regarding the Russian campaign are that the Germans are not yet in earnest. I foresee a renewal of the German onslaught when the mud has gone, and a terrible Russian defeat.


Tuesday, 7th April


Talked with Mama in her bedroom this morning. She is full of complaints as usual. Papa has let the large cottage for only £2 although it is fully furnished; there are endless parties of people in the house; the garden boy is leaving, and the gardener, who is forty-three, may be called up; and Gertrude is to be married in a fortnight. She is the only servant in the house now, and Colonel Riley, who is billeted on them, has to be waited on, hand and foot. Mama is very distressed because Gertrude is due to have the curse the very day of the wedding, which could not be arranged otherwise because her young man has to take his leave when he is given it.


Wednesday, 8th April


This afternoon Sarah73 ran into the office at West Wycombe calling for Miss Paterson. The tapestry room chimney was on fire. I dashed upstairs and with Helen went on to the flat roof. Smoke was pouring from the chimney stack. I got a stirrup pump and soaked the stack with water. Within five minutes of the fire being extinguished the fire brigade arrived. I secretly enjoyed the incident. Helen was very scared, which was only natural, looked very white and issued and counter-issued orders in a snappish way.


J.L.-M. was invited to stay at Cumberland Lodge, Windsor Great Park, by the elder statesman and leading Roman Catholic layman Lord FitzAlan.74


Thursday, 16th April


A tedious 2½-hour journey by a series of buses to Englefield Green. Mediterranean sky, and the chestnuts having burst their buds are in the fan-unfolding stage. All the trees along the Thames valley are shooting buds noisily.


I walked through Bishop’s Gate into Windsor Park and was overtaken by Alathea FitzAlan-Howard on her bicycle. She is the FitzAlans’ pretty granddaughter aged eighteen, frail and freckled. I arrived just in time for dinner for which there is no changing these days. Lord FitzAlan’s son staying.75 It is the first time I have seen him, a tiny, rather wizened, insignificant man with a wooden leg. Magdalen76 sad as ever, with heavy folds of tumbling, wispy hair parted in the middle of her head and looped behind anyhow. Two Grenadier officers came to dinner. They are guarding the King and Queen who are present at Royal Lodge next door. One is called Lascelles and is Blanche Lloyd’s nephew,77 very good-looking and fair-haired, tall and ‘the flower of English youth’, a plant that always makes me stare and rub my eyes in admiration and envy. Both are on guard for a week, may not leave the locality, and sleep only half-undressed in the royal stables. Yet they look uncrumpled, immaculate. They seldom see the King.


Lord FitzAlan talked to me after dinner in his study about the Stanley Baldwins.78 S.B. is by no means a fool; is on the contrary extremely astute, and far from obstinate as is often supposed. His besetting fault is indolence. He confided in Lord F. that his reason for not rearming was that the country would not stand for it at the time.


Friday, 17th April


I was given the Chapel Room, a stuffy, old-fashioned bedroom, with a huge, made-up oak bed, very comfortable with two fat rich linen pillows.


Mass in the Chapel at 9. One of the Jesuits from Beaumont comes three times a week to say Mass. The Blessed Sacrament is kept in this Chapel which is well arranged and furnished, unlike the usual makeshift type found in country houses. The ceremony was somehow extraordinary. There were Magdalen, Alathea, a lady’s maid and one very old woman from I don’t know where, all under veils. Lord FitzAlan served in spite of his eighty-seven years, shuffling about genuflecting like a two-year-old. The priest, Father Day, son of the judge in the Parnell case, is a cripple with arthritis and can barely move. He crawls at snail’s pace, leaning heavily on his stick. I was in agonies lest he or Lord F. should collapse, but each supported himself on the other. Yet the scene was impressive and the recollection of it fills me with pleasure. I went to Confession and as usual had to rack my brains to extract the worst sins since I last confessed, which was at Dover I believe. I find it hard to decide which are my sins. I was given 3 Paters, 3 Aves and 3 Reginas. Only Lord F. and I communicated. Lord F. handed me a clean napkin and I trembled lest the priest, who was creaking and groaning, should drop the wafer. The wafer dissolves so foamlike in my mouth, always adhering to the roof of the mouth first of all.


I drove to Egham station with Father Day, who is an inquisitive old man, wanting to be told everything, who I am (who am I?), how I spell my name, how long I have known Cumberland Lodge and what is my age. Not an agreeable priest, and his false teeth do not fit.


Thursday, 23rd April


Today at Bradbourne [Kent], that once most romantic, untouched, primitive Queen Anne house of the Twisdens, I was reminded of a meeting in a House of Commons committee room just before the war. A few of us were assembled to discuss how the East Malling Horticultural Research station could buy and establish itself in that place. For some reason Lloyd George79 joined us. He swept into the room like a whirlwind. When he settled down I observed him. He resembled a red turkey cock with a crest of white feathers. He gobbled and spluttered, was opinionated and rude. When this plethoric old bird announced that he did not care a damn about the beautiful Bradbourne, or for any country house for that matter, I hated him. Of course I was too insignificant for him to address a word to me. But I cast such intensive looks of hatred and indignation at him that he was obliged to notice them. He merely gave a frown of irritation as though I were a tiresome fly.


My reception at the Wool House at Loose was just as Eardley foretold. The house has been divided into two since the war. Miss Hunt lives in one part; some people called Beeson in the other. The house is a hideous, pretentious, genteel over-restored fake, just like its inhabitants. A horrible property. I hope it gets bombed. Miss Hunt shouted a catalogue of grievances against the Trust for not carrying out repairs to the bogus half-timber which she has been obliged to attend to at her expense. The Beesons came out of their part and shouted abuse at Miss Hunt, and then at me. I could not bear it and fled, without seeing the museum of African flints and trophies.


Drove down Watling Street, by Gravesend and Deptford. This unconfined Thames estuary is rather exciting, sprinkled as it is with drifting pylons, factory chimneys and distant gasometers gleaming in the sunshine across the river, with squadrons of bombers flying overhead.


Tuesday, 28th April


Miss P. told me in the office that the Bath Assembly Rooms80 had been gutted by fire in the raid on Saturday night. It has upset me dreadfully that so beautiful a building, hallowed by Jane Austen and Dickens, should disappear like this in a single night. Eardley, who was staying the weekend with his mother, came in for the full brunt. He says the Circus has a crater in the middle of the grass, and all the windows are blown out. Two houses in Royal Crescent are burned out, the Abbey windows are gone, and the fires and destruction have been devastating. This is a reprisal raid for ours over Lübeck. Both raids are sheer barbaric bloody-mindedness, anti-culture and anti-all that life stands for. I positively want not to survive the war when things like this can happen.


At 11 Ted Lister81 called for me and I took him to Holland House. We walked in at the gates and right up to the house where we talked to the caretaker, who had been on the spot when the house had burnt about a year ago. It is a shell. The only part remaining, though badly damaged, is oddly enough the Jacobean staircase, with one of the Jacobean doorways leading to it. The Spanish leather under the stairs still hanging in festoons from the walls. A sedan chair and a small lacquer chest, half-burnt, are left. The painted panelled room for Charles I which I remember Lord Ilchester once showing me is gone. We could just distinguish where it had been, for I saw traces of one painted pilaster. The library and everything else irretrievably gone. I am glad I once visited this house, and danced in it, in its heyday. Ted and I walked along the terraces, through the old walled garden and northwards through the park, and down a long lime avenue. The grass was long and unmown, but the trees were fresh and re-budding, quite indifferent to the terrible indignities of last year. The tranquillity made it difficult for us to realise we were in the centre of London. How important it is to preserve what remains of this sanctuary.


I was an usher at Peter Scott’s wedding82 but did precious little work. Kissed K. [Kennet] at the reception but only had a quick word with her. Peter shook hands warmly, and thanked, and God-blessed, which I thought nice of him, considering that I had not given him a present – yet.


Thursday, 30th April


In King’s Bench Walk I was joined at 10.30 by Harold [Nicolson] and Jamesey who had been dining together. Jamesey was bright, affectionate and entertaining. He was furious about our senseless destruction of the old town of Lübeck, where he said there were no military or factory objectives of any kind. The ‘Baedeker’ reprisal bombing was consequently brought on by our foolish philistinism. Even Harold could not deny that the Lübeck raid was a mistake on our part. Jamesey said we were worse philistines than the Germans, who do at least care for their own monuments whereas the British are bored to tears with theirs. Harold agreed. Then J. and I became provocative. Jamesey, backed up by me, asserted that all civilised people desired a compromise peace. Harold hastened to contradict him with a vehemence which suggested to me he was in secret agreement. He admitted to me later that Singapore was a bad business; also Hong Kong; that our people were demoralised, and did not fight.


Friday, 1st May


In bed at night I thought – for I could not get to sleep – that my mind is like a ravine with dense patches of fog. I get along all right until suddenly I become muddled, fuddled, at a loss for words, and quite inconsistent and irrational; often silly and at times almost hysterical. At breakfast Harold said, ‘Jamesey asks me, “Did you realise in September 1939 that this war would mean the end of the world?” Of course I realised that it meant the end of the world for us, but not for the vast majority.’ I replied that as I did not belong to the vast majority his argument had no appeal for me.


Saturday, 2nd May


After inspecting our mill at Burnham Staithe I walked to Burnham Market [Norfolk]. No food at the Hoste Arms, but at the Nelson I got beer and hot meat rolls. There were evacuees at the bar recounting their bomb experiences in London. ‘The wife said to me, she said, did you ever? Me and my kiddies’, etc. Slightly drunk on a pint of bitter, I joined in the conversation and found myself recounting my (non-existent) experiences of the Germans and their atrocities. ‘Would you believe it,’ I said, ‘they cut out the heart and began . . .’ ‘Well I never,’ they said in a chorus of delight. Cockneys are good-hearted people. These particularly deplored warfare against women and children. Yes, I said, and put in a plea against the deliberate bombing of our cathedrals and churches, to test their reaction. Reaction: ‘One in a hundred may care for such old-fashioned places. They are all right to see now and then. It’s flesh and blood what matters. For myself, the whole lot can go.’ All most good-natured and honestly meant. Philistines!


The old cottages in this part of the world are faced with smooth flints, or large pebbles picked from the shore and washed smooth by the sea. They give a cream to the strawberry brick walls. Sometimes they look like Easter eggs stacked by children. All along the coast to Cromer there is a great structure of iron barricading, covered with barbed wire in defence against the invaders, if they should come this way.


Saturday, 9th May


Over a cup of tea at Brooks’s I opened the New Statesman and began an article by Raymond Mortimer83 on the Royal Academy exhibition. I read there was one gallery devoted entirely to pictures by Wilson Steer84 and Sickert,85 that there was a Vanessa Bell86 of the Queen and princesses, someone else of the Prime Minister and a Moynihan87 of Eddy Sackville-West. I was so excited that I did not even finish the article or my tea, and rushed to the Academy before it shut, bought a catalogue and went the rounds. Nowhere could I find any of the sixty or so pictures by the most eminent contemporary artists mentioned by Raymond. The beast had, by way of skit, written a mock review of all those artists’ works which he would have liked to see exhibited. I was furious with him.


Thursday, 14th May


Mr Forsyth88 the architect drove me in his respectable Austin saloon to Norfolk. Mr Forsyth is so scrupulously correct, polite and imperturbable that I feel ill at ease. He clears his throat continually and speaks in a low voice for fear of appearing assertive. Never looking to left or right he drives straight ahead hour after hour. I shift uneasily in my seat. I long to let out an expletive like ‘Fuck!’, just to see how Mr Forsyth would react. Instead I say, ‘Mr Forsyth?’ He inclines his granite profile one inch, and says, ‘Yes, Mr Lees-Milne?’, with Uriah Heep-like humility. I say, ‘If you don’t stop this instant and let me get out, I shall burst my bladder.’ He is absolutely appalled. He stops the car in silence. As I get out I say in a jolly way, ‘Don’t you want to pee too?’ He scowls, and replies, ‘Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that’, yet gets out himself. Long after I am relieved, and back in my seat, I see him through the mirror still at it at the rear wheel. Quite clearly he was in the same straits as I was. Silly ass.


On arrival at Blickling [Hall]89 we are greeted by a sea of Nissen huts in the park in front of the Orangery, and a brick NAAFI construction opposite the entry to the house. The sudden view of the south front takes the breath away. We walk round the outside. Then Lord Lothian’s secretary, now our housekeeper-caretaker, conducts me round those staterooms on the first floor that are not occupied by the RAF. The furniture has now been removed to Henley Hall for safety; the best pictures removed too. The RAF are in Miss O’Sullivan’s90 bad books for they have needlessly broken several windows, and smashed the old crown glass. They have forced the locks of the doors into the staterooms, out of devilry. This sort of thing is inevitable.


Friday, 15th May


At Melton Constable [Norfolk] we were welcomed most kindly by Lord Hastings,91 who is living in the stable wing, lateral to the main block. He is a sort of Edwardian stage peer with a purple visage. He is vastly proud of the place and has recently celebrated his family’s 700th anniversary of their lordship of Melton Constable, unbroken from father to son, which is remarkable. He prefaced his reception of us with a resumé of his family honours and connections. His ignorance of the house’s architecture was however startling. He kept dogmatising pompously, and wrongly, about this and that feature. The house is ruined to my mind by the 1880s additions. They could easily be pulled down so as to leave the lovely ‘Wren’ block intact. But Lord Hastings prefers them to the original house. A pity that it has lost its roof balustrade and cupola. We looked at the church in the park. It contains a Caroline family pew hugely out of proportion to the nave, and an ugly war memorial to the men of Melton Constable, headed by the name in large letters of The Hon. —— Astley, followed underneath by the names in smaller letters of the humble privates and gunners of the village.


Thursday, 28th May


I lunched in Cornwall Gardens with Margaret Jourdain and Ivy Compton-Burnett. Ernest Thesiger92 was the fourth person. He is an old pansy, affected, meticulous, garrulous and entertaining. We sat in a high-ceilinged, pitch-dark dining-room, and ate lentil soup, white fish with sauce and steamed potatoes, a rhubarb and ginger tart, Morecambe shrimps and biscuits. Margaret Jourdain opened a large bottle of Cidrax, poured out Thesiger’s and my glasses and was about to pour her own, when Miss C.-B. shouted, ‘Margaret! Remember at breakfast it was decided that you were to finish the opened bottle of flat Cidrax.’


We talked about servants. She agreed that today fewer servants managed to get through double the work. They are better fed and housed, she said. Her parents took care to have excellent food themselves, whereas their children were thrown the scraps. Miss Jourdain gave us cherry brandy, but did not offer any to Miss C.-B., who took some for herself. She swigged it in one gulp, declaring that it was excellent and she would have some more. Miss J. intervened and would not allow it. Miss Jourdain said of Freya Stark,93 who is at present broadcasting from Cairo under the direction of the Foreign Secretary, that hers ‘is a voice that breathed o’er Eden’.


Saturday, 30th May


I picked flowers to take to Mrs Stewart-Jones in London. When I reached Cheyne Walk after tea, I learned that she was dying and not expected to last many hours. All the family were wonderfully calm and resigned. Di94 took in my flowers and about 7.30 came to tell me I could now go in to see her, for she was having a lucid moment. I went in. She lay in a bed in the window at the far corner of the room. Rick was at one side of the bed, offering her a drink of water from a spoon. Edward holding her hand at the other side, and Di sitting by the window smiling at me. I went to the end of the bed and blew her a kiss, to which she replied by raising her hand to her lips very feebly. I was struck by the change in her appearance, particularly by her sunken eyes and the sharp, thin line of her jaw. She was propped against raised pillows. Di said to her, ‘Jim has brought you these flowers’, and to me, ‘Tell her you have brought them for her.’ So I said rather foolishly, ‘I hope you like them. They came from the garden today.’ Edward raised the bowl of roses and honeysuckle and handed her a rose to smell. She understood perfectly and looking at it, said, ‘Lovely’, in a slow, painful way. This was, I believe, the last word she spoke. She looked at me a little and smiled, then closed her eyes and remained so quiet for a few seconds that I thought she must have died. Then she took a deep breath and held her hand to her breast. I noticed how swollen her hands were, and blue. Rick gave me a chair to sit on, but I felt embarrassed by seeming to be curious in just watching her die. So I quietly slipped away.


Saturday, 13th June


I took a bus to Knebworth [Hertfordshire] where I was met by the agent and motored to Knebworth Manor. Lord Lytton95 pompous, courteous in a keep-your-distance manner, patrician and vice-regal. He was wearing rather precious country clothes, a too-immaculate tweed suit, a yellow-green shirt of large checks loose at the collar, and a gold chain round his neck. He has truly beautiful blue eyes. If one did not know otherwise one would suppose him to be what my father calls ‘effeminate’ by the well cut yet long silver hair deliberately curled round the nape of his neck.


We walked through the gardens of Knebworth House. It is undeniably hideous. The old house was rebuilt by Bulwer Lytton in 1847, and if only Lord Lytton had not recently removed the gargoyles from the absurd turrets and the heraldic animals from the terrace, it would be a perfect specimen of a Disraelian Gothic mansion. The whole outside is stuccoed in a base way. The Jacobean grand staircase and the Presence Chamber are terribly shoddy. The only room I liked was the Palladianised great hall. Lord Lytton has had the paint stripped off the wainscote. He said it was the first stripping to be undertaken in England. At present the Froebel Girls’ College is installed in the house, which becomes them. Lord Lytton is determined to return to the house after the war. I insisted on going round the estate for he offers the whole 3,000 acres in endowment. My view is that the estate is more worth holding, because of its nearness to London, than the house, for all its historic associations.


I got back to London in time for dinner to find Jamesey waiting. We dined at Brooks’s over claret and returned to his flat in Chester Square where I stayed the night. Jamesey said he wanted to sleep with a woman, and expressed misgivings. I said it was as easy as falling off a log. The moment these words were out of my mouth I realised how discouraging they must have sounded.


Saturday, 20th June


At the White Hart in Lincoln I met Lord Brocket96 who motored over from Burghley. He drove me in his blue two-seater Rolls-Bentley up the Roman road to Norton Place. Here we met Major Hoult, his agent, and his nephew, a Colonel Trevor (younger than me), in the Commandos. We motored round the whole property, Lord Brocket going conscientiously into every cottage and over every farm building.


At 5.30 we left for Culverthorpe,97 giving lifts on our way to RAFs and WAAFs. Brocket is breezy and good-natured, although he does ‘buck’ a bit. He has a slightly tiresome seeing-the-sunny-side-of-everything manner. He is amusingly convinced of his nobility, and explained at great length his Irish descent from the O’Cains, whoever they may be. His crest of a cat rampant figures prominently on the radiator of his car. However, he is condescending enough to include me among the well-bred. He did not care much for Culverthorpe. I think it is lovely although in a deplorable condition owing to troops stationed in the house. The splendid hall has been partitioned into an orderly room and officers’ mess with passage between. The capitals of the columns have been boarded up, and the Wootton panels shrouded under canvas. I noticed a great crack in the Hauderoy painted ceiling over the stairs. Many glass panes are broken and the surrounds of one window are blackened by a projecting stove pipe.


We reached Ayot St Lawrence [Hertfordshire] at 11 p.m. The whole village, olde worlde and rather horrifying, particularly the Brocket Arms, belongs to him. Much to my surprise he banged on the inn door. I saw he had been leading up to something. It was to be a pretty piece of patronage. The publican opened the door and there was a great deal of ‘Oh, your lord-shape! You must come in. My friends would be honoured to see your lord-shape’, for it was after closing time. We were ushered into the saloon bar, I keeping well to the rear like a bad smell. The publican clapped his hands, and announced in an awful voice, ‘This is Lord Brocket.’ B., still wearing his cap at a jaunty angle, beamed, bowed and received the homage of a dozen demi-mondaines and flash-alfs during an impressive hush. Trying to be inconspicuous I was pushed forward. I must say B’s friendliness is unfeigned. He introduced me to all and sundry, and shook hands with them in a hearty fashion. The peer charmingly condescending. We were supplied with ‘gin and It’ and cheese rolls. There was much forced hilarity, B. nudging me and laughing a bit too much. With more ushering, the other way round, and ‘Good night, Lord Brocket! Good night, your lord-shape’, we swept out, having caused a stir, and left them all astounded.


We got to Brocket [Hall] at midnight. The big house is filled with expectant and parturiating [sic] mothers from the East End, so Brocket keeps a room at Warren House across the lake, a little seventeenth-century bailiff’s house. Here we drank tea and ate sausage rolls. I asked him outright how closely associated he had really been with Hitler. He said he had only met Hitler three times through H.98 (whose name I forget), his link with the Nazis. He knew Ribbentrop quite well, and liked Goering, who was ‘the only gent of the party’. In fact Brocket has faint hopes even now that at some future date terms might be reached through Goering. I asked him if he had believed Hitler to be honest. He said, ‘No, not exactly.’ From the first he thought him repellent and abnormal. The democratic press was Hitler’s bugbear, and he told Brocket that Chamberlain ought to put the English press lords in a concentration camp. Brocket replied, ‘I agree. Only you will have to put your press controllers in camps likewise, and we shall all be happier.’ And Hitler added, ‘I will put them in the same camp.’


Brocket greatly liked and admired Chamberlain. The truth is that although Brocket is a fundamentally nice man, he is stupid. Chamberlain ought not to have been intimate with a man of his calibre. One infers that the fleshpots of Brocket and Bramshill were a bait. At any rate Chamberlain made a confidant of Brocket who found himself in an exalted position undeservedly. Then he was made a scapegoat. B. told me that because he went so frequently to Germany and was so closely connected with the leading Nazis, Halifax used him as a channel through which to communicate to Hitler and Ribbentrop the views of the Government. He assured me that he constantly warned the Nazi leaders that Britain would fight, if only with her fists, were the Germans to march into Poland. The Nazis just would not believe this. Hitler never relinquished the belief that Chamberlain had bluffed him at Munich by pretending that Britain was in a position to fight, if sufficiently provoked, nor his subsequent conviction that such action was quite impossible. Hitler harboured a grievance against Chamberlain ever after.


Brocket’s nervous breakdown at the beginning of the war was brought about by the aspersions thrown at him from all quarters. He confesses that he has not yet recovered, and cannot walk any distance, and is suffering from a weak heart. At all events he was graded Class 4 and rejected for military service. At the end of these confidences he said we must be on christian name terms; but I don’t for the life of me know what his name is. I feel rather sorry for him. He is by no means dislikeable.


Saturday, 27th June


I dine with Johnnie Churchill and his new little wife.99 Pam and Derek Jackson100 join us in the neat little flat. Derek is positively pro-Nazi. What a catching disease Mitfordism is! There is Derek, a gallant man older than me, a rear-gunner in air-force blue, awarded a DFC, in private life a brilliant scientist, saying that we can’t win the war, that he loathes the British lower classes who have forced him into this unnecessary war (absolute tosh!), and that the Germans know the best way of treating them, which is to crush them under heel. We argued. I think he cannot be absolutely in earnest, but is probably more so than a stranger might suppose possible.


Before the Jacksons came, Johnnie told me of his experiences at Dunkirk. He said it was hell, but not such hell as an ordinary air-raid on London. He did not see many of our people die, but he did see Belgian civilians cutting off the heads of German parachutists; and he watched unmoved German airmen burning to death in their planes. He felt very savage, yet exalted. Although only a camouflage major he was put in charge of a whole company of men whose captain, a Highland officer, had been removed for cutting off the fingers of German prisoners for their rings.


Sunday, 28th June


I walked from the station to Clandon [Park, Surrey] where Noël and Giana Blakiston101 are living among the stored documents from Noël’s Record Office. Otherwise they and the two children have this enormous house to themselves. They live in the small room on the right of the hall, and dine in the servants’ quarters in the basement. The house is dirty and in decay. We went on to the roof. One chimney stack had a name and the date 1790 carved on the brick. The lead on the roof is thin in places and needs recasting, and relaying. The hall and most of the downstairs rooms are stuffed with records. After tea Noël and the children gave a play in a toy theatre, with scenery of Clandon made by themselves. The words were written by Noël in Pope102 couplets, very cleverly. The Blakistons are sweet people.


Wednesday, 1st July


To London for an SPAB meeting to discuss the Society’s policy about the rebuilding of churches and other monuments after the war. Lord Esher was clearly not in favour of any form of rebuilding, it seemed to me. I do not go as far as this myself and think that each case must be judged according to its own merits and the state of its damage; that certain churches like St James’s Piccadilly, where more than the outside walls survive and detailed and measured drawings exist, should be rebuilt as they were. John Macgregor103 said that the original moulds for the plaster cornices at the Assembly Rooms, Bath, were known to exist, which favours the argument for those wishing to rebuild the Rooms.


Friday, 3rd July


At the Jardin des Gourmets we had a modest dinner, with only lager to drink, and the bill was £1 11s. 6d. for two. It is monstrous! You pay 7/6 table cover, for the mere privilege of sitting down. In fact the new limit of 5 shillings for every meal seems to be evaded and the price of meals to be increasing if anything.


Friday, 10th July


Matheson, Eardley and I attended an absurd Trust meeting at Watlington,104 absurd because there was not a single committee member apart from the chairman. When it was over Esher sent Eardley and me out of the room in order to discuss with Matheson the staff reorganisation. Eardley and I stood in the hall straining our ears to catch what Matheson was shouting at Esher, who is a little deaf. I crept down the passage as far as I dared. I nearly reached the keyhole but Eardley made me giggle so much that I had to come away for fear of betraying myself.


J.L.-M. spent a weekend with ‘Midi’ Gascoigne, then living at Buscot, Oxfordshire.


Saturday, 11th July


After tea, we bicycled over the fields and across the river to Kelmscott [Manor]. The old, grey stone gables are first seen through the trees. The house is surrounded by a dovecote and farm buildings which are still used by a farmer. The romantic group must look exactly as it did when William Morris105 found it lying in the low water meadows, quiet and dreaming. It is like an etching by F. L. Griggs.106 The garden is divine, crammed with flowers wild and tangled, an enchanted orchard garden for there are fruit trees and a mulberry planted by Morris. All the flowers are as Pre-Raphaelite as the house, being rosemary, orange-smelling lilies, lemon-scented verbena. The windows outside have small pediments over them. Inside there are Charles II chimney pieces, countryfied by rude Renaissance scrolls at the base of the jambs. The interior is redolent of Morris and Rossetti, yet not the least nineteenth-century, which speaks loudly for their taste. Most of the rooms have Morris wallpapers, and contain many framed drawings by them both, of Mrs Morris and the children. The room in which Morris worked has a great four-poster. Rossetti’s room is lined with the tapestries which, when the wind blew them about, worried him and induced nightmares. I like bad old tapestries to be chopped about and treated as wallpaper. They make a superb background to the pictures. I leant out of the casement window, unlike the Lady of Shalott, and gazed across the flat, meadowy landscape and the winding river which looked so comfortable and serene. I do not remember experiencing such sweet peace and happiness as during these two hours.


Sunday, 12th July


Midi and I went for a long walk through hayfields, talking chiefly about her circle of women friends. She says there is nothing they will not discuss with her and each other unashamedly. They tell her how often they sleep with their husbands, what they do in bed, and whether it brings on palpitations. One of them says her husband, although little over forty, cannot sleep with her more than once a month because all his life he has had too much sex. I just don’t believe this reason is the true one. There can’t be any man of that age incapable of sex at least once every night in the year. What I do know is that husbands do not talk together about their wives in this fashion.


Wednesday, 15th July


At Brooks’s I ran into Eddy [Sackville-West], Raymond [Mortimer] and Roger Senhouse,107 who on seeing me said, ‘What a svelte figure he still has!’ Eddy said, ‘I should think so too at his age. But I must tell you he’s blind as a bat and out of vanity won’t wear his spectacles.’


Q.108 dined with me at the Mirabelle in Curzon Street. Together we drank a couple of bottles of vin rosé at 18/6 a bottle, the whole dinner costing £4. It was an absurd evening. We both got rather tipsy. On leaving the restaurant at midnight we had to walk down Curzon Street to sober ourselves. Linking arms we swayed. I told her Lord Brocket had written me a letter saying, ‘Stop brocketting me’. Q. said, ‘And don’t start brocketting me either.’ In the taxi I thought what is happening now must have happened a hundred, no a thousand, no a million times. How bored taxi drivers must get at nights. Or are they merely revolted? And I also thought, women have legs, and tongues like conger eels.
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