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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


Due to the historical nature of these diaries, some of the language and ideas may be offensive to the modern reader. To preserve the integrity of the text, we have retained this content in its original form.




FOREWORD


Why reissue the diaries of so entirely 20th Century a figure as Noël Coward? After all, by as early as the mid-1940s the distinctively clipped, brittle, cigarette-holder and cocktail-shaker world whose manners and modes he had done so much to define was already becoming what his great friend John Gielgud called vieux chapeau. The Great Depression and the rise of Fascism in Europe were beginning to make the Cowardy 20s and early 30s look shallow, facetious and insubstantial – criticism that had of course been directed at him from the first.


As old as the century, the 24-year-old Coward burst onto the scene in 1924 with his play The Vortex, a tumultuous mix of drug taking and coded homosexuality, with the added spice of a pinch of Gertrude and Hamlet mother–son incest. There followed a firework display of triumphant plays, sketches, songs, operettas and revues. Coward cast and directed the plays and sketches, starred in them and sang many of the songs. The best of those early comedies Hay Fever, Private Lives, Design For Living and Blithe Spirit are still performed today all around the world.


A man of supreme gifts, most important of which were an extraordinary capacity for hard work and a genius for friendship, he glided swan-like and serene on the waters of theatrical life always disguising his furious paddling beneath the surface. These magnificent, compelling and insanely readable journals allow us to see the mechanism and effort of the paddling and understand how much they cost him.


When the diary opens, war has been declared and Coward reveals himself to be a very different figure from the epicene, dressing-gowned decadent beloved of impersonators and theatrical raconteurs everywhere. The circle of acquaintance, the glitter and grandeur of the locales – these are all just as we might imagine, but the voice and tone belong to what the French call un homme sérieux – not a serious man in any sense of humourless solemnity, but a thinking man, a man with an ethical core. Coward was by no means a progressive; you might even think the lower middle-class/upper working-class (oh these labels!) boy from Teddington who had risen so high so fast had become something of a snob. If he was, he was the glamourised kind that looks up, not the snooty kind that looks down. That sort of snobbery is, as Alan Bennett once observed, ‘an amiable enough vice’. We detect, as we read, a yearning on Coward’s part to be taken seriously as a useful emissary of propaganda and morale, a willingness to act as a kind of secret agent working behind the scenes to help kick the United States out of neutrality and into the war and – most famously and significantly – his determination to bring to the screen the reality of the naval war in the Mediterranean as initiator, writer, producer, co-director and star of his magnificently successful film In Which We Serve.


All this we read about with breathless astonishment: how much he packs in, how connected he is, how determined, how hard he works! A successful transformation then from glittering, brilliantined and flippant comedian of manners to an important and valued insider, trusted and liked by Churchill and the Royal Family? Well, in fact, no: with a sense of hurt that is only thinly disguised Coward soon becomes aware that while the establishment may have enthusiastically milked him for his talent, they never really accepted him. The knighthood that everyone assumed would come his way was barred by someone, somewhere. Churchill himself, it seems. It was not Coward’s humble origins and not-quite-one-of-us-ness that stood in the way, but his homosexuality which, while not open (that would have been career suicide), was certainly known about. Another stab to the heart came when his entirely voluntary work in America got him trapped in Britain’s labyrinthine currency laws. Those who sent him out as an operative could easily have extricated him from the mess of it all, blameless as he was, but they fell silent and allowed the press and courts to humiliate him. Far from seeing him as a hero, many in the public now thought of him as some kind of dodgy profiteer. We learn of all this as we read, but Coward never allows himself to welter in rancour or resentment. His solution to all setbacks was always to write his way out of them, a favourite motto being ‘Work is more fun than fun’. The flawless screenplay for the greatest of all the films he was associated with, Brief Encounter, flies from his pen in a bewilderingly short space of time.


And so the diary entries stream along, through new decades and new transformations, revealing a remarkable life and a remarkable mind. Peace, privacy and painting in Jamaica, tax troubles that only an exhausting but record-breakingly successful residency in Las Vegas can solve, the overdue knighthood, the 70th birthday celebrations. Like me, you may find yourself taking far larger bites of this delicious book in one go than you ever imagined you could, and you may find, too, that the unique personality of Noël Coward, grave and gay, silly and sober, kind and catty, subtle and sensitive, will live with you for days and months after you have finished. And how privileged you will feel to have been in the company of such a man.


© Stephen Fry 2022




INTRODUCTION


When Noël Coward, playboy of the West End world, jack of all its entertainment trades and master of most, died in 1973, he was as old as the century and its most constant, if often controversial, showbusiness reflection. He left behind him over fifty plays, twenty-five films, hundreds of songs, a ballet, two autobiographies, a novel, several volumes of short stories and countless poems, sketches, recordings and paintings, not to mention the memories of three generations of playgoers on both sides of the Atlantic for whom he had been the most ineffably elegant and ubiquitous of entertainers.


He also left these diaries, chronicling the last thirty years of his life – the years from 1941, when he was starting out on the wartime troop concert tours that were to give him a whole new lease of life as a cabaret entertainer, through the private and professional depressions of the early 1950s, when his beloved England seemed to turn whole-heartedly against him and his work, to the 1960s, when he came home from Las Vegas and Jamaica to the knighthood that had for so long been his due.


These remarkable diaries of war and peace, England and America, work and play, plays and players, at last provide the missing pieces in the ­Coward jigsaw. Apart from brief extracts which appeared in Cole Lesley’s 1976 bio­graphy, the diaries have not been published before. Their scope is social, political, historical and theatrical, and their cast of characters ranges from Churchill and Mountbatten through Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh to Marilyn Monroe, Harold Pinter and the Beatles. Through the clipped, caustic, often self-mocking tone of the diaries, which were in effect a series of letters from Noël to his own inner self, comes a marvellously funny, touching and revealing account of three decades in the life of the greatest theatrical entertainer of the century, but to understand fully his mood and character at the start of these diaries it is necessary to go back briefly to the beginning of his life.


Noël Coward was born on 16 December 1899, just before the last Christmas of the nineteenth century (hence the name Noël). The second son of an unsuccessful piano-tuner-cum-salesman and a doting, ambitious mother, he grew up in suburban, middle-class South London in genteel poverty. When he was ten, his mother answered a call for child actors in the Daily Mirror, and within three months Noël was on stage at the Crystal Palace in a play called The Goldfish. A few months later he was Slightly in Peter Pan (Kenneth Tynan was to comment years later that he had been Wholly in it ever afterwards) and he then settled, like his beloved friend and partner Gertrude Lawrence, into the life of a fairly successful child actor; in his own view he was ‘when washed and smarmed down a bit, passably attractive, but one of the worst boy actors ever inflicted on the paying public’.


Nevertheless Noël survived and by 1917 was already making his first film, Hearts of the World, for D. W. Griffith. There followed a brief and unhappy spell in the army, another five years in the theatre and an unsuccessful trip to Broadway, where he hoped to sell some of the comedies and songs he had written. Then, in 1924, at the Everyman Theatre, Hampstead, came the literally overnight success of The Vortex, a play about drug addiction written at a time when even alcoholism was scarcely mentioned on the British stage. The roughly equal amounts of interest, indignation, admiration and money generated by the play, which Noël had written, directed and starred in, meant that at the age of twenty-four he went from being a mildly unsuccessful playwright, actor and composer to being the hottest theatrical figure in London – a change so fast that even he took several months and one nervous breakdown to come to terms with it.


There followed, in rapid succession, such hits as Hay Fever, Fallen Angels and the revue On with the Dance (all of which ran in the West End simultan­eously with The Vortex, a quadruple feat achieved before Noël in this century only by Somerset Maugham and then not again until Alan Ayckbourn), one year of total critical and public reversal when boos greeted Sirocco and Noël was spat at by irate theatre-goers, and then in 1929 the start of a period of successful activity remarkable even by Noël’s standards.


Within the next two years Noël wrote and staged three of his greatest successes – the operetta Bitter Sweet, the comedy Private Lives and the epic Cavalcade – so that by 1931 the boy wonder of the 1920s had settled into an altogether more stable pattern of theatrical triumph, one which was best characterized by the partnership that he formed with Gertrude Lawrence. For her he had written Private Lives, redolent of Riviera balconies, filled with the potency of cheap music and shot through with the sadness of a couple who could live neither together nor apart, a couple who were in many incidental ways Noël and Gertie themselves. Six years later they played together again in his nine short plays, among them Red Peppers, Shadow Play and Still Life that became the film Brief Encounter, which made up the three alternating triple bills of Tonight at 8.30.


Between these two towering landmarks of their relationship, Noël also found the time to write Design for Living for Lynn Fontanne and Alfred Lunt, Words and Music for the producer Charles B. Cochran, Conversation Piece for Yvonne Printemps and soon afterwards Operette for Fritzi Massary. ‘Throughout the 1930s, in fact,’ wrote Noël later, ‘I was a highly publicized and irritatingly successful figure much in demand; the critical laurels that had been so confidently predicted for me in my twenties never graced my brow, and I was forced to console myself with the bitter palliative of box-office success. Which I enjoyed very much indeed.’


If theatrically the 1930s were Noël’s best years, politically and socially he cared for them less and less: ‘For me’, he wrote, ‘the pre-war period died on the day Mr Neville Chamberlain returned with such gay insouciance from Munich.’ He became rapidly and fervently anti-Chamberlain and anti-Munich; having always been bleakly uninterested in any kind of politics he suddenly found himself, on the brink of his forties, increasingly horrified by a world that was rapidly falling apart at the seams. Refuge in the theatre was no longer possible, though ironically the moment when Noël most wanted to leave it was also the moment when most people were telling him he was only useful so long as he stayed there. Churchill told him to go out and sing to the troops, leaving him to reflect uneasily that if the morale of the British Army was at such a low ebb that soldiers could be cheered into battle by his singing ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’ then the country was in even more trouble than he had realized.


Partly therefore to aid his own memory and partly as an acknowledgement of the unusually turbulent and uncertain times through which he was then living, Noël started to write an at first daily note of his activities. The wartime entries, adding up to no more than a logbook of his life, were then used by Noël as the basis for Future Indefinite, his second and last volume of memoirs, published in 1954. For this reason, the wartime engagement diary does not form a part of the main body of this book, which opens on VE Day 1945, the day on which Noël ended his own autobiographical publications. However, as a reminder of the kind of war he had, extracts from the wartime entries comprise the Prologue.


It is with the ending of the war that Noël’s diaries start in earnest; gradually the brief, pencilled, appointment-book entries give way to longer typewritten essays about the moods and matters, disasters and triumphs, loves and hates of the moment. In a life still often hectic, and with ever-increasing sojourns out of England, Noël did not write every day, sometimes not even every week, occasionally towards the end not even every month, but as the length of time between the entries grows longer, so too do the entries themselves.


As editors, we have not seen a duty to preserve the reputations of those living or dead; nor have we seen it as any part of our duties to censor anything. We have, however, been subject to the laws of libel, which have demanded certain minor but still regrettable cuts. Other cuts have been made to avoid repetition and on those occasions when the early diaries degenerate into a timetable of lunches, dinners and airline flights. The basic structure of the diaries has, however, been kept intact. Although the very rare errors of spelling and grammar have been corrected, these diaries remain as written or (from the 1950s) as typed. Even the longer, later entries are exactly as typed; Noël did not indulge in any rewriting.


The diaries open in a mood of relief that a long war is at last ending, but also in a mood of uncertainty about the changes that had occurred in the social fabric of a nation which Noël had previously understood and even represented. In his own mind he had neither aged nor changed very much; indeed at forty-five he was hardly a pre-war relic. But much of the world for which he had stood as a showbusiness symbol had been blown to extinction, and suddenly the memories of lost glamour, of ‘Noël and Gertie’, of balconies in the South of France and country-house weekend parties seemed more of a liability than an asset. Noël had been a figure of the 1920s and 1930s, his own invention and contribution to a period of theatrical and musical history which he had helped to define (‘Anyone who cannot see that’, as John Osborne once noted, ‘should leave the theatre’); but now he had to discover how to become a figure of the 1950s and 1960s, and the learning process was to be long and hard. When Beverley Baxter mischievously asked Noël in 1945 if he could be said to have survived the war, the question was to hang unanswered in the air for a long time. These diaries are the key to that answer; Noël had indeed survived the war – what he now had to survive was the peace.


As editors we are deeply grateful to Ann Wilson, to Martin Tickner, and to Alex MacCormick and John Curtis of Weidenfeld for their help and enthusiasm during a three-year process of editing and research. We would also like here to note that two of the people most closely concerned with Noël’s later life and now with the running of his estate, Joan Hirst in London and Geoffrey Johnson in New York, made a vastly greater contribution to his professional well-being than is indicated by their brief appearances in these diaries.


The footnotes have been written with a view to future as well as present readers. They are compiled on the basis of appearing when Noël actually had personal contact with someone as opposed to simply seeing them in a play or film.


Graham Payn and Sheridan Morley





1941–45



PROLOGUE: THE WAR YEARS


It was in 1941 that Noël Coward, then just at the start of his own forties, began for the first time in his life to keep a diary. He had already published (in 1937) Present Indicative, written entirely from memory, detailing his childhood years in south London at the turn of the century and his roller-coaster ride to fame in the early 1920s as ‘destiny’s tot’, an impresario of the self who could alternately shock and delight an audience whether on stage or off. The success of the book – though, as so often with Noël, more popular than critical – meant that there were clearly going to be subsequent volumes.


The declaration of war in 1939 had found Noël in mid-rehearsal for two new plays, This Happy Breed and Present Laughter, which he had intended (as dramatist, director and star) to tour and then open in London that autumn. Instead he was sent to Paris to set up a British bureau of propaganda in liaison with the French Commissariat d’Information, run by another distinguished dramatist, Jean Giraudoux. This proved a somewhat futile mission and by April 1940 Noël was in Washington, at the behest of the Minister of Information, Duff Cooper, for a brief meeting with President Roosevelt and a more lengthy exploration of official American attitudes to the war in Europe. He failed, however, to get an official posting and resigned himself to Churchill’s advice (‘Your job in wartime is to sing to them wherever they may be’), spending the rest of 1940 on a prolonged troop concert tour of Australia and New Zealand. He was in fact to discover on such tours that he had a new lease of professional life as a solo singer.


After this initially confused and frustrating start, Noël’s war was highlighted by Blithe Spirit, written in less than a week during May 1941, and which became one of the longest running comedies in the history of the British theatre, playing hundreds more performances than the more archetypal Coward comedies like Hay Fever and Private Lives. But the real chance Noël had been waiting for came shortly after he had written Blithe Spirit: his friend Lord Mountbatten told him the story of the loss of HMS Kelly, and Noël began to see the framework for his major contribution to the war effort, a naval Cavalcade and the one that was to become his award-winning film In Which We Serve.


Saturday 19 April 1941


London


Lunched Dorchester with Bob Menzies.1 He was absolutely charming. Came away comfortably reassured that I had done a really good job there.


Had a few drinks, then went to Savoy. Pretty bad blitz, but not so bad as Wednesday. A couple of bombs fell very near during dinner. Wall bulged a bit and door blew in. Orchestra went on playing, no one stopped eating or talking. Blitz continued. Carroll Gibbons2 played the piano, I sang, so did Judy Campbell3 and a couple of drunken Scots Canadians. On the whole, a strange and very amusing evening. People’s behaviour absolutely magnificent. Much better than gallant. Wish the whole of America could really see and understand it. Thankful to God I came back. Would not have missed this experience for anything.


Sunday 25 May 1941


Depressed by loss of HMS Hood. Also naturally worried over Crete situation. Hope to God we shall hold on. How horrifying to have to read again and again during this war that we have not enough planes and equipment. Damn those bloody old politicians for all time. ‘No recriminations’ my foot! They ought to be strung up on lamp-posts for their disastrous mistakes and muddling.


Tuesday 27 May 1941


Very worried on reading in paper that HMS Kelly sunk off Crete. Feared Dickie Mountbatten4 lost. Rang up Ministry of Information. Found that he had been saved. Very relieved.


Sunday 1 June 1941


Coppins


Drove down to the Kents.5 Found the Duke on the lawn sunning himself. Kents knitting and talking. Air raid and a certain amount of gun-fire.


Monday 2 June 1941


Came down about 12 o’clock having been reading The Ministry of Wishful Thinking. Quite an amusing satirical novel.


Long discussion re war and Crete disaster. Astounded at the apathy of the British public, even now. Every station crowded for Whitsun holidays. Even news of clothes rationing failed to damp the holiday spirit. Is this splendid in the face of Crete and the Hood, or merely completely unimaginative?


Thursday 3 July 1941


London


Went to private showing of Down Argentina Way6 with Dickie and Edwina. Dined afterwards. Dickie told whole story of the sinking of Kelly. Absolutely heart-breaking and so magnificent. He told the whole saga without frills and with a sincerity that was very moving. He is a pretty wonderful man, I think.


Wednesday 9 July 1941


Lunched with Michael Foot,7 whom I liked very much. He hated and hates Chamberlain8 even more than I. His views, though a trifle too leftist, are sound.


Thursday 10 July 1941


Plymouth


Caught 10.30 train for Plymouth. Drove to Grand Hotel through terrible devastation. A really heart-breaking sight.


Michael Redgrave9 arrived at 5.30. Extremely healthy and happy. What a magic the Navy does to people. Having left a luxurious film star life to be an ordinary seaman, he is obviously having a wonderful time. We dined and I drove him back to HMS Raleigh.


Had drinks at hotel with Dorothy Gilbert, the barmaid. She told me stories of the blitzes here. Quite without conscious drama, therefore infinitely more touching. It certainly is a pretty exciting thing to be English.


Friday 11 July 1941


Spent morning with Lady Astor10 walking round the devastated town. A strange experience. Lady A. very breezy, noisy and au fond incredibly kind. Banging people on the back and making jokes. The people themselves stoic, sometimes resentful of her, but generally affectionately tolerant. The whole city a pitiful sight. Houses that have held sailor families since the time of Drake spread across the road in rubble and twisted wood. Lady A. delivered tirade against Winston.11 Also said (before lunch) apropos of Bruce Lockhart12 that he could not be really good because he had written a book discussing his travels in Europe with his mistress. This point of view very baffling, and irritating. How sad that a woman of such kindness and courage should be a Christian Science fanatic.


Watched the people of Plymouth dancing on the Hoe. A large dance floor, white-coated band, several hundred girls gaily dressed, dancing very well with sailors, soldiers, marines, etc., in the strong evening sunlight. A sight so infinitely touching, not that it was consciously brave, but because it was so ordinary and unexhibitionist. The English do not always take their pleasures sadly, at least not when they are surrounded by death and destruction.


Saturday 12 July 1941


Arrived London eight o’clock. Spent morning mooching about. Wrote refrain of new ‘Duchess’ song.13 Lorn14 and Joyce15 lunched, also Larry16 and Vivien.17 Larry not very happy. Think it a great mistake for him not to live in Mess.


Saw part of Blithe Spirit.18 Good house. Performance all right except for Margaret Rutherford.


Sunday 13 July 1941


Norman Hackforth19 lunch. We drove to Hammersmith Palais de Dance to rehearse. Rehearsed with orchestra, drove back, rehearsed a bit more. I performed, shaking with nerves but was pretty good. Songs went well: ‘Won’t You Please Oblige Us with a Bren Gun’ and ‘London Pride’. Drove back. Cocktails, Ritz. Joyce and me joined by Fruity Metcalfe,20 who was slightly drunk and very funny. Diatribe against the Windsors and irreverent description of their flight from Paris.


Friday 18 July 1941


Went to Ministry of Information. Had talk with Sir Gerald Campbell. Asked his advice about doing a naval propaganda film myself for Columbia. He said he thought it a magnificent idea and was most helpful.


Tuesday 22 July 1941


Saw Dickie and told him my idea of doing a naval film. He was wildly enthusiastic and said the Admiralty would support me all out. Was awfully pleased that he thought so well of the idea.


Talk afterwards with Thorpe21 and del Giudice.22 They will obviously give me complete control. Told them I would give them outline of story within three weeks, then we can discuss shooting dates, terms, etc.


Monday 28 July 1941


Went to Derry & Toms to open roof garden for the Cancer Hospital. Gardens lovely but very few people. Finally received reception committee instead of them receiving me. Made speech. Signed postcards.


Recorded all afternoon. ‘Bren Gun’, ‘There Have Been Songs in England’, ‘The Duchess’ and Carroll’s song ‘It’s Only You’.


Arrived Winchester seven o’clock. Was met by car, which broke down. However, finally arrived at Broadlands.23 Only Dickie, Edwina and Lady Milford Haven.24 Later started work with Dickie on rough outline of White Ensign.25 He is really profoundly enthusiastic about the whole idea. He told me many touching incidents of the Kelly.


Tuesday 29 July 1941


Worked most of the morning with Dickie on naval details. His concentration is really as great as mine. Edwina left after lunch. Dickie went off to meeting. I listed and then typed out what had been done in the morning.


Royal Family discussion at tea with Lady Milford Haven. Very enjoyable. She is a grand old woman with excellent humour. Further work until dinner and on after dinner until 1 a.m. Now have a complete outline clear with a lot of technical stuff too.


Broadlands one of the loveliest houses I have ever seen.


Friday 1 August 1941


Arrived Plymouth just before 8 a.m. Went to Grand Hotel. Called up Commander-in-Chief, who was charming. After lunch told him about White Ensign and he was very pleased and called up both the Raleigh and the barracks to arrange for me to be shown everything I wanted to see.


Michael [Redgrave] nearly had a fit when I pranced into his hut and everybody had to stand to attention. Had long discussion about RNFC [Royal Naval Film Corporation].


Saturday 9 August 1941


London


Rather depressing financial discussion with Lorn. Obviously, however hard I work, I shall never be able to save any money.


Tuesday 2 September 1941


Telephoned Brooking26 at Admiralty about Express statement regarding me writing and acting Lord Louis Mountbatten. He was very nice and obviously knows this filthy Press stuff is nothing to do with me. He told me that both Brendan Bracken27 and Walter Monckton28 had asked him if he did not consider it a mistake for me to play the film. He replied that on the contrary he thought it an excellent idea.


Wednesday 17 September 1941


Filthy article in Express about ‘Battle of Noël’: whether or not I should be allowed to play Lord Louis Mountbatten. Rang up Admiralty. Brooking furious. Wrote to Dickie.


Thursday 18 September 1941


Spent morning (a) putting off Beatrice and Anthony Eden29 for weekend, as I must go to Plymouth, and (b) writing long and, I hope, explanatory letter to Jack30 about our financial tangles. All can be straightened at the end of the war, but at the moment all is very difficult. Took Brooking to lunch at the Jardin des Gourmets. He had what seems to have been a reasonably satisfactory talk with Walter [Monckton] on the telephone last night in which he demanded that pressure should be brought to bear on the Daily Express.


Tuesday 7 October 1941


Dined at Ivy. Conversation with Bobbie Helpmann31 about how difficult it is to keep the Ballet going with people being called up all the time. Thought of Poland, Holland, Czechoslovakia, Norway, Belgium, France, etc., and felt it was indeed terrible not to be able to keep the Ballet going. To do him justice, he was very good about it, but I felt there was something intrinsically wrong with the whole subject.


Thursday 9 October 1941


Arrived in the Strand and found mock tear-gas attack in progress – at least the attack was mock, but the tear-gas wasn’t. War news bad. Germans apparently breaking the Russians at last.


Went to the theatre.32 Received PM and Mrs Churchill33 in box after first act. He was very amiable and in a good mood. He said the war would last a long time and that he did not think we should have continuous air raids during the winter, just a few rovers.


Monday 20 October 1941


At 11.30 a.m. was served with three summonses by a very amiable police inspector. These deal with currency. It seems that on 26 August 1939 a law was passed that all English people with money in America must declare it and not spend it in any circumstances whatsoever. As I had no idea of this at all, obviously all the money I have spent in America – principally on government work – is a criminal offence.


Lunched with Lorn. Went to Bateson34 at 3.30 p.m. He was most sympathetic and shrewd, but took a gloomy view of the second summons. I gathered from his manner that he suspects that somebody high up is specifically gunning for me. He said, anyhow, that the Treasury were out for well-known blood. Feel ashamed that people should be so vile and getting a bit sick of being persecuted for having done what I thought to be right.


Thursday 23 October 1941


Papers had headlines about ‘Noël Coward Summonsed’, etc. Determined to rise above it. Obviously I can expect no mercy. My years of success must be paid for.


Tuesday 28 October 1941


Dickie lunched with me with awful cold and terrifically busy, but still had time to be interested in me and my affairs and the film. It’s nice to be sure of real friends.


Charming letter from [George] Bernard Shaw advising me at all costs to plead ‘not guilty’. I am certain he is right, and deeply touched that he should have taken the trouble to write.


Thursday 30 October 1941


Arrived with Lorn and Bateson at Bow Street at ten o’clock. Case started round about 10.30. Joyce [Carey] and Gladys35 present. Counsel for the prosecution a snarling little rat. Started by saying I was liable to a £61,000 fine. Magistrate rather grumpy. Gave my evidence quietly and, I think, well. All the truth of my war activities came out except the secret stuff. Adjourned for lunch. Orgy of Press photography. On my return to court, magistrate asked prosecuting counsel what the British Government had expected me to live on upon arriving in the USA with only £10.


Brilliant speech by Roberts,36 then careful summing up by the magistrate (Mr McKenna), who finished by fining me £200 on one summons and nothing on the other two, the minimum fine being £5,000. This was absolute triumph. Left court in a daze of relief and gratitude for the most important fact of all, and that is that English justice is worth fighting for. I was treated fairly, courteously and without prejudice. Enormous headlines in evening papers.


Dined with Joyce. Drinks with Winnie.37


Thursday 27 November 1941


London conference with the whole unit plus Mr Rees (not very nice) who runs the studios.38 I let fly about general inefficiency and dropped a few dark hints about what might happen if an important propaganda picture like mine should be held up by the mismanagement and indolence of the studios. Spent two hours with Dickie, who told me in detail about his dinner with Brendan. He is certainly a loyal friend all right.


Sunday 30 November 1941


Lunch with Joyce, then drove to Beaconsfield to tea with the James Masons.39 Discussion ensued during which he talked the most confused rubbish about Hitler not really wanting to conquer England. Wife watching him like a lynx. Fortunately I kept my temper and came quietly away feeling definitely sick.


Friday 12 December 1941


Drove down to Broadlands. Quiet dinner, Edwina, Dickie and Lady Milford Haven. Long discussion with Dickie on general war situation and our naval losses.


More and more convinced that he is a great man. His judgement seems to me to be sound and rational on every major issue. Discussed film script, which he has read. Was highly gratified that there were so few technical mistakes. Brief but hilarious lesson in naval deportment, salutes, etc.


War news not too good.


Saturday 13 December 1941


Quiet morning. Cannot help being delighted about America being so dumbfounded at the Japanese attack [on Pearl Harbor]. This feeling is not malice but a genuine relief that (a) they have at last been forced to realize that this war is theirs as well as ours, and (b) that whatever the future brings they will never be able to say that they came in to pull our chestnuts out of the fire, as they were quite obviously caught with their trousers down.


Sunday 14 December 1941


London


Took Philip of Greece40 along to see Gladys, who is better but still a bit croaky. Few drinks at the Carlton and Ritz.


Tuesday 16 December 1941


Well, here I am forty-two. Enjoyed my presents. Caviar from Joyce, scent from Lorn and Gladys, books from Winnie, etc. Spent day in bed with cold. Better in the evening. Party which I unexpectedly enjoyed very much. ­Present – Edwina [Mountbatten], Brooking, Nivens,41 Gwen ffrangçon-Davies,42 John Gielgud,43 Celia Johnson,44 Adrianne Allen,45 Peter Fleming,46 etc.


Wednesday 17 December 1941


War news as far as East is concerned very depressing. It seems that once more we were not ready. Hong Kong being besieged. Singapore in danger.


Jack Beddington47 rang up from Ministry of Information to say that they considered In Which We Serve was bad propaganda for outside England, that the M. of I. could not in any way be associated with it, but that they would grant me certain facilities on condition that I agreed that they should control all advance publicity. When I asked why it was considered bad propaganda, he said it was because a ship was sunk in it.


I controlled myself during this conversation and agreed to meet them to discuss it tomorrow at five. This I have no intention of doing. Absolutely appalled by this utterly infuriating impertinence. Will ask Dickie to take script direct to Winston. Certain that there is a campaign still going on against me. Time will show.


Monday 22 December 1941


Tested people all day from eight-thirty till five. Telephoned Dickie in the morning re M. of I. As usual he was wise and clear, and said that he would handle the whole affair. First of all he wanted a script to take to the King and Queen, with whom he is dining tonight. He will then tackle Brendan.


Took script to Dickie at War Cabinet. Dickie’s militant loyalty, moral courage and infinite capacity for taking pains, however busy he is, is one of the marvels of this most unpleasant age. I would do anything in the world for him.


Tuesday 6 January 1942


Day spent doing scenes over and over again to try and eliminate Noël Coward mannerisms. Saw yesterday’s rushes and for the first time was pleased with my performance and my appearance. Ronnie48 has at last discovered what to do about my face, which is to photograph it from above rather than below.


Tuesday 10 February 1942


Yesterday’s rushes excellent. Whole staff working well and efficiently.


War news worse than ever. Singapore obviously not a chance and in a dreadful situation. Our troops retreating in Africa. Winston Churchill read ‘production’ White Paper before the Commons. I feel that he is losing his touch. He is fine when making stirring speeches but on major issues I doubt his judgement. His prophecies just before the war, when he was a voice in the wilderness, were wonderful but he seems less good in judging strategy and men.


He knows the temper of the people in crisis but I doubt if he really knows the people themselves. It may be heresy to say so, but I feel that if he goes on playing a lone hand, refusing to listen to younger and wiser men, he will fall, and this will be sad because it will damage his legend.


Saturday 28 February 1942


Tiresome morning at the studios. Everyone argued about the colour of the water in the tank. I finally did test shots, submerging myself and shooting to the surface, etc. The water was very thick and highly nauseating, having had in it, in addition to two hundred sailors in full equipment, quite a lot of whiting and endless buckets of black oil.


Wednesday 4 March 1942


The tank in the studio instead of being too cold was very, very hot indeed, so much so that the wretched stand-ins who dived in first scalded themselves. Cold water was pumped in but the whole morning was hell. Really very horrid lying in the hot oil for hours.


Everyone felt faint and got splitting headaches. The afternoon was better, but still far too hot. Finally I was told I was down to fire-watch on Saturday night. This looks like a frame-up on the part of the dear studio workers. They know perfectly well that for me this is the hardest week of the whole picture. Nevertheless, I intend to do it if I die in the attempt. I shall also look to see if the fire-watching organization is efficient and, if it is not, I shall report it.


Wednesday 8 April 1942


A proud and pleasant day. Lunched with Gladys, Joyce and Lorn in dressing-room. At three o’clock the King and Queen arrived with the two Princesses,49 Dickie and Edwina. We took them first to Stage 5, where the King took the salute. Then I did the Dunkirk speech. The ship rolled, the wind machine roared, in fact everything went beautifully. All the time they were perfectly charming, easy and interested and, of course, with the most exquisite manners to everyone. The Queen is clearly the most enchanting woman. The Princesses were thrilled and beautifully behaved. Altogether it was an exhibition of unqualified ‘niceness’ from all concerned and I hope it impressed the studio as much as it should have – not just because the King and Queen and Princesses of England put themselves out to make everyone they met happy and at ease. There are many who might say, ‘So they should, for it’s part of their job.’ This is perfectly true. It was also part of Pavlova’s job to dance perfectly and part of Bernhardt’s job to act better than anyone else. I’ll settle for anyone who does their job that well, anyhow.


Tuesday 28 July 1942


Slight come-over of war depression in afternoon. Wondering what it will do to all of us. Obviously foolish to expect life to be as it was. I dread the almost inevitable class ructions in this country. The mania for Russia that is going on now will, if it continues, become a grave nuisance. I have a strong feeling that the Russians despise us and dislike us, while we are being worked up by the Press to adulate them and emulate them like a lot of hysterical schoolgirls worshipping a hearty games mistress. I think the Russians are putting up a gallant and brave fight and I am all for supporting and helping them, but I do wish we could all understand that they are not fighting for us nor our beliefs and way of living, but for their own.


Wednesday 26 August 1942


A dreadful morning. Headlines in the papers saying that the Duke of Kent was killed yesterday afternoon in an air crash. I can hardly believe it, but of course that is nonsense because I believe it only too well. It is never difficult to believe that someone young and charming and kind is dead. They are always dying. The Duke of Windsor50 and Hannen Swaffer,51 etc., remain alive but Prince George has to die by accident. Well, there goes a friendship of nineteen years. I shall miss him most horribly. He may have had faults, but he was kind always and I feel absolutely miserable. Years ago I stopped being impressed by him being Prince George, especially in the last years when I have seen him so much. I talked to him on Sunday and made plans about him coming to rehearsals. And now, suddenly, I must know that I shall never see him again. I am taking this resentfully and personally. I am so deeply sorry for the poor Duchess. I wrote to her this morning, of course, a rather inarticulate letter. It is a beastly tragedy. In memoriam I say, ‘Thank you for your friendship for me over all these years and I shall never forget you.’


Saturday 29 August 1942


Drove to Windsor and got to the Chapel just before eleven. Was given a seat in the choir very close to everything – almost too close to be borne. The service was impressive and supremely dignified. I tried hard not to cry, but it was useless. When the Duchess came in with the Queen and Queen Mary52 I broke a bit, and when the coffin passed with flowers from the garden at Coppins and Prince George’s cap on it I was finished. I then gave up all pretence and just stood with the tears splashing down my face. I was relieved and heartened to see that both Dickie and the King were doing the same thing. The thought that I shall never see him again is terribly painful.


After it was all over and the King had sprinkled the earth and the Royalties had gone away, we all went up one by one to the vault and bowed and secretly said goodbye to him. Then we went out into very strong sunlight. Margot Oxford53 came up to me and said, ‘Very well done, wasn’t it?’ as though she had been at a successful first night. I thought this offensive and unforgivable.


Monday 14 September 1942


War news pretty grim. Stalingrad apparently taken. I must admit to a personal apathy now regarding the war. I have tried from the beginning to work constructively for the war effort and now, having been driven back to my own métier, the theatre,54 I cannot work myself up about it any more. This may be sheer escapism, but if I can make people laugh, etc., maybe I am not doing so very badly. I only know that to sit at the side of the stage amid the old familiar sights and sounds and smells is really lovely after all this long time. The only things that matter to me at the moment are whether or not I was good in such and such a scene and if the timing was right and my make-up not too pale. This is my job really, and will remain so through all wars and revolutions and carnage.


Friday 25 September 1942


Read the London notices of the film,55 which are absolute superlatives. Nothing but ‘great picture’ and ‘finest film of the war’, etc. The most gratifying thing of all is that even the commonest journalistic mind has observed that it really is a dignified tribute to the Navy.


It really is wonderful that the picture should be a success. God knows it has been a long and bloody travail. I cannot help being glad to think of the guns that have been spiked. Max Beaverbrook,56 the Express, Jack Beddington, Hannen Swaffer, Graham Greene.57 How very cross they must be. I have done what I set out to do – a play that was a smash hit, a song ditto58 and a film ditto. I have also made a definite contribution to the war effort by showing the public what the Navy really is like.


Tuesday 6 October 1942


The war continues to drone along, a horrible background to everything. It appears that the Russians despise us for not starting a second front. I don’t think it would matter nearly as much if the Press hadn’t been so busy this last year building them up into being the finest race alive and our beloved and staunch allies, etc. Personally, I am convinced that they are no more allies than Hitler and Mussolini. I am also convinced that the world upheaval would probably have never occurred at all if it hadn’t been for their damned Comintern activities since 1917.


This, of course, is merely hypothesis, but what is not hypothesis is that the bastards signed a pact with Nazi Germany in 1939. This fact the English sentimentalists seem to forget and they also fail to realize that the Russian view of life is opposed to ours in every way. They are not fighting for us but to defend their own land, very bravely and effectively, but not for us, and I am sure that if they are not utterly crippled by the war for many years to come, we, with the rest of so-called Western civilization, are going to have a hell of a time with them.


Tuesday 27 October 1942


Lorn telephoned. She told me about a letter from Dickie embodying a suggestion from his cousin.59 Must think this over very carefully.


Friday 6 November 1942


Began day with two concerts in the Speke [Rootes] aircraft factory.60 Three thousand seven hundred at each performance. Everything very well organized but the audience, as usual, stupid and dull. There can be no doubt about it, I have no real rapport with the ‘workers’, in fact I actively detest them en masse. They grumble and strike and behave abominably while their very existence is made possible by sailors and merchant seamen who get a quarter or less than a quarter what they do. In addition to this they are obtuse and slow-witted and most outrageously spoilt.


War news still triumphant. Rommel’s army still in full retreat. Hope the Press is not overplaying it.


Monday 9 November 1942


Letter from Dickie enlarging on his cousin’s idea and my probably favour­able reaction. Wonder if Winston Churchill has been obstructive and has had to be overruled.


Monday 7 December 1942


War news a little depressing. The battle for Tunis is raging and, as far as I can see, we are more on the defensive than we should be.


Played This Happy Breed to a good house apparently in the last stages of consumption. Supper with Joyce.


Wednesday 16 December 1942


Well, well, I am now forty-three: one more birthday over. Several nice presents, scent, chocolates and other virile offerings. Highly acceptable, I must say. A very sweet gift from the company and staff, a table-lighter inscribed. Probably the last obtainable in England.


Monday 28 December 1942


In Which We Serve awarded the prize for the best film of the year in America. Rave New York notices quoted in Telegraph. Second prize-winner One of Our Aircraft Is Missing.61 Dear Ronnie [Neame] and David.62 Very nice for them. Third Mrs Miniver.63


Thursday 31 December 1942


Dickie had been trying to get me all the afternoon. I finally got him in the course of Beryl Measor’s64 party at the Imperial. He explained that he considered sabotage had been at work, so that’s that and I shall not reconsider the matter.65


Friday 7 May 1943


Anthony and Beatrice [Eden] came to Happy Breed66 and were wildly enthusiastic. I dined with them afterwards at the Perroquet, then went back to the Foreign Office. Anthony is in a black rage with the Russians over the Russo-Polish dispute. Apparently they are behaving abominably. There is also a great controversy going on as to whether or not Anthony goes to India as Viceroy. He seriously asked for my view, which I said would be biased by the fact that if he went I should be able to come and stay. The PM is in favour of him going. Personally think it would be good for Anthony to get away from the House of Commons and be faced with different problems. I don’t think he is quite up to being a Prime Minister yet. The question of the peace terms being arranged without him here is troubling him, but he would go on a three-year and not a five-year term.


Monday 17 May 1943


I am writing this with a great deal of noise going on. It really is fantastic this life we lead. Not that there have been any bad raids for ages, but the way everyone has got used to the whole business. I suppose there are still a lot of people who go to shelters the moment an alert goes, but I must say nothing would induce me to.


The Italian situation seems to be getting more and more interesting. It really looks as though Germany were leaving them in the lurch. If so, Germany must be in worse straits than was expected. Italy, I suppose, will sue for a peace. The King [Victor Emanuel III] will abdicate, Prince Umberto will succeed him and Mussolini will either be lightly assassinated or die of a broken everything.


Wednesday 2 June 1943


Was telephoned after the matinée by the BBC asking me to do a broadcast to America immediately, as Leslie Howard67 had been shot down in a plane coming from Lisbon. This really is a horrid shock. Refused the broadcast as obviously there was not time.


Went down to the cottage.68 Had supper and went to bed early. Had a long think about death. Imagined all too vividly poor Leslie’s last moments. Such a horrible way to die, cooped up with a dozen people in a plane and being brought down into a rough sea. It can’t have been so very quick. There must have been lots of time to think and be frightened unless, of course, he had the luck to be hit by one of the bullets. Obviously they were trying to get Winston, who isn’t back yet.69 I must say I have occasional qualms when I think of the amount of flying ahead of me.70


Sunday 4 July 1943


At twelve o’clock the Prime Ministerial car fetched me and drove me to Chequers. Found Mrs Churchill alone and played a little croquet with her. The PM was very amiable and charming. I played ‘Don’t Let’s Be Beastly to the Germans’ over and over again, and he was mad about it.


After tea I had a long talk with him about Willkie71 and de Gaulle72 (whom he doesn’t like and suspects of being a potential little French Fuehrer). Sarah Churchill73 appeared on leave. A little more general conversation, then an hour closeted with the PM, during which we played six-pack [bezique] and I took ten shillings off him. At dinner he was very gay and sang old-world Cockney songs with teddy bear gestures. In the course of the day, he admitted that he had been mistaken over the abdication. Mrs Churchill added later that his mistake had been providential because it had kept him out of office at a moment when it would have been compromising. After dinner we saw a news-reel and I played the piano for hours and then left.


Wednesday 14 July 1943


London


Did two refrains of a new song. Lorn rang up to say that there was a great shindy going on because the M. of I. Censor Department had refused to pass ‘Don’t Let’s Be Beastly to the Germans’ for publication or recording or broadcasting because there were lines in it that Goebbels might twist. I rang up Brendan [Bracken] immediately and he said he would look into it. I intend to stand firm over this nonsense and if necessary appeal to the Prime Minister. I am sick of these bureaucratic idiots.


Saturday 23 October 1943


Drove down to Chequers in Prime Ministerial car, arriving at 1.15. The PM was charming to me, but looked rather tired.


Heard at lunch the secret and utterly miserable news that my beloved HMS Charybdis74 was sunk last night. Only a few survivors, among them only three officers. I felt as though I had been kicked in the stomach. I hope the Commander may be a survivor but doubt it. The Captain is gone, definitely. This is the end of the happiest ship I have ever known.


Played croquet with Mrs Churchill all afternoon. Max Beaverbrook arrived for tea and was quite amiable. Tried to have a sleep after tea but lay awake and visualized all my friends in Charybdis lying drowned and twisted, and remembered every detail of the ship.


Sunday 24 October 1943


Woke after a practically sleepless night, with a heaviness on my mind. Talked to the PM, who was sitting up in bed. He thanked me really touchingly for all I had been doing for the troops.


Long gossip with Mrs Churchill about Sarah and Vic.75


Sunday 19 December 1943


Washington76


Lunched at the White House. Mrs Roosevelt as nice as ever and the President full of vitality.77 The Morgenthaus78 were there and young Franklin and his wife and some of their friends. After lunch I sang ‘Germans’, which the President enjoyed keenly. Morgenthau has asked me to make a recording of it for the Government broadcast, which of course I shall do.


Monday 20 December 1943


New York


Flew back to New York. Dinner party given for me by the Gilbert Millers.79 After dinner Clare Luce80 appeared and we had a discussion. She became rather shrill over the Indian question, about which she knows only a little more than I do. I took her later to the Stork Club. I was feeling tired and ill, and I resented being made a sort of show-off target for the Luce shafts at the British Empire. I let Clare and John Gunther81 talk for ages and remained quiet. Then I upped and said that although they doubtless knew a lot about the Indian question, it was none of their damn business, and if in fifty years they had successfully settled the American Negro question, by which time our Indian problems would have settled themselves, we should be perfectly prepared to let them in on our Dominions solutions on a lease-lend basis. All rather tedious and obvious, and I must say John Gunther was absolutely idiotic.


Thursday 30 December 1943


Gertie82 came to lunch. Sweet but idiotic.


Elsa’s83 dinner party. Dick Rodgers84 played and I sang. Garbo85 was there looking lovely, in fact lovelier than ever. At the end of the evening, I recited – under pressure – ‘La Carte de la France’. Everyone in tears.


Wednesday 23 August 1944


London


Paris has fallen, not to the Americans but, tactfully, to the French. As it is, the French will never forgive us for holding out alone and finally giving them the chance to reconquer their country.


Thursday 31 August 1944


Lunched with Fred Astaire86 and David Niven. Poor Freddie seemed bewildered by our British flippancy. I hope we weren’t beastly, but have a feeling we were.


Went to the first night of Peer Gynt,87 a tatty, artsy-craftsy production. Ralph Richardson88 like a mad bull-terrier. Larry [Olivier] wonderful but only on for five minutes at the end. Dinner at the Savoy and then Mike [Redgrave] came back for a drink. Nice but silly.


Sunday 3 September 1944


Five years ago today Chamberlain declared war, in dismal, defeated tones. Today the news is so fantastically good that it is hardly believable. The Germans are routed in France, the Allies have crossed the Belgian frontier and, in some places, the German lines. Rumour that Maurice Chevalier89 has been tried and shot, also that Sacha Guitry90 is in prison awaiting trial. A hor­rible situation exists in Warsaw. The Russians refuse to help and we can do nothing; have already tried to drop supplies and lost thirty per cent of our aircraft. They obviously rose too soon and are now being massacred by the Germans.


Thursday 21 September 1944


Worked practically all day. Lunch with Rank91 and discussed the bloody film industry. In the evening went to see Larry in Richard III. A tremendous evening. I think the greatest male performance I have ever seen in the theatre. Came out moved and highly exhilarated. He is far and away the greatest actor we have.


Tuesday 14 November 1944


Paris


Discussed Stage Door Canteen92 opening here just before Christmas. Rehearsed at theatre 2.30.93


Long talk about the collaborationists. Pierre Fresnay94 is out of prison as he did not denounce anyone, and he now admits miserably that he was wrong. Yvonne Printemps apparently behaved well and will be allowed to play again. Sacha Guitry has been very bad; Gaby Morlay95 idiotic; and Marcel Achard96 allowed himself to be flattered by the Germans. Chevalier has been very questionable.


Wednesday 22 November 1944


Lunched at the Directoire. Cost several million pounds, but worth it. Before this had an effusive reunion with Mistinguett.97 Just before the evening show began, Josephine Baker98 arrived in a fainting condition, having driven from Paris asphyxiated by the fumes in the car. I sent her off to bed.


My cold is worse and the weather is vile.


Monday 27 November 1944


Maurice [Chevalier] came and sat on my bed and told me that he had appeared once in Germany, the only payment for which was the release of ten prisoners; that he had sung twice over the radio because he couldn’t get out of it without getting into trouble with the Gestapo. I believe him and at all events it is not for me to judge.


Sunday 31 December 1944


London


Dawdled about in the morning. Spent the afternoon painting away at the easel. After that dropped in to Loelia Westminster’s99 rout. Everyone was there, from Laura Corrigan to Laura Corrigan.100


The war news appears to be a bit better. Lloyd George101 has accepted a peerage. 1945 has got to be good.


Sunday 29 April 1945


The Sunday Express announced Germany’s unconditional surrender to all three Allies. This headline is mischievous and misleading as it is not true, although it probably will be in the next day or two. Mussolini has been tried and executed. It is hardly believable that after all these dreadful years it is really nearly the end.


It is strange to be back at the Savoy, having been here so much in 1941 when our world was so black. These supremely melodramatic days are somehow anticlimactic and confusing. Report of the deaths of Hitler and Goering. Mussolini shot yesterday and hung upside down in the street and spat at. The Italians are a lovable race.


Tuesday 1 May 1945


Still no complete surrender. Pictures in the paper of Mussolini lying dead with his mistress. The mills of God!


Wednesday 2 May 1945


Went to Wavells’102 cocktail party, which was fun and very mixed. Dined with Juliet.103 Just her, the Prime Minister and me. A lovely evening. He was at his most benign and suddenly, at the same moment, we both became emotional about him. He was immensely touched and simple about it. It was a strange but, I suppose, a very natural moment. There he was, gossiping away with us, the man who had carried England through the black years, and he looked so well and cheerful and unstrained, and in addition was so ineffably charming, that I forgave him all his trespasses and melted into hero-worship.


Friday 4 May 1945


Germany surrendering in all directions. VE Day imminent.


 


 





1 Robert Menzies (1894–1978), Australian Prime Minister 1939–41 and again after 1949; knighted 1963. Noël had met him during his Australian concert tour, November 1940 to February 1941.


2 Carroll Gibbons, leader of the Savoy Orpheans band.


3 Judy Campbell (1916–2004), actress; she had been about to play in Noël’s Present Laughter and This Happy Breed when rehearsals were broken off by the outbreak of war.


4 Lord Louis (Dickie) Mountbatten (1900–79), British Sea Lord and administrator, at this time commander of the 5th Destroyer Flotilla; he and his wife Edwina (1901–60) had been close to Noël since his arrival amidst the ‘bright young things’ early in the 1920s and their friendship had survived his parody of them in Hands Across the Sea (1936), one of the plays in Noël’s Tonight at 8.30.


5 Prince George (1902–42) and Princess Marina (1906–68), Duke and Duchess of Kent, whose country home was Coppins; they had been friends of Noël’s since meeting him backstage after a performance of London Calling in 1923.


6 Musical film produced by Darryl Zanuck.


7 Michael Foot (1913–2010), Labour politician and writer; editor of the Tribune 1948–52, elected Labour Party leader 1980.


8 Neville Chamberlain (1869–1940), Conservative Prime Minister 1937–40, responsible for the 1938 Munich peace agreement with which Noël had strongly disagreed.


9 Michael Redgrave (1908–85), actor and director, knighted 1959.


10 Lady (Nancy) Astor, née Langhorne (1879–1964), American-born wife of 2nd Viscount Astor; Unionist MP for Plymouth 1919–45 and the first woman to sit in the House of Commons.


11 Winston Churchill (1874–1965), knighted 1953; Conservative leader of the wartime coalition government from May 1940.


12 Robert Hamilton Bruce Lockhart (1887–1970), diplomat and Deputy Under-Secretary of State 1941–45; knighted 1943.


13 ‘Imagine the Duchess’s Feelings’, one of four songs (among them ‘London Pride’) which Noël wrote about this time and used at troop concerts.


14 Lorn Loraine (1894–1967), Noël’s secretary, close friend and effectively his manager from 1924 until her death. ‘She has been’, he once wrote, ‘one of the principal mainstays of my life, lovingly and passionately devoted’, and it was to her that he would first go for news and welcome on returning from his frequent and lengthy trips abroad.


15 Joyce Carey (1898–1993), actress and close friend of Noël’s; she appeared in many of his plays, including Tonight at 8.30, Present Laughter and South Sea Bubble, and also in his films, among them In Which We Serve.


16 Laurence Olivier (1907–89), actor and director, created life peer 1970; at this time he was serving in the Fleet Air Arm. Noël had engaged him in 1930 to play Victor in Private Lives; Olivier wrote of his early experience working with Noël that ‘he was probably the first man who took hold of me and made me think’.


17 Vivien Leigh (1913–67), stage and film actress, married to Olivier 1940–60.


18 Which had opened on 2 July at the Piccadilly Theatre.


19 Norman Hackforth, the pianist who accompanied Noël on many of his wartime concert tours and was to be with him again when he went into cabaret during the 1950s; he later achieved fame as the ‘mystery voice’ on BBC radio’s Twenty Questions.


20 Major Edward Dudley (Fruity) Metcalfe, friend of the Duke of Windsor and best man at the wedding of the Duke and Wallis Simpson; in 1940 he had been left stranded in Paris when the Windsors left for Biarritz without telling him.


21 Charles Thorpe, representative of Columbia Pictures.


22 Filippo del Giudice (1892–1961), film producer; according to Noël ‘his English was appalling and his enthusiasm boundless’, and throughout the making of In Which We Serve he ‘never allowed his faith in me and the picture to be shaken for a moment’.


23 The Hampshire home of the Mountbattens.


24 Lady Milford Haven (1863–1950), the widowed mother of Lord Mountbatten.


25 The working title of In Which We Serve.


26 Major Brojah Brooking, Noël’s staunch supporter over the film.


27 Brendan Bracken (1901–58), Irish journalist and Conservative politician; Minister of Information 1941–45 and First Lord of the Admiralty 1945; created 1st Viscount Bracken 1952.


28 Walter Monckton (1891–1965), lawyer and Conservative politician, at this time director-general of the Ministry of Information; created Viscount Monckton 1957.


29 Beatrice Eden, nee Beckett (d. 1957) and Anthony Eden (1897–1977), married 1923–50 and friends of Noël’s since the mid-1930s. He was Conservative MP for Warwick and Leamington 1923–57 and at this time was Foreign Secretary in Churchill’s government; Prime Minister 1955–57, created Earl of Avon 1961.


30 John C. Wilson (1899–1961), American theatre manager and Noël’s business partner; he had been Noël’s closest friend in the pre-war years, but since the outbreak of war Jack had settled permanently in the States and he and Noël were leading increasingly separate lives.


31 Robert Helpmann (1909–86), Australian-born dancer, actor and director, knighted 1968; he was the leading dancer with the Sadler’s Wells Ballet 1933–50.


32 The Piccadilly Theatre, to see Blithe Spirit.


33 Clementine Churchill, née Hozier (1885–1977), who had married Winston in 1908.


34 Sir Dingwall (Dingo) Bateson, an eminent lawyer.


35 Gladys Calthrop (1897–1980), designer, and a close friend of Noël’s since they had met on holiday in Italy in 1921; she had begun her design career in 1924 with Noël’s The Vortex and designed the sets and costumes for all his major stage productions until the early 1950s.


36 Geoffrey Roberts, Noël’s defence counsel.


37 Winifred Ashton (1885–1965), better known as the novelist, dramatist, painter and sculptress Clemence Dane; a close friend of Noël’s since the mid-1920s.


38 Denham Studios, where In Which We Serve was to be filmed.


39 James Mason (1909–84), the British stage and film actor, and his wife, actress Pamela Kellino.


40 Prince Philip, later the Duke of Edinburgh, at this time a Royal Navy midshipman on leave from active service.


41 David Niven (1909–83), the film actor, at this time serving in the army, and his wife ­Primula (Prim).


42 Gwen Ffrangçon-Davies (1896–1992), actress.


43 John Gielgud (1904–2000), actor and director, knighted 1953; one of his first jobs had been as Noël’s understudy in The Vortex (1924).


44 Celia Johnson (1908–82), actress; she was created Dame in 1981.


45 Adrianne Allen (1907–93), the actress who had played Sybil in the original 1930 Private Lives and from then onwards was one of Noël’s most constant friends.


46 Peter Fleming (1907–71), writer, married to Celia Johnson.


47 Jack Beddington, director of the Films Division at the Ministry of Information.


48 Ronald Neame (1911–2010), cinematographer and later film director.


49 Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret; King George VI was visiting the film set at Denham with his family.


50 Noël was not a great admirer of the Duke, who had once cut him dead the day after Noël had spent a long evening playing the piano for him, and he had suggested at the time of the abdication that statues of Wallis Simpson be erected throughout England for the blessing she had bestowed on the country.


51 Hannen Swaffer (1879–1962), journalist and drama critic; his attacks on Noël went back to the 1920s when he had found The Vortex among the ‘most decadent plays of our time’ and, on the disastrous failure of Sirocco in 1927, he had written in the Sunday Express: ‘At last the public seem to appreciate the truth of what I have said – that Noël Coward has nothing whatever to say, that he has no wit, and that his sneers at ordinary, respectable people are irritating to the point of painfulness.’


52 Queen Mary, the Queen Mother; Prince George was her fourth son.


53 Margot, Countess of Oxford and Asquith (1865–1945), socialite and wit of the earlier years of the century, the widow of Prime Minister Herbert Asquith.


54 Noël was now in the final rehearsals for a six-month tour of the provinces with Play Parade, a repertoire of three of his plays: Present Laughter, This Happy Breed and Blithe Spirit.


55 In Which We Serve was about to have its world première.


56 Lord (Max) Beaverbrook (1879–1964), the Canadian-born British newspaper magnate; he had consistently given Noël an unflattering press and hostility began in earnest over In Which We Serve, where Noël showed a copy of the Daily Express with its celebrated headline ‘There Will Be No War’ floating alongside destroyers steaming into battle. Beaverbrook reacted to the mockery by trying to have the film suppressed.


57 Graham Greene (1904–91), English novelist and critic, had been less than kind to Noël in reviews; Blithe Spirit he had found ‘a weary exhibition of bad taste’.


58 ‘London Pride’.


59 King George VI; the suggestion was about Noël being awarded a knighthood in the New Year’s honours list.


60 Noël had rashly agreed that, on top of eight appearances in three plays every week, he would give four or five concerts to factories and hospitals.


61 British film produced and directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger.


62 David Lean (1908–91), film director; co-director with Noël of In Which We Serve.


63 American film starring Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon.


64 Beryl Measor, actress, who was touring with Noël in Play Parade.


65 Of the knighthood.


66 Now in London at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket.


67 Leslie Howard (1890–1943), British film star, whom Noël had known before the war.


68 Noël had leased a cottage in Kent.


69 Churchill was due to return from an Allied meeting and might have been on the flight.


70 Noël was due to tour the Middle East at the end of the following month.


71 Wendell Willkie (1892–1944), American lawyer and industrialist; the Republican Presi­dential candidate in 1940, since when he had frequently represented President Roosevelt abroad.


72 General Charles de Gaulle (1890–1970), at this time leader of the Free French Forces in England; French President 1958–69.


73 Sarah Churchill (1914–82) actress, the Churchills’ second daughter.


74 The ship in which a couple of months earlier Noël had sailed from Plymouth to Gibraltar on the first leg of his Middle East tour.


75 Vic Oliver (1898–1964), musician and comedian, married to Sarah Churchill 1936–45.


76 Noël had arranged to spend a few weeks in the United States prior to a three-month tour of South Africa.


77 Noël had first met Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt in 1940 on his vague mission to the States as a British emissary.


78 Henry Morgenthau Jr (1891–1967) and his wife; he was US Secretary to Treasury 1934–45.


79 Gilbert Miller, Broadway producer, and his wife Kitty.


80 Clare Boothe Luce (1903–87), American writer and playwright, Republican Member of Congress 1943–47, and later US ambassador to Italy 1953–57; she was married to Henry Luce (1898–1967), founder of Time and Life magazines.


81 John Gunther (1901–70), American author and journalist.


82 Gertrude Lawrence (1898–1952), English actress, whom Noël had first met in 1913; they had become close friends and famous stage partners, and for her he had written Private Lives (1930) and the nine plays that made up Tonight at 8.30 (1935). She was now living in Massachusetts, married to American impresario Richard Aldrich.


83 Elsa Maxwell (1883–1963), compulsive American party-giver and gossip columnist.


84 Richard Rodgers (1902–79), the American composer.


85 Greta Garbo (1905–90), the Swedish film star; when Noël had met her in Stockholm in 1935 there had been eccentric Press rumours of their engagement.


86 Fred Astaire (1899–1987), the American dancer and film star, whom Noël had known since the early 1920s when Fred and his sister Adèle starred together in British musical theatre.


87 Ibsen’s drama in an Old Vic Company production at the New Theatre.


88 Ralph Richardson (1902–83), actor and director, knighted 1947; he and Laurence Olivier had this year become joint directors of the Old Vic Company.


89 Maurice Chevalier (1888–1972), the French actor and singer; Noël had done occasional troop concerts with him earlier in the war. At this time he was under suspicion of collaborating with the Germans.


90 Sacha Guitry (1885–1957), French playwright and actor, whom Noël had first met in 1930; their careers were frequently compared; he also was being accused of collaboration.


91 J. Arthur Rank (1888–1972), British film mogul who founded the Rank Organisation and who sponsored Cineguild, the company which had produced In Which We Serve and the film of Blithe Spirit; created a peer in 1957.


92 Servicemen’s entertainment centre in Piccadilly, London, which was now about to open a Paris branch.


93 For a troop concert at the Marigny Theatre.


94 Pierre Fresnay (1897–1975), French actor, married to French actress and singer Yvonne Printemps (1895–1977); Noël had written Conversation Piece for her and Pierre Fresnay. His part was played by Noël later in the run.


95 Gaby Morlay (1897–1964), French actress.


96 Marcel Achard (1899–1974), French playwright.


97 Mistinguett (1874–1956), French actress and dancer.


98 Josephine Baker (1906–75), black American singer and dancer who became a star in France.


99 Loelia, Duchess of Westminster (1902–93), married to the 2nd Duke 1930–47; Noël later wrote the preface to her autobiography.


100 Laura Corrigan, American socialite.


101 David Lloyd George (1863–1945), Liberal statesman, Prime Minister 1916–22.


102 Field Marshal Earl Wavell (1883–1950) and Countess Wavell; he was Viceroy of India 1943–47.


103 Lady Juliet Duff (1881–1965), society hostess.





1945



The year when the world came back from the war was for Noël, as for many others, a period of drastic readjustment; the society he had left behind in 1939 was no longer a real one, but it was the one of which he had been the most celebrated theatrical chronicler. The playwright of the 1920s and 1930s, the composer of ‘Poor Little Rich Girl’ and ‘Children of the Ritz’, the star of Private Lives and Tonight at 8.30, now had to come to terms with an altogether different social and theatrical climate.


Noël realized, sooner perhaps than many other returning actors and playwrights, that the demands and conditions of his profession had altered drastically. 1939 was already a world away, Gertrude Lawrence was married and settled in America, and what had been successful enough for the theatre in the time of Noël and Gertie might well prove a disaster six cataclysmic years later, when cigarette-holders and clenched smiles were no longer being worn. On the other hand, Noël had both the stage version of Blithe Spirit and a glossy John Clements–Kay Hammond revival of Private Lives running in the West End as the war ground to a halt, both of them nightly proof that a little light escapism never hurt anybody at the box-office.


Believing, therefore, that in revue also the mixture as before might still prove a tonic, Noël was now writing, composing and casting an only slightly modified version of one of the old pre-war Cochran/Chariot revues. Settings were to be a little less lavish, perhaps, but an evening of light and glamorous escapism was still the plan. It was to be called Sigh No More.


Tuesday 8 May: Victory Europe Day


London


A wonderful day from every point of view. Went wandering through the crowds in the hot sunshine. Everyone was good-humoured and cheerful. In the afternoon the Prime Minister made a magnificent speech, simple and without boastfulness, but full of deep pride.


In the evening I went along to the theatre1 and had a drink with the company. We all had cold food and drinks at Winnie’s:2 Joyce [Carey], Lilian,3 Alfred and Lynn,4 Lorn [Loraine], Gladys [Calthrop], Dick,5 etc. We listened to the King’s broadcast, then to Eisenhower, Monty and Alexander. Then I walked down the Mall and stood outside Buckingham Palace, which was floodlit. The crowd was stupendous. The King and Queen came out on the balcony, looking enchanting. We all roared ourselves hoarse. After that I went to Chips Channon’s6 ‘open house’ party which wasn’t up to much. Walked home with Ivor.7 I suppose this is the greatest day in our history.


Wednesday 9 May


Second VE Day, slightly anticlimactic but happy by the evening. Piccadilly Circus a marvellous sight.


Lunched at the Savoy with Lorn and we rested our poor feet. My Victory article appeared in the Daily Mail together with the King’s speech and the Prime Minister’s. Visited Mum.8 Went to Juliet [Duff]’s to have a drink and to see Georges Auric.9 Stayed on to dinner with Juliet and Desmond MacCarthy10 and took them both to the Stage Door Canteen. Made a brief appearance and got a terrific ovation. After I wandered by myself in the crowds and had a lovely time. I sat on a stone balustrade in Trafalgar Square for over an hour and signed a few autographs and watched London rejoicing, and Nelson in his spotlight seemed to be watching too. Friendliness and kindness everywhere.


Friday 11 May


Lunched with Peter Daubeny.11 Worked all the afternoon with Robb.12 The Lunts came in and listened enthusiastically.


Dined with Gladys, then we went to Gerald Road13 for the ‘run through’ of the revue.14 Everyone delighted except Madge and Cyril,15 who were depressed with what is probably the best material they have ever had in their lives. On the whole the show seemed good and well-balanced.


Sunday 13 May


A quiet day, interrupted incessantly by the King and Queen. With the Lunts, John [Gielgud], Binkie16 and the Flemyngs,17 watched them drive to St Paul’s. In the evening I tried unsuccessfully to think of an opening sketch for Madge and Cyril, then had a drink in the bar.


Thursday 17 May


Drove down to Kent. Lovely weather. Visited Goldenhurst18 which was locked and empty. Found a door open and made a tour of the house. They have left it clean and in reasonably good condition, but never let me know that they had left it at all. Garden wildly overgrown. All a bit heart-breaking, but what is past is past.


Drove home. Interview with Detective Sergeant Hislop, CID, on account of a young man fraudulently selling tickets for a concert in my name.


Saturday 19 May


Made a little progress musically today, but my mind and hands feel heavy. It will pass soon, I hope. I know nothing so dreary as the feeling that you can’t make the sounds or write the words that your whole creative being is yearning for.


Monday 21 May


In spite of Churchill’s request for a postponement till the war with Japan is over, Labour is insisting on an autumn election. Churchill replies that in that case he will insist on a July one. Personally I think Labour has behaved abominably throughout this war and before it. At least the Conservatives have some sense of leadership and it is idiotic to try and jettison Churchill at this moment. I hope the Labour boys get a trouncing but I am afraid they won’t.


Thursday 24 May


Worked all morning, afternoon and evening with an occasional break. During these intervals I read the MS of Gertie Lawrence’s book.19 It is inaccurate, insincere and shy-making.


Churchill has resigned and is putting a caretaker government in until the election in July. The thought of possibly being governed by Attlee, Morrison, Bevin20 and Co. is too horrible to contemplate. I hope above all things that Winston is returned with a vast majority. He may have faults but he is the only big man we have got. The Labour boys are a shoddy lot of careerists.


Friday 1 June


Cable from Jack21 saying he is arriving about the twelfth. Hooray.


Day of storms and stresses owing to Dick being obdurate through his beastly agent over the music of Blithe Spirit.22 Whole thing idiotic. We had a meeting at six o’clock in Binkie’s office, where everything was straightened out amicably. We tossed a coin as to whether Dick should get £15 per week for the ballet music instead of £10, or whether he should give it to us for nothing. I won and so we get it for nothing. Honour is satisfied all round.


Saturday 2 June


Saw very rough cut of Brief Encounter.23 Delighted with it. Celia [Johnson] quite wonderful; Trevor Howard fine and obviously a new star. Whole thing beautifully played and directed – and, let’s face it, most beautifully written.


Monday 6 June


Dreadful rehearsal in rehearsal rooms. Everyone idiotic. Went with Binkie to the first night of Jacobowsky and the Colonel. 24 Turgid and dull. Mike Redgrave put up a gallant fight.


Thursday 7 June


A better day of rehearsal. People showed more signs of intelligence.


Dined with Binkie, Prince Littler,25 Nora Delany26 and Alec Cruickshank27 at the Savoy (private room). A really theatrical evening. Old music-hall reminiscences, etc. We discussed future policies. The evening ended with Binkie, Alec and me in Alec’s bedroom discussing my suggestion that I should join the Board of H.M. Tennent. Binkie apprehensive. Alec, who is a hard-headed old duck, was highly enthusiastic. Poor Binkie is terrified that I shall be too dominant. How right he is. Argument went on until 4 a.m.


Thursday 14 June


Rehearsed all day. Lunched with Binkie at Scott’s. Went to Bill Astor’s28 wedding reception at Admiralty House. Far too grand. Got home and found that Jack was arriving at Croydon at six o’clock. Arrived just in time to meet him. He looks frightfully well and is sweeter than ever. Series of reunions with Lorn, Gladys, etc. Dinner at the Savoy, Jack, Binkie and me. Further reunions, finishing with the Lunts.


Saturday 16 June


Had a day off from rehearsing. Lunched with Gladys at Boulestin’s and painted all afternoon at Winnie’s. Took Jack to Private Lives.29 Reasonably good performance and a packed house.


Tuesday 19 June


Rehearsals satisfactory. Lunched with Adrianne [Allen], Joyce Barbour30 and Dicky Bird31 at the Ivy. Long talk with Dick Aldrich32 about Gertie’s book. He was very nice and sensible.


Home early. Horribly stiff in the leg from bouncing about too much at rehearsal.


Wednesday 20 June


Stayed in all day after an agonizing night with my leg. Apparently I have strained a muscle. A Swedish masseuse came and treated it and it improved towards the end of the day. Visited Mum and Veitch33 in the evening. Both well and fairly belligerent.


Edward34 came to tea. Bed early with a new idea for a song for Graham35 in my head called ‘Matelot’.


Saturday 23 June


Worked with Lorn on the lyric of ‘Matelot’. Jack came to lunch and we went to This Happy Breed,36 with which he was profoundly impressed. Tea with Mum and Veitch, after which I came home and worked on the verse of ‘Matelot’.


Dined at Claridge’s with Edward [Molyneux] and Peter Daubeny and we went on to the Lunts’ farewell party.37 The entire company were in uniform.


Sunday 24 June


Finished ‘Matelot’ and typed it just before lunch. Graham stayed for lunch, after which we rehearsed like mad, then had tea and went to see National Velvet.38 A good picture except for a few Hollywood ‘English’ mistakes.


Monday 25 June


The election campaign is raging and is almost too squalid to be borne. To read of Mr Churchill’s eager repartees after his great phrases during the war is discouraging. How right I was to say to him, ‘Don’t descend to the arena’, and how wrong he was not to smell a little truth in it.


Thursday 28 June


‘Wolf on the fold’ day. I descended on the theatre like the Assyrian, redid ‘Hat’ and ‘Willy’ and ‘Bunch of Boys’, cut the dance away from ‘Matelot’ and generally zipped things up. Evening rehearsal much smoother.


Tuesday 3 July


Rehearsed and polished all day. At 5.30 the Duchess of Kent and Princess Nicholas [of Greece] came to Gerald Road. After a drink I took them to the evening rehearsal, which was fairly slick except for ‘Bunch of Boys’ which stinks. Afterwards we came home for supper. Graham sang ‘Matelot’ really beautifully.


Sunday 8 July


Manchester


Evening spent in the theatre setting the spot batten and the automatics. We managed to light three scenes by midnight, then we came back to the hotel and, with Ian Dow,39 arranged our plans for the next three days. Everything complicated by the cyclorama arriving the wrong size. It will have to be redone, which buggers up our lighting. In addition to this, we can only rehearse effectively in the evenings because that is the only time we can get the staff that actually will work the show.


Monday 9 July


A day of frustration, toil, blood and sweat. Disastrous dress rehearsal in the evening. Continued to light ‘Never Again’. I am horribly worried about Dick’s and Joyce’s material.40 It is all pretty amateurish and gets nowhere. Have suggested to Binkie that we have two weeks at Liverpool or Leeds after Manchester, by which time I shall probably have supplanted them with more vigorous numbers and really pulled the show together.


Tuesday 10 July


Complete run through in the evening. Everybody good. There is still much to be done. The finale is idiotic, so is ‘Holiday’. Madge and Cyril have behaved sweetly and it is comforting to work with real dyed-in-the-wool pros. Graham is fine, with style in everything he does. Joyce Grenfell good in all she does on the stage, but she shouldn’t write lyrics.


Wednesday 11 July


More rehearsals and polishing and then the opening night. The show went through from beginning to end without one hitch of any kind. Graham’s singing of ‘Matelot’ was the high spot of the evening. Cyril and Madge and Joyce were fine. The whole thing was rapturously received. But oh, what a lot of work there is to be done.


Supper afterwards, then a post-mortem. I have got to be firm from now on and ruthlessly cut anything that doesn’t satisfy me.


Thursday 26 July


A highly dramatic day in our ‘Turbulent Island Story’. The Labour Government is sweeping in on an overwhelming majority. Winston, I am sure, made a dreadful mistake in descending into the arena. It is appalling to think that our Allies and enemies can see us chuck out the man who has led us so magnificently through these horrible years. The immediate future of the country led by Mr Attlee, Mr Bevin and Mr Morrison41 looks fairly grim, but I suspect that we shall rise above it.


This certainly gives a salutary lesson to those who set too much store by public acclaim or on the power of the Press. Whatever government rules us for the next few years will have a tough assignment, and it may not be a bad idea for the Labour boys to hold the baby. I always felt that England would be bloody uncomfortable during the immediate post-war period, and it is now almost a certainty that it will be so.


Friday 27 July


Re-rehearsed Sigh No More in the morning.


Caught the two o’clock train, arriving London 6.10. Met by Cole42 and Lorn. Dined with Gladys at the Ivy. She has bought a house just above me at St Margaret’s Bay.43


Wednesday 1 August


Travelled to Manchester with Lorn and Gladys. Saw the show. Joyce G. and Graham first rate but Madge and Cyril really no good. Supper in the suite feeling depressed.


Saturday 4 August


A really bloody day. Woke up feeling awful and coughing my lungs out. Also depressed by Cyril and Madge and the fact that they are spoiling the show. Rehearsed my recording with Robb and Mantovani44 but without voice. By the afternoon my nerves were beginning to go badly. Finally Binkie arrived and saw the show. Cyril did the ‘Indian Army’ song with such raucous vulgarity that I nearly stopped him from the stalls. I went round at the end and told the company that, whereas before I had told them I wanted them to be happy and efficient, now I was not remotely interested in their happiness but determined that they were going to be efficient. Back at the hotel I had a real crise. Finally Binkie went along and found Cyril and Madge terrified and abject. For nine weeks I have been bored and irritated by their stupidity.


Sunday 5 August


Drove to Liverpool with Joyce, Graham and Bert.45 The bliss of breathing a little fresh air again and being in a good hotel! At 4.30 I went along to Cyril and Madge with Joyce and Graham to rehearse the new ‘Burchells’ lyric. Cyril led me into the bathroom and burst into tears and apologized humbly and sweetly. He looked so strained that I felt really sorry for him. Madge was tremulous and on the verge of tears. They have both obviously had an awful time. Now perhaps we shall get some good work done. Binkie’s behaviour has been utterly perfect.


Wednesday 8 August


The papers are full of the atomic bomb46 which is going to revolutionize everything and blow us all to buggery. Not a bad idea.


Friday 10 August


News that Japan has surrendered. If this is so the war is now over. I wonder how many years of soi-disant peace lie ahead of us. Here in Liverpool people are preparing for a little gaiety. I wish I had more feeling about it. My mind seems unable to take it in. It has all been too long and too stupid and cruel. We shall see how sweet the face of peace looks. I cannot help visualizing an inane, vacuous grin.


Wednesday 15 August


Official VJ Day announced last night by Mr Attlee.47 How smart it would have been if the Labour boys had asked Churchill to announce the victory.


Dined on board the Sister Ann. After dinner we let off fireworks and then went below for one for the road. We drank to the King and to the Navy and to those who had died.


Went to the theatre and rehearsed Graham with lights, etc. Everyone screaming in the streets. Felt desolate remembering all the people who have gone.


Sunday 19 August


London


Went to Gladys’s flat for a drink. We had watched Mr Attlee making his Victory announcement. Flat, dull and uninspiring. Went to call on Mum. Dined with Graham and his mother at their flat.


Tuesday 21 August


Did the lighting. Everything late on account of Sunday railway strike. Dress rehearsal at 6.30. Chaos. Cyril and Madge awful. Electrical staff exhausted. Went on until 12.30. Home feeling fairly wretched.


Wednesday 22 August


Slightly better dress rehearsal, then the first night. A wonderful audience and the show went triumphantly. Joyce and Graham, as predicted, made the outstanding hits. Madge and Cyril got by. We had a party afterwards at Winnie’s.


Thursday 23 August


Notices good for box-office but patronizing for me. Joyce and Graham have really got away with it. Evening papers enthusiastic.


Went with Gladys to Lady Windermere’s Fan.48 A dull play and over-decorated by Cecil.49 Isabel50 very good. Supper at the Savoy and a relaxed discussion of life in general.


Sunday 26 August


Flawless weather. Graham and I drove to St Margaret’s Bay and had a picnic lunch on the terrace of the house in lovely sunshine. We bathed and sunbathed. We inspected Gladys’s house and then drove to Goldenhurst and went all over it, pushing aside the ghosts. Had a drink with the Freres.51 Dined at the Mill with Gladys and drove to London, tired, sunburnt and relaxed.


Thursday 30 August


Went to the theatre and received Wavell and Winston Churchill. All went well. Winston, Mrs Churchill and Randolph52 came up to the ante-room in the interval and had a drink. He was very charming and completely honest over his reaction to the election. He said it had been absolutely bloody and that there was nothing so mortifying as to step forward as a victor and drop through a star trap. After the show the Wavell party came up to have a drink and we all went backstage.


Supper at home and drove down to the country.


Friday 31 August


Peaceful day. Drove up in the afternoon. Long talk with Lorn about Future Indefinite.53 Went to the Stage Door Canteen. Everything mismanaged, the place was like a furnace, the show too long and the audience restless. I managed to keep them quiet but it was hard work.


Monday 3 September


Six years ago today war was declared. Now we are starting again with officially declared peace and the world in physical and spiritual chaos. History in the making can be most exhausting.


Came up in the train with Beatrice Eden. Graham came to lunch and we went to the National Gallery to see the Tate Exhibition of Moderns. Lovely pictures by Manet, Van Gogh, Degas and others.


Wednesday 5 September


Lorn and I had a ruthless morning and tore up letters and ignored telephone calls. Sibyl Colefax54 came to lunch and was quite sweet.


Went to the theatre to find that Cyril had lost his voice and was not playing. Watched the matinée and decided the understudy was not good enough. Decided to go on myself for the evening show. Had a terrific reception from the audience. Mantovani was wonderful and the evening a triumphant success. Am playing until Saturday.


Friday 7 September


A horrible day. Woke up voiceless and feeling awful and had to face the fact that to play this evening’s show was impossible. Rang up Cyril; he is better and is going back. Postponed Monday’s recording until next Friday. Have put off everyone for everything.


Williamson55 came to talk about St Margaret’s Bay and seems optimistic about getting the house ready for me by mid-October.


Tried to read Forever Amber;56 failed. Tried to read The Bachelor;57 failed.


Thursday 13 September


Peaceful day at home. Worked for an hour with Robb. Voice improving.


Am reading through my diaries – 1942 and 1943 – what incredible years.


The nine o’clock news announced the discovery of the German blacklist. Among the people to be dealt with when England was invaded were Winston, Vic Oliver, Sybil Thorndike,58 Rebecca West59 and me. What a cast!


Friday 14 September


Recorded most of the day at HMV studios. In the morning did ‘Matelot’, ‘Sigh No More’, ‘Nina’ and ‘Never Again’ with Mantovani and the orchestra; in the afternoon ‘Wait a Bit, Joe’ and ‘Indian Army Officer’ with Robb. I think highly successful, although a bit worried about my voice. Thank God it’s over.


Sunday 16 September


Another perfect day at White Cliffs. I don’t think I can fail to be happy there. Tea with Gladys and Elizabeth Taylor.60


Back to London about nine o’clock, full up with sun and sea and fresh air.


Monday 17 September


Lunch with Graham at the Bon Viveur. He gave me a delayed first-night present of a gold cigarette-holder.


Went to the theatre to receive the King and Queen of Yugoslavia.


Friday 21 September


Drove to Dartford with Robb and Bert. Lunched in the MO’s Mess. Gave concert to the up patients, who were a very good audience. Tea with about twenty ratings. Visited wards and talked to the bed patients. Watched Dr Cohen performing a tricky operation, removing an abnormal rib from a man’s chest. He was skilful and delicate and it was fascinating.


Wednesday 26 September


Mary Borden61 came to lunch and was enchanting. Went with Adrianne to the first night of Henry IV, Part I. Larry was, as usual, magnificent and Ralph was excellent.62 Had a sharp little set-to in the pub during the entr’acte with a horrid little German who had written an insulting notice about my appearance at the Stage Door Canteen.


Monday 15 October


Laval63 was shot at 8.30 this morning. He tried to kill himself with an insufficient dose of cyanide, was stomach-pumped, dragged out, given a volley which did not kill him, and was finished off with a bullet through the ear.


Thursday 18 October


Drove down to White Cliffs in the Ford Brake with Lorn. As usual, the day was wet and bleak until we passed Canterbury, then the sun came out and by the time we reached the Bay it was like summer. Vans and furniture arrived in the afternoon. Later drove Lorn into Dover to catch her train, then Cole and I spent a hectic lamplit evening getting things arranged.


Graham drove down from London and brought a bottle of champagne as a libation to the house. I met him at the top of the hill; there was a full moon making a highway across the sea, the South Foreland was flashing and there were ships far out in the Channel wearing coloured lights. An evening of enchantment. I know this is going to be a happy house.


Saturday 20 October


Went sunbathing for nearly an hour, then worked. Went up to London by the 2.17. Visited Mum and Veitch. Veitch gave me a cheque for £50 as a present for the house.


Wednesday 24 October


A terrific gale and wild seas which would have been lovely if it were not for fresh hordes of beach fleas which come in their thousands. It is only because of the southerly wind.


Worked all day sorting and moving books. Cole and I shopping in the morning and in the evening went to Gladys’s for a bath. Graham arrived at midnight with his two test records, which are first rate.


Friday 26 October


A very high sea, at some moments breaking over the house.


A man from the Ministry of Works arrived intent on making trouble. An anonymous letter had been written about the building of a house for Noël Coward the actor. Got rid of him tactfully and telephoned Lorn to telephone Williamson. I am getting a little sick of being persecuted.64


Wednesday 31 October


London


Lunched with Binkie. Persuaded him to close the theatre on Christmas Eve, thus giving the company three days’ holiday.


I am livid because Mum has been ill for a week without sending for a doctor. It turns out she has had a slight attack of pneumonia. Apparently Dr MacManus was very cross at not having been sent for before. Shall raise hell about this.


Went with Lorn to see Oedipus and The Critic.65 Both, in my opinion, boring and too long. Larry very good in Oedipus, but as Mr Puff in The Critic he was quite perfect. Technically flawless and fine beyond words.


Friday 2 November


White Cliffs


We now have hot water. Gladys came for a drink and brought a kitten which we have christened Atco because it purrs like a lawn-mower.


Saturday 3 November


A warm sunny day, with the sea lying on the shore like a scarf. Drove to Dover with Cole. Did some shopping and had lunch at the Crypt. Read Elizabeth Bowen’s new short stories:66 exquisite writing but a trifle too inconclusive.


Graham arrived on the late train with all the curtain material and, as a wonderful surprise, one of the poodles we saw the other day. It is called Pierre, which will be changed to Matelot. It is very miniature and grey and enchanting. I am mad about it.


Monday 5 November


A wonderful morning. Walked to the other headland. The sea was like misted glass.


Drove to London. Went to the Royal Command Performance at the Coliseum with the Littlers and Binkie. The Queen looked charming. Supper party afterwards at Gow’s next door.


Saturday 10 November


Terrible weather and very high seas, which gave me a bad night, aided by a broken shutter banging so much that I thought it would break the window. Went out, muffled up in top boots, leather coat, etc., and grappled with the bloody thing in the rain and the spray. I finally broke it from its hinges, hurting my thumb considerably in the process.


Arranged my new painting studio. Shopped with Cole. Spent the afternoon preparing canvases and the evening writing verse.


Monday 12 November


Painted for a bit and then retired to my work room for a number of hours, writing, hemmed in by oil stoves and lamps which smoked and smelt. Read all the Sunday papers. A gloomy proceeding. There is a dreadful feeling of anticlimax in the world.


Jerry Kern is dead.67 I feel profoundly sorry; no more of those lovely, satisfying melodies. It happened that on Sunday afternoon I spent an hour playing all the old tunes of his that I could remember. This must have been just when he was dying. He is a great loss.


Tuesday 13 November


Painted all the morning. Drove up to London. Long talk with Lorn. Dined with Virginia Cowles,68 Ann Rothermere.69 Later joined by Esmond70 and we went to Virginia’s flat. Long argument with her husband, Crawley, about the Labour Government, etc. He stood up to the attack fairly well.


Wednesday 14 November


Visited Mum who was very gay, but Veitch is pretty ill. Expected Syrie71 to lunch but she never turned up. Lorn and I waited, and while waiting suddenly the story that I have been wanting for the operette dropped into my mind whole and complete.


Monday 19 November


White Cliffs


Went for a walk up to the lighthouse. A grey pearly light over everything; very lovely. Went shopping with Cole in Deal and bought fourteen old and scarifying paintings with good frames and canvases. Worked on the synopsis from 5 p.m. till 10 p.m. and finished it. Dinner in bed. There is a sea mist and the Goodwins fog-horn is going.


Saturday 24 November


Painted all the morning and part of the afternoon. Was caught by a man called Bindoff from the Evening News. Apparently some local people have been complaining and writing to the papers because I have a telephone and they have not, etc. The dear Human Species.


Sunday 25 November


Read Sunday notices of Brief Encounter. All enthusiastic except the Sunday Pictorial, which decided to take up an attitude.


Spent the evening inventing Samolan history and Samolan language.72


Monday 26 November


Drove up to London. Gala première73 in aid of the Royal Naval War Libraries. The Duchess of Kent came. I made quite a good speech with a few nice cracks at the Government that went down like a dinner. The picture is really very good and Celia is quite wonderful. Party at Gerald Road afterwards; the Duchess, Sybil Cholmondeley,74 Chips Channon, etc.


Thursday 29 November


Went to a vile picture called Love Letters. Jennifer Jones and poor Joseph Cotten. In the evening went to Private Lives. Hugh and Googie excellent.75 They played it much straighter than Kay and John and brought the love story out more.


Supper at the Savoy with Joyce, Arthur,76 Lorn and Graham.


Monday 10 December


White Cliffs


A nightmare day. I was having a cocktail before lunch when I heard agonized shrieks and rushed out. Found Patrick and Margaret77 coming out of Lorn’s Bluff screaming. Their baby had been burnt to death. Margaret had dragged it out of the flames and there it lay on the ground. It was poor Patrick who had put the oil stove near the cradle. The doctor who arrived was useless, but the priest who was sent for was very good. Graham was wonderful and took charge of Patrick, and Cole was superb. The whole thing utterly horrible. My heart aches for poor Patrick and Margaret.


Saturday 15 December


Received birthday presents in the morning. A set of Mrs Humphry Ward from Joyce and of Brontë from Mum, a silver egg-cup from Veitch, a Bible from Lorn, etc.


After the show at night drove Graham down to White Cliffs, together with ‘Wait a Bit, Joe’, a black poodle puppy. Sweet but wicked. Warming reception by Cole, more nice presents and a cake made like a theatre from Madame Floris.78


Sunday 23 December


Winifred arrived to stay with Gladys, highly enthusiastic about everything. Played some of the Carousel 79 records; jolly good. There are mines floating about.80 Never a dull moment.


Monday 24 December


A charming day ending with a Christmas party at Gladys’s. Lovely presents for everyone from everyone in a genial and comfortable atmosphere.


Tuesday 25 December


A thoroughly enjoyable Christmas Day. Walked, slept, played the gramophone, etc. A nice cosy evening.


Wednesday 26 December


Worked at the piano and replayed Carousel records. They are so good they make me determined to do better.


Read first volume of Jenny Lind’s life.81 Effusive and turgid and only interesting as a period piece.


Saturday 29 December


Had rather a turbulent night with a large black sea-bird which came into my bedroom and got into a panic. I thought it had gone but it had not. It woke at six o’clock and went mad. I finally caught it and put it out. It created rather a scene and gasped and nearly fainted until it saw some of its friends in the morning sky and joined them.


Worked nearly all day. The music is getting richer and more flexible. Graham came down on the late train.


Monday 31 December


Well, 1945 is over; I wonder what 1946 has in store?


 


 





1 The Duchess Theatre, where Noël’s Blithe Spirit was playing.


2 This VE night gathering at what Noël once called Winifred Ashton’s ‘rickety little house’ in Tavistock Street, Covent Garden, was typical of many and its guest list included most of those within Noël s inner circle of friends. ‘If Winifred’s walls had ears,’ Noël once wrote, ‘I only hope she had the sense to plug them with cotton wool years ago.’


3 Dame Lilian Braithwaite (1873–1948), Joyce Carey’s mother and grande dame of the British stage; her last-minute agreement to take over the role of the mother in The Vortex in 1924 helped give Noël his first West End success.


4 Alfred Lunt (1892–1977) and his English-born wife Lynn Fontanne (1882–1983), America’s most distinguished and indefatigable stage partnership from the 1920s well into the 1960s, for whom Noël had written Design for Living and Point Valaine, and would later write Quadrille. At this time they were playing in Terence Rattigan’s Love in Idleness (US title: O Mistress Mine) in London.


5 Richard Addinsell (1904–77), composer, probably best known for his Warsaw Concerto; he had scored the recently released film version of Blithe Spirit.


6 Henry ‘Chips’ Channon (1897–1958), diarist, party-giver, and at this time Conservative MP for Southend; knighted 1957.


7 Ivor Novello (1893–1951), composer, playwright, actor, and Noël’s only rival for the leadership of the British musical theatre between the First and Second World Wars. The two had first met outside the Midland Hotel, Manchester, in 1917 when, Noël later wrote, ‘Ivor was wearing an old overcoat with an Astrakhan collar and a degraded brown hat, and if he had suddenly produced a violin and played the “Barcarolle” from The Tales of Hoffmann I should have given him threepence from sheer pity.’ Both men rapidly moved on to fame and fortune, but ironically their one joint professional venture, Sirocco (1927), was the greatest disaster of both their careers.


8 Violet Agnes Coward, née Veitch (1863–1954), with whom Noël, the second and only surviving of three sons, had a close and intense relationship. She had encouraged Noël’s theatrical ambitions since childhood and had run a lodging-house to augment the meagre family income – her husband was an unsuccessful piano-tuner. Since his death in 1937 she had been kept in considerable comfort by Noël at Goldenhurst, his house in Kent, and at 10 Eaton Mansions, a Chelsea flat which she shared with her sister Vida Veitch. ‘She was the one person who could always tell me outright when something I had written was bad,’ Noël once wrote. ‘She never lied to me.’


9 Georges Auric, French composer of many film scores.


10 Sir Desmond MacCarthy (1877–1952), critic and author.


11 Peter Daubeny (1921–75), West End impresario and later the founder of the World Theatre Seasons at the Aldwych Theatre; knighted 1973. Noël had first met him at the Liverpool Repertory Company just before the war and they had met again five years later when Daubeny was among the wounded troops Noël was entertaining in a military hospital in Tripoli. Noël was much impressed by Daubeny’s courage in facing the loss of an arm; much less so by his 1949 revival of Noël’s play Fallen Angels.


12 Robb Stewart, pianist, now working with Noël on the music for his revue Sigh No More.


13 Noël’s studio home in London from the early 1930s to the mid-1950s.


14 Sigh No More.


15 Madge Elliott (1898–1955) and Cyril Ritchard (1898–1978), husband and wife theatrical team who had starred in many musical successes in his native Australia as well as in London and on Broadway, and who were heading the cast of Sigh No More.


16 Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont (1908–73), managing director of the theatrical company H.M. Tennent and, as such, the most powerful theatrical producer in London from the 1940s to the mid-1960s.


17 Robert Flemyng (1912–95), actor, and his wife Carmen.


18 The farmhouse near Aldington in Kent which had been Noël’s country and weekend home since 1926; during the war it had been requisitioned by the army.


19 A Star Danced, published in 1945, the autobiography of Gertrude Lawrence, largely ghosted by her American manager Fanny Holtzmann.


20 The Labour Party leaders, all of whom had served in Churchill’s war cabinet: Clement Attlee (1883–1967) as Deputy Prime Minister; Herbert Morrison (1888–1965) as Home Secretary; and Ernest Bevin (1881–1951) as Minister of Labour and National Service.


21 Jack Wilson was joint producer with Tennent’s of Noël’s revue Sigh No More.


22 One of the numbers in Sigh No More was to be a ballet set to the music written by Richard Addinsell for the film version of Blithe Spirit, and the problem here was to assess what share of the revue’s weekly royalties should go to Addinsell.


23 The film version of a stage play, originally entitled Still Life, written by Noël for himself and Gertrude Lawrence as one of the Tonight at 8.30 sequence of plays. Noël had done the extensive adaptation of it for the screen as well as producing it; David Lean was the director.


24 Comedy by Franz Werfel, adapted by S. N. Behrman.


25 Prince Littler (1901–73), theatrical impresario and theatre owner; at this time he was also a director of Moss Empires, Howard & Wyndham and the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, and therefore one of the most powerful producers in the business.


26 Nora Delany, actress, married to Prince Littler.


27 Alec Cruickshank (1877–1949), theatre manager and long-time director of H.M. Tennent Ltd.


28 William Waldorf Astor (1907–66), at this time Conservative MP for East Fulham; became 3rd Viscount Astor 1952. His bride was the Hon. Sarah (Sally) Norton.


29 This revival, the first in London since Noël and Gertrude Lawrence had played it there in 1930, was now in the course of a two-year run at the Apollo, starring John Clements and his wife, Kay Hammond.


30 Joyce Barbour (1901–77), had appeared in Noël’s revue London Calling! (1923).


31 Richard Bird (1894–1979), actor, married to Joyce Barbour.


32 Richard Aldrich (1902–86), American impresario, who had married Gertrude Lawrence in 1940.


33 Vida Veitch (1854–1946), Noël’s mother’s unmarried sister who was always called ‘Veitch’ by Noël; the two elderly women now lived together in a remarkable love-hate relationship that kept them both on their toes.


34 Edward Molyneux (1891–1974), one of the most fashionable of fashion designers in the 1920s and 1930s.


35 Graham Payn (1918–2005), one of the four stars of Sigh No More, now in rehearsal; this was the second of his many appearances in Noël’s shows and the beginning of the close friendship that continued for the rest of Noël’s life.


36 The film version, made in 1943, of Noël’s 1939 play.


37 They were returning to America, having completed the London run of Love in Idleness.


38 The film of Enid Bagnold’s celebrated novel, starring Mickey Rooney and a young Elizabeth Taylor.


39 Ian Dow, production manager of H.M. Tennent.


40 Joyce Grenfell (1910–79), actress and writer, was one of the stars in Sigh No More; in her wartime concert work she had established a partnership with Richard Addinsell as her composer and pianist, and Noël had agreed that she would use in his revue some of the Grenfell–Addinsell songs that had made her name.


41 Prime Minister, Foreign Secretary and Deputy Prime Minister respectively in the new Labour Government.


42 Cole Lesley, born Leonard Cole (1911–80), who first worked for Noël as a valet in 1936; he served in the RAF during the war and returned to become Noël’s secretary, manager and in 1976 author of The Life of Noël Coward (US title: Remembered Laughter). It was to ‘Coley’ and Graham, the two companions of Noël’s last thirty years, that his estate was left.


43 Earlier in the year Noël had bought the lease of White Cliffs, a house near Dover overlooking and indeed practically in the sea, which was to be his weekend and country home until Goldenhurst could be made habitable after its wartime army occupation.


44 Mantovani (1905–80), Italian-born British orchestra leader and violinist, who was conducting Sigh No More; as usual Noël planned to release his own recording of songs from the show even though he was not appearing in it.


45 Bert Lister, Noël’s valet and dresser through most of the war.


46 The Americans had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima two days earlier and on the following day dropped a second bomb on Nagasaki.


47 Hostilities between the Allies and Japan ceased on 14 August 1945.


48 Oscar Wilde’s play in a revival at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket.


49 Cecil Beaton (1904–80), photographer and designer, knighted 1972; he had designed the scenery and costumes for the play and, when it went to America in 1946, took to the boards himself as Cecil Graham in it. Beaton’s relations with Noël had been a trifle chilly ever since Noël had told him in the course of a 1930 Atlantic crossing that he was ‘flabby, floppy and affected, with an undulating walk, exaggerated clothes and a voice both too high and too precise’.


50 Isabel Jeans (1891–1985), actress playing Mrs Erlynne; she had starred in the film version of Noël’s play Easy Virtue, produced by Alfred Hitchcock in 1927.


51 A. S. Frere, chairman of Noël’s British publisher, William Heinemann, and his wife Pat, daughter of Edgar Wallace; they had a house near Goldenhurst.


52 Randolph Churchill (1911–68), the pugnacious son of Winston and Clementine; ‘Dear Randolph,’ mused Noël once, ‘so unspoiled by his great failure.’


53 The second and last volume of Noël’s autobiography, covering the years 1939–45, which he was now planning to write; it was published in 1954.


54 Lady (Sibyl) Colefax (d. 1950), interior decorator and tireless London society hostess with a penchant for literary and theatrical ‘lions’.


55 The architect working on changes to White Cliffs.


56 By Kathleen Winsor.


57 By Stella Gibbons.


58 Sybil Thorndike (1882–1976), actress, for whom Shaw had written St Joan and who played frequently with the Old Vic Company; she had known and admired Noël as a young man, and she and her husband, Sir Lewis Casson, had toured in two of Noël’s Tonight at 8.30 plays in 1937; created Dame in 1931.


59 Rebecca West (1892–1983), author and journalist; on learning that she and Noël had been on the list of prominent English political and literary figures to be arrested and probably executed if the Germans had invaded, she wrote Noël a postcard: ‘Just think who we’d have been seen dead with!’; created Dame in 1959.


60 A friend of Gladys Calthrop – neither the film star nor the novelist.


61 Mary Borden (d. 1968), novelist wife of General Sir Edward Spears, with whom Noël had stayed in Beirut in 1944 while doing troop concerts in the Middle East.


62 Olivier was playing Hotspur to Richardson’s Falstaff in an Old Vic Company production which they had co-directed.


63 Pierre Laval, deputy head of the Vichy government in 1940 and Prime Minister, 1942–44; after the liberation of France he had been condemned to death for collaborating with the Germans.


64 Questions had been asked in the House of Commons about Noël’s wartime activities, and this, together with his prosecution on currency charges in 1941, left him with the impression that English officialdom was out to get him.


65 The Old Vic Season at the New Theatre included a double bill of Sophocles and Sheridan.


66 Published as The Demon Lover.


67 Jerome Kern (1885–1945) who, with Cole Porter, was the American songwriter Noël most loved and admired. Noël had recently recorded ‘The Last Time I Saw Paris’, the song Kern had dedicated to him in memory of the time Noël spent working there for British Intelligence at the outbreak of the war. As early as 1924 the two men had talked of collaborating on a musical; sadly it never happened.


68 Virginia Cowles (1912–83), American author and journalist, married to Aidan Crawley (1908–1993), then Labour MP for Buckingham.


69 Ann Rothermere, née Charteris (1913–81); her first husband, Baron O’Neill, had been killed in 1944 and she had recently married the 2nd Viscount Rothermere.


70 Esmond Harmsworth, 2nd Viscount Rothermere (1898–1978), chairman of the Daily Mail and General Trust Ltd 1932–71.


71 Syrie Maugham, née Barnardo (1879–1955), fashionable interior decorator; married to William Somerset Maugham (1916–27).


72 For his new operetta, which he had decided to set on the mythical South Seas island of Samolo; he had already used this island as a setting for one of the plays in Tonight at 8.30 and later used it in his novel Pomp and Circumstance (1960) as well as in the comedy South Sea Bubble (1956).


73 Of the film Brief Encounter.


74 Sybil, Marchioness of Cholmondeley (1913–89), Superintendent of the Women’s Royal Naval Service 1939–46; married to 5th Marquess of Cholmondeley (‘Rock’), Lord Chamberlain 1936–7 and 1952–66.


75 Hugh Sinclair and Googie Withers had replaced John Clements and Kay Hammond in the Apollo Theatre revival.


76 Arthur Macrae (1908–62), comic dramatist, who as an actor had appeared in Noël’s ­Cavalcade in 1931.


77 The couple who looked after White Cliffs and lived in the garden cottage known as Lorn’s Bluff.


78 A Soho patisserie.


79 Richard Rodgers’ and Oscar Hammerstein’s triumphant Broadway musical, which had opened in April of this year.


80 In St Margaret’s Bay, a few hundred yards from his garden.


81 Jenny Lind the Artist (1891), a two-volume biography of the Swedish soprano by H.E. Holland and W.S. Rockstro.





1946



Asked at a lunch early in this year whether he could be said to have survived the war, Noël replied, ‘Like Mother Goddam, I shall always survive.’ It was, however, to be a testing year for him, most of it given over to an ambitious project – the post-war reopening of Drury Lane with a lavish and escapist musical called Pacific 1860, of which Noël was author, composer, lyricist and director. Permits to repair the bomb damage at the Lane were remarkably hard to come by and much of his year was spent cutting through several hundred yards of red tape before rehearsals could start in the late autumn. Even by then the Lane was far from ready, and ambitious plans for a full week of dress rehearsals (as had been feasible for Cavalcade in 1930, Noël’s only other production at the Lane) had to be abandoned. The result was, in Noël’s own phrase, ‘more of a convulsive stagger than a run’. And taken together with the six-month run of Sigh No More, it did somewhat tarnish his reputation, which seemed suddenly shaky and irrevocably pre-war. There was, however, rather more to 1946 than backstage bickering at the Lane.


Saturday 5 January


White Cliffs


An exciting day, because Cole and I started seriously on Samolo.1 We made a map and sketched out various incidents in early Samolan history. We set the longitude and latitude, climate, rainfall, mountains, rivers, etc.


Friday 11 January


Seriously considering Printemps for the operette. She is a superb singer and an excellent actress and I am sure can look young enough. Her great defect is her English pronunciation.


Tuesday 15 January


Wrote rather a good lyric for the verse of ‘Bright was the Day’. Tried to set it, but the music wouldn’t play. After lunch took the dogs up to the headland. Later the vicar called on me and I felt I must be amiable as his wife had been sweet to Margaret. He talked a great deal of cock and never drew breath. Matelot complicated the interview by attempting to rape him. I removed him saying, ‘Matelot, not the vicar.’


Worked for four hours at the piano and finally hammered out the beginning of a melody.


Sunday 20 January


The Sunday Express came out with a headline that there is to be a question asked in the House on Tuesday about the extensive repairs done to Mr Noël Coward’s house. It is too discouraging that our MPs have time, at this critical moment, to ask questions and debate about me.


Monday 21 January


The Daily Mail headlined me today. It is all very unpleasant, but although I should write a strong letter protesting against victimization, etc., I have a feeling that I shall remain calm and let all the foolish, mischievous people think and say what they like.


Wednesday 23 January


Apparently the great House of Commons question was dropped. No mention of it anywhere. This Press persecution of me is bound to amount to very little; they invariably go off at half-cock and destroy their own efforts by their own inaccuracy.


Thursday 24 January


The question was asked in the House and the Minister of Works replied stating that I was not the owner but the lessee and that in any case the licences and permits were in order.


Saturday 26 January


Slightly bombshell news that the revue2 is to close on 16 February. Personally I couldn’t care less.


Ivor [Novello], Bobby3 and Joyce [Carey] arrived at 12.30 bringing with them the Star with headlines about Coward writing a new operette for Yvonne Printemps, who is to play opposite Graham Payn. It really is insufferable. However, I am determined not to be stampeded, one way or the other. I am beginning to believe that my news value is higher than that of anyone in the world, with the possible exception of Stalin and James Mason.


Sunday 27 January


Warm sunshine, blue sea and clear sky. Ivor and Bobby were very nice and wildly enthusiastic about the house. We talked theatre ad nauseam until supper, when we embarked on Ivor’s trial and the injustice,4 etc. I became a little uneasy but he has no qualms whatever. He told me how he evaded fire-watching and flew to the shelter whenever danger threatened.


Tuesday 29 January


A heavy sea, but bright sunshine. After breakfast I started thinking about the operette, but could not concentrate. After a while I began reading Roald Dahl’s short stories about flying and war experiences.5 Then suddenly I found out what was wrong. These stories pierced the layers of my consciousness and stirred up the very deep feelings I had during the war and have since, almost deliberately, been in danger of losing. If I forget these feelings or allow them to be obscured because they are uncomfortable, I shall be lost. Ivor and Bobby and their selfish, pathetic triviality made something click in my mind and brought back the things I knew so clearly during the war; not all the time, but at moments in hospitals and Messes and ships. I must hang on to those moments or I shall not have survived the war.


Saturday 2 February


London


Dressed up in tails for the first time since 1939; they fitted! Dined with Chips [Channon]. A very chic party with the King of Greece, the Duchess of Kent, etc. Very grand and rather agony. Came home feeling a little fried, but not on account of having very much to drink.


Thursday 5 February


Drove Mum down to White Cliffs. A lovely day with a touch of spring in the air. Mum was sweet and gay and cheerful and enthusiastic about the house and everything. She longs to live here and I think it is a fine idea.6 Of course Veitch is raising hell, but she will have to put up with it. The dogs were charming and welcoming.


Thursday 7 February


London


Went to Peter Grimes.7 Extremely well done and the music, although over-eager to avoid melody, is somehow exciting. It is certainly a considerable contribution to English opera.


Monday 11 February


Worked with Robb [Stewart] for three hours. At 9.30 Mantovani came, also Gladys and Bert [Lister], and Robb and I played through the score. Manty genuinely entranced. Have reluctantly come to the conclusion that Yvonne’s English is too bad for the part. I must find someone who can give true value to the lyrics.


Tuesday 12 February


Dinner alone with Binkie, newly returned from America. He told me most unhappy stories of Jack’s attitude to him, to Terry [Rattigan] and to this country.8 True, Binkie exaggerates, but cannot discount his report entirely as, although he came home by sea, neither Jack nor Natasha9 sent as much as a chocolate. It all makes me feel physically sick.


Wednesday 20 February


Took Sybil Cholmondeley to the reopening of Covent Garden. A gala evening, with the King and Queen, Queen Mary, the Princesses and everyone in London. The ballet, Sleeping Princess, well done but far too long. Supper at the Savoy.


Thursday 21 February


Visited Mum and Veitch. After lunch visited Winnie as it is her birthday. She was very sweet, but there is a definite change in the atmosphere. She will never forgive me for taking Dick’s material out of the revue.10


Saturday 23 February


Last night of Sigh No More. I watched it and, apart from ‘Matelot’, said goodbye to it without a pang.


Drove down to White Cliffs with Sybil Payn,11 Graham and Joyce.


Thursday 28 February


Larry [Olivier] arrived with the disappointing news that after all he is not going to do the film of Present Laughter.


Made a momentous decision today, and that is to do the operette at Drury Lane and make it a big production. It is a beautiful theatre and it would be exciting to reopen it.12


Saturday 2 March


Cabled Mary Martin13 about the operette.


Drove down to Coppins and had a peaceful and pleasant tea with the Duchess and her sister, Countess Törring. Little Princess Alexandra came in, a beguiling child.14


Monday 4 March


An enthusiastic cable from Mary Martin’s husband, Dick Halliday,15 saying she was wildly excited at the idea of doing the operette and that it seemed a practical proposition for the autumn. I am delighted as, although she cannot sing as well as Yvonne, she has youth and charm and a strong personality. At the moment it all seems too good to be true. I do hope that later on in the year I shall not re-read this page amid gales of hollow laughter.


Painted all day, practising doing faces.


Thursday 7 March


Talk with young flying officer in the train; he seemed very disillusioned about his reception in England. Our attitude to our servicemen is deeply shaming.


Went to Sybil [Cholmondeley]’s cocktail party, during which I had a set-to with Mrs Simon, Lord Simon’s16 daughter, who was intelligent but rather rude. She is a roaring Indiaphile and said that while in India she was ashamed of being English. I dealt with her.


Saturday 9 March


Went to the last performance of Blithe Spirit.17 Packed house and gala atmosphere. I made a speech. It was a sad occasion, because it really could have gone on running for another year. However, four and a half years is a nice enough run. Binkie gave a party at the Savoy afterwards. Home much too late.


Tuesday 12 March


I have bought a Vlaminck for £1,000.


Wednesday 13 March


Flew to Paris with Graham and arrived at Le Bourget at 2.45. Diana18 sweetly sent an Embassy car to meet us. Cole had filled the flat19 with flowers and it was welcoming and charming.


Friday 15 March


Went to the RAF bar for a drink, then dined with Marlene and Jean,20 who were having a slight row. Tried to smooth things over. We then went to the Boris Kochno-Roland Petit ballet which was, I thought, indifferent. After this we went to a Russian joint where hard-working noblemen play violins and cellos up your nose. Marlene very gay and looked lovely but talked about herself a good deal.


Wednesday 20 March


Lovely weather but I feel beastly because I am overwhelmed with catarrh. A super luxe lunch in a super luxe flat with a curious collection of people: Marguerite Scialtiel,21 Yves Miraude and Colette. At ten to three we started an abortive discussion of Blithe Spirit (which was the object of the lunch). I gently intimated that I did not want Yves Miraude to adapt (he was out of the room); Cocteau was suggested, also Colette herself. I find it hard to choose.


Monday 25 March


At the Embassy, just a small dinner for the Windsors. Sat next to Wallis. She was very charming and rather touching. He loves her so much, and at long last I am beginning to believe that she loves him. After dinner I played the piano to help the party out.


Tuesday 26 March


A lovely sunny spring day. Sat outside the Café de la Paix. A brief interview with Madame Champion at the Ministre de la Guerre about petrol coupons in order to get by car to the Riviera.


We dined at the Palais de Porquerolle and then took Marlene and Jean to Les Parents Terribles,22 a very good play finely acted, especially by Yvonne de Bray, who has genius. Afterwards we went to hear Edith Piaf.23 Home late.


Tuesday 2 April


South of France


Went to Maxine’s villa.24 Madame Vandystadt, the housekeeper, let us lie and sunbathe by the pool and showed us over the house. The weather and the Americans have done it grievous harm. I felt the ghosts moving all around me. Maxine, I think, would have liked to know that I was there again. It was not exactly sad. It was more and less than sad, a strange, detached sensation.


We drove to the Château de la Croe25 and wrote our names in the book as a gesture of politeness, as we are dining there tomorrow night.


Wednesday 3 April


A lovely day spent sunbathing. In the evening we drove to the Windsors. They couldn’t have been more charming and are coming over to Monte Carlo on Saturday to dine with me.


Saturday 6 April


In the evening the Windsors arrived. The hotel got itself into a fine frizz and old General Politigor was round my neck like a laurel wreath. I gave them a delicious dinner: consommé, marrow on toast, grilled langouste, tournedos with sauce béarnaise, and chocolate soufflé. Poor starving France. After that we went to the Casino and Wallis and I gambled until 5 a.m. She was very gay and it was most enjoyable. The Duke sat rather dolefully at one of the smaller tables. At the end of the evening I was financially more or less where I started.


Sunday 7 April


Woke with slight hangover. The Duke telephoned me, full of charm, and asked us to drinks and to lunch, both of which I refused.


In the afternoon we joined the Windsors at the ballet, then we had some supper and more gambling. I lost.


Wednesday 17 April


Paris


Marguerite [Scialtiel] came to lunch and we made arrangements about Blithe Spirit, etc. Went to Schiaparelli’s26 for cocktails. A gay mix-up, including Mary Pickford.27 Dined with Edward [Molyneux] and promised to come over on 17 May to do a gala for the RAF.


Tuesday 30 April


Came up to London on the 10.30 and lunched at the Ivy. In the afternoon drove down to Windsor with Neysa.28 A peerlessly beautiful evening with the castle looking peach-coloured in the late sunlight.


Visited Jeff 29 for a drink and a sandwich and then went to the theatre to see This Happy Breed30 and to receive the King and Queen. They arrived in due course. There was a hitch over the lights, which went out just as we were escorting them to their seats, so the whole operation had to be performed in the pitch dark, in the course of which I trod lingeringly on the Queen’s train and hacked Princess Margaret Rose on the shin. In the interval we took them to an ante-room and gave them drinks. The Queen was very gay and most charming and the King fairly genial. At the end of the performance I presented Neysa and then, after a little conversation, John Counsell31 and I saw them off. The Queen thanked me for the play and very charmingly said how sweet it was to see me again. The play was very well played by Mary Kerridge and John Slater and not badly by the rest of the cast. It was excellently put on and lit. Primary fault, inaudibility; primary virtue, reality.


Thursday 9 May


Mr Attlee has announced that perhaps he went too far in stating that the Dominions had been consulted and had agreed to the withdrawal of our troops from Egypt. Faced with such palpable incompetence and dishonesty, I should have thought that the great majority of the people would realize that the present Government, for which they voted with such enthusiasm, was not very good; but I am afraid that the people of this country are too stupid and complacent to grasp what is happening; they will realize later and then, in the face of dire disaster, they will behave with stolid, indestructible courage, by which time it will probably be too late.


Thursday 16 May


Paris


Nobody seems to know about the Gala. It has obviously been mismanaged. Edward is away and will not even be back for the show.


Friday 17 May


A beastly morning spent in that nightmare hell with everything in chaos, Grace Moore32 being rather tiresome and saying she would not appear because really she was an important singer, etc. She left and came back again, and finally sang ‘Rose Marie’ too slowly and ‘The Merry Widow’ much too slowly and the Lord’s Prayer a great deal too loudly. After that I rehearsed and so did Graham.


In the evening had a quick meal in the suite, dressed and went to the show. Chaos, with no organization. Finally Diana and Duff [Cooper] appeared, ‘The King’ was played off key by our RAF band, after which the ‘Marseillaise’ rang out even more off key. Then I went on and introduced a tough little music-hall girl who, though professional and quite good, went flat; then Graham, who was nervous; he did his numbers well but was not relaxed enough; he went reasonably well, but they were a stinking audience. Then came Marlene [Dietrich], who went marvellously and was very good. Then I did my act and got them completely with ‘Marvellous Party’, after which all went terrifically; they kept quiet as mice through the French poem and roared and screamed at the end. Then I announced Grace; she came on, apologized for having a bad throat, sang one refrain of ‘Rose Marie’ and, without warning anybody, walked off. I flew up from my dressing-room, rushed on to the stage and sang ‘Mad Dogs’ and ‘Germans’,33 neither of which I had rehearsed. This really tore the place up, which was jolly gratifying and I felt was deserved, as I had behaved well all day and not lost my temper. Grace again walked off while we were all being thanked and given flowers and magnums of champagne.


Tuesday 21 May


London


Took Neysa to lunch at the Apéritif. She was much occupied with getting some firm of press agents she knows in New York to start a campaign in my favour.34


Drove Neysa home and said goodbye, as she leaves tomorrow morning. She is a dear darling and I really love her very deeply.


Horrible news that Prim Niven has died suddenly after an accident at a party in Hollywood. It really is tragic and I am dreadfully sorry for David.


Thursday 23 May


Went to dine at Greenwich with Admiral Dickson. Dinner in the painted hall. I suppose it is the most beautiful room in the world. The whole evening was stinking with naval glamour and exquisite naval manners. Even the noisy gun room, where I obliged with a few songs, was beautifully behaved.


Tuesday 28 May


In the morning Lorn had the excellent idea of putting Patience35 in charge of Goldenhurst, (a) to make the garden profitable, (b) to prevent the house falling down from neglect, and (c) to give her a home and a job in the country which she badly needs. I dealt with letters, cables to Mary Martin, telephone calls to Paris re Blithe Spirit, etc.


Long talk with Binkie about the operette. Had some good, reconstructive ideas. Have thought of a title, Scarlet Lady. Feel it may be the right one.


Monday 3 June


Lunched at Gerald Road with Gladys and had long discussion about the operette. Went with her to The Winslow Boy,36 an excellent play beautifully directed and acted. Drink with Grace Moore at the Savoy. Found Ivor and Bobby in the Grill. They took me back to the flat and Ivor made us an omelette. He was at his most beguiling.


Tuesday 4 June


Satisfactory conference at Drury Lane.37 The production was finally budgeted at £40,000, but I think we can do it for less. Prince Littler38 was sensible and calm.


Wednesday 5 June


Went shopping with Lorn and bought an MG eighteen-horse-power drop-head coupé for £1,350.


Thursday 27 June


Drove down to White Cliffs with Gladys. Before leaving discussed Mary Martin’s proposed contract with Lorn. It really is a rather arbitrary little document, and I don’t think we can let her get away with all that.


A profoundly moving letter from David Niven. He is homesick for England and heart-broken over Prim, but is obviously behaving beautifully.


In the evening I listened to half an hour of my music played rather well on the radio, then to the news which announced that the Government had decided to ration bread. The announced complications of the coupon business sound so idiotic that I imagine housewives and tradesmen will go mad.


Walter Winchell39 stated the other day apropos of Bevin that he did not approve of a second-rate country having a third-rate Foreign Minister. It is incredible that this vulgar little man should describe this country as second-rate in 1946, exactly six years after Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain.


Monday 1 July


Well, the atom bomb experiment was made last night,40 with apparently disappointing results. I would like it put on record that I think now, and always have thought, that far too much cock has been talked about atomic energy. I have no more faith in men of science being infallible than I have in men of God being infallible, principally on account of them being men. I have heard it stated that atomic energy might disturb the course of the earth through the universe; that it might cause devastating tidal waves; that it might transform climates from hot to cold or vice versa; make a hole in the bed of the ocean so that the seas would drain away and extinguish the fires of the earth; suddenly deflect our planet into the orbit of the sun, in which case we should all shrivel up, etc., etc., etc. I am convinced that all it will really do is destroy human beings in large numbers. I have a feeling that the universe and the laws of nature are beyond its scope.


I woke early and wrote the first scene of the last act because, atom bomb or no atom bomb, I intend to get the operette finished. In the evening Cole, Joyce, Graham and I went to Deal and saw the film of Bittet Sweet.41 Having only seen it once we had forgotten the full horror of it. It really is frightening that the minds of Hollywood could cheerfully perpetrate such a nauseating hotchpotch of vulgarity, false values, seedy dialogue, stale sentiment, vile performance and abominable direction. I had forgotten the insane coquetting of Miss Jeanette MacDonald allied to a triumphant lack of acting ability. I had forgotten the resolute, stocky, flabby heaviness of Mr Nelson Eddy. I had forgotten the sterling work of the gentleman who saw fit to rewrite my dialogue and lyrics, whose name is Samuels. After this vulgar orgy of tenth-rate endeavour, we sat on the front and watched the hardy English children and a few adults advancing, mauve with cold, into the cheerless waves. The children were touching and sweet. We watched little boys of nine and ten undressing and dressing with such excessive modesty that it took them ages to get their little wet bathing trunks off under their towels. They squirmed and wriggled, contorting themselves into most uncomfortable attitudes for fear that some roving eye might chance momentarily on their poor little privates. What a dreadful and foolish mistake to inculcate that self-consciousness into small children. Oh dear. We really are a most peculiar race.


Sunday 7 July


Lovely sunshine again. Worked all morning on Samolan lyrics. Finished the trio and did an extra refrain for ‘I Never Knew’. In the afternoon Graham and I decided to change a wheel on the car, just for the practice. We didn’t do badly. Fortunately, later on when we were checking up at the garage, I thought to have a look at the wheel we put on; the hub twirled round in my hand like a teetotum. Dicing with death!


Tuesday 9 July


London


Auditions all the morning at the Coliseum. Found three possibles and two less possible.


Came back to change for the Royal Garden Party. Gladys and I went with Sybil Cholmondeley, who was just a tiny bit tiresome. Came home. Tea with Lorn. Thought of the title Pacific 1860 for the operette. Think this is right.


Wednesday 10 July


Went to the Guildhall to see Dickie [Mountbatten] receive the Freedom of the City of London. A moving occasion, very well done. Dickie was quite magnificent.


Sunday 14 July


White Cliffs


Woke after a fairly sleepless night worrying about Gladys.42 Went up there at twelve o’clock and, after discussing the show for a bit, went off into a heart-to-heart which was really all right. She was sensible and sweet and at her top best. My heart does ache for her because she is lonely. Nothing can ever change what I really and deeply feel for her.


Am reading more of Oscar Wilde. What a tiresome, affected sod.


Tuesday 16 July


Paris


Went to the Embassy and found nobody about but Winston Churchill. He was very amiable and we talked for about forty minutes and I played him some of the operette tunes. Juliet [Duff] came in later in a frenzy at having missed something. Diana [Cooper] never appeared at all. They urged me to go to the reception tonight for Winston, but I refused.


Delicious dinner with Graham at the Metropole and then went to ­Edward’s. Very enjoyable. Got fried.


Monday 22 July


Biarritz


A truly lovely day. We took the car and a picnic lunch to a remote beach where we lay and sunbathed until five o’clock. The water was velvet and the sun scorching hot. We dined quietly and deliciously at the Café de Paris and gambled unsuccessfully for an hour at the casino. I am glad I am not a real gambler. I can’t bear losing more than I set out to lose and, although it seems foolish to lose £20 one night and £10 the next, it is not nearly so foolish as to lose all I’ve got and have to go borrowing from everyone.


This is being a lovely holiday. There is nothing to do but relax.


Monday 29 July


At last a sunny day. Spent the morning on the beach. Light lunch and then more beach but less tranquil owing to crowds. Came back and wrote letters. Dinner very chic. Felix Youssoupoff 43 sang really quite sweetly with a guitar. He is made-up to the teeth. I looked at him: a face that must, when young, have been very beautiful but now it is cracking with effort and age. I imagined him luring Rasputin to his doom with that guitar. It was all a little macabre. I sang but not very well. Graham was really wonderful. He was not only socially vital and attractive, but he suddenly proceeded to sing in Russian so much better than Youssoupoff and his friend that the whole party was astonished. It all went on far too long. Home about three o’clock.


Friday 2 August


An agitating but on the whole successful morning procuring bons d’essence and extra bons de l’huile44 from various hives of French bureaucracy. From room to room and street to street I went, emerging finally triumphant. It is wonderful what a little determined charm will do, plus American cigarettes.


Friday 9 August


Cannes


A wonderful morning bathing at Eden Roc. The English people are beyond belief; they must all be black-market profiteers. In the evening we had a drink at the Carlton then went to the Zanzi Bar and had some Pernod. Then to the casino where we saw the Windsors, the Dudleys,45 etc. I gambled, but with some misgiving as money is getting low; I made £80 and, wisely, left the building.


Monday 12 August


Drove over to St Tropez to lunch with Princess George of Greece, Princess Eugenie and a parrot, some children, and old Prince George with a long Blimp moustache and no voice on account of a throat operation.


Thursday 15 August


Drove over to Cap Ferrat and lunched with Willie Maugham,46 who is in fine form. We drove over to Monte Carlo in the evening with Robin Maugham.47 Dined and gambled fairly successfully.


Saturday 17 August


Lunch with Graham and Joyce at the Drap d’Or. Peaceful afternoon resting and bathing. Joyce and Graham went off to dine together and I went to the Windsors. A large party: Loelia Westminster, Odette Massigli,48 etc. I sang and played. The Windsors were charming. I like her and I think that, now, she is genuinely fond of him. They are lovers, so perhaps there is something to be said for the whole set-up. I wonder how their story will end.


Drove back and had a late drink with Joyce in Cannes. Came back to the villa and bathed in the moonlight; beautiful beyond words.


Friday 23 August


Irritating cable from Mary Martin transmitted from Lorn; she wants far too many options and rights and is not going to get them.


Said farewell to Cannes, Jules at the bar, Joyce, etc., with rather heavy hearts and definitely empty pockets. Drove to Hyères and lunched with Simone and Joe Brandel.49 All very high-spirited. They have offered me the Théâtre Antoine to do a month’s season in English next spring which would be enjoyable.


Drove on, loaded with fruit and wine, having evaded all persuasions to stay. A lovely drive to Aix-en-Provence, a good dinner and bed at nine o’clock.


Looking back on the holiday, it is quite one of the happiest, if not the happiest, of my life.


Thursday 29 August


Paris


A dreariness in the air because it is so inescapably the end of the holiday. Went to the Embassy for a drink before lunch: Diana, Duff, John Julius.50 Lucien Brule came with the design for the Blithe Spirit set; very good. Dined with Edward. Valentina51 arrived with a tin of caviare. Delicious. I am grateful for every minute of this lovely holiday. I hate leaving Paris, but I know that once I am home and the battle is joined I shall enjoy all that in a different way.


Tuesday 3 September


London


An interesting interview with Prince [Littler], in course of which it was decided to get ahead with a lot of the reconstruction work at Drury Lane pending the granting of the licence.


After the interview Lorn, Gladys, Bert and I indulged in an entertainment orgy. We went first to the 12.40 showing of London Town, a British attempt at a Hollywood musical. It was dull, common, lacking in tempo and without grace except for the comic genius of Sid Field. A snack lunch and the matinée of Big Ben, an operette of such paralysing boredom that we were battered down by it; a series of roguish, pseudo-satirical political meetings very loosely constructed by A. P. Herbert and set to melodic but reminiscent music by Vivian Ellis. In the evening Graham and I went to No Room at the Inn,52 a fairly good melodrama so badly acted that we wanted to vomit. Freda Jackson, hailed by everyone for her magnificent performance, overacted throughout and then arrived at her famous drunk scene which she overacted more than ever. I suspect that at the beginning of the run she was much better but now she and the whole cast are a disgrace to the theatre.


Friday 6 September


Orphanage meeting.53 Caught the 7.15 to White Cliffs. Made particular fuss of Matelot, who has been depressed and sad of late. Poor little dog. Must give him more attention and time.


Saturday 7 September


Worked most of the day on the second act trio. Poor little Veitch fell down this morning. I do hope it isn’t serious.


Dined with Gladys, Graham and Peter Stern.54 Came back and found that Veitch was really pretty bad. The doctor came and thinks she has fractured a bit of her hip. This means that she may never walk again and will have to have day and night nursing. Poor little thing, it really is hard luck. She was so well and bright, but ninety is not a good age to go tumbling about.


Friday 13 September


A letter from Admiral Cunningham asking for the first night of the operette for the Royal Naval Benevolent Fund. Of course I agree because (a) it is a wonderful charity and I would like, as always, to do anything for the Navy, and (b) because it will be mighty chic to have a great opening gala shining with naval uniforms and possibly the King and Queen.


Visited poor Sibyl Colefax in hospital. She has broken her hip. Came down to White Cliffs with Gladys, Joyce and Graham. Lovely full moon on the sea.


Saturday 14 September


A restful day. Went to cocktails with Ann Rothermere, Peter Quennell,55 etc. Quiet dinner and played some records.


Friday 20 September


Audition. Out of 115 people selected, only eleven moderates. Later I drove down to White Cliffs through the worst storm I have ever known in England. The gale was infernal and the rain pure Hollywood. Trees were down across the road at several points.


Friday 27 September


Drove down to meet Mary Martin and Dick Halliday at Southampton; drove them to London. They were absolutely sweet and so genuinely thrilled about everything. Dined with Lorn and Graham, then went back to the Savoy to fetch Mary and Dick. We showed them Drury Lane and then played them some of the music. They were madly enthusiastic and we drove them back to the Savoy in a haze of happiness. Personally I think she has authentic magic. She is quite obviously an artist in the true sense. She is easy, generous and humble. Oh dear. In all this excitement there is a dark note. Jack has done everything he knew to dissuade them from coming. They were reluctant to tell me but I made them. He has obviously changed. I don’t think he really cares any more for England or for us, which is very sad.


Tuesday 1 October


Prince rang up to say he wanted to see me at five o’clock because he had news. Lunched with Lorn and Graham at the Ivy and went with Graham to The Big Sleep56 (a complicated but fairly enjoyable thriller) with my heart in my boots. Arrived in Prince’s office and he told me the application for the Drury Lane licence had been turned down flat. This horrible crisis could have been avoided months ago if I had been allowed to handle it. Came home, telephoned the Prime Minister’s secretary and asked if the PM would see me. This was refused, but I was told a letter stating the case would receive urgent attention. I then rang up Bevan,57 who was charming. Went straight round to see him. He was very nice and virtually promised that all would be well; but I won’t believe that permit until I see it.


Later, we had our glamorous theatrical party for Mary. All the London Theatre came, dressed to the nines. It was an enormous success, slightly marred by my inner thoughts and by Mike [Redgrave] having had a few too many.


Thursday 3 October


Telephoned Bevan who said it was OK about the licence and that we could go ahead. There is a man whom I have despised and who has behaved to me with the utmost courtesy and kindness. In future I will be more careful in my judgements.


Thursday 10 October


Well, we are off. Opening date set for 19 December. Rehearsals begin 4 November. Scenic conference. Lunch with Gladys. Worked with Robb. Mary, Dick, Joyce, Graham and I dined with Ann and Esmond Rothermere. Others present included Peter Quennell, Ian Fleming,58 etc.


Friday 11 October


Took Mary, Dick and Graham to see King Lear and afterwards to dinner at the Ivy with Larry and Vivien. Larry’s performance as Lear ranks with his Richard III as being unequivocally great. He is a superb actor and I suspect the greatest I shall ever see. The play, of course, is wonderful, although involved here and there. The production was excellent, but the sets were inadequate.


Wednesday 16 October


Quite a good day, taken all round. To begin with I worked from 7.15 a.m. till 7.15 p.m. and managed to finish everything, even the incidental music cues with Robb, after which I drove up to London, exhausted but triumphant. Spent an hour with Mary at the Savoy. She is in bed with a sore throat.


In addition to the foregoing, Heath59 is to be executed in London and ­Ribbentrop, Streicher,60 etc., were executed in Nuremberg. Goering cheated at the last minute and managed to munch up a phial of cyanide of potassium in his cell. The whole business seemed somehow remote and unimportant. If only we could have read about it in 1940, 1941 and 1942. Now, their cruelty and villainy is somehow stale.


Thursday 24 October


Travelled to Paris en masse, Cole, Graham, Gladys, Mary, Richard and me. Everything well organized, cabins, coupés, etc. All officials charming and, above all, a sunny day. The flat looked lovely and felt warm and welcoming.


Friday 25 October


Went to a rehearsal of Blithe Spirit (Jeux d’Esprit) in the afternoon. Thought it flat-footed, obvious and badly directed and the company did not know their words. Finally made a scene and spoke my mind. Pierre Dux, the director, is amiable but lacking in authority. Rested, not feeling too well with a stomach upset.


In the evening, Edward’s party. Very spectacular. Everyone in Paris was there.


Wednesday 30 October


Graham and I collected Cole and we went to La Belle et la Bête,61 which I rechristened La Belle et la Bêtise on account of it being long, dull and badly constructed, but d’un beauté formidable every now and then. I wish creative artists like Jean did not consider it necessary to be ‘precious’, ‘amusing’ and ‘different’.


Sunday 3 November


Drove up to London. Began thinking on the way up about a play on the theme that England was invaded and conquered in 1940, Might Have Been, scene a public house somewhere between Knightsbridge and Sloane Square. The whole horrible anticlimax of occupation and demoralization for five years culminating in the invasion of England from France by free English, Americans and French. The family tragedy is conflict arising from Resistance movements, etc. Lovely last scene as the publican, with his wife, daughter and son killed, listens to the secret radio turned on full, announcing the successful invasion from Dover Castle and finishing with ‘God Save the King’, while the Germans are battering the door down. Think this is really a honey of an idea and it has fallen into place with such remarkable speed that I feel I must do it almost immediately. Oh dear. I do hope it stays as good to me as it seems now.


Monday 4 November


Very good first rehearsal. Went through the whole score with the principals. Voices sounded quite lovely. Sylvia Cecil62 wonderful. Noticed a few spots which will have to be reconstructed.


Party at the Oliviers which was enjoyable, with Larry beguiling as usual. Maria Montez63 show-off; Jean-Pierre Aumont sweet.


Tuesday 5 November


Present Laughter New York notices very bad. Obviously a bad performance badly directed. I see clearly that I shall have to have a showdown with Jack. I cannot afford to have my valuable properties bitched up.


Wednesday 6 November


Long letter from Jack explaining the horror of the Present Laughter first night in New York. Apparently the audience was social steel and arrived late and put the actors off. I still don’t think that they should have been put off, and the whole thing must have been badly directed. However, the business is apparently good.


First reading of Pacific 1860. Really very good. Mary very nervous and read mournfully, none of which matters as she is very quick and full of talent. The company is excellent. All the old-timers, Moya, Betty, Maidie,64 etc., were fine. So were some of the newcomers. Took Mary, Dick and Graham to the Ivy. Rehearsed dialogue all the afternoon. Had an egg, and then drove down to White Cliffs. The house welcomed us and wrapped itself round us.


Friday 8 November


White Cliffs


Worked all the morning inventing Samolan words for the chorus of ‘Fumfum-bolo’. Painted a bit in the afternoon. Did the programme note. Bathed and changed. The Amblers65 arrived with Joyce and Graham.


At the end of dinner Cole came in and said he wanted to speak to me and explained gently that Auntie Vida had just died peacefully in her sleep. I went over and said goodbye to her. She looked very pathetic and little. Mother was, of course, dreadfully upset but behaved beautifully. The district nurse came and did the laying out and the doctor came, and Mother went upstairs and played patience and recovered herself. I must say poor little Veitch chose the perfect way to die. Just sleep, and the light flicking out.


Sunday 10 November


Boiler burst so no hot water. Telephone refused to function. Mother upset on account of the coffin arriving and Veitch being put into it.


Drove up to London. Urgent message for Graham that Sybil66 has had a bad heart attack, so he had to go straight off and be with her and not come to Del [Giudice]’s party. Joyce and I set off in a car sent by Del which we presumed, wrongly, knew the way. We got hopelessly lost and drove for miles and miles about the Thames Valley, so that instead of taking three-quarters of an hour to get there we took two hours and twenty minutes. It was an immense, noisy party with every film star and director in Christendom and Jewry. After dinner, during which we were photographed incessantly, we saw Hungry Hill, a dreary, long film with Margaret Lockwood as a suburban-Irish madcap who became a very old and very suburban lady. Oh dear. A new young man called Dermot Walsh was rather good. Cecil Parker and Arthur Sinclair were excellent, Dennis Price not bad, but Eileen Herlie awful. After this, Joyce, Mary, Richard, Winifred and I drove back. Mary and Richard shrieked at the top of their lungs all the way. They are very sweet and I am devoted to them.


Tuesday 12 November


London


Went with Lorn to bury poor little Veitch. Mother was so pleased to see me that I was glad I went. Veitch left a note in her will, after all her little bequests, which said, ‘I have nothing good enough to leave my nephew Noël Coward except my love and thanks for all he has done for me and my blessing.’ This touched me profoundly. She loved me all my life. Poor little old lady, I am glad she is at rest. I feel awful leaving her in that cold, dark grave. Mother was very upset but recovered wonderfully and came back to the studio for tea and was quite cheerful.


Went to a cocktail party given by Alan Campbell,67 who is leaving for America tomorrow. Then Graham and I went to Piccadilly Hayride.68 Sid Field is a great comedian. I love him. He has the pathos of all great comics and his grandeur is inspired. Talked to him in his dressing-room and then came home.


Thursday 14 November


Rehearsed a little in the morning on ‘Fumfumbolo’. Took Beatrice [Eden] to lunch at the Basque. I think she has definitely decided to leave Anthony. She is obviously bored with him.


Rehearsed Mary and Graham in ‘Horse Has Cast a Shoe’ and ‘Bright Was the Day’. Graham is really charming: easy and graceful and unselfconscious. She is a dream girl, quick and knowledgeable; she has all the mercurial charm of Gertie at her best with a sweet voice and with more taste. Joyce came for a drink and we discussed the Paris theatre and the fairly lamentable performance of Blithe Spirit, which is obviously not a great success.


Saturday 23 November


Mary really is remarkable. She suggested, very sweetly, that she wasn’t happy with ‘Alice’ and wouldn’t mind if it were taken out. As I have never felt really right about it, we tried it a couple of times and then cut it from the show. I am relieved. She is the only star I have ever worked with who has a real sense of the balance of the show. She is generous about everyone else in the company and never tries to snatch.


Monday 2 December


First rehearsal in the Lane. Set of first act up. Theatre like an icebox and full of hammering workmen and electricians. Perfect hell, but rather exciting. Mary improved since last rehearsal, but I am a bit worried about her diction and general lack of understanding of Elena. However, I think she will get it.


Wednesday 4 December


Did ballroom scene. Mary not really right yet. Polka not good. Graham and I went to dinner with Winifred, also Kit and Guthrie.69 Darling Kit, it was so lovely to see her. We stayed after they left. I found myself paying Winnie compliments I did not mean. Insincerity quivered in the air. The warm magic that we knew in the war has gone. It is her fault. She has made a change, without reason but with female prejudice. It is a pity.


As I arrived at Gerald Road a girl rang the bell and threatened suicide if I did not talk to her. I did talk to her sharply and firmly and shut the door in her face. Oh dear, how tricky it is to be celebrated.


Thursday 5 December


At 10.30 went to the Stage Door Canteen to help Dotty70 with the Queen. The Queen, as usual, was enchanting.


Wednesday 11 December


A long and tiring day, Mary with a headache. She is at last showing signs of being tiresome, but she has been so good up to now that I suppose she must be allowed a little latitude. Even Gladys, her most ardent champion, is beginning to crack a bit. Orchestra rehearsal in evening.


Saturday 14 December


A day of triumph for Gladys. The dresses are the loveliest I have ever seen in any production. The dress rehearsal went all right: flat, of course, and Pat McGrath playing for Graham, who is in bed with his cold. Guthrie fortunately reappeared, his boat having been delayed. He gave one look at Mary’s hair (she had stubbornly refused to wear either a hat or a wig) and then he rushed round and ticked her off. At the end of the rehearsal Gladys and I went into the dressing-room to try and persuade her to alter her hair, which is really hideous and completely out of period. Richard, who must have been drinking, suddenly started shrieking abuse at Gladys and calling her a bitch and both of us double-dyed fiends because we wanted Mary to be unhappy in a hat, etc. It was one of the most hideous, hysterical and vulgar exhibitions I have ever known in the theatre. Mary remained quiet but, with one spurt of temper, declared that she would never wear a hat, never, never, never. I have seldom been more angry inside, but I kept my head and told them articulately exactly what I thought. We then left, with Gladys overtired and upset. What a sad pity, just as I was beginning to like Richard in spite of his noise and vulgarity. He has now broken the flimsy edifice into a million pieces.


Sunday 15 December


Went off to a lighting rehearsal at one o’clock. At about five Guthrie appeared, jubilant, having spent two hours with the Hallidays. Mary walked on to the stage with her hair parted in the middle and a lovely bun on the nape of her neck and of course looked ravishing. A few minutes later, after Guthrie had gone, he came flying back even more jubilantly and hissed ‘Hat!’, whereupon Miss Martin came on in the very hat that all the idiotic fuss had been about. She had told Guthrie that it was for him she was doing it and not for Gladys and me. Has there ever been anything more asinine? What has happened is that she will come on looking lovely and correct as I always intended she should. Acids have been upset, rages and violence unleashed by her and Richard, and it has all been a waste of time and energy. I am bitterly disappointed. I had hoped to get through this without rows. Now, although I am still fond of Mary, she is an artist and has charm, I really do not like Richard at all. It is dreadfully awkward and all over nothing. He is a pathological case and is twisted with strange jealousies. I wish the silly ass were at the bottom of the sea.


Went on lighting until 1 a.m.


Thursday 19 December


A hectic, strained day. Worked on lighting until 4.30. Came home, had a bath and changed into tails and went to the theatre. A really triumphant first night. Mary wonderful; Sylvia Cecil stopped the show; Graham magnificent. There was a party afterwards beautifully done by Prince with speeches, etc. Mary’s behaviour throughout absolutely impeccable. We all went on to Winnie’s. I should have thought this was the natural place to go, but I have been wrong all these years. Winnie never said one word of praise to me and there was in her attitude a deep and genuine hostility. Dick Addinsell never said one word about the music. They were both vile. Everyone else was charming. Winnie has changed so much. She is no longer warm. It is very sad.


Friday 20 December


The blackest and beastliest day of the year. To begin with, a blast of abuse in the Press. Not one good notice, the majority being frankly vile. I don’t usually mind but I am overtired.


A gay ‘chins up’ lunch at the Ivy with Lorn, Gladys and Graham, then a rehearsal for a few cuts. Then I came home to receive the worst blow. Matelot, my little dog, died on Wednesday. Cole is heartbroken and so am I. Coming on top of all the other dreariness, it really knocked me. I loved him so much and now I shall never see him again.


Went to the theatre. A bad audience and the show was flat and went badly. Everyone including the audience was got down by the notices. If only I had had more time for dress rehearsals with audiences I should have got things adjusted before the opening. Elsa Maxwell came and raved with enthusiasm, but I think it may very likely be a flop. The Press was almost too unanimous. It is all very depressing but I shall rise above it whatever happens. Mary behaved superbly. She is a real trouper.


Took Graham home to supper and broke the miserable news about Matelot. He too was horribly upset. Personally I feel sick and drained of all vitality.


Saturday 21 December


Went down after the matinée and pepped up the orchestra a bit. Watched the evening performance. It couldn’t have gone worse. Nothing got any applause and the theatre was icy. Oh dear, I do so wonder if it is going to be a rousing flop.


Gladys had a long heart-to-heart with Winnie last night, with Winnie in floods, so tonight I rang her up because I have been fond of her for a long time and hate feuds. She was very touched, and then proceeded to spew, lovingly, all her grievances against me. She told me that for the last three years I had been becoming so unbearably arrogant that it’s grotesque; that everyone is laughing at me; that I am surrounded by yes-men; that the reason Pacific 1860 is so bad is that I have no longer any touch or contact with people and events on account of my overweening conceit; that I have ruined Graham and made him give a preposterous performance; that I have encased Mary Martin in a straitjacket of my own dictatorialness, thereby crushing her personality; that I am disloyal and behaved badly over Sigh No More (cutting Dick’s music). All this and a great deal more said tearfully, vehemently and from the heart. I said genuinely enough that I would try in future not to be so arrogant, and the conversation ended lovingly.


Now, what is curious is that I am not cross or upset and I really should be one or the other. Perhaps I am too tired. I believe she truly meant what she said and that it has been boiling up in her for ages. I also believe that most of what she said was balls. Her knowledge of my character and Lorn’s and Gladys’s has never been accurate. As far as her theatrical judgement goes, she loathed Larry as Richard III, loathed Bitter Sweet, and loves so many things that are terrible in my sight that I cannot mind her criticism, particularly of anything musical. Anything not composed by Dick or a classical composer is, to her, unethical and lousy. I know they will never forgive me for Sigh No More; I know that her mind and emotions are all confused; I also know that she is fond of me and believed all she was saying was true and for my good. I must say I am having a jolly week. I am very tired, but my head is unbowed.


Perhaps I really am arrogant, but I do feel that Dick as a musician is a pleasant amateur and that Winifred as a writer is deteriorating. I also think she is stubborn and conceited to a degree approaching mania. I also think that she is large and warm and generous and somehow dreadfully touching. I think my Christ-like reception of her tirade made her feel happier, but I don’t know where we go from here.


Sunday 22 December


Woke early in a royal rage (delayed action) about all the odious things Winnie had said. Had a deep personal look-see and discovered that I was not arrogant or grotesque and surrounded by yes-men, and that the whole thing was a subconscious urge on her part to kick me good and proud when I was down. But I am not down enough for that. Long telephone talk with Gladys, then talked to Nora and Prince, who said that whatever happened to the show they were proud to be associated with it. Prince cheerful and convinced of success. Sunday notices appalling.


Lunched with Graham and Sybil. Went to the theatre and rehearsed ‘Uncle Harry’. Later, went to Lady in the Lake71 with Graham; an intelligent thriller. Drinks with Mary and Richard, who were very sweet.


Monday 23 December


Spent three hours with Winnie and, after much trial and error, got back to the relationship we used to know. It was a strange and revealing conversation, in which everything, or practically everything, was said. She suddenly, under stress of emotion, became warm again and now all is well. I am glad. I would have hated to lose a friend I valued.


Went back to the theatre. Ivor and party came round and obviously hadn’t liked the show but adored Mary. Even Zena72 was tongue-tied. My deep conviction is that it is a flop, but the big public may like it.


Wednesday 25 December


A peaceful Christmas Day spent in bed talking to people on the telephone. Sybil, Graham, Gladys and I had dinner. Delicious food, including caviare. Later, a party at Binkie’s. Very enjoyable.


Friday 27 December


A horrid day. Went to the matinée, which was half-full and dreary. Came back home and discussed reconstructing the first act, then suddenly rebelled and decided that if the critics and the public don’t like the show, that’s their affair but I won’t muck about with it and alter something that I consider charming and accurate and risk pleasing nobody, even myself.


Drove to White Cliffs with Cole. Both of us dreading the arrival on account of Matelot being dead. We were right. We arrived, Joe barked and was quite sweet, but there was no little grey toy to welcome us and I felt unbearably desolate. These are unhappy days. I know they will pass but they haven’t passed yet and I am tired and overstrung and the world is heavy.


Saturday 28 December


Slept ten hours. Woke refreshed and no longer morose. Painted a bit and talked to Mum. Gladys came for a drink and we came to the sad conclusion that the fundamental trouble with Pacific is that Mary, charming and sweet as she is, knows nothing about Elena, never has and never will, and that although she has a delicious personality, she cannot sing. She is crammed with talent but she is still too ‘little’ to play sophisticated parts.
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