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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, the publisher has retained this content in its original form.








EDITORIAL NOTE


The originals of Harold Nicolson’s diaries are at Balliol College, Oxford, and I am grateful to the Master and Fellows, and to the college Librarian, Dr Penelope Bulloch, for their permissions and much other help. The copyright in the 1910–29 diaries remains with Balliol, and that in the 1930–64 diaries has reverted to me from HarperCollins.


The history of their publication is briefly as follows. In 1966, 1967 and 1968 I published with Collins a selection in three volumes, the first two in my father’s lifetime, the third shortly after his death. I added some of his letters to my mother, Vita Sackille-West, and hers to him, the originals of which are in the Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, USA, and a few letters to his sons, particularly from the war years when we were both serving overseas.


In 1980 Stanley Olson edited (again for Collins) a one-volume condensed edition, adding previously unpublished passages, but, like myself, he made no use of the pre-1930 diaries now at Balliol, on which I have drawn for the first part of this edition. All that survive from the earliest years are those for 1910, 1912, 1913, 1916 and 1918. They were written in prepared diary-books, allowing my father only a few lines a day, recording where he lunched, dined and spent the night. They are more like annotated engagement books. From 1919 onwards he took more time and pains, writing his daily entries in large notebooks until 1930, when he took to typing them on loose quarto sheets. Missing are the years 1919–20, but before their loss, he copied many entries from them for his book Peacemaking: 1919 (published in 1933).


In the first of his two-volume Life of Harold Nicolson (1980) James Lees-Milne made some use of the pre-1930 diaries, as did Dr Derek Drinkwater in his doctoral thesis ‘Sir Harold Nicolson as International Theorist’ (Canberra, 2002) and Professor Norman Rose in his forth-coming biography of my father. They have also quoted from some previously unpublished letters to his parents, of which the originals are retained at Sissinghurst.


This new edition draws together extracts from these different sources – the pre-1930 diaries, the Peacemaking diaries, the Olson edition (from which I have omitted much and added much) and the family correspondence, including letters to his sons and parents. The entire diary contains some three million words, of which only about a twentieth part has now been published. The originals can be studied at Balliol, under certain conditions, by previous application to the Librarian.


I am grateful to Susan Fox for her help in editing this volume.


Nigel Nicolson
Sissinghurst
January 2004






INTRODUCTION


Harold Nicolson’s diaries were an accompaniment to his life. He once quoted to me a saying of Virginia Woolf, ‘Nothing has really happened until it has been described’, and he meant described in writing, in a diary or a letter. There was something missing from the day if he had not sat down after breakfast to record the events of the day before, with pen and notebook in the early years, and after 1930 at a typewriter. He did not write his diary for publication, but there are hints in it that he would not consider it an act of treachery to publish extracts from it after his death. As it happened, he allowed me to cull from it three volumes in his lifetime, and when they became best-sellers, he remarked to me, rather ruefully, ‘It is sad to think that of my forty books the only ones that will be remembered are the three I didn’t realise I’d written.’


There are two reasons why his diaries were so much acclaimed. First, he had led a very active life in diplomacy, politics and literature, and knew, some intimately, the leading figures in all three professions. Therefore his diaries and letters form a record of considerable value to historians and biographers. Secondly, he had unusual powers of observation and recollection, specially of conversations. He recorded not just what people said, but their tone of voice, their gestures, their clothes, possessions and houses, all clues to their characters. The very first entry in this edition, when he is describing in a letter to his parents an old French woman and her clever daughter, written when he was only twenty, illustrates his pictorial style. Thirty-two years later, on June 14, 1939, with the same fecundity of imagery and total recall, he could bring to life Winston Churchill’s dramatic intervention at a private dinner party. This was his great gift as a diarist. He was not just a commentator. He was a portraitist.


He was given to self-analysis, never with self-pity, but frequently with self-reproach. His diary received the fantasies of his ambition, and the dregs of his despair. There is no meanness in it, and gossip only in so far as it revealed personality. It is a generous document. To him private pleasures were as important as public success, whether his own or his friends’. His diary reflects his joy in living and his excitement at the turn of events. When he reached the age of fifty, he wrote, ‘I have dispersed my energies in life, done too many different things … But what enjoyment and interest I have derived from my experience! I suppose I am too volatile and fluid. But few people can have extracted such happiness from fluidity.’


A brief summary of that ‘fluidity’ may be of use to a new generation less familiar with Harold Nicolson’s name than his contemporaries. He was born in 1886, in Teheran, Persia, where his father, Sir Arthur Nicolson, later Lord Carnock, was in charge of the British Legation. Harold was educated at Wellington College, which he hated, and at Balliol College, Oxford, which he loved. He entered the diplomatic service in 1909. In 1913 he married Victoria (‘Vita’) Sackville-West, the poet, novelist and gardener, and they had two sons. His work exempted him from military service in the First World War, and he soon won for himself a leading reputation among the younger Foreign Office officials, playing an important part in the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 and at Lausanne, under Curzon, in 1922–3. He then became successively Counsellor at the Teheran Legation and the Berlin Embassy. In 1929 he resigned from diplomacy in mid-career, mainly because it separated him from Vita, who had better things to do than act the role of a diplomatic wife. After a year in journalism, he joined Oswald Mosley’s New Party, leaving it as soon as Mosley turned Fascist. In 1935 he was elected National Labour MP for West Leicester, and became spokesman for his Party on foreign affairs, in close accord with Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary. In 1940 Churchill appointed him a junior Minister, and for the remainder of the war he was a Governor of the BBC and the unofficial link between the Government and de Gaulle’s Free French. He lost his seat in the 1945 Election, joined the Labour Party, and stood unsuccessfully as its candidate at a by-election in 1948. He devoted the rest of his life to journalism, broadcasting and books, and jointly with his wife created the famous garden at Sissinghurst. He died there in 1968, six years after his wife.


He had a deep interest in the contemporary world, though he was sometimes compared to an eighteenth-century Whig aristocrat. He was at home in half a dozen foreign languages and literatures, including Greek and Latin, loved France but England more, proving himself in the Second World War a patriot of unremitting faith and courage. He was witty and gregarious, the most stimulating of companions. There was a streak of femininity in his personality, and if he had a fault, it was a certain softness (‘I have no combative qualities’), but although his gentleness was often mistaken for political impotence, he brought to politics much that was shrewd, effective and deeply felt. He never achieved Cabinet rank, for though Churchill respected his advice, enjoyed his company and admired his oratory (‘I envy you your gift’), his abrupt dismissal of Harold after only a year in junior office showed that he regarded him, as Harold once wrote of himself, as expendable because he was not formidable. His early career as a civil servant hampered him. He saw merit in too many sides of every question. He had strong political principles (witness his resolute opposition to the Munich and Suez policies), but lacked the vigour to press home his dissent. In domestic politics his attitude was more ambivalent. He had never known a city like Leicester before he became its Member, and felt ill at ease in its clubs and pubs. He advocated greater equality of opportunity, but could never define exactly what he meant by it. Joining the Labour Party he later regarded as ‘the cardinal error of my life’.


His literary achievement gave him more satisfaction. His lightly classical style, his wit, his gift for arranging facts and ideas intelligibly and attractively (a legacy from the writing of innumerable Foreign Office dispatches) soon won him a reputation among the foremost writers of his generation. Even before he left diplomacy, he spent his leisure writing books – biographies of Verlaine, Tennyson, Swinburne and Byron, a novel (Sweet Waters), Some People and the Life of his father – which broadened his scope and friendships, and provided him with an alternative career. After 1930 he was never without a work in progress. That Some People remained his most popular book caused him some annoyance because it had given him least trouble. He thought it too trivial, and on receiving the proofs he was only prevented by Vita from cancelling publication. He considered Lord Carnock, in effect a study of the causes of the First World War, his best book, followed by King George the Fifth: His Life and Reign, in every sense his magnum opus, for which he was knighted in 1953. His journalism included his weekly articles for the Spectator, and his book reviews for the Observer established him as a leading literary critic. As a lecturer and broadcaster he further widened his public. He was immensely industrious, but never at the expense of enjoying life to the full.


The success of his marriage, after a shaky start, defied every expectation, for he and Vita were not only sexual strangers to each other after the birth of their sons, but different in temperament – he highly sociable, she increasingly a recluse, he classical by upbringing, she a romantic. The garden at Sissinghurst, their joint creation, is one symbol of it. His are the firm lines, the symmetrical placing of urns and statues, the broad steps and paths, the vistas; hers the overflowing vines, figs, roses and clematis. For all his frequent absences, he depended on her absolutely. ‘I am a bivalve’, he once wrote to her, ‘and cannot endure being unicellular.’ His diary, read in conjunction with his letters to her, many of which are included in this volume, is as much a tribute to her as a record of his activities. Loving as a husband, stimulating as a father, lovable as a friend, he was a more admirable and attractive man than great diarists of the past like Pepys, Creevey or Greville. He has left behind an incomparable record of what it was like to be alive in those tumultuous years, and of his every mood from exhilaration to despair, in controversy and private happiness.


Nigel Nicolson
Sissinghurst
January 2004







HAROLD NICOLSON
DIARIES AND LETTERS
1907–1964






PART I
FOREIGN OFFICE AND MARRIAGE
1907–1929





Unexpectedly, Harold was not a successful undergraduate at Balliol College, Oxford. Socially, he did not match the stars of his generation, Julian Grenfell, Patrick Shaw-Stewart and Ronald Knox, and academically he gained only a third-class degree in Honour Mods, a failure, due to lack of application, for which he reproached himself all his life. But he did attract the attention of one senior tutor, ‘Sligger’ Urquhart, who saw in him unrealised gifts, encouraged him, nurtured him and developed in him a gratitude to Balliol which he described, in a broadcast of 1951, as ‘dearer to me than any institution on this earth’.


Harold’s father, Sir Arthur Nicolson, was appointed Ambassador to Russia in 1905 and Harold spent several holidays in St Petersburg as an undergraduate and after he left Oxford in 1907. Then he began to study for entry into the Foreign Office, and spent the next two years mainly abroad, in France, Germany and Italy, learning the languages for the highly competitive exam that followed in August 1909. To make up for his indolence at Oxford, he worked extremely hard, and much to his father’s surprise, gained one of the only two places available. On hearing the news of his success, he wrote to Sligger, ‘My father cast off his ambassadorial dignity and behaved like a schoolboy, and my mother was in tears of joy.’ In October 1909 he took up his duties as the most junior Foreign Office official, and in June of the next year his father was appointed Under Secretary of State, the most senior. In the same month Harold first met Vita Sackville-West at a London dinner party.






	H.N. to his parents


	January 9, 1907
Paris








The old Madame1 is such a very dirty, grimy, smelly old thing, that it requires an amount of courage to grasp her by the hand. She is just like an old Irish woman, and wears a little fur cape which I would not let Rajah [H.N.’s dog] even sniff at, and spends all day by the fire in the kitchen smoking cigarettes, from where she totters in to meals blear-eyed and sooty. Her daughter, on the other hand, though equally dirty, is like Cleopatra would have been if ugly. She is frankly pagan, and suggestively oriental, and wears a sort of thing between a tea-gown and a dressing-gown, ending in a ruff under her chin. Her hair is a wig which looks like horse-hair and is done down over her ears. She has the blue of a much-shaved moustache on her upper lip, and the laugh of a fat man – while her eyes are like lumps of black coal which suddenly light up when she speaks. Her passion is for cats which she breeds in her bedroom and which cover her hands with long red scratches which catch my eye as she corrects my exercises.






	H.N. to his parents


	December 6, 1908
London








Remember that before I come to St Petersburg2 I insist on being guaranteed against:


(1) (a) hash (b) curry (c) Irish stew (d) mince (e) ragout (f) cold mutton (g) pork in any form (h) English potatoes (i) Dutch cheeses (j) cold water to drink (k) celery


(2) The use of the word ‘couch’ for sofa, or ‘serviette’ for napkin


(3) The casual reference to younger sons of peers as ‘The Honourable’


(4) The expressions ‘week-end’ or ‘out of town’


(5) The wearing of a handkerchief up the sleeve


(6) The leaving of long black hairs in the bath


(7) The pronunciation of the words ‘Haldane’ as ‘Halldane’ or ‘Derby’ as ‘Darby’


(8) Any morbid questions as to ‘how I liked wrens?’


(9) Any social functions of any sort


(10) Any arguments raised against my having caviare & three baths a day


(11) Any resentment at my interrupting you writing your letters


(12) Any undue affection on arrival


(13) Any exhortations to go down to the Chancery & talk to them


(14) Any discussions as to my health


(15) – or my underclothes


(16) – or my luggage labels


(17) – or to the date of my departure


(18) – or the fact that my fur-coat doesn’t button up to the chin


(19) Any suggestion that I buy books which I don’t read


(20) – or that I don’t grasp the books I do read


(21) Any reflections upon my French –


(22) – or German accent






	H.N. to his mother


	June 1, 1909
Paris








Please don’t fuss me about my health. The last fortnight is the most important,3 as what one learns then is fresh in one’s mind. Ever since I left St Petersburg I have averaged 13 hours a day. I shall continue this until the first of July when I shall stop getting up at 5 a.m., and take a long walk in the morning. I shall then gradually slack off, till by the 26th I shall get down to 8 hours a day. I know you think I have no common sense, but if you knew how the slightest detail is all calculated you would not think so, and after all, I know myself better than anyone else does. Do not be cross, Mother dear, with me, as if I fail I shall not work so hard next year. You always rush to extremes – a little time ago you were distressed because you said I lacked energy, and now you are in a state because I have too much – such is the inconsistency of the eternal feminine. But you are an angel and I love you.






	H.N. to his parents


	October 19, 1909
London








I was told by the Civil Service Commission to ‘Put myself at once into communication with the Foreign Office with a view to entering upon my duties there.’ I therefore bought a subdued tie and had my boots cleaned. I walked down to Whitehall. I was very nervous and envied the gentleman who sells bootlaces in front of the Athenaeum and who is not forced to enter into the full glare of publicity. I went in by the door on Horseguards Parade. I was put in a waiting room and while I was admiring the pictures I was told to go into the Private Secretary’s room where I found that little beast Tyrrell.4 I was then taken into the China department. They were all very shy, and I fear I was too. The head of the department made some fatuous remarks about his being glad to see me. I murmured, ‘Not at all,’ and pulled out my gloves instead of a handkerchief. After that, I was put down to do indexes, and it was not till then that I realised the full value of a liberal education. I also had to copy a letter, which I did wrong, and write out a telegram in which I had to spell Bangkok but spelt it ‘Bancock’.






	H.N. to his parents


	November 22, 1909








I dined with the Alstons5 last night. They were simply delightful. I do like matrimony. A nice cheap little house in Draycott Avenue with white walls and an old French overmantel with a Romney, some coloured china and large chintz chairs. On the table good silver and a simple but excellent dinner. I am sure it is the sort of life in which one’s shaving water would always be hot, and one’s breakfast adequate. And then what a joy in the evenings as one leaves the Office to fly back to a big chair, a book and a little cuddly wife who wouldn’t talk. And then about 7 p.m. the children would come down and the mother would read them stories and I would go to sleep. In the evening at dinner she would tell me how wonderful I was, and I would accept her admiration, and go to sleep after dinner with no one to laugh at me.






	H.N. to his parents


	
May 21, 1910










I was woken early by troops marching in the street.6 My function was to escort the Haiti mission to the funeral at Windsor. They appeared in full and flamboyant uniforms with silver handled umbrellas in their hands which I only managed to persuade them to relinquish by pointing to the sun quivering on the brasswork of the motors in the courtyard. At last we started, and flew along to Paddington between lines of purple draped horses. At Paddington we got into a carriage and the whole way to Windsor was lined with people standing on the house tops. When we were all in order at Windsor the gun carriage arrived drawn by sailors in front and behind. It was very hot underneath the station roof and my niggers perspired. Everyone was chattering in different languages. Suddenly they all stopped and the navy came stiffly to the salute and we all took off our hats. Slowly the big long funeral train slid in. People got out: first two men in frock coats, then the whole platform was flooded with Kings. I caught sight of the King of Bulgaria leaning corpulently on his stick, and of the Kaiser. After him came a double line of Grenadiers carrying the coffin. The guns began to fire in the distance. Between each shot there was a dead silence. The Kings fell into line – Theodore Roosevelt looking quite indescribably beastly – and with an almost theatrical step they started with a roll of muffled drums. When we got to St George’s Chapel it was quite cool except for my second nigger who kept on mopping himself with a handkerchief. There was music and prayers and the droning of the Archbishop and then suddenly two old men fainted and were carried out. Afterwards we were given an excellent lunch, but I was ashamed of my niggers who overate enormously.






	Diary


	June 29, 1910








Lunch Apsley House. Lady E. in her dress as Kitty Clive. Dine Mrs Stanley. Sackvilles there. On to The Speckled Band.7


Harold’s friendship with Vita developed slowly. At first her mother, Lady Sackville, was more attracted by him than her daughter, and invited him to frequent weekends at Knole in Kent. But when she suspected that Vita was falling in love with him, she objected that Harold’s family was insufficiently aristocratic and not rich enough to be worthy of the Sackvilles. In 1911 Harold spent a short time in the Madrid Embassy, and when they became half-engaged in January 1912, Lady Sackville counselled caution, and almost immediately Harold was sent to the Constantinople Embassy as a Third Secretary. From there he succeeded, by correspondence, in maintaining his hold on Vita against the competition of several rivals, including a girl, Rosamund Grosvenor, with whom Vita was much in love. In June 1913 he returned to England in time to hear Vita give her evidence in the famous Scott inheritance case.






	H.N. to his parents


	July 5, 1911
British Embassy, Madrid








Everybody has gone away, but it makes no difference to me as I have not got to know a single solitary soul. I am the most utter failure socially. I am simply incapable of it – just as Mother would be incapable of going on a walking tour with Mrs George Keppel [mistress of Edward VII and mother of Violet Trefusis]. I am excellent at making friends but hopeless at making acquaintances. You see, not only does it bore me stiff, but I am so shy that it is as if a shutter was pulled down in front of my brain and I simply sit there. Of course I know you think it will be the ruin of my career, but I beg to differ, as I know that later on, when people expect me to interest and not make love to them, I shall have a modicum of success. I have always had a success with people I like, but I hardly like anybody. I think it’s a question of indolence, and still more of modesty. But it’s there, and luckily I think it’s the only really Hamilton thing about me.8






	H.N. to his parents


	
June 30, 1912
British Embassy, Constantinople










I was amused at your account of Gwen [Harold’s younger sister] meeting Vita. I don’t think it will do Gwen any harm at all to find someone rather above her. And then, when they get to know each other better, V. will have all the more influence on her, and at the same time Gwen will feel ashamed of her superficiality. I am only afraid that she will resent being No. 2. I rather wish she had not raved so much about V.’s beauty. Of course I think her pretty enough, but I am so afraid of Father being disappointed if he hears so much about it. She is tremendously grande dame and elegant and this must have impressed Gwen, who after all does not see many respectable girls. I get so excited when I think I shall see her soon. I promise not to go to Knole too often. It is a deep secret, but in her last letter V. says she simply won’t go on in the present terms and that after my leave she is going to insist on a proper engagement.






	H.N. to Vita


	February 17, 1913
Constantinople








I see that it would be nicer to go to Rome or Tangier or to stay here. Vienna combines everything which we will both most dislike.9 But then I do feel a duty to go – I would think less of us if we didn’t go – I would think it a lack of discipline – morally sloppy if we got out of it. Besides, I really must be the one who ‘disposes’ in these things. I tell you this because I want you to understand that this is the basis of our life that is to be. I will be invariably weak about trifles – but about big things I am to have the upper hand. I know that in the bottom of your heart you think, ‘Oh yes, it’s all very well for him to say that, but he doesn’t know what I give up.’ But I do know what you give up. I know that by marrying me you give up vast worldly things – but they don’t matter. And then any girl by marriage gives up her girlhood – which is so much.


Of course this is common to all, but then the diplomacy thing in your case is worse. Because, Vita, you will be admired (specially in Vienna) in the wrong way. You will be admired in a way that people will be surprised to find you can’t dance better. And this (though a tiny thing) is illustrative of the general irritation which their attitude will evoke. Darling Vita.


So you see, I admit the utter weakness of my position. I see how utterly you will hate doing what I am asking you to do, and yet I ask it because deep down I know you will give this up to me, and that you will not let me run away from it when I want to. And, Vita, pull yourself together, you vague person, pull up all the blinds in your mind – and think whether you want it. Darling, be sure about it before you decide. And remember that whatever you do – if you never speak to me again – I shall know that you were right.






	H.N. to Vita


	February 26, 1913
Constantinople








No letter from you for ten days. I know you are not ill, because B.M.10 in her last letter says, ‘V. will have told you all about our last party.’ I know no letters can have been lost as I have got regular ones from my family. Oh Vita, this is so dreadful for me – being left without letters. I know, I mean I hope, you will be saying, ‘Silly boy, why does he get into a state about nothing?’


But is it nothing, Vita? You must see how I look on it. I know you have nothing to do – and I am busy all day and yet find time to write to you four times a week. Oh Vita! I know that in a case like this there can be no question of indolence. You can’t be too lazy to write to me. At least, if you are too lazy it means that you don’t care one fig.


Oh Vita! Vita! I am making you angry, and all because I am wretched myself. Yes, wretched – and frightfully disappointed to come back here early and wait for the post because I feel sure there must, must, be a letter from you today. And then there is another thing – not a little thing – which has hurt me awfully, and in a point where you might have known me frightfully sensitive. You have only been to see my mother once since I left. …


Is this a foolish letter to write, Vita? But it is only because my eyes are stinging with disappointment and my heart is sore – sore, Vita – and you are so far away, and I don’t know what’s happening.


Oh Vita, they are playing in my sitting-room (I am writing this in my bedroom with your photograph there), and, Vita, they are playing Il pleure dans mon coeur comme il pleut sur la ville – and I feel it so, and I look over the wet roofs, and Mikky [dog] is by the fire – and No! No! No! I can’t bear it. You out there laughing with strange people, people I don’t know, people who may have a power over your mind – and sometimes, before dinner, you write me a letter while Rosamund [Grosvenor] is having a bath, and it is written so lightly and it goes so far, and is so important when it gets there.






	H.N. to his parents


	March 30, 1913
Constantinople








I had a most interesting day yesterday. I went to the front11 … I was taken to the field hospital. A red crescent on a pole flapped above it and outside there were several ox-carts with blood stained sacks on the floor. About 30 stretchers were lying in the mud with soldiers on them who had coats thrown over their faces and who had, I conclude, died on the way from the trenches. One of them had a bare foot sticking out from under the cloak, and all the toes were crushed. One of the doctors, an Egyptian, said they were ready to bolt at a moment’s notice if the Bulgars came on. A man dashed up and said more wounded were arriving. Some carts were creaking through the mud with men lying on them. They looked dazed and sat in a row holding their hands away from them. The fighting was only three quarters of a mile away from us. When they were lifted off the stretchers they screamed. I could not stand it, and ran upstairs and tried to distance my attention. Then the doctor came in and showed me how to help him make a splint. I could hear the groaning through the floor and then went down again. The house is a filthy place. They were pulling off the men’s clothes and one of them was sobbing and chattering and whining like a dog. I was asked to help get them on board the steamer which was to take them back to Constantinople. The doctor said, ‘Go and look in the cabin of the launch, and you will see humanity at its worst.’ So I went down, and saw three young Turkish officers who winced when I came in and whose hands were trembling underneath their coats. They had run away and could hardly speak. The doctor was very curt with them. ‘If they were English,’ he said, ‘I would have them shot straight away.’ … We started off at about 6.45. It was dark and we could see the Bulgar searchlights flashing behind us, and in front the glow of Constantinople. The poor fellows were awfully seasick, and I tried to do what I could. When we got to the city I found a red crescent officer and handed the wounded over to him. Then I jumped into a cab. It was a sight which I shall never forget.






	H.N. to Vita


	May 19, 1913
Constantinople








Vita darling, darling Vita. I got a terrible letter from you today, and it has quite crushed me with apprehension.12 You put the fierce part in French, half because you were a little ashamed of it and half because you felt it sounded deadly earnest. Vita, I can’t answer coherently about it. I have been trying to diminish the effect of it to myself. I have been explaining that you began the letter quite lazily in the garden – and quite thoughtlessly you put that in the end because you were alone, and had come back to England [from Spain] and found your house secure, welcoming and comfortable; and my letters in the bustle of arrival had seemed flat and impersonal, and you had read them in the wrong order, and while people were asking you questions, and they had left no after-glow – and so you ended your letter almost brutally, in an impulse of irritation and in the reaction to the homecoming excitement and the sort of feeling, ‘Well there’s going to be nothing exciting now till Harold comes home, and will that be exciting? I wonder now.’


I feel you may be sounding the ground for worse news in your next letter.


Vita, surely you could not treat me like that. I feel I should kill you. And all those bright planned edifices to be pulled down and shoved away. Vita, is it because I am flippant about us both – and don’t talk heroics – that you think I won’t mind? Why, it would alter the whole substance of things. And, Vita, I was coming back so soon – only six weeks – and I had planned it all out so. I suppose I felt too sure of you and this doubt shows me how thin the ice is. And I love you far more than ever before – the longing after you is like a stretched cord within me. And, Vita, Vita, why on earth if the [Scott] case is won should we not get married at once? I always counted on that in my silly ass way. And now I have nothing to count on. Except that you can’t have meant it, Vita; you can’t have meant to write it to me out here; you would have kept it till I got home.


Their honeymoon was spent on a long journey to Constantinople where Harold resumed his diplomatic duties and Vita made her first garden. They returned to England in June 1914, and Vita’s first son, Benedict (Ben) was born at Knole two days after the outbreak of the First World War. Harold was exempted from war service because he was considered indispensable to the Foreign Office. When it was suggested that he should be transferred to the Embassy in Rome, Sir George Clerk, head of the War Department, exclaimed, ‘You don’t seriously suggest that I should let Harold go? The whole department would collapse if he went’, and the Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, agreed.


Few written records of Harold’s war years survive, since his diary was scrappy and intermittent and he wrote few personal letters. He returned home each evening, either to 182 Ebury Street, where his second son was born on January 19, 1917, or to Long Barn, the fifteenth-century farmhouse near Knole, which he extended with the help of Sir Edwin Lutyens and where Vita made a garden that became Sissinghurst’s prototype. It was also there that they wrote their first books. Harold was much in demand as an invigorating guest in London’s political and intellectual circles. His only worry was Vita’s growing intimacy with Violet Keppel, later Trefusis, with whom she began a passionate affair in the last year of the war.
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Harold Nicolson at the time of his marriage in 1913









	H.N. to his parents


	October 24, 1913
Florence








We had a great expedition yesterday. We heard of a castle in Volterra so we drove through the most gorgeous country to a village in the hills where we spent the night. Next morning Vita and I went to see the castle. The road is excellent as far as 200 yards from the top and then there is no road. One has to get out and walk. The sides of the hill are very rich in olives. The castle is 2,000 years old, having been built by Sulla in his wars with Marius. It is called Rocca Silliana [Sulla] and the village is San Dalmazio. V and I struggled through a mass of fallen walls to the keep. The view from it is simply marvellous. The priest had warned us that the interior was in a terrible condition, but when we opened one door and saw a mass of stones blocking the inside covered with brambles, our hearts sank. On exploring we found some good points like an enormous Roman tank fed by a spring, and a huge vaulted cellar which is in wonderful repair and could make a liveable room. We felt that we could live in the cellar after very little had been done to it, and then we could build up the rest. As it is so ruinous we ought to get it cheap. It will not be comfortable for years but it has so much character and is so historic and has some wonderful views that we are both rather in love with it.13






	H.N. to his mother


	December 20, 1913
Constantinople








Vita says I may tell you of our great secret and you will guess what it is. She saw the doctor today, who says that he will stake his reputation on it, but of course Vita is particularly anxious not to tell people so you will keep it to yourselves. V had such bright eyes today that I felt it was true – and we have hoped for some weeks that it might be. It all sounds so ordinary when written down, but to us it seems the most extraordinary thing that has ever happened. The doctor said it would be born in July or early August. V. would like to stay here, but of course Lady Sackville may object. V. is so happy, it would make you cry to see her. She is the most beautiful angel in the world.






	H.N. to his parents


	June 16, 1914
Paris








I sent you a telegram from Marseilles. You can imagine how glad we are to have arrived and how relieved I am to have my darling safely back in civilisation. We had a wonderful journey and most comfortable cabins. It was as calm as a river the whole way, and we sat on deck reading the whole time. Vita and I felt so happy lying there, and watching the Greek islands pass. We took a train from Marseilles to Paris. You can imagine the luxury of this brand new hotel [Hotel Edouard VII]. We are here at Lady Sackville’s expense, with a large suite of rooms and every possible comfort. She has given us some really beautiful silver from the Rue Lafitte.14






	May 22, 1916
Foreign Office


	H.N. to Vita








Dear heart, I do hate to feel that at the end of my beastly bustled days here, I don’t get into that soft gentle heaven – when I am alone with you, my gob, and when nothing outside fusses or worries or telephones.


Dearest, how happy we two are, when one gets outside ourselves, and think of our life and two happy homes (Ebury Street rather stern and prim and quiet, and the cottage [Long Barn] all untidy and tinkly), and of our baby [Ben] and the things we do together and like together, and all the many things we will do and like together in the future when this beastly war is over, and all Europe becomes a playground for us to spend money in.


Darling, there are no clouds, are there?, my sweetest, and when and if they rise, I feel we will just go indoors a bit, and sit together in front of the fire and wait till it clears up. Sweetest, it is such a deep strong river our love, isn’t it?, and there are great meadows on each side of it, and cows, and babies, and guinea pigs and newts.


Dearest, I am so busy – and I write now as there may be a rush at the end.


Ruffle that little head for his daddy.


Goodbye my darling.






	H.N. to Vita


	August 22, 1917
Foreign Office








A busy day again – but I rather like it. George Clerk is such an angel to work with – so appreciative and encouraging and stimulating. He never snubs one for being uppish, and, oh dear, I was so uppish today. I suggested peace with Austria against everybody’s views, and instead of just turning it down, he sends for me to discuss it all and I know how busy he is and how easy it would be for him just to put, ‘I think the moment inopportune’. I don’t care what Hardinge or Balfour say now.’15






	H.N. to Vita


	October 19, 1917








I was at a loose end last night, so I telephoned to Macned thinking he was a widower too, but oh dear, oh dear, he wasn’t, so he had to ask me to Bedford Square, and I am sure it led to a row with Emmie.16 Anyhow, I went – and a terrible Theosophist friend was there, and poor Macned was such a darling. Emmie is a devil. She nags and jeers and sniffs and sighs at Macned as if he was a naughty schoolgirl, and the poor man is snubbed before that little swine of a Theosophist, who is not worthy to tie his bootlaces. There were only a few rissoles, and the rest, veg. Poor, poor Macned. She is a gloom. I do understand why B.M. cheers him up.






	H.N. to Vita


	November 11, 1918
Foreign Office








They [the Germans] have signed [the Armistice] – at 8.30 this morning. And I am so busy getting peace terms ready. It is rather fun, though I feel oddly responsible. I feel that what I do is likely to be accepted – and that the tracing of my pencil in this familiar room and on my own familiar maps may mean the fate of millions of unknown people. I feel almost an impulse – ‘God give me the right’, and I feel quite solemn about it.


In 1919 Harold Nicolson was appointed a member of the British delegation to the Paris Peace Conference which ended with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. The delegation was led by the Prime Minister, Lloyd George, and Arthur Balfour. Harold’s immediate, and much loved, superior was Sir Eyre Crowe. The other main participants were President Woodrow Wilson, Georges Clemenceau (Prime Minister of France), and Vittorio Orlando (Prime Minister of Italy). Together with Lloyd George, these were the Big Four. Harold was mainly concerned with the Balkans, Czechoslovakia and the relationship between Greece and Turkey, and was given responsibilities, as he later wrote in his account of the Conference (Peacemaking, 1933), well above his ranking. He was still only a Third Secretary. But his performance gained him a reputation as one of the ablest young Foreign Office officials. It was the most exciting period of his diplomatic career. He would have loved every moment of it, had it not been for personal troubles.


Unknown to all his colleagues, he was undergoing a severe domestic crisis. Vita was living with Violet Keppel in Monte Carlo, and in spite of his desperate pleas, and her protestations of eternal love for him, she refused to join him in Paris or to return to England. The situation was worsened by Violet’s engagement to Denys Trefusis, for whom she felt no affection whatever.


The Treaty was signed at Versailles on June 28, 1919. Harold foresaw the terrible consequences of a peace dictated not by reason, but by the desire for revenge on Germany.






	Diary


	January 21, 1919
Paris








Dine with A.J.B. [Balfour]. He is as charming as usual. He says that ever since his visit to America he had had a deep regard for President Wilson as a man and as a scholar, but he had never seen him actually at work. He is astonished therefore to find him as good round a table as he was on paper. His attitude at the meetings of the Big Four is firm, modest, restrained, eloquent, well-informed and convincing.






	Diary


	January 22, 1919
Paris








[Sir Eyre] Crowe is cantankerous about Cyprus and will not allow me even to mention the subject. I explain (1) that we acquired it by a trick as disreputable as that by which the Italians collared the Dodecanese. (2) that it is wholly Greek, and that under any interpretation of self-determination would opt for union with Greece. (3) that it is of no use to us strategically or economically. (4) that we are left in a false moral position if we ask everyone else to surrender possessions in terms of self-determination and surrender nothing ourselves. How can we keep Cyprus and express moral indignation at the Italians retaining Rhodes? He says, ‘Nonsense, my dear Nicolson. You are not being clear-headed. You think that you are being logical and sincere. You are not. Would you apply self-determination to India, Egypt, Malta and Gibraltar? If you are not prepared to go as far as this, then you have no right to claim that you are logical. If you are prepared to go as far as this, then you had better return at once to London.’ Dear Crowe – he has the most truthful brain of any man I know.






	Diary


	January 28, 1919
Paris








Dine with Venizelos.17 His sitting-room overheated – mimosa and roses on the table. He is very much the host. He is in great form. He tells us stories of King Constantine, his lies and equivocations. He tells us of the old days of the Cretan insurrection, when he escaped to the mountains and taught himself English by reading The Times with a rifle across his knee. He talks of Greek culture, of modern Greek and its relation to the classical, and we induce him to recite Homer. An odd effect, rather moving. He talks of King Ferdinand and the London Conference after the Balkan wars. The whole gives us a strange medley of charm, brigandage, welt-politik, patriotism, courage, literature – and above all this large muscular smiling man, with his eyes glinting through spectacles, and on his head a square skull-cap of black silk.






	H.N. to Vita


	February 2, 1919
Paris








I am feeling crushed, and sore, and sad today – because it’s Sunday – and I had been packing some things to take round to the flat.18 I packed them so tenderly as if they were bits of you, my saint – and I was so happy, so happy.


And then your letter came – and it was so dark and grim and horrible. I have never been so disappointed in my life. I didn’t know it could come on one like that.


But it is childish, of course, and disappointment is after all a very transitory hurt – and nothing compared to poor V’s [Violet’s] tragic and hopeless position. Little one, don’t think I am angry or sad about you. I always dissociate these things from you – especially when you tell me frankly what has happened.


But all the sun has gone from Paris – which has become a cold, grey, meaningless city where there is a Conference going on somewhere, a Conference that meant so much to me yesterday, and today is something detached, unreal and inanimate.


But tomorrow it will be all right again – and when you get this I shall be all right again. Only please get a new photograph done of yourself and send it to me. I feel you are slipping away, you who are my anchor, my hope, and all my peace.


Dearest, you don’t know my devotion to you. What you do can never be wrong.


God bless you, Vita.






	H.N. to his father


	February 25, 1919
Paris








The work is so passionately interesting that one has no time to be exhausted, but I feel that another month or so would wear us all out. Apart from the actual strain of continuous labour, there is the moral exhaustion of realising one’s own fallibility and the impossibility of extracting from the lies with which we are surrounded any real impression of what the various countries and nationalities honestly desire. Whatever result is arrived at will be attacked by the champions of all the lost causes; but I must say that this is a matter of complete indifference to me.


I can’t tell you the position Venizelos has here! He and Lenin are the only two really great men in Europe.






	Diary


	March 2, 1919
Paris








Dine at the Ritz – a swell affair [Marcel] Proust is there. He is white, unshaven, grubby, slip-faced. He puts his fur-coat on afterwards and sits hunched there in white kid-gloves. Two cups of black coffee he has, with chunks of sugar. Yet in his talk there is no affectation. He asks me questions. Will I please tell him how the Committees work? I say, ‘Well, we generally meet at 10. There are secretaries behind …’ ‘Mais non, mais non, vous allez trop vite. Recommencez. Vous prenez la voiture de la Délégation. Vous descendez au Quai d’Orsay. Vous montez l’escalier. Vous entrez dans la salle … Et alors? Précisez, mon cher, précisez.’ So I tell him everything. The sham cordiality of it all; the hand-shakes; the maps; the rustle of papers; the tea in the next room; the macaroons. He listens enthralled, interrupting from time to time – ‘Mais précisez, mon cher monsieur, n’allez pas trop vite.’






	H.N. to Vita


	March 24, 1919
Paris








I am so depressed about the way the Conference is going. It all seemed to be humming beautifully when the Committees were doing the work, but now that the Council of X19 are supposed to be passing the work of the Committees it is all hanging fire. You see, the work is all extremely technical – and our rulers know nothing about it – and rightly or wrongly hesitate to pass it all. It is so disheartening as there is no time to waste. Every day makes it less likely that the Germans will accept our terms. They have always got the trump card, Bolshevism. They will go Bolshevist the moment they feel it is hopeless to get good terms. The only hope, therefore, is to give them food and peace at once, and if we are going to stop and argue – what will be the good or the hope? It will be too awful if, after winning the war, we are to lose the peace, and I must say it all looks as if there was a good chance of our doing so. In fact, I am very depressed about it. What we want is a Dictator for Europe and we haven’t got one. And never will have!






	Diary


	April 14, 1919
Paris








Arnold Toynbee [chief representative of the Treasury] and I plot together about Constantinople and the Straits. We agree (1) that no mandatory [power] will be able to run Constantinople without a fairly large zone behind them. On the other hand, a big zone will include Greek populations, while cutting the future Turkey off from all communication with the Marmora. (2) That as we have demobilised so quickly, and as people at home are bored by the future settlement, we shall be unable to put the Greeks into Smyrna. I mean keep them there. They can’t hold it without allied support and unless the whole of Turkey behind them is split up among the Allied Powers. Yet, if they do not get Smyrna, Venizelos will fall from power. (3) We agree, therefore, to propose to cut the Gordian knot. Let the Turks have Anatolia as their own. Give the Greeks European Turkey only. And let the Straits be kept open by a Commission Fluviale with powers analogous to those of the Danube Commission. We put this down on paper; we sign it with our names; we send it in. It will not be considered.






	Diary


	May 8, 1919
Paris








Eric Drummond [Secretary General to the League of Nations] comes in and asks me to ‘step aside’. In the passage he says, ‘Look here, would you like to join me on the League?’ I say I should love to, provided that the F.O. have no objection and I do not lose in salary etc. This means that I do not go to Athens. It also means that I shall work with Drummond in organising the Secretariat of the League – a body which is certain to become one of vital importance. I am delighted beyond words. I could not conceive of a cause, a job, a chief which I would prefer to these.






	Diary


	May 13, 1919
Paris








I spread out my big map on the dinner table and they all gather round. Ll.G., A.J.B., Milner, Henry Wilson, Mallet and myself. Ll.G. explains that Orlando and Sonnino are due in a few minutes and he wants to know what he can offer Italy. I suggest the Adalia Zone [on the south coast of Turkey], with the rest of Asia Minor to France. Milner, Mallet and Henry Wilson oppose it: A.J.B. neutral.


The flabby Orlando and the sturdy Sonnino are shown into the dining-room. They all sit round the map. The appearance of a pie about to be distributed is thus enhanced. Ll.G. shows them what he suggests. They ask for Scala Nova as well. ‘Oh no!’ says Ll.G., ‘you can’t have that – it’s full of Greeks.’ He goes on to point out that there are further Greeks at Makri, and a whole wedge of them along the coast towards Alexandretta. ‘Oh no,’ I whisper to him, ‘there are not many Greeks there.’ ‘But yes,’ he answers, ‘don’t you see it’s coloured green?’ I then realise that he mistakes my map for an ethnological map, and thinks the green means Greeks instead of valleys, and the brown means Turks instead of mountains. Ll.G. takes this correction with great good humour. He is as quick as a kingfisher. Finally they appear ready to accept a mandate over the Adalia region, but it is not quite clear whether in return for this they will abandon Fiume and Rhodes. We get out the League Covenant regarding Mandates. We observe that this article provides for ‘the consent and wishes of the people concerned’. They find that phrase very amusing. How they all laugh! Orlando’s white cheeks wobble with laughter and his puffy eyes fill with tears of mirth.






	H.N. to Vita


	May 14, 1919
Paris








I scribbled you a note yesterday in President Wilson’s anteroom when Ll.G. burst in in his impetuous way. ‘Come along, Nicolson, and keep your ears wide open.’ So I went in. There were Wilson and Ll.G. and Clemenceau with their armchairs drawn close over my map on the hearthrug. I was there about half an hour – talking and objecting. The President was extremely nice and so was Ll.G. Clemenceau was cantankerous, in his ‘mais voyons, jeune homme’ style.


It is appalling that these ignorant and irresponsible men should be cutting Asia Minor to bits as if they were dividing a cake. And with no one there except me, who incidentally have nothing to do with Asia Minor. Isn’t it terrible the happiness of millions being decided in that way. Their decisions are immoral and impracticable. ‘Mais voyez-vous, jeune homme, que voulez-vous qu’on fasse? Il faut aboutir.’


Lloyd George asked me to draft resolutions at once, and here I did a clever thing. I watered everything down. I tried to introduce at least the elements of sanity into their decisions.






	H.N. to Vita


	May 17, 1919
Paris








There is such a thunderstorm brewing here against the Prime Minister. It is all about this Asia Minor business – and it is difficult for Hadji20 to guide his row-boat safely in and out of these fierce Dreadnoughts. Even A.J.B. is angry: ‘I have three all-powerful, all-ignorant men sitting there and partitioning continents with only a child to make notes for them.’ I have an uneasy suspicion that by the ‘child’ he means me. I had better lie very low for a bit. Anyhow I have, I think, got my point. But it was playing with gunpowder.






	H.N. to Vita


	June 1, 1919
Paris








I really feel that this bloody bullying peace is the last flicker of the old tradition, and that we young people will build again. I hope so.






	H.N. to his father


	June 8, 1919
Paris








I have every hope that Lloyd George, who is fighting like a Welsh terrier, will succeed in the face of everybody in introducing some modifications in the terms imposed upon Germany. Now that we see them as a whole we realise that they are much too stiff. They are not stern merely, but actually punitive, and they abound with what Smuts calls ‘pin pricks’ as well as dagger thrusts. Lloyd George is concentrating upon Silesia, the cost of the Armies of Occupation, and the admission of Germany into the League of Nations. Yet the real crime is the reparations and indemnity chapter, which is immoral and senseless. There is not a single person among the younger people here who is not unhappy and disappointed at the terms. The only people who approve are the old fire-eaters. I have tried, with the help of the Treasury man [Maynard Keynes] who is first class, to water down the Austrian financial clauses, but was told to mind my own business. Anyhow, I think we shall, provided Ll.G. wins his battle, get the Germans to sign. God help us if we can’t. They will have us at their mercy.






	Diary


	June 28, 1919
Versailles








La journée de Versailles. We enter the Galerie des Glaces. It is divided into three sections. At the far end the Press are already thickly installed. In the middle is a horseshoe table for the plenipotentiaries. In front of that, like a guillotine, is the table for the signatures. ‘Faites entrer les Allemands’, says Clemenceau. Through the door at the end appear two huissiers with silver chains. They march in single file. After them come four officers of France, Great Britain, America and Italy. And then, isolated and pitiable, come the two German delegates, Dr Muller, Dr Bell. The silence is terrifying. Their feet upon a strip of parquet between the savonnerie carpets echo hollow and duplicate. They keep their eyes fixed away from those two thousand staring eyes, fixed upon the ceiling. They are deathly pale. They do not appear as representatives of a brutal militarism, The one is thin and pink-eyelidded, the second fiddle in a Brunswick orchestra. The other is moon-faced and suffering. It is all most painful.


They are conducted to their chairs. Clemenceau at once breaks the silence. ‘Messieurs,’ he rasps, ‘la séance est ouverte.’ He adds a few ill-chosen words. ‘We are here to sign a Treaty of Peace.’ The Germans leap up anxiously when he has finished, since they know they are the first to sign. William Martin, as if a theatre manager, motions them petulantly to sit down again. Mantoux translates Clemenceau’s words into English. Then St Quentin advances towards the Germans and with the utmost dignity leads them to the little table on which the Treaty is expanded. There is general tension. They sign. There is general relaxation. Conversation hums again in an undertone. The delegates stand up one by one and pass onwards to the queue which waits by the signature table. Suddenly from outside comes the crash of guns thundering a salute. It announces to Paris that the second Treaty of Versailles has been signed. Through the few open windows comes the sound of distant crowds cheering hoarsely.


Celebrations in the hotel afterwards. We are given free champagne at the expense of the tax-payer. It is very bad champagne. To bed, sick of life.


Harold remained in Paris for several months after the signature of the Versailles Treaty, to settle outstanding questions like the partition of Thrace and a separate treaty with Austria. He was seconded to the League of Nations’ London and Paris offices from October 1919 to May 1920, and then returned to the Foreign Office under Lord Curzon, whom he accompanied to the Lausanne Conference (1922–3) to settle the differences between Turkey, Italy and Greece. He remained in London till 1925, when he was posted to the Legation in Teheran, Persia. He was rising fast in his profession, having been awarded the CMG for his work at the Peace Conference and promoted from Third Secretary to First.


It was during the first two years of this period, 1919–20, that Vita’s love-affair with Violet Trefusis reached its climax. The two women eloped to France, determined to spend the rest of their lives together, and were retrieved by their husbands in a dramatic scene at Amiens, which Vita described in an autobiographical sketch which was published in Portrait of a Marriage (1973). It was the crisis of their marriage, and paradoxically stabilised it, for having escaped this near-disaster, each relied absolutely on the other’s support and love for the remainder of their lives.


Both were already prolific writers. In these years Harold wrote biographies of Verlaine, Swinburne, Tennyson and Byron and a novel, Sweet Waters, while Vita, also a novelist, wrote the history of her family, Knole and the Sackvilles, and began her long and most famous poem, The Land. They were very sociable, and Vita, after a brief affair with a man, Geoffrey Scott, discovered the most influential friend of her life, Virginia Woolf.






	H.N. to Vita


	November 4, 1919
Paris








I do envy you so your freedom and liberty21 – but don’t let yourself feel it is a right, this self-indulgence: it is merely a holiday. Oh darling, I am rather fussed about you – not about you or me, but about you getting sloppier and sloppier, till even having to wear stays will become a corvee [unpleasant duty] – and your life will become one long sluttish slatternly muddle. That’s why it annoys me that you should always lose your luggage. It’s so slovenly. I loathe slov (rather a good word that). But I know you don’t think you do a slov about your work. But that’s no excuse, as you can sit down to that and not move, and it doesn’t entail plans, arrangements, accounts, time-tables, arguments, accuracies, previsions, coming upstairs, telephoning, writing cheques, writing in the counterfoil of cheques, standing in queues, talking to servants, having to make up one’s mind, pushing, having one’s hair blown about in the wind – no, one just sits in a chair quite still and quiet with a cigarette, 2 tubes of lipsalve and a pot of powder. My darling, I want you back by Dec. 21 – and no mistake about it.






	H.N. to Vita


	February 4, 1920
Paris








My dearest, I thought of you so much last night. I am so worried about you. You are all wrong in thinking that I look upon you as my legitime. You are not a person with whom one can associate law, order, duty – or any of the conventional ties of life. I never think of you in that way, not even from the babies’ point of view. I just look on you as the person I love best in the world, and without whom life would lose all its light and meaning. My darling, I do hope you can come over here – it would be bloody for you in a way, but I do so want to have you with me, and you can write. The [Hotel] Alexandre III is quite comfy, and very clean. I don’t want to be here long – it is terribly dull if one hasn’t got a lot of work, or doesn’t plunge into debauchery.






	Diary


	January 12, 1921
Foreign Office








The P.M. [Lloyd George] says he won’t come to Paris and that Curzon is to run the thing alone. This means that he sees it will be a failure and prefers not to be there. Exhausted and depressed. Chiefly by a look in Vita’s face which shows that V. [Violet Trefusis] has been at her again.22 Poor darling. I decide to go down to Knole.






	Diary


	February 28, 1921








At the [Foreign] Office I meet Vansittart who tells me that Winston has made a frightful row with the P.M. over the intercept of my interview with Sicilianos [head of a Greek delegation]. So even my own personal position has gone wrong now. No home. No affection. No money. No happiness. Oh Vita, Vita, what you have to answer for. I simply long to get abroad and away from them all. What a bloody thing it is to have so thin a skin! Last week was the worst week I have ever gone through. I am a harmless happy creature by nature. If only I didn’t care for her it would help. But I love her so.






	Diary


	August 11, 1921








Lunch with the Eric Forbes Adams to meet [Chaim] Weizmann, head of the Zionist organisation. An attractive man: his idealism; his resemblance to Lenin. He tells me of a strange luncheon the other day at Mr Balfour’s with Lloyd George, Churchill and Hankey. Weizmann asked Mr B. definitely what he had meant by ‘a national home for the Jews’. B. said, ‘I meant a Jewish state.’ Lloyd George added, ‘We all meant a Jewish state.’ Churchill was disconcerted.






	Diary


	October 8, 1921
Rome








To the Palazzo Barberini to lunch with Princess Jane [Barberini]. A large shuttered room with a tiled floor. Slowly from the darkness emerges walnut furniture and a painted balustrade upon the ceiling. Eagles and peacocks perch over the big doorways in the centre of the balustrade. Princess Jane is dressed as a widow with a Marie Stuart hat and a white face. She had got drunk at Venice and had fallen down, and Ozzie [Dickinson] had fallen on top of her and broken two of her ribs. So she had gone to bed and been X-rayed. We went into the dining-room – a cool, grey room with a terracotta wall fountain, two armorial tapestries and a macaw. The arms of the San Faustino, the Bourbon lilies with a bar sinister, sprawled in stucco upon the ceiling, and from their edges hung two lamps in painted metal with a central glass globe. Gerry [Wellesley] didn’t like the lamps. He told her so. He said he would have preferred wooden chandeliers gilded.






	Diary


	February 16, 1922








Curzon has come a big cropper over the Egyptian business.23 Allenby had prepared a series of concessions and had telegraphed from Cairo to Curzon asking him to see them through the Cabinet. C. had telegraphed back promising his support, but when the proposals came before the Cabinet there was some slight opposition. C. immediately telegraphed to A. suggesting a compromise. A. replied that he would resign if his proposals were not accepted. C. then sent a long telegram with numbered paragraphs pointing out how wrong A. had been all along and how wicked of him it was to suggest resignation. A. replied by telegraph that he was coming home, and by despatch completely disposing of C’s indictment. C. suppressed this despatch and A. on arrival insisted on it being circulated to the Cabinet. C. said it would create a bad impression. A. replied, ‘On whom? Or rather, of whom?’ C. then began to cry. The next day A. met the Cabinet and they agreed, not with C. but with A. The result is that C. (having a perfect case with the Cabinet) has shown them once and for all that he is a coward, and has shown A. that he is a shit. Not a very estimable man.






	Diary


	February 23, 1922








To an evening party at Buckingham Palace. I wander into the Throne Room, where a buffet is arranged down one side. Opposite are the red sofas in tiers, and sitting there, a little shrunken and faded since I last saw her ten years ago, is Ellen Terry [the actress]. She asks me to get her some iced coffee. I do so, and in return, ask her to tell me about Tennyson. She is vague at first and a little muddled in her head. I try leading questions: ‘Did he come to the rehearsals or the final performances?’ ‘No, only the rehearsals. He was very kind. Very vain and very gruff. But so simple. No, not rude. Just vain and simple. Like a child.’ I asked her about his reading aloud. She said The Northern Farmer was the best. Her face lit up when she remembered it. ‘You see,’ she said, ‘he had the accent already. And he acted the thing. Oh, it was very funny’, and she shook her little old head and smiled. I asked her about the other poems. Oh no, she had not heard him recite Maud, but Locksley Hall – yes, she had heard that. And then she put back her head and began a sort of recitative, humming the metre; and as she went on she remembered Tennyson, how he had done it, and a faint echo of his boom came into her voice and her legs began to work up and down to the rhythm. At which her coffee cup upset on her black jet lap, and I had to mop it up with my handkerchief. When this was done, her face was vague again. ‘Very simple,’ she murmured, ‘just like a child. And I reverenced him so. We all reverenced him.’






	Diary


	March 2, 1922








I went to see Curzon. He was in bed on the top floor of Carlton House Terrace. As I was taken up in the lift, his valet whispered, ‘Very troublesome, sir, his Lordship today.’ I go into a little room like an 8/- room at the Lord Warden Hotel [Dover]. Pink and white wallpaper; maple washing-stand with cheap wash-basin; cornflowers; Pears soap; a thin rather miffy shaving brush; maple dressing-table; half-empty bottle of hair-wash; a large stained wooden hairbrush; a glass; electric light shade above it all; by his bed a red silk and glass reading lamp; on the wall cheap etchings of Belgian cathedrals; photographs of Lady C. and the children in cheap blue leather frames; a washing bill on the mantelpiece; an old Gladstone bag and a green suitcase in a corner; a brass bed with a pink silk eiderdown, and in it the Marquess in a flowered dressing-gown. His spine was hurting him and he winced as he bent over to write.






	Diary


	October 29, 1922
The Wharf








A long talk with Mrs [Margot] Asquith in the morning. She shows me her rooms and pictures and books. She talks about Gladstone. He told her that what he was most proud of was having conquered his natural stinginess. When the Asquith Cabinet fell [in 1916] and they were turned out of Downing Street, some of her letters were sent to No. 10 and were forwarded by Lloyd George’s secretaries with ‘Not known’ written across them!! She will not like my book on Tennyson: she says he always spoke nicely about other poets and was not jealous. She hedged rather when I quoted to her instances of jealousy. She showed me a letter from Lloyd George to Asquith when he had formed his Government. It began, ‘Dear Sir’ and went on, ‘The King has called upon me to etc …’, and ended with the request that he would not oppose. It was written in holograph and not typed. She also told me about Winston’s vanity: but she admires and loves him all the same.


Sat next to old Asquith at luncheon. Someone said how odd it was that Lord Midleton was not included in the Cabinet. Mr A. snuffed a bit and then with his strange sucking-in smile said, ‘They’re afraid of his brains.’ He also said that the Kaiser was the only royalty he had met who was of sufficient culture and intelligence to choose as a companion.






	Diary


	December 22, 1922
Lausanne








Curzon in a very curious mood in the morning. Almost hysterical. He had had a conversation the night before with Ismet, Barrère and Garroni.24 The latter two toady Ismet – calling him Excellence, and ami et cher collègue, and this makes Curzon nearly sick with disgust. He imitated to me the adulatory gesticulations of Garroni. He was half laughing at the imitation and half almost crying at it having all to begin again in half an hour. He is a very odd man. It was like Sarah Bernhardt in Phèdre. The conversation began at 11. Ismet, as is usual with him, goes back on all he had agreed to at the previous meeting. In despair Curzon leaves it to Barrère to achieve some firm agreement. Lunch with C. He is disheartened: he feels that if he were left alone to deal with Ismet, he could bring the thing off, but the intrusion of Barrère and Garroni makes it all impossible. I am sorry for him. In the evening Venizelos comes and we have a conversation à trois about the island of Imbros and the Patriarch. Curzon says, ‘How impressive that man is.’ I reply that I am very fond of him. But to myself I admit that V. is not quite the man he was. Dine with the Japanese. An awful function.






	Diary


	December 28, 1922
Lausanne








Lunch with the Marquess [Curzon]. He is in very good form, and I get him on to Tennyson. He embarks upon an imitation of Tennyson reciting Tears Idle Tears. It is far more effective than any other imitation that I have heard. The slight burr of the ‘r’s, the broad ‘o’s and ‘a’s, and the sudden drop on ‘no more’ with the ‘r’ pronounced as a consonant. He also tells us of [Oscar] Wilde and Monckton Milnes25 as an old man, drunk at a ball at Norfolk House and sitting in a little alcove all flushed and asleep with his false teeth fallen out on his shoulder.






	Diary


	December 30, 1922
Lausanne








I break to the Marquess that I am going on the basis of a final and not a preliminary treaty. He gasps. He puts his head in his hands in an agony of despair at having to rely on subordinates who are not only incompetent (that he knew) but also insubordinate. At last he looks up from his despairing position. ‘You have done this?’ he says. ‘You have done it, knowing, I suppose, that it was in direct contradiction to my own decision and to the agreement I have reached with M. Barrère.’ ‘I knew that, sir, but on going into it, it seemed the only sensible thing to do the opposite.’ The Marquess leaned forward in his chair and his eye glared. ‘You thought that, did you? You thought that …’ Then he flung himself back. ‘Well, I suppose you were right.’ This is a moral victory. Of course he’ll blame me if it goes wrong and take the credit for himself if it goes right. But still I WON.


Thus ends a perfect year. Best year since 1914. Happy year. I think so much of my darling V.






	Diary


	January 4, 1923
Lausanne








Dine with the Marquess. He tells ghost stories. He believes absolutely in ghosts which is odd in so unspiritual a person. He tells us that when he was going out to India he was sent for to Balmoral. After dinner they stood in the Tartan Room. His back was bad and Queen Victoria asked him to sit down. He sat beside her on a little hard tartan chair. While he was there a servant came in and handed her a telegram on a salver. She fiddled for her glasses but could not read it. She handed it to him. ‘Read it,’ she said, ‘Mr Curzon.’ He began to read. It was a long telegram from Kitchener announcing the battle of Omdurman [September 1898]. At the bottom of the first page were the words, ‘His Royal Highness Prince Christian Victor [the Queen’s grandson] …’. Turning over with terror of finding the words, ‘was killed this morning’, he was relieved to find the words, ‘comported himself as befits a soldier and an officer in Your Majesty’s army’.






	H.N. to Vita
Telegram


	January 9, 1923
Lausanne








Letter just received. Delighted to expect you at Lausanne on Friday morning. Don’t fail, as Marquis is counting on you to help him at huge official dinner on Saturday. Lady Curzon comes today. I haven’t written lately in view of your arrival. Oh God I long to see you, so bring pretty clothes and jewels. Keeping very snobbish about you and want to show you off. Isn’t this an extravagant sort of telegram to send. Hadji.






	H.N. to Vita


	January 24, 1923
Lausanne








I am so angry that I am not in a fit state to write. I don’t remember having been so angry in my life. It is about the Turks. They had the impudence to say that they must be allowed to dig up our graves at Gallipoli and put them all in one cemetery. I simply saw red. I told them that it was incredible that a beaten country should raise such a question. Then they climbed down but they did not climb down far enough and I refused to go on discussing. Really they are quite, quite mad – and if they want war they will get it. I feel I won’t speak to them again. I told them that the British Empire would never, NEVER evacuate Gallipoli until our graves were safeguarded.






	H.N. to Vita


	February 1, 1923
Lausanne








I really think now that we shall leave on Sunday and with a Treaty. I do really. Of course it is entirely the Marquis, absolutely entirely. When I thought he was wrong, he was right, and when I thought he was right, he was much righter than I thought. I give him 100 marks out of 100 and I am so proud of him. So awfully proud. He is a great man and one day England will know it.


But you see, Britannia has ruled here. Entirely against the Turks, against treacherous allies, against a weak-kneed Cabinet, against a rotten public opinion – and Curzon has won.


All this is after an interview with Ismet, when he collapsed in spite of [Raymond] Poincare telling him not to collapse. And it was due to the Marquis sitting there solid and grand seigneur and amused and brutal.






	Diary


	February 4, 1923
Lausanne








Pack in morning. We are all tense and depressed awaiting the Turkish move. At 1.30 it comes, in the form of a note. It accepts all the British claims practically, but holds out over economics and capitulation. At 2.40 Bompard [assistant to Barrère] comes, and the Marquess decides to give way over ships and Mosul … Ismet comes at 5.40, and from then on the scene is intensely dramatic. He twists about in his chair and mops his forehead, dabs with his handkerchief and is very nervous. Bompard speaks well, Garroni lamentably. Then the Marquess, unsurpassed. He uses every tone – appeal, cajoling, despair, menace. At 6.30 Ismet retires with his colleagues. By then the passages are crowded with experts and journalists, while our luggage is being wheeled off to the train. At 6.45 he returns, and accepts all our things, but refuses economics and capitulation, and insists on Greece not being allowed its claim for reparations. I leave the room to telephone to Venizelos. By the time I get back, the question has got off reparations to capitulation. The three allies bombard Ismet with appeals and menace. He is obdurate. He loses his temper. He says, ‘I shall return to Angora [Ankara] and tell my people that the Conference under the Presidency of Lord Curzon desires war.’ ‘No, No, No,’ we all shout. The telephone rings, and a little voice, ‘Japanese delegation here’, and I ring off, and turn round to face the room and find Curzon looking at his watch. ‘You have only half an hour, Ismet Pasha, to save your country.’ Ismet bounces about upon his chair and puts the tips of his fingers on his damp forehead: ‘Je ne peux pas. Je ne peux pas.’ Curzon looks across at Bompard: ‘Well?’ It is no use, no use.


We get up to go. They leave the room sullenly, out into the crowds of journalists and experts. Among them is [René] Massigli, with the Treaty ready for signature. We decide to make one last attempt. Bompard and Montagna [second Italian delegate] are sent after Ismet to suggest a new capitulation formula. The train is stopped for half an hour while we snatch a dinner. At 9.15 we leave. There is a crowd at the station. Bompard arrives at the last moment. No good. Ismet won’t give way. And so we slip into the night.26






	Diary


	September 4–19, 1923
London








During this period I have been too rushed by the Greece–Italian crisis to write my diary.27 It entailed continual staying up in London, sometimes at the Automobile Club, and sometimes with Gerry [Wellesley] in Portland Place, and sometimes even in the office. I must have telephoned at least 50 times to Paris and ten times to Kedleston [Curzon’s Derbyshire house]. It became apparent from the first that Curzon and Tyrrell had only backed the League because they felt, ignorantly, that it was a way out of the difficulty. When they realised that it was not a way out but a way deeper in, they tried to back out without saying so, and grasped eagerly at Poincare’s suggestion to have the whole thing settled by the Ambassadors Conference. I tried in vain to get them to see the issue in wider proportions and to realise that we had a chance of calling the new world into being in order to redress the balance of the old. They would not see it: Tyrrell because he is for an arrangement at any price, and has no intellectual principle or moral stability; Curzon, because of his inordinate vanity, was affected by the Harmsworth Press attacks and by a certain jealousy of Lord R. Cecil. The result was that we killed the League and fortified Poincare. Terribly depressed by this lack of strength and guidance.






	Diary


	January 23, 1924








Curzon comes round in the morning to say goodbye.28 He apologises to his Private Secretaries for having been a ‘hard task-master’. He leaves before luncheon. [Ramsay] MacDonald meanwhile had telephoned that he would be across at 2.30. But he came at 2.15 – was not recognised, and was taken for a journalist and up to the top floor – was asked whom he wanted to see. Then he was taken into his room by an office keeper and looked out onto a thick black fog. Then the private secretaries appeared. Then [Sir Eyre] Crowe appeared. The conversation was not very auspicious. MacDonald said he would see neither papers nor Ambassadors. That [Arthur] Ponsonby [Under Secretary of State] would do everything, and that Crowe must take his orders from Ponsonby. Crowe said – not at all, that as S. of S. MacDonald would have not only to see the Ambassadors, but would have to write down afterwards what they said. MacDonald said he would do neither. Crowe said he would have to. Then he went away.






	Diary


	January 26, 1924








I gather that an unexpected difficulty has occurred regarding the recognition of Russia which MacDonald wishes to effect immediately. It appears that the King [George V] absolutely refused to receive a Soviet Ambassador as that would entail shaking hands with him. It was then suggested that a Minister should be received – but here again the King was adamant. He is an obstinate and outspoken little man. Meanwhile, such minutes as MacDonald has written are sensible and strong enough. But they are apt to be delayed, and a rather urgent paper which I sent in on Wednesday has still not returned [Saturday]. This marks a great difference from the Curzon days.






	Diary


	March 7, 1924








Have a long talk with Ramsay MacDonald in the morning regarding Anglo-Italian relations. He sits there puffing at a pipe and very dour and sad and disillusioned. He waggles his leg with impatience, perplexity or despair, and yet he does not seem to wish to hurry the conversation, but goes slowly, slowly. Rather tentative are his remarks and very Scotch in sound. He flares up once at the thought of Mussolini. His eyes give a sudden flash: ‘The greatest rascal in the world.’






	Diary


	April 4, 1924








Put up a minute to the P.M. suggesting that the Elgin marbles be returned to Athens in connection with the Byron centenary. My real object was to try to get them to restore the column [caryatid] of the Erechtheum which has been taken away [to the British Museum]. But the minute is not a success and causes bad blood.






	H.N. to Vita


	December 4, 1924








I have been worrying all day about Violet [Trefusis]. I couldn’t bear it in the end and sent you a silly telegram. I hope you weren’t cross. But, my darling, I do so dread that woman. Her very name brings back all the aching unhappiness of those months, the doubt, the mortification and the loneliness. I think she is the only person of whom I am frightened – and I have an almost superstitious belief in her capacity for causing distraction and wretchedness. Of course I know that it’s all over now, but what I dread is your dear sweet optiness [optimism] – ‘Oh but it’s quite safe – and rather fun’ – and then she will mesmerise you and I shall get a telegram to say you are staying on in Paris. If I do, I shall fly over at once – I’m not going to trust to luck this time. Oh my darling – do please be very careful and take no risks. You don’t know how anxious I am.


I lunched with Mrs [Margot] Asquith. What a splendid woman she is! I am really fond of her. It was a nice luncheon and she told me stories about Kitchener. But all the time I was thinking of that basilisk [reptile] over there and my poor sweet opty at No. 53 Rue de Varenne.29 Oh how glad I shall be to hear you are coming back!






	Diary


	January 6, 1925








Vita meets me at Reading, and we drive on to the Wharf [the Asquith house]. We arrive to find them all playing bridge. I read Mrs Asquith’s proofs of her new book Personalities – giving accounts of her visits to Egypt, America, Spain and Italy. Atrociously written, carelessly revised, incredibly indiscreet, embarrassingly vain – but they build up an impression of her real character, her zest and liberalism. It is curious to think that Posterity will misunderstand Margot. They will think her a vulgar and disagreeable adventuress. She is nothing of the sort. She is vain, of course, but it is no common vanity. She is observant rather than intelligent. Above all, she is brave, affectionate, loyal. Her zest is like champagne. Her generosity of thought and action is like a fresh wind. The love that hangs about her house gives it all a spirituality which is different from the ghoulish intellectualism of other circles. Both V and I feel it a real privilege to go to the Wharf and come away with added sensitiveness to life.


The party are just bridge partners plus Violet Bonham Carter, Elizabeth [Bibesco], and Ian Campbell-Grey [portrait painter]. We sit up late. Margot tells us of a talk with the King. She prefers George V to Edward VII, whom she found German and coarse. He had asked her to tea. He said, ‘Mrs Asquith, you are a great specialist in character. What do you say of me?’ ‘Oh, I couldn’t, sir.’ ‘Well – out with it.’ ‘But you wouldn’t like it, sir.’ ‘Oh no – go ahead.’ ‘Well, sir, you see, your great fault is that you don’t enjoy yourself.’ The King was taken aback. Finally, and quite simply, he said, ‘Yes, I know: but, you see, I don’t like Society: I like my wife.’ An attractive story. Margot does not like the Queen [Mary]. Thinks her hard and stupid and sly. Says she loathes her children. But then Margot’s standard of parental affection is a high one.






	Diary


	January 22, 1925








In the afternoon the Secretary of State [Sir Austen Chamberlain] has a meeting in his room which is attended by all the senior members of the Office. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss the future policy of the British Empire. [Owen] O’Malley, who speaks first, plumps for isolation. I, who speak second, have got a cold and plump for nothing except fulfilling our debts of honour. Gerry Villiers plumps for supporting France in any circumstances. Headlam Morley clamours for the reconstruction of ‘the Concert of Europe’. And so on. Finally Crowe sums up by saying isolation is impossible. We must modify the Covenant [of the League of Nations] and the Protocol, and make thereunder a restricted understanding with France to protect the Channel ports. This is something, while not going too far. The real problem, which no one would face, is, ‘Have we got a Dominion or a Downing Street Foreign Policy?’ The two things are very different and cannot be fused without trouble.






	Diary


	March 26, 1925








Go up to Kedleston [for Curzon’s funeral] … At Derby there is a crowd and several motors. At Kedleston there is another crowd of local people. We enter the hall. There are wreaths against the columns and the coffin on a trestle; dark red velvet with brass nails in panels. We go on to the library where there is a fire and we sit about talking with bated breath. Then the undertaker hurries in. ‘You better come now if you want a good place.’ So we go into the hall and stand by the coffin. Then the choir files in and the Archbishop of York. Then Lady Curzon, erect, haggard, beautiful, comes and stands by the head of the coffin. Rock of Ages by a village choir, and the smell of roses and lilies. An address by the Archbishop, and then with shuffle and shove the undertakers seize the coffin, grasping the brass handles with their shaking black kid gloves, working their shoulders underneath. It lurches out into the cold March wind and down the stairway. Lady Curzon follows like Antigone. There is a crowd at the little church, and I can’t see much. Afterwards I go into the chapel. They have moved one of the malachite slabs and let in the coffin a few feet below. They have sprinkled a handful of silver sand on it. We go back into the house. Baba Curzon and Cimmie Mosley [daughters] appear. Very upset. Very sweet. Lady C. says he has left me some papers. I get back to Derby. And travel for four hours talking to Maud Cunard. Then the lights of London and dinner at the Garrick.






	Diary


	June 7, 1925








Dine and sleep with the Churchills at Chartwell. Winston is delighted with his house, which he considers a paradise on earth. It is rather nice. Only Goonie [Lady Gwendeline Churchill] there, and a redheaded Australian journalist called [Brendan] Bracken. A most self-confident and, I should think, wrong-headed young man. We talk about Curzon. Winston is nice about him. June 8. Motor up with Winston. A rather perilous proceeding. We break down two or three times on the way.






	Diary


	July 1, 1925








On walking across the [Guards] Parade, I am accosted by a Tommy in uniform with an untidy tamoshanter on and a weather-beaten unshaven face. He says, ‘Is [Rennell] Rodd in the Office?’ On looking again I see that it is little Lawrence of Arabia. What an odd shifty charlatan that man is. A mixture of a brute and a schoolboy. He tells me that his book [The Seven Pillars of Wisdom] is so conceived as to mystify the bibliophiles – no two copies being quite the same.






	Diary


	September 23, 1925








Walford Selby comes in and asks whether I would be willing to go as Counsellor to Teheran or Peking. I refuse – on grounds of family affairs. My idea is (1) that we can’t dump the children anywhere. (2) that Ben requires constant looking after by V. or me if he is not to go off the rails. (3) that we can’t afford it if V goes backwards and forwards. (4) that with both father and B.M. ill, we can neither of us go so far away. On second thoughts, however, I realise (1) that it is a mistake ever to refuse a job. (2) that it would mean promotion and a good chance. (3) that I can’t hope to stay here [London] for ever and might get something far worse. (4) that if V. stays at home in the summer it won’t be so bad. Decide to consult [Sir Lancelot] Oliphant and father.


Harold Nicolson decided to accept the appointment of Counsellor to the Legation in Teheran, where he was born, and travelled to Persia (Iran) via Cairo, Jerusalem and Baghdad. He remained there for eighteen months, taking charge of the Legation between two Ministers, and writing his best-known book, Some People. Vita twice visited him there and wrote two books about her travels, Passenger to Teheran and Twelve Days, the latter an account of her walk through the Bakhtiari mountains in southern Persia accompanied by Harold. They returned together to England in May 1927.






	Diary


	November 4, 1925








Leave England. V. drives me to Victoria. An agonising farewell. Feeling absolutely wretched.






	Diary


	November 16–26, 1925
Jerusalem to Teheran








Go to the Cook’s office. They tell me that none of the Nairn convoys [trans-desert cars] have got through lately, that they are all held up at Amman, that the one coming the other way [from Baghdad] got stuck and they had to live by eating sparrows, and that in any case, there is no chance, if I adopt this method of progression, of my reaching Baghdad in time for the Teheran connexion. I then proceed to the Wailing Wall, which fully expresses my feelings. It was like a hive of bees. We then go up to Government House. Lord and Lady Plumer [High Commissioner for Palestine]. Very old England. Lord P. says I would be a fool to motor. I must fly. So we telephone to the Ramleh aerodrome. They say I must take the Egyptian airmails. Hell. Dine with [Sir Ronald] Storrs and discuss vulgarity. November 17. I receive a message from the Air Force at Ramleh strongly advising me to go by Nairns and not by air. I therefore decide on Nairns. November 19. Nairns packed full. Never heard of me. November 21. I go with Storrs to see the Pavement in the Ecce Homo convent – undoubtedly that on which Pilate sat. Most impressive. At 6.30 the [Nairn] cars arrive. Yes, I have a place. At midnight we get to Amman. Sleep comfortably in a bell tent. November 22. On and on through the dark with white stars and the circle of the headlights. We reach the Euphrates. From there 70 mph across the desert, with mirages in front all the time, and then suddenly a factory chimney. We get into Baghdad about 3.30. November 23. We reach Kermanshah [Persia]. November 25. Get up at 5.30, expecting to start at 6. Walk about, furiously impatient till 9.45 when the car arrives. Reach Kasvin. November 26. Go on well enough, when crash go the back springs. No hope. At 3.30 a Ford car appears. We eat in the courtyard of the inn when suddenly a gholan comes in, salutes, and says the Minister is there. I dash out, and find Percy [Loraine]30 in the yellow Legation car. Bundle my things in and do the last 25 miles [to Teheran] in comfort – while an amazing sunset turns the hills to scarlet.






	H.N. to his parents


	December 13, 1925
British Legation, Teheran








I went with Percy Loraine to meet the Shah, Reza Khan.31 He received us in a little pavilion in the garden of the house he built for himself. It is quite unpretentious: very clean; lots of new paint and ghastly new chairs of terrible shapes. A roaring fire. They went to tell him that we had arrived, and shortly a step of huge weight was heard on the pavement of the colonnade and two of the windows were successively darkened by a huge form walking past them. By the third window he entered. He must be six foot three, inclined to corpulence, simple khaki uniform with no decorations, high uncomfortable collar in which he evidently feels ill-at-ease, high-peaked cap like a Greek general which adds to his height. Coarse red hands. Rather coarse nose. Fine chin. Clipped moustache turning up at the ends. Unshaven. Bushy eyebrows. Fine but rather bulging eyes. He looked tired and in ill health. At first his face seemed sullen and rather too much jowl. But after I had paid him some compliments he cheered up, laughed in a way that was half-shy and half-sly, I can’t be sure which – pats his fat fingers over his unshaven chin and began to talk quietly and sensibly about the situation and his own prospects. I was frankly puzzled by him. At one moment he took off his hat, disclosing a tiny round skull (much better shaved than his chin) and making him look exactly like a Cossack. That, of course, is the dominant impression at first – a noncommissioned officer in the Cossack brigade: coarse humour, ungainly manner, latent brutality. But then his voice is so gentle, and at certain angles his face suddenly becomes fine and distinguished, and his simplicity is attractive. He teased me about looking so young, said he did not believe I was more than 2832 and added that I must have had no trouble in love or politics. After a bit his sudden animation left him, and he talked listlessly and without much point. When we said good bye, he suddenly burst out into real cordiality. He begged Loraine not to let him become pompous when he becomes Shah and thanked him for all he had done to help him in a very simple and absolutely convincing way. In fact I am puzzled. There is certainly great force in him somewhere, but I am not sure whether it will survive the luxury of the throne, or whether it might not become mere brutality. I don’t like that sly look.






	H.N. to his parents


	March 11, 1926
Teheran








I had a telegram to say that Vita was on her way from Baghdad in a good car and should reach Kermanshah by 6.30. 6.30 passed, and then 7 and I found the suspense intolerable. Only a fortnight earlier a car had been held up by brigands outside Kermanshah and both the occupants had been shot. By eight o’clock I could bear it no longer and went into the consulate garden where there is a little hillock looking out over the town and the plain beyond. The moon hung smaller than the night before and there were a few large stars. The dogs in the town were howling at the moon and from the mountains behind came the sharp yapping of jackals. I strained my ears to catch the sound of a motor and my eyes to see the glow of its lamps. But the night seemed empty of everything but my own anxiety. They told me dinner was ready. I could eat nothing. Then the man came in and said quite casually that a motor was coming up the drive. I dashed out, and there were two head-lights flashing on the slim poplars on each side. The dogs had stopped barking. I could make out two huddled figures inside. With a wide sweep the motor swung round to the doorway – and there was my Vita all in furs and with a new dog on her knee. We almost cried with excitement. And we talked and talked and talked. She had seen Egypt and Delhi and Agra but we talked about the garden at Long Barn and about Ben and Nigel.
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