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In 1941, Mary joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s branch of the British Army, and subsequently served as an officer commanding mixed anti-aircraft batteries in England and Europe, for which she was awarded the MBE (Military). She saw action and witnessed both the defence of Britain and the liberation of Europe.


 


After the Second World War, Mary continued to assist her father and to travel with him. She also married Christopher Soames (later Lord Soames). This led to further political and diplomatic adventures as she accompanied and supported her husband. In 1968 Soames was appointed HM Ambassador to France, with an unwritten brief to mend relations with the United Kingdom. Later he accepted the difficult task of becoming the last Governor of Rhodesia with the brief of negotiating independence within the Commonwealth. Mary was also the author of several books, including a biography of her mother, an edited edition of her parents correspondence and an autobiography of her early life. She acted as Chair of the National Theatre Board, and was patron of Churchill organisations and charities around the world. She died on 31 May 2014.


 


Emma Soames is a writer, broadcaster and columnist who has been editor of the Literary Review, Tatler, ES Magazine, the Telegraph magazine and Saga. She is the second child of Mary and Christopher Soames and is her mother’s Literary Executor, and is a granddaughter of Winston and Clementine Churchill.


 


The Churchill Archives Centre is located in the grounds of Churchill College, Cambridge. It was purpose-built in 1973 to house Sir Winston Churchill’s Papers, is now home to the papers of almost 700 important political, military and scientific figures from the Churchill era and after. Contemporaries of Winston Churchill sit alongside major political, military and scientific figures such as Margaret Thatcher, Ernest Bevin, John Major, Neil Kinnock, Admiral Ramsay, Field Marshal Slim, Frank Whittle and Rosalind Franklin. Situated within the grounds of Churchill College, itself the national and Commonwealth memorial to Sir Winston, the Archives Centre’s mission is to preserve and make available to the public the unique materials in its care.
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Introduction


‘I am not a great or important personage, but it will be the diary of an ordinary person’s life in war time – though I may never live to read it again, yet perhaps it may not prove altogether uninteresting as a record of my life – or rather the life of a girl in her youth, upon whom life has shone very brightly, who has had every opportunity of education, interest, travel and pleasure and excitement, and who at the beginning of this war found herself on the threshold of womanhood.’


 


With Churchillian prescience for great events, and blessed with the family gene for recording them, Mary Churchill began keeping a diary in earnest in January 1939, recording the thoughts of a rather prim sixteen-year-old obsessed with her pony, the state of her fingernails and with her shortcomings in the sight of the Lord. Eight months later, just before her seventeenth birthday, war was declared and a few days later, on 18 September, she muses on her future – one that turns out to more than fulfil her own, or anyone else’s, expectations.


By 1939, the three elder Churchill siblings had all left home, but Mary was living with her parents, moving first from Chartwell to Admiralty House and thence in short order to No. 10 Downing Street. Thanks to her assiduous journalling it is not long before the reader of these diaries is eavesdropping on history and her descriptions of great events as viewed from her father’s elbow.


Watching from the Strangers’ Gallery, Mary describes the impact of many of her father’s speeches in the House of Commons and – most revealingly perhaps – she records conversations where he was going through the birth pangs of writing them. She tells of travels with her father too, of visiting Bristol and Cardiff as the Blitz raged, and her description of the crowds’ reactions to seeing Winston as they crawled out from bomb shelters is better than Pathé footage. Later, in 1943, she went with her parents on a transatlantic journey as her father’s aide-de-camp, first to the Quebec Conference and then on to stay with President Roosevelt at the White House. The Americans took her to their hearts.


Mary is also by her father’s side the day after VE Day and, in 1944, on another magical, historical journey she goes with her parents to Paris for the celebration of the Liberation of Paris. Mary and Clementine watched from the stands as Winston processed at the side of General de Gaulle down a Champs Élysées packed with cheering Parisians. After many a vin d’honneur – one with the cream of the French Resistance – Mary, Winston and de Gaulle board a train for eastern France to inspect – in freezing snow – the reconfigured French forces. There de Gaulle presents Mary with a Croix de Lorraine, the symbol of the Free French (which she wore with pride on Remembrance Days for the rest of her life). More soberly she records being with her parents when the results of the 1945 election came in – results that seemed to upset her more than her father, who was a philosophical democrat.


But woven into this narrative of great events, the enormously powerful presiding genius of her father and the long shadow of war, is the story of a teenager who is becoming a woman. The thoughts and feelings of a high-spirited but dutiful daughter, devoted to her parents, but eager to leave home; a young girl turning from an innocent ingénue to an eligible young woman with three years of army experience under her belt, a Captain’s stripes on her khaki sleeve and a military MBE. Mary suffers the universal concerns of young women as ever were and will be: she alternately obsesses about food and then the need to lose weight; she compares herself unforgivingly against the society beauties she dines with; she describes dressing up in enthusiastic detail; and her excitement at events like being piped aboard one British Navy vessel and launching another is joyful and infectious. She is beady in her observations and portrayal of the players around her father during these years, canny in her analysis of Pamela ‘Spam’ Churchill and her descriptions of sitting next to FDR at dinner are charming but not bedazzled. She also falls very out of love with her brother Randolph, who causes so much family unhappiness that she chronicles in detail; it is the first of very few moments where she doesn’t support her father who she feels spoils Randolph and forgives him too readily for his boorish behaviours. Sometimes she is very funny.


The most powerful thread that runs right through in the diaries is Mary’s admiration of her father. Her feelings for him intensified when she saw up close his conduct of the war, when she came to appreciate the stresses he was under, carrying an often secret and always great burden of the destiny of this country, while the brilliance of his speeches left my mother in awe of his intellect and his personality. After his adept speech to the Commons winding up the censure debate in 1941 she writes, ‘I think my love and admiration of Papa is almost a religion to me – I sometimes feel I cannot hold the emotions I have for him.’


Thus the guiding force of her personality became Mary’s determination never to let her father down. From her first public speech when she launched Westerham War Weapons Week in February 1941 aged eighteen, ‘I could not help feeling mighty proud of Papa – because it was all for him. And it made me determined to do him credit – and so to behave that he would not have to make excuses for his daughter.’ This determination coloured her behaviour throughout the war and stayed with her for the rest of her life: she never forgot the responsibilities that went with being her father’s daughter. When I sometimes accompanied her on public engagements fifty years later, as the moment came for her to perform, I could see her pulling herself up to her full height to channel her love for her father and her powerful sense of duty to burnish and protect his memory.


In supporting her father, she was doing the same for her sometimes fragile mother, the clever, elegant Clementine who found the hectic life of a wartime PM’s consort occasionally frazzling. Mary, who loved her mother deeply, became a frequent understudy for her at dinners and events when Clementine took to her bed. Thus, her parents both came to rely increasingly on their youngest daughter. Mary understood this and, for instance, her decision to join the Auxiliary Territorial Service was made agonising for her as she worried about leaving her parents.


But it wasn’t all duty and dinners with Generals. Mary and her best friend, the clever and well-connected Judy Montagu, were longing to do more in the war effort and, in 1941, they signed up for the ATS with the express intention of joining the very first mixed anti-aircraft batteries. They went through the fairly gruelling training together – made particularly excruciating at moments for Mary as the War Office started to use her as a poster girl for the Service while she was hoping to remain private Private Churchill (instructing her mother not to write using envelopes bearing the No. 10 seal). Nonetheless Mary dried her tears and, as ever, did her duty.


Both girls became NCOs and then did Officer training together before going their separate ways – Judy to become eventually a senior instructor in the ATS and Mary to serve in anti-aircraft batteries from Whitby to Newport. But those ‘powers that be’ close enough to observe the Prime Minister evidently appreciated how beneficial it was to him to have Mary close to hand, and consequently, much of Mary’s war service was spent in units close enough to London to allow her to see her family; indeed, her battery in Hyde Park received almost as many official visitors as it did VE bombs. Winston liked to show off his daughter’s prowess at dealing with the enemy.


Like that of so many serving soldiers, Mary’s leaves were a riot of fun: trips to the theatre, dinners at the Savoy, more champagne and nightclubs than you can imagine and then walks back to Whitehall at dawn. All with a dizzy procession of men, serving soldiers or airmen, some of them childhood friends and others more recent and of the American variety. In camp, barely a night passed that there wasn’t a dance. Some remained friends, and a few were killed in action, most notably Tony Coates who Mary had met at Chequers.


Mary’s romances were, by current standards, very innocent (she records a kiss only in 1942), but their intensity was dazzling. When she was eighteen she ill-advisedly became engaged to a boy she had met only a couple of months previously. After she had taken Eric Duncannon to Chequers to meet her parents, her mother unleashed an A-Team of the PM’s advisors to talk her out of marriage. The team consisted of US Ambassador Averell Harriman, the President’s Special Envoy Harry Hopkins and the leading British political figure Max Beaverbrook. After several walks around the lawn at Chequers with the cream of global diplomacy Mary wept, caved in and the wedding was called off.


The Chequers effect became rather a characteristic of her romances which tended to grind to a halt when exposed to the intense oxygen of the place. Men who were fun and flattering in the Mess, and perhaps demons on the dance floor, didn’t match up to the high standards of home where the fascinating could suddenly seem dull. Indeed, to this day there is no greater ordeal than taking a boy home.


 


Mary’s narrative opens in January 1939 when she is sixteen and absorbed by school and country life. We have chosen to end her story in 1945 when she decides to leave the Army and return to London from Germany to support her parents after the debacle of the 1945 election. The diaries do not end there, but as marriage and motherhood enter her life Mary spends less and less time on her diary. Other entries are not included for reasons of length, but the entire diaries are available to read digitally at the Churchill Archives Centre, where my co-editors Allen Packwood and Katharine Thomson have provided huge support, invaluable historical background and encyclopaedic expertise.


My mother wrote in the introduction of her life of her mother, Clementine Churchill, ‘This is a work of love, but I hope not of blind love’. I echo her words here.










Dramatis personae


The Churchill Family


 


Mummie, Clementine Churchill, 1885–1977. Mary’s mother also referred to in these diaries as ‘Mama’ or just ‘M’, was one of the guiding lights in Mary’s life. Intelligent and beautiful, Clementine had already had several suitors and broken one engagement before Winston came along (she nearly broke her engagement to him, too, but her brother put his foot down at this point). The couple were married in 1908, just a month after Winston proposed, and enjoyed a long and happy life together, though as Clementine was a woman of strong character and independent opinions, the marriage certainly had its lively moments.


During the war, we see Clementine supporting her husband, and carrying out the social duties of the Prime Minister’s wife, besides many other roles such as chairing the phenomenally successful Red Cross Aid to Russia Fund, for which she was awarded the Order of the Red Banner of Labour by Stalin. Clearly all this took its toll, as we see Mary constantly worrying about her mother’s health and strength. Due to the demands of Winston’s public career, Clementine did not always have time for Mary when she was small, but there is no doubt from these diaries of the closeness between her and her youngest child.


 


Diana Sandys, née Churchill, 1909–1963. The Churchills’ eldest daughter, Diana married the rising Conservative star Duncan Sandys in 1935 (following a short-lived and unsuccessful match with John Bailey), and had three children, Julian, Edwina and Celia Sandys. The marriage eventually failed, ending in divorce in 1960, and after suffering several nervous breakdowns, Diana took her own life in 1963.


 


Uncle Jack, John Spencer Churchill, 1880–1947. Winston’s younger brother served with distinction in both the Boer War and the First World War, before going into the City as a stockbroker. By the later stages of the war he was already suffering from the heart disease that was soon to kill him. He had married Lady Gwendeline Bertie (‘Aunt Goonie’, 1885–1941) in 1908, and two of their three children make occasional appearances in the diaries: ‘Pebbin’, Jack’s younger son Peregrine, 1913–2002, and Clarissa, born in 1920, who would go on to marry Anthony Eden in 1952.


 


Nana, Maryott Whyte, 1895–1973. Nana, or Cousin Moppet, as she was also known, was, apart from her often absent parents, the most constant and important figure in Mary’s childhood. The younger daughter of Clementine’s aunt Lady Maude Whyte, Maryott had trained as a Norland nanny, and was the ideal person to call on when her cousin Clementine was looking for someone utterly reliable to look after the infant Mary. Her steady, loving care and strong religious principles (she was also Mary’s godmother) were to be a guiding influence on Mary throughout her life. She stayed with the family for 30 years.


 


Aunt Nellie, Nellie Romilly, née Hozier, 1888–1955. Clementine Churchill’s younger sister, and the two women were devoted to each other. Nellie’s elder son Giles Romilly (1916–67) was captured in Norway in 1940, and held at Colditz before escaping in April 1945. His younger brother Esmond, a navigator with the Canadian air force, was lost over the North Sea in 1941.


 


Pamela Beryl Churchill, née Digby, 1920–1997. Pamela (otherwise Pam, or ‘Spam’, as Mary occasionally calls her), was the daughter of 11th Lord Digby and great-great niece of the famous Georgian courtesan Jane Digby, to whom she frequently compared herself. She met Randolph Churchill in 1939. Randolph, who had apparently proposed to eight women in the preceding fortnight, proposed to Pamela on the same evening as they met and the couple were married within a few weeks. Their son Winston was born a year later.


Pamela’s marriage to Randolph did not last long, and they divorced in 1946. Pamela continued to use the Churchill name, through numerous liaisons with men such as Prince Aly Khan, Gianni Agnelli and Elie de Rothschild. She also married twice more: first to the American stage producer Leland Heyward, from 1960 until his death in 1971; and six months later to Averell Harriman. She took American citizenship on her marriage to Harriman, and became a successful fundraiser and political hostess for the Democratic Party, so much so that Bill Clinton made her American Ambassador to France in 1993.


 


Randolph Frederick Edward Spencer Churchill, 1911–1968. Mary’s elder brother laboured all his life under the disadvantage of being Churchill’s only son. Churchill spoiled him and was delighted by his precocious talent as a writer and speaker, but the two soon fell out when Randolph left Oxford without a degree to become – like his father – a journalist. In 1935, without consulting Churchill, he stood as an independent candidate in the Liverpool Wavertree by-election, and succeeded in splitting the Conservative vote so that Labour won the seat. He subsequently made several more attempts to enter Parliament, including in 1936 in Ross and Cromarty against the National Government candidate, which was another embarrassment for Churchill, but finally succeeded in becoming MP for Preston in 1940, though he lost the seat, like so many other Conservatives, in 1945.


During the war Randolph served on the general staff in Intelligence in the Middle East, and was later parachuted into Yugoslavia with the Special Air Service (SAS). Never succeeding in returning to politics, after the war Randolph concentrated on his career as a writer and journalist. He wrote the first two volumes of his father’s life before ill health intervened and Martin Gilbert took over. He and Pamela had divorced in 1946, and after another stormy marriage to June Osborne, he finally seemed to achieve some measure of peace with a Suffolk neighbour, artist Natalie Bevan, in the last years of his life. Randolph died in 1968, three years after his father.


 


Sarah Millicent Hermione Churchill, 1914–1982. Mary adored her glamorous elder sister, the nearest sibling to her in age, but like Diana and Randolph Churchill, Sarah did not have a particularly happy life. Having studied ballet as a girl, she embarked on a career as an actress and dancer in 1935 when she became a member of the chorus line in a revue at the Adelphi and fell in love with the show’s Austrian-American star, Vic Oliver. Having already struggled with Sarah’s career choice, this liaison was rather too much for the Churchills, not least because Vic was not yet divorced from his first wife. They opposed the marriage, and Sarah ran away to America in a blaze of publicity, marrying Vic on Christmas Eve 1936. She and her husband returned to England in the following year, to pursue their stage careers, and Vic was received into the family. Unfortunately the marriage did not last, and though Vic remained in England once war broke out, he and Sarah grew further apart, Sarah becoming involved with the American ambassador Gil Winant. They were divorced in 1945.


During the war, Sarah joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, serving in the highly secret Photographic Interpretation Unit at RAF Medmenham. She accompanied her father as his aide at the Tehran and Yalta Conferences in 1943 and 1945 (she and Mary shared this duty between them, Mary taking over at Quebec and Potsdam). After the war she resumed her acting career, but never achieved great success: she is probably best known now for appearing in the 1951 film ‘Royal Wedding’, where she danced with Fred Astaire. In her personal life, Sarah eloped for a second time in 1949, this time with the society photographer Antony Beauchamp, and went to live in the United States for several years. That marriage too failed, and a third marriage to Lord Audley in 1962 ended in tragedy with his death just fifteen months after their wedding. Though she achieved some success in writing and painting in her later years, the latter stages of Sarah’s life were overshadowed by problems with money, and increasingly with alcohol.


 


Papa, Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill, 1874–1965. Born the elder son of Lord Randolph Churchill, himself a leading politician and younger son of the Duke of Marlborough, and Jennie Jerome, the beautiful daughter of an American tycoon, Winston had a privileged, but not especially happy childhood. Sent to boarding school at an early age, he was a troublesome boy, and clashed repeatedly with his father, who was deeply disappointed by his son’s apparent lack of intelligence and application. However, once he left school, Winston began to find his feet. As a young cavalry officer, he served in India and the Sudan, but quickly realised that his determination to make a name for himself would be better served outside the army. He used his flair for words to become a successful war reporter, and published his first book, an account of the campaign on the North-West Frontier, in 1898. Thanks to his mother’s social contacts, he secured a highly paid job with the Morning Post, reporting on the Boer War, but was taken prisoner while defending an armoured train derailed in an ambush. He quickly escaped, and made use of this as a springboard to launch his political career, becoming an MP in 1900, aged just 25.


Churchill continued his meteoric ascent, first as a Conservative, then a Liberal, and reached Cabinet rank by 1908. His first serious check came in the First World War, when as First Lord of the Admiralty he presided over the disastrous Dardanelles Campaign in 1915. Obliged to resign, Churchill then greatly enjoyed himself commanding the 6th Royal Scots Fusiliers on the Western Front. However, his phenomenal energy and drive made him too valuable to leave in obscurity for long, and in 1917 he was brought back into the Government.


Having rejoined the Conservatives a few years after the war, Churchill was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1924, but this appeared to be the high-water mark of his career. After the Conservatives were defeated in the 1929 election, Churchill fell out with his colleagues following several unpopular moves, opposing self-government for India and supporting Edward VIII during the Abdication Crisis. The ‘wilderness years’ of the 1930s saw him increasingly isolated, and he turned his energies to writing once more, producing a steady stream of articles and books from the family home at Chartwell. His warnings about the growing power of a resurgent Germany fell largely on deaf ears, but as events began to prove him right, Neville Chamberlain had little choice in 1939 but to bring Churchill back as First Lord of the Admiralty, and in May 1940 Churchill succeeded him as Prime Minister.


After his stunning defeat in the 1945 election, Churchill remained leader of the Conservatives, and was duly returned to office in 1951. By this time he was 76 and his health was beginning to fail: he suffered several strokes while Prime Minister (though these were kept secret, even from most of the Cabinet) and he eventually stepped down in 1955.


 


The Churchills’ circle


 


Max, William Maxwell Aitken, 1st Lord Beaverbrook, 1879–1964. The Canadian newspaper magnate Max Aitken, owner of the Daily Express and Evening Standard, had been a strong supporter of appeasement, but gave his backing to Churchill and the war effort in 1940. Churchill made him Minister for Aircraft Production, 1940–41, then Minister of Supply, 1941–42 and finally Lord Privy Seal, 1943–45.


 


Brendan Rendall Bracken, 1901–1958, later 1st Lord Bracken. At various times a press-man, politician and publisher, Bracken met Winston Churchill in the 1920s, working as one of his election aides, and the two men formed a lifelong friendship. Elected as an MP himself in 1929, Bracken was one of Churchill’s most ardent supporters, and became his parliamentary private secretary in 1939 and then, in July 1941, Minister of Information.


CIGS, Field Marshal Sir Alan Francis Brooke, 1883–1963, later 1st Lord Alanbrooke. When Mary refers to Churchill’s ‘CIGS’, or Chief of Imperial General Staff, it is Brooke that she means. Brooke served in the role from December 1941 to June 1946. One of the few men tough enough to stand up to Churchill, he formed an extremely successful (and extremely abrasive) partnership with him, while acting as the chief military adviser to the War Cabinet as well as the head of the army.


 


Jock, Sir John Rupert Colville, 1915–1987. Jock Colville had been one of Neville Chamberlain’s Private Secretaries on the outbreak of war and continued on to serve Churchill and later Attlee. His diaries, Fringes of Power, are an important eyewitness account of 10 Downing Street during the war.


 


Duff, Alfred Duff Cooper, 1890–1954, later 1st Viscount Norwich. Duff Cooper had been one of the few Conservative ministers who agreed wholeheartedly with Churchill in the 1930s about the threat from Nazi Germany, and resigned as First Lord of the Admiralty in 1938 over the Munich Pact. Churchill brought him back into the Government as Minister of Information in 1940, then as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, 1941–43, but Cooper’s most significant contribution to the war was as British representative to the Free French in Algiers, 1943–44. He had the unenviable job of keeping the peace between Churchill and Charles de Gaulle, and continued to do so once he became Ambassador to France in 1944.


 


Diana, Lady Diana Cooper (née Manners), 1892–1986, later Viscountess Norwich. A legendary political hostess, a successful writer and considered one of the most beautiful women of the age, Lady Diana was one of the leaders of a society group known as ‘the Coterie’ before the First World War. She married Duff Cooper, one of the few surviving members of the Coterie, in 1919 and began a limited, but lucrative, theatrical career as the Madonna in Max Reinhardt’s play ‘The Miracle’ in 1923. Lady Diana toured with ‘The Miracle’ off and on for the next 12 years, in Britain, Europe and the United States, the money from which enabled Duff Cooper to embark on his political career.


Diana Cooper had a great deal to do with her husband’s later success as Ambassador to France as well, queen of a brilliant group of actors, artists and writers, called ‘La Bande’, not unlike the Coterie of 30 years before. It was while staying with the Coopers, that Mary met her future husband Christopher Soames, then serving as one of Duff Cooper’s military attachés.


 


Ally, Alastair Cameron Forbes, 1918–2005. The journalist, inveterate gossip and general man about town Ally (or Ali) Forbes was a childhood friend of Mary’s and a frequent guest at Chequers.


 


Jean-Louis Sebastien Hubert de Ganay, 1922–2013, later Marquis de Ganay. One of Mary’s more serious relationships during the war, de Ganay had served with the French Resistance, helping Allied airmen who had been shot down to escape from France. In 1943 he fled to Britain but continued to serve with the Resistance, initially in Indo-China, but returned to France before D-Day to blow up a railway line and canal lock vital to the transport of supplies to the German forces. He and Mary remained lifelong friends.


 


Judy Venetia Montagu, 1923–1972. Mary’s closest friend at this time, Judy was the only daughter of Clementine Churchill’s cousin Venetia Stanley (‘Cousin V’) and the Liberal politician Edwin Montagu. The Montagus lived at Breccles Hall in Norfolk where Mary spent two happy summers at the beginning of the war, greatly enhanced by the nearby presence of the RAF at Watton aerodrome. Judy and Mary joined the ATS and trained together. Judy went on to become a senior instructor, travelling around the country to conduct teaching courses for ATS recruits. Always wildly popular as well as clever, after the war Judy became a close friend of Princess Margaret. In 1962 she married the American photographer Milton Gendel and went to live in Rome.


 


Charles McMoran Wilson, 1882–1977, 1st Lord Moran (1943). Dean of St Mary’s Hospital Medical School, 1920–45, President of the Royal College of Physicians, 1941–50, and Churchill’s doctor, 1940–65. Wrote a highly controversial memoir, Winston Churchill: the Struggle for Survival in 1966, shortly after his patient’s death and Mary never spoke to him again.


 


Victor, Nathaniel Mayer Victor Rothschild, 1910–1990, 3rd Lord Rothschild. A member of the Rothschild banking dynasty, Victor Rothschild had largely turned his back on the family business, becoming a noted zoologist at Cambridge. During the war Rothschild headed the counter-sabotage section of MI5, where one of his duties was to check the many anonymous gifts of cigars, food and wine sent to Churchill for poison (much to the Prime Minister’s indignation). Though some years older than Mary, he was one of her circle of friends through Clementine’s cousin Venetia Montagu.


 


Archie, Archibald Sinclair, 1890–1970, later 1st Lord Thurso. Archie Sinclair was an old friend of Churchill’s; they had served together during the First World War and Sinclair had later spent several years as Churchill’s private secretary. He became Liberal leader in 1935 and served as Secretary of State for Air from 1940 to 1945, but lost his seat in the 1945 election. Married to Marigold Forbes; their son Robin Sinclair was one of Mary’s close friends.


 


Political figures


 


Clement Attlee, 1883–1967, later 1st Earl Attlee. The Labour Party leader Clement Attlee went on to serve in Churchill’s National Government in various Cabinet posts, including Deputy Prime Minister from 1942–45. He then defeated Churchill in the 1945 election, with Labour winning a landslide victory.


 


Neville Chamberlain, 1869–1940. The Conservative politician Neville Chamberlain served as Prime Minister from 1937 until May 1940, when he was replaced by Churchill. Anxious to avoid war, he pursued a policy of appeasement, and is probably best known for signing the Munich Pact with Germany in 1938, declaring that he had secured ‘peace in our time’, but when Germany invaded Poland a year later, he had no choice but to declare war. He continued to serve in Churchill’s War Cabinet until shortly before his death from bowel cancer in late 1940.


 


General de Gaulle, Charles André Joseph Marie de Gaulle, 1890–1970.  The French officer General Charles de Gaulle led the 4th Armoured Division against the German invasion of France in May 1940, and then served briefly as Under-Secretary for War. Following the Vichy government’s armistice with the Nazis in June, de Gaulle fled to Britain to join the Allies and continue the fight, as leader of the Free French. However, de Gaulle was never easy to deal with, being famously prickly and defensive of French interests: in his view, “the Anglo-Saxons” never treated the Free French as real allies, but used them for their own purposes. Churchill and Roosevelt were both infuriated by him, but Churchill could not help admiring his intransigence; as he later said in his war memoirs, ‘He had to be rude to the British to prove to French eyes that he was not a British puppet. He certainly carried out this policy with perseverance.’


Following the Liberation of France in 1944, de Gaulle then headed the interim Provisional Government until 1946. In later years he came out of retirement to serve first as Prime Minister, then President of France from 1958 until his final resignation in 1969.


 


Anthony, Robert Anthony Eden, 1897–1977, later 1st Earl Avon. Anthony Eden had already been Foreign Secretary once in the 1930s – resigning in 1938 following a disagreement with Chamberlain about attempts to appease both Hitler and Mussolini – when he was brought back into the Government on the outbreak of war as Dominions Secretary. Despite not being one of Churchill’s natural allies, he became first his Secretary of State for War, then Foreign Secretary once again, from December 1940 until the end of the war. Eden frequently disagreed with Churchill on policy, but remained loyal to him. Though he was groomed to be his successor from as early as 1940, Eden finally succeeded Churchill in 1955.


 


Averell Harriman, 1891–1986. A successful American businessman and Democrat, Harriman was President Roosevelt’s Special Representative to Britain in March 1941. He was made Ambassador first to the Soviets in 1943, and then to Britain in 1946. While in London in 1941 he had an affair with Pamela Churchill; many years later she became his third wife. Harriman’s daughter Kathleen, who served as his unofficial aide during the war, much as Mary did with Churchill, also appears in the diaries.


 


Harry Hopkins, 1890–1946. Few stood closer to Franklin Roosevelt than Harry Hopkins. He had been a key figure in the President’s administration since Roosevelt’s election in 1932, taking on several important administrative roles, as well as that of Secretary of Commerce, 1938–40. Though already a sick man, due to the stomach cancer that was soon to kill him, Hopkins was instrumental in running the Lend-Lease aid programme to the Allies, and was Roosevelt’s Special Envoy to both Churchill and the Soviets throughout the war, also serving as Roosevelt’s adviser at all of the main Allied conferences.


 


Pug, General Sir Hastings Lionel Ismay, 1887–1965, later 1st Lord Ismay. Chief of Staff to Churchill, 1940–45, and also Deputy Secretary (Military) to the War Cabinet, 1940–45 and Additional Secretary (Military) of the Cabinet, 1945.


 


Prof, Frederick Alexander Lindemann, 1886–1957, later 1st Lord Cherwell. The physicist F A Lindemann had been an early advocate of the need to improve Britain’s air defences in the 1930s. On the outbreak of war Churchill made him his personal assistant, and also head of his statistical section. He advised the Prime Minister on scientific topics, particularly experimental weapons development, but also on the statistics of vital areas such as munitions production, shipping totals and food imports.


 


Franklin Delano Roosevelt, or FDR, 1882–1945. Franklin Roosevelt entered politics in 1910, when he was first elected as a senator. He was appointed Assistant Secretary of the Navy in 1913, then became Governor of the State of New York, 1929–33, and was the Democratic nominee for the Presidency in 1932. He was duly elected for the first of his four terms of office.


At the start of the war, Roosevelt tried to keep the United States neutral, while supporting the Allies financially. When France fell and Britain was threatened with invasion in 1940, he began to send Britain all possible aid short of actual military involvement. However, when Japan attacked the American fleet at Pearl Harbor in December 1941, Roosevelt finally had to bring America into the war.


Roosevelt’s success as a politician and war leader came despite the crippling polio that he had suffered from since 1921. Though he fought to retain use of his legs, he was gradually confined to a wheelchair. His health worsened in the latter stages of the war, and he died in April 1945, shortly before the German surrender. Throughout his life, he was ably supported by his wife and cousin Eleanor Roosevelt, who makes several appearances in Mary’s diaries, as does their eldest son Elliott Roosevelt, who much like Mary, served as his father’s aide on various occasions.


 


Sandys, Edwin Duncan Sandys, 1908–1987, Baron Duncan-Sandys. After an early foray into a diplomatic career, Sandys became an MP in 1935, the same year as he married Churchill’s eldest daughter Diana. During the war he fought first in Norway in 1940, then commanded an anti-aircraft regiment, but a car crash in 1941 left him with serious injuries to his feet and he was invalided out of the army. Churchill appointed him as financial secretary to the War Office, and despite murmurs of nepotism he proved a success, rising steadily through the ministerial ranks and also encouraging his father-in-law in the cause of post-war European unity. His marriage to Diana was less successful and they divorced in 1960.


 


Frank Sawyers, d. 1972. Churchill’s valet until 1947.


 


Tommy, Commander Charles Ralfe Thompson, 1894–1966. Flag Lieutenant to Churchill as First Lord of the Admiralty, 1939–40, then his Personal Assistant once Churchill became Prime Minister.


Gil Winant, John Gilbert Winant, 1889–1947, was American Ambassador to Britain from 1941–46, and a staunch supporter of Churchill’s government. He was also very much in love with Sarah Churchill and the end of their relationship is likely to have contributed to his suicide in 1947.










A Note on the Diaries


When we began this project back in 2019, I initially had some doubts: Mary had published a memoir of her wartime experiences, A Daughter’s Tale, back in 2011, and drew on her diaries then. When they arrived at the Archives Centre a few years later, they were bristling with her post-it notes (which made an interesting challenge for our conservation team). Would she not have cherry-picked the best bits already?  


But when we came to look at the diaries in detail, there was so much more in there – over the 15 volumes which cover the war years – that the problem became instead having too much material to try and squeeze into one book.


Mary is never boring (she clearly inherited her father’s skill with words), but we have had to cut out some things: a few of the many parties she crams in, especially before she joins up; some of her longer teenage glooms about what a terrible person she is; and, inevitably, a lot of day-to-day entries where nothing very much happens. By and large, though, we have been able to keep most of what she writes, which, as the war went on, tended to be scribbled down in old exercise books, or anything else that came to hand.


Much of the fun of Mary’s writing comes from her invincibly bubbly style (pretty much unchanged fifty years later when she was writing her diary as Chairman of the National Theatre).  We have kept that as far as possible – with her clusters of exclamation marks and frequent ‘woofs’ and ‘wows’ – but have just smoothed out some of her more idiosyncratic spellings and many, many dashes. Significant cuts are marked with ellipses, and where there are gaps in the diaries, we have added in some additional material, mostly letters between Mary and her parents, which tend to be rather more sober in tone.


Digitised copies of the diaries are available for consultation by appointment at Churchill Archives Centre.


 


Katharine Thomson, Archivist










1939


Last Days of Childhood


‘If I may never know happiness or joy again I shall always have the memory of my first seventeen years.’


 


[image: clip0001]


 


Mary was just sixteen years old when she resolved to keep a diary at the beginning of 1939.The early entries capture the innocence of the last days of her childhood, spent in comparative isolation in the beautiful countryside around Chartwell, the family home in Kent. Her religious faith and her love of riding are evident, while episodes of teenage angst are interspersed with occasional forays into a more glamorous adult world. She is unquestioningly loyal to her ‘Papa’ but initially at least the political news and deteriorating international situation only occasionally intrude into her cosy domestic narrative.


This all begins to change in the second half of the year, which is dominated by the descent into war. Mary accompanies her parents to France in August, though the worsening political situation means that her father both goes out first and comes back early. Suddenly ‘war seems so horribly near, so inevitable’. On 1 September, Germany moves against Poland, after having first secured a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union. Prime Minister Chamberlain recalls Churchill to the war cabinet as First Lord of the Admiralty. Two days later, the British ultimatum to Berlin expires, and war with Germany is declared. Mary’s country life is now over as she moves to London and into Admiralty House, from where her father is conducting the war at sea. She is not yet seventeen but already at the heart of events and starting to enjoy a new-found independence.


She throws herself into voluntary work, learns to drive, explores the big city, and enjoys the high-profile wedding of her older brother Randolph to Pamela Digby. But she has to give up her horse and beloved country home. The storm clouds are starting to gather.


 


Sunday 1 January


Saw 1939 out & 1939 in with Punch at Breccles [...] Went for longish walk in a.m. with Nana. Walked again in p.m. Great fun & most energetic. Read mainly after tea.


My resolutions are


 


(1) to say prayers much more carefully


(2) to be much more regular re letters, accounts etc & especially my zoo is to be attended to


(3) to have greater strength of purpose


(4) to keep a diary


(5) to read lots of good books


 


I am really going to try to keep these. May God bless my year & be with all those I love!


Friday 6 January


Read and finished Bleak House during day. I enjoyed it very much but the ending was not altogether satisfactory, what with Richard dying and Caddy’s baby being a deaf mute, and anyway I don’t believe I ever got over Esther being pock-marked!!


Rode in pm, fears re hunting [because of] frost. After tea rang up SMFN000 – NO HUNTING –


Boo-hoo. But 2hrs later SM rang me – weather for[e]casts & thaw made prospect of hunting probable Whoopeeeeee Oh dear, God is so wonderful, I do appreciate everything he does.


Saturday 7 January


Patsy refused & I funked a Sussex gate & it had to be opened for me – complete shame & ignominy . . . I am determined to pluck up more courage & be braver. I do try but my courage just oozes away at the last minute.


Saturday 18 March


The crisis seems to be becoming more serious.FN000


Papa said, ‘Before God Almighty I swear I do not wish for war.’ I write this as a witness.


Friday 24 March


Miss GribbleFN000 said on Wednesday that it was more important for me to keep a diary than Algebra, Latin & History all put together. When I think of the gloriously happy, interesting & full life I lead I feel she is right & I feel I should keep it so that later I may look back on this my testament of youth!


Rumania has signed a trade agreement with Germany. Things look very, very grave. Yet people do not seem so worried as at last crisis.


MemelFN000 goes, Rumania next – then what?


Wednesday 5 April


I can now see where the temptation to let personal appearance go comes. It begins by tending to slide round all day in jodhpurs & then gradually hands are allowed to get coarse & rough, negligence to complexion following soon after – my hands were a disgrace – & still are. I must be very careful not to get slack about my personal freshness & neatness.


Friday 7 April


[Good Friday, after a picnic] The afternoon was lovely – sunshiny & the primroses were exquisite – the whole wood was gay – lush & fragrant, on returning home after such a peaceful beautiful day – after such carefree joy – we hear Italy has attacked Albania. Is all the world as I know it breaking up. Must the world go mad again – must Christ hang in vain – O God lighten our darkness!


Thursday 27 April


In afternoon went to London with Mummie & from the Speakers Gallery in HoC watched & heard part of the debate on conscription. The PM was indistinct & v slow, but made quite good speech. I think it may be true that he is now pushing something in which he has little real faith. Attlee made a narrow bitter but none the less ‘holding’ speech. Archie declaimed sonorously to a more than ½ empty house. I think he is missing a chance over this – he is allowing narrow prejudices to prevent him supporting so necessary a measure. Papa made a just & sensible speech – the House filled up the minute he began.FN000


Friday 5 May


Went to London. Had hair done – dentist. Went to lunch with Aunt Goonie with Mummie & Papa to meet Dr & Mrs Julian Huxley. Also there were Mr ‘Bluey’ Baker, Uncle Jack, Pebbin.FN000 After lunch Sarah joined us & we all went to Zoo for private audience with Ming the BABY GIANT PANDA who has stolen the limelight from Greta Garbo and sent Chamberlain & the Dictators onto the second page!! She is DIVINE – so charming, so easy going & amiable, as Papa said ‘The Baby Giant Panda satisfies the much felt sense of world cuddlability!!


Monday 8 May


I have come to the frightful conclusion that (a) I am insincere (b) a coquette (c) I bite my nails (d) I think too much about myself. Reform is needed & I am determined to try to be more natural & nice.


Friday 26 May


Miss Loweson-BrowneFN000 talked to me very sweetly today about whether I would consider going to the University on classics, i.e. Greek, Latin, History. I feel it is a compliment she has paid me and I am taken aback & overwhelmed. I don’t somehow fancy the University, & I also feel very deeply that I want to be near Mummie & especially Papa, to help if I can & also I am enthralled by the magnitude of Papa’s brain & personality. I fear I have not appreciated him sufficiently or loved him till just lately – but now my heart has been awakened & thrilled & I am torn between pride & a deepening & ever increasing love for him.


Saturday 3 June


Submarine tragedy casts a shadow over every face today. 75 men are still trapped in the Thetis & hope for their recovery is v slight. It is v very terrible & I can only hope that those who wait & hope may be comforted by Him who understands everything – for indeed they will go through the Valley of the Shadow of Death with their men . . . Papa v unhappy because of submarine & also Philip Sassoon’s death.FN000 Art & culture have lost a great patron.FN000


Tuesday 18 July


When I consider what an eventful existence I lead and what exciting times I live in, I am ashamed that I do not take more trouble to write my diary (a) Regularly (b) Legibly (c) Coherently. The past weeks have been full of events, some pleasanter than others, but none boring. I must try to keep a more faithful and consistent record of my life.


Tuesday 8 August


I must go to sleep now until 12.30 when I shall be called to hear Papa’s American broadcast. The great air battle has begun & the noise of the planes is continuous.


2.20 am. Papa’s broadcast was excellent. His phraseology is so wonderful. I thought of those hundreds of thousands of American people listening. Papa has never, never ceased to work for ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’. God spare him to us for many a year.


 


‘But to come back to the hush I said was hanging over Europe. What kind of a hush is it? Alas! it is the hush of suspense, and in many lands it is the hush of fear. Listen!’


Broadcast to the United States from London, 8 August


Thursday 17 August


Arrived in Paris – city of my dreams! And rushed straight [to] the [Hotel] Prince de Galles and had bed, baths & breakfast. A diversion being caused by MinnieFN000 leaving Mummie’s sponge bag in the train!! XXXFN000! We went and shopped in the Trois Quartiers where Mummie bought the prettiest little evening dress with CHERRY COLOURED velvet bows, like Mrs Strong in David Copperfield. Had lunch & rested until Papa joined us after his tour of the Maginot Line.FN000 Papa says the spirit among the French soldiers is wonderful.


Papa took me to see le Tombeau de Napoléon. There he sleeps, guarded by his calm, wide[e]yed victories – ‘au bord de la Seine au milieu de ce people français que j’ai tant aimé’.FN000 Motored to St Georges MotelFN000 which is lovely. Was seized by violent indigestion & shivering at dinner & retired to bed immediately after.


Tuesday 22 August


As I write this, war seems so horribly near, so inevitable. If it comes – then millions of young men will march to their bloody death and millions of hearts will be torn. O God, O God, let not this plague descend upon us – in thy great and almighty wisdom protect us from this ghastly peril from which can come no good. I can write no more tonight, I can only pray & wait. Waiting in suspense.


Wednesday 23 August


Today has been one of suspense. Papa left early this morning for London.


If war comes I hope that we all will face it bravely & courageously. I hope that I will have sufficient ‘guts’ to put my back unselfishly & laboriously to whatever task I feel it my duty to perform. Our plans are uncertain – we may return tomorrow evening. ‘For we are all like swimmers in the sea.’FN000


Thursday 24 August


After certain amount of flap & indecision we determined to return at once to England – farewell Dinard!!


. . . Paris seems calm but prepared & very busy. We lunched at the Prince de Galles and after resting walked into a cinema to pass the time. Saw Papa returning from Maginot Line on the news reel! On arriving at station felt miserable that there was no one to wave me off, so much I must say to my discredit I held three officers in play & as the train moved out I was waved off by 3 French officers!!


Goodbye dear France, I don’t know when I shall ever see you again. God bless & keep you & preserve you from all danger.


The ferry was nearly 2 hours late because of fog and the Nancy connection being late. Diana met us at the barrier & told us that the babies have been sent to Chartwell and that Duncan has been called up. All the people I have talked to seem to say – ‘Oh, there won’t be any war, what does the loss of Russia really matter, it’s all fluff’ – Well all I can say is – I hope you’re absolutely & entirely right.FN000


Saturday 26 August, Chartwell


. . . I had a really heavenly ride with Mr Marsh alone, which was very peaceful, and we jumped and schooled. Well, if there is a war Patsy will have to go. It seems silly to fuss about a horse, when millions of men are going to face death, but there, I can’t help it. I love my Patsy so dearly, but she will of course go. I consider it a privilege that I can send her.


General IronsideFN000 arrived to spend the weekend. What a giant! I am so much impressed by him. He seems so thoroughly sensible and calm, v intelligent too (he speaks 20 languages). He gives a very bad report of our govmt.


Sunday 27 August


Throughout the earlier part of the day a fear and dread that another ‘Munich’ was afoot possessed us, encouraging reports however reached us later. Let us at LEAST hope that we will have ‘war with honour’. A telegram from Mr Parsons, editor of the New York Herald Tribune, at dinner reports that the Germans still think we shall capitulate & that a bold action is needed to convince them, such as forming a wartime cabinet. Duncan, Diana, Major Morton,FN000 General Ironside to dinner. Noel Coward & Bob BoothbyFN000 came afterwards. NC was charming, & sang & played many of his songs – ‘Stately Homes of England’, ‘Mrs Worthington’, ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’, ‘Bitter Sweet Waltz’.


Friday 1 September


Up early moving furniture making beds & generally turning everything upside down in order to be ready for the evacuated children.


Rumour confirmed by the Polish ambass came through at about 9 a.m. that Germany has marched on Poland & that bombing is proceeding. May God bless & strengthen the Poles & prosper their cause against tyranny. Went down on bicycle to Crockham Hill schoolsFN000 to act as messenger. Message came through to say ‘children arriving at 3.45’. I was helped up the hill by John & Elizabeth in their car . . . Returned to schools to learn that children not arriving till tomorrow. Ha! Ha! I had to sweat up that hill again . . . Blackout begins from tonight. Papa left for London [before] lunch, having been summoned by the PM, & this evening he told us he has been asked to join a War Cabinet of 7 – over the entire cabinet of 22. God guide him in this great work.


Saturday 2 September


Down to schools in morning – no children. Returned to Little Mariners & sewed [blackout] curtains for Elizabeth . . . Sewed again after lunch and at 3.45 went down to schools again. This time at last the children arrived, BUT they were not school-children as had been expected but mothers & babies!! We gave them (158!) tea in the canteen and then proceeded to allot them to various places. At about 5.45 I collected my party of 2 mothers and 7 children varying between 3 mths–7 yrs & John drove us all to Chartwell . . . Nana was out buying mackintosh sheeting (!) and Mummie was in London so I had to organise the lot of them. They seem v nice, however. Papa is in the War Cabinet. I retired to bed somewhat flattened!!!FN000


Sunday 3 September


DECLARATION OF WAR.


At 10.am came news of our ultimatum to Germany expiring at 11.am . . . 11.15 am announcement by the PM of a state of war between Great Britain & Germany. O God, I thought, I hoped, I prayed that our generation would never see a war and that those who fought last time would never have to face the ordeal a second time.


Standing in the sitting room at Scamperdale and looking out at the blue sunny sky, just as blue and gay as ever, with great white clouds floating slowly by, I found it impossible to believe, that war has come. WAR HAS COME. Still I cannot believe it.


Monday 4 September


Worked hectically at curtains & at breakfast discussed plans with Mummie. At the moment it is planned that Mummie, Papa & myself will live in a flat in Admiralty House. Chartwell will be turned into a maternity home under Nana’s direction and we will come down to the cottage at weekends.


I hate London, and London in wartime will be even worse than London in peacetime, but it is my own choice to live there. I would rather be with Mummie & Papa & try to help & comfort them both in these days of darkness & anxiety. Papa has given me the lovely scarlet-bound testament on which he took his oath to the King yesterday. I shall keep it & treasure it as one of my most sacred possessions.
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