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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In 1980 Stanley Olson edited (again for Collins) a one-volume condensed edition, adding previously unpublished passages, but, like myself, he made no use of the pre-1930 diaries now at Balliol, on which I have drawn for the first part of this edition.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 They have also quoted from some previously unpublished letters to his parents, of which the originals are retained at Sissinghurst.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
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