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Foreword

Alathea came into my life in 1975, when I met my husband, Philip. I was seventeen, and she was his maternal aunt, aged forty-two. She was married to the Hon. Edward Ward, younger brother of the Earl of Dudley. To me they seemed, and indeed were, a very old-fashioned couple.

She wasn’t physically attractive and had an odd gait, but I liked her immediately, and over time found her beautiful. She was cool and composed, dispassionate, quaint, undemonstrative, generous, quite forthright and loved to laugh, though she wasn’t always quite sure how to go about it. She was also kind, impractical and funny, though she didn’t always mean to be. I came to adore her. When she died in 2001 she left me her diaries of which there are sixty-four (one per year) and in her words ‘not one day’s exception from 1940!’1

It was only when I started to read them that I discovered what sadness she had felt during her life. 

Alathea Alys Gwendolen Mary Fitzalan Howard was the elder daughter of the second and last Viscount Fitzalan of Derwent, and of Joyce Langdale, who later became Countess Fitzwilliam. She was born at Norfolk House, Sheffield, on 24 November 1923. Had she been a boy she would have succeeded as Duke of Norfolk, since her father’s first cousin Bernard, the 16th duke, had only daughters. Alathea’s mother could not have anticipated at the time the full poignancy of her telegram to her maternal grandparents: ‘Alas, no tassel’.

In the event, the title went sideways to her third cousin, Baron Howard of Glossop. In 1956, Alathea writes: ‘Anne, Miles’s wife, produced a son yesterday, which has caused great excitement in the family, as he will one day be the Duke of Norfolk.’ And then she adds: ‘I do wish I’d been a boy!’ She would have been Earl Marshal and, as such, played a major role in state occasions after 1975, when he died. Indeed years later in Lausanne, where she eventually lived, watching the State Opening of Parliament, she writes: ‘How busy I’d have been.’ 

Her mother sprang from the closely linked world of old Catholic families, such as the Stourtons, premier barons of England. In this she took an intense, though muted pride. Joyce was a woman of style, taste and wit, but had little interest in children and took not the faintest pleasure in their company. She was separated from her husband and moved between Houghton, her family home in Yorkshire, and London.

It wasn’t always the case that the diaries would come my way. The only inkling I ever had of Alathea’s intention was once when I found her writing in what looked like a journal. When I asked her what she was doing, she replied, ‘You know perfectly well – and you’ll just have to wait!’ 

In 1962 she left them in her will to a friend, writing, ‘I trust her one day to do what she thinks fit with them.’ Then in 1972 she writes: ‘Sometimes I see them stretching along a long shelf at Arundel2 and perhaps this is what I should one day arrange.’ In 1987 she repeats: ‘I plan one day to leave all my diaries in the archives at Arundel, to be read perhaps by someone 100 years hence out of curiosity.’ And then in 1990: ‘Philip and Isabella are interested – or curious – but that’s a bit near and one can’t rely on Tom and Violet!’3 So, I felt a little triumphant that they ended up in this house so are now stretching along a long shelf at Milton. In 1974 she considered leaving her jewellery to The Queen, but later had another change of heart. I was quite pleased about that too!

At the beginning of the war Alathea was sent to live with her rather staid, old-fashioned paternal grandfather and maiden aunt Magdalen at Cumberland Lodge in Windsor Park, her mother visiting rarely. Alathea’s father, known as Boydey, had been wounded in the First World War and one gets the feeling was very fond of his daughter, but his marriage was troubled and he was ill equipped to deal with a teenager. He spent most of his time in London and came to Cumberland Lodge at weekends. Alathea had one adored younger sister, Elizabeth Anne, whom she seldom saw.

Old Lord Fitzalan, a widower – his wife had died in 1938 – was a distinguished elder statesman and leading Roman Catholic layman. Cumberland Lodge had been loaned to him for his lifetime as a grace-and-favour house by King George V in 1924. Lord Fitzalan had been the last Viceroy of Ireland, from 1921 until 1922, the first Catholic since the Reformation to hold the post. His family home, Derwent Hall, in Derbyshire, was compulsorily purchased in 1939 and drowned for the creation of Ladybower reservoir, serving Sheffield. He brought many fixtures and fittings from Derwent to Cumberland Lodge, which remain there to this day. 

In Helen Hudson’s Cumberland Lodge she writes: 

The two great passions of Lord Fitzalan were his Church and his politics; in both spheres he wielded influence and his advice was sought by princes and leaders of both Church and state. Rosary was recited each evening at six thirty. Any member of the household could come but the family were expected, even if they were not all as devout as Lord Fitzalan, who said prayers aloud when driving his car.

She also tells this story: 

When Lady Fitzalan died, her body awaiting burial was laid in the chapel surrounded by candles, while two nuns kept prayerful watch. It so happens that a burglar chose this night to break into the lodge. Creeping upstairs he saw a dim light through a slightly open door, peeped in and was aghast at the sight that met his eyes; the nuns were hidden from view, and hearing a low voice saying, ‘Come in,’ he thought the dead had spoken and took to his heels in fright.

Cumberland Lodge had played its part in the Abdication Crisis. Stanley Baldwin, the then prime minister and a friend of Lord Fitzalan, held a meeting there, with the King’s private secretary Alexander Hardinge, among others. The purpose was to impress upon all the extent of the King’s infatuation with Wallis Simpson. All the signatures of those present during the crisis talks are in the visitors’ book, dated from 16 to 19 October. A month later the King invited Baldwin to Buckingham Palace to express his desire to marry Wallis. After Lord Fitzalan died in 1947, Alathea wrote: ‘I am to have the visitors’ book, which I’m delighted about as it combines many famous people with all my own friends.’ The first and last signatures in it are those of the King and Queen. In her will she asked for it to be returned to the Lodge. It felt quite an emotional journey for Philip and me to be able to return the book to where it had been all those years ago. The house is now in the hands of St Catharine’s, an educational foundation. 

Alathea spent a great deal of time whirling up and down the Long Walk in Windsor Great Park on her bicycle, past the statue of the Copper Horse to the Castle. In April 1942, the diarist James Lees-Milne, a family friend, during one of his visits to Cumberland Lodge, described her as ‘the Fitzalans’ pretty granddaughter aged 18, frail and freckled’. How pleased she would have been to read that. 

Seen through the eyes of a teenager, it was a gloomy household, and because it was wartime, food was often sparse. In his Ancestral Voices, Lees-Milne mentions one luncheon as consisting only of soup padded out with potato. He describes Alathea’s father as a ‘tiny rather wizened insignificant man with a wooden leg’, which I find puzzling as no one else ever mentions this. Of Magdalen, he says, ‘sad as ever, with heavy folds of tumbling wispy hair, parted in the middle of her head and looped behind somehow’. His bedroom was stuffy and old-fashioned, and Mass the following day seemed quite eccentric. 

The chapel floor and the prie-dieu were covered with red plush carpet. Alathea came in late, snatched a black veil and adjusted it as she knelt. The ceremony, the ladies in veils, was served by the eighty-seven-year-old Lord Fitzalan. The priest was crippled with arthritis and could ‘barely move with a stick. He crawls at a snail’s pace and he and Lord F support each other from falling over.’ Yet Lees-Milne found the scene impressive and enjoyed it. He visited once when Lord Fitzalan was ill in bed. Lees-Milne said: ‘I believe, Sir, that you just go to bed whenever you hear I’m coming to stay’, to which Fitzalan replied, ‘It is you who keep away when you hear that I am up and about.’ He also remembered some children remarking that Lord Fitzalan looked so old that he should never have been allowed out, and that Magdalen looked like a fish with a red neck.

This is the world in which we find Alathea as the diaries start. 

Her only real solace was the friendship she had with Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret, who had been brought to Windsor for safety during the war. The war was never very far away, as the Park itself came under attack and people were killed there. In Our Princesses at Home, a book of photographs published in 1940 to show the princesses’ daily lives, Lisa Sheridan wrote: ‘Queen Elizabeth most desired for her children to be surrounded by affection and happiness.’ I think that Alathea, living next door and already a friend, was an incidental beneficiary of this, and it shaped her life during the war.

In the diaries, there is a great deal about Alathea’s time with the young princesses, and, though clearly very fond of them, she is not averse to recording things as she sees them. For instance she describes Prince Philip as ‘not my type’. It is quite something to think that Princess Elizabeth was fourteen when she first mentioned him to Alathea.

In her diary entry for 25 June 1947 Alathea writes: ‘Sonia told me that Princess E’s engagement is imminent and that the wedding is fixed for the autumn. This is a dead secret and I couldn’t ask her more, but I suppose she heard this through the Wernhers. She says he has kissed her and the ring is already bought.’

Despite the six-year age gap between them, Alathea adored Princess Margaret. In Ma’am Darling, Craig Brown includes Princess Margaret’s Christmas List from 1936 and it is virtually identical to Alathea’s. I wondered if one copied the other.

The diaries date from New Year’s Eve 1939 to January 2001, when Alathea became too ill to write. Feeling quite daunted by the thought of ploughing through them, I nevertheless felt it an honour and a responsibility. I began to read them slowly. Suddenly I was hooked and proceeded to read them voraciously without stopping until I felt my life entwined with hers. I read around seven before it occurred to me to make notes. I then started to annotate them and eventually reread the first seven to complete this task. I became so engrossed in Alathea’s life that I found myself going into Ferragamo, the shoe shop, which I would never normally frequent, just to imagine Alathea there, slipping her elegant feet into their rather expensive shoes. 

Having dipped into various other biographies and diaries to see if I could glean any relevant information, I thought I might as well look up Princess Margaret on Wikipedia, just in case I found anything new about the war years. I’d long been told that Wikipedia is not to be relied on for accurate information, but in this case I found the surprisingly accurate and illuminating ‘Princess Margaret spent much of her childhood with her parents and sister.’ 

What became very obvious as I read was Alathea’s hope that some day the diaries would be recognised in some way or other. Nonetheless they weren’t written with this in mind and there is nothing self-conscious about them. She felt that at the very least they were ‘a portrait of an age no longer existing’. 

As early as March 1940 and again in 1941 she writes of her wish to have them published. 

In 1962 she writes: 

I am seriously worried over what would happen to my diaries should I die, as Eddie says he would burn them because they are such nonsense and that to me would be even worse than [his] reading them! After all the hours of my life I have spent writing them, all the anguish and all the joy I have poured into them, I could not bear that, as I still think one day, they may be interesting to a future generation as a complete record of a way of life. I must take some steps to protect them.

In 1968: 

I wonder if anyone will ever read my diaries … will unearth them and be interested to read how a person lived and thought and loved and laughed every day.’ 

In 1972: 

‘I know I don’t lead a very interesting life … but perhaps what we think and read and eat might be of greater interest. But the problem is what to do with them with no descendants?

And in 1990:

I wrote to Ronald Blythe concerning my diaries – what arrangements to make for their preservation and possible publication after my death … he advises me to ask Philip to leave them to some library or record office and if possible to get someone to read them now, or some of them, to get an idea when and by whom they might be published. But who? I am convinced they will be of interest to someone in the future, a picture of social life over more than half a century and of a human life with all its dramas and sorrows and hopes and ambitions. 

In 2000, a year before her death, she writes: ‘My diaries must be preserved and published.’ She considered ending the record just once, in 1953, when she was thirty: ‘I have often thought lately of giving it up but I can’t – so much of my life for so many years has gone into it & it is sometimes the only comfort I have.’ 

The quality of writing is good, in some parts beautiful, and the minutiae of everyday life is absorbing. At times, reading it made me think of Siegfried Sassoon’s journals in 1921: ‘Lunched alone; does that matter? (Grilled turbot and apple pudding, if you want full details.)’ 

The diaries fall into three parts: the war, her marriage, her widowhood. When I talked this through with my good friend Celestria Noel, who knew Alathea and was her distant cousin, she thought that the war years at Windsor were the best place to start, and this is where you will first find Alathea, soon after the outbreak of the Second World War.

A lonely, unhappy childhood with her grandfather and aunt Magdalen, whom she occasionally refers to as ‘The Tigress’, saddened and frustrated Alathea. She was unable to comprehend the apparent lack of parental love and understanding she experienced. In later life she once said to me, without a shred of self-pity: ‘My dear, if I’d come from a different background I’d have been taken into care.’ Her obsession with the eighteenth century, and the belief that she might have been Marie Antoinette in a former life, was perhaps a form of escapism brought on by unhappiness. 

Alathea’s mother undermined her confidence by comparing her to her friends: ‘Mummy thought I had a vague puffy look, not “on the spot” like Brita, who is gay and knows her stuff, typical expressions of Mummy – a terrible wave of depression came over me.’ It is hardly surprising that Alathea was so ill equipped to cope with the outside world that when she failed her nursing exams she ‘collapsed into uncontrolled sobs’. She hated being called Howard (nurses were then addressed by their surnames) and being told she would never make a nurse: ‘I began crying again and had to bathe my eyes thoroughly with rose water.’ 

Many years later, Alathea reread her diary from this time: ‘I have to say that I don’t really find myself sympathique – I made such a fuss about my work. I suppose we were a lot of spoiled girls (!) doing unaccustomed drudgery and my attitude towards the Royal Family was like that of Louis XIV’s courtiers at Marly.’ She regretted not being kinder to her admirer Miles Marriott and felt she was wrong in being ‘so unfriendly and cold’.

The diaries were Alathea’s greatest friend. She confided in them completely and I think they made her a little more aware of what was happening to her in trying to make sense of her life. She wrote down all her hopes, fears and frustrations. She could tell her diary what no one else knew, use it as a security, a perfect confidant. Perhaps one of the most touching comments is written in 1998 when she is rereading her entries about the last weeks of her sister’s life, and the tragic days of her death and funeral. ‘What a companion my diary has been to me for more than half a century! Not one day unrecorded in all that time!’ 

In later life, despite a lack of any formal education, she became an excellent linguist, speaking French, German, Spanish and Russian. It was said she spoke with ease and elegance but with an aristocratic carelessness over accent. In the diaries, she used her languages when she wanted to ensure complete secrecy, particularly Russian! Also in later life her impracticality showed in her Red Cross charity work, in which she sorted bags and bags of out-of-date pills on her bathroom floor. As one might imagine there were very stringent rules and requirements, which she found difficult to adhere to. I remember her saying to me ‘I find it quite impossible to understand which pills are which and which go into which container …’

In 1994 Alathea met royal biographer Sarah Bradford. ‘I was able to tell her all about my childhood with the princesses and stress what happy cheerful places Buckingham Palace and Windsor were, contrary to what the press now try to make out.’ 

The Queen kept up their friendship, even though Alathea lived abroad, and occasionally they would lunch together. She was always far too discreet to reveal the details of any conversation that passed between them, but gave my family and me a brief outline of the lunch, leaving anything more interesting to the diaries. Alathea was quite frugal but would take a taxi to Buckingham Palace, so that she could safely wear some of her jewellery. Afterwards she would put it into a battered carrier bag and take the tube home. When you read the diaries, you will discover that she loved clothes. Years ago, she was thrilled to be upgraded on a flight and said to me: ‘I think they chose me because I looked rather smart.’ 

A few months before she died, she went to a ball at Windsor Castle and was pleased to be one of the few to be placed on The Queen’s table. She had a wonderful evening: ‘The Queen Mother was so sweet remembering the old days.’

In 2000 Alathea spent Christmas with my family and me. During that time it became clear she was not at all well, and by the New Year she had been diagnosed with an advanced malignant brain tumour. The doctors recommended she did not travel back to Lausanne but received treatment in England so we looked after her during her final months. 

While she was with us I felt it would be nice to surround her with plants and flowers, and when she went into the hospital nearby for treatment, they went with her. A few years later, on reading her diaries about an earlier visit to Milton, I came across: ‘My only criticism in the house is that Isabella puts too many pots of flowers all over the place.’ 

During one of her spells in hospital she had two bunches of flowers delivered and I couldn’t resist looking at the cards to find out who had sent them. One was from Jools Holland, the other The Queen. 

Alathea’s faith never left her despite (or because of) the rigours of her religious upbringing. She went to Lourdes every year to help the sick and was made a Dame of the Order of Malta, of which she was very proud.

When she was nearing the end, we were lucky to have a wonderful constant in Anthony Freemantle, an old family friend, with a slight penchant for the bottle. When Philip and I were away with two of our children in the school holidays, he came to Milton and took over the supervision of care. He was ably assisted by some superb nurses, our daughter Violet, and by the staff, including the butler and housekeeper, whom Anthony referred to as David I and David II. Anthony would write us daily reports of her progress, or lack of. During that time David I took a call. He told me that he recognised the woman’s incredibly familiar voice but couldn’t put a name to it. She asked to speak to Mrs Ward. ‘Who can I say is calling?’ he enquired. 

‘Just say it’s a friend,’ said the familiar voice. 

As he put the call through it suddenly dawned on him that it was The Queen. He couldn’t resist afterwards asking Anthony if this was indeed the case. Anthony gave a knowing smile …

Anthony wrote a lovely obituary but sadly it was never published: the Grim Reaper and hence the obituarists were particularly busy that March. Among other jewels he wrote: ‘Gentle and undaunted, she was always equal to her circumstances.’ Also, as her health deteriorated and she completely lost her appetite, Alathea would firmly decline even the smallest sip of soup with a simple ‘Shan’t.’ 

Over that time Anthony, in his seventies, and my elder daughter Violet, who was seventeen, became very close. She reminded me the other day that they had had dinner in the small dining room at Milton every night, then sat up, chatted and visited Alathea together. ‘He was very nice to be with while you were away, despite getting blind drunk most nights. We helped her write her last diary entry.’

I sincerely hope that nothing in these diaries will offend the Royal Family, as that is the last thing Alathea would have wanted. I like to think the childish comments that often appear are just that and nothing more. I do regret not writing to The Queen Mother to say that the kindness she showed to Alathea in the war years at Cumberland Lodge clearly made all the difference. I feel the inclusion in their family life and their warmth made Alathea’s life more bearable. They showed her real imaginative kindness.

I also hope that the reader will understand Alathea’s mindset during the war. Despite the dropping of bombs, which naturally terrified her, the loss of friends, and many nights spent in the cellar, the preoccupations of a teenager loomed large. I feel she dealt with her war by thinking and writing of happy things to pass the time and get through. 

Alathea died at Milton, in what had always been her room, on 5 March 2001. 

Thank you, Alathea, for entrusting me with your dearest possession. I only hope that I have honoured your wish in the way you would have wanted. 

Isabella Naylor-Leyland

Milton

2020 
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