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Introduction

James Lees-Milne was born in 1908 and died in 1997 in his ninetieth year. Until he was in his early sixties, he was unknown to the reading public except as the author of a dozen stylish, middle-brow works of architectural history, and as an occasional contributor of articles on country houses to Country Life. Those interested in architectural conservation were also aware that, during thirty years (1936–66) on the staff of the National Trust, he had helped save for the nation some of England’s most important country houses. A bachelor until his forties, he had in 1951 married a general’s daughter, Alvilde Chaplin. Both had an emotional preference for their own sex and the marriage was often stormy, but by the late 1960s they had settled down to a fairly harmonious existence at their house in the Cotswolds, Alderley Grange. Jim (as he was known) had numerous devoted friends of both sexes, who admired him for his many engaging qualities, but few of whom seem to have regarded him as especially clever. He regarded himself as a dreadful failure, and was obsessed by the thought that he was going to die soon and become forgotten.

Then, in 1970, he created a minor sensation with a book entitled Another Self, which was autobiographical in nature but written in the style of a novel. In it, he portrays himself as a bewildered simpleton who, throughout the first third-century of life, faces a series of bizarre and frightening confrontations with ogre-like figures – an irascible father, a bombastic employer, crusty colonels, and so on. Though he fails to distinguish himself in any of these encounters, he somehow muddles through thanks to a combination of survival instinct and good luck. The book is hilariously funny (in a way that recalls the silent movies), and some of the situations it describes are so preposterous that readers have often wondered how far they are true. Another Self established Jim’s reputation as an Englishman of letters: in the thirty-six years since its appearance, it has rarely been out of print.1

Another Self takes Jim’s life up to the end of 1941, when he was invalided out of the army and returned to work for the National Trust; and there was some speculation as to whether he had a sequel in mind. In a sense, he had. For at the beginning of 1942 he had started to keep a diary; and, encouraged by the success of Another Self, he set about editing this for publication. The first volume, covering 1942 and 1943, was published by Chatto & Windus in 1975, and fascinated readers with its accounts of wartime visits to eccentric country house owners, of London social life during the Blitz, and of the diarist’s romantic feelings for both sexes. Critics discerned in it a unique, original flavour: Jim had a sharp eye, and an ability to depict both people and places in a few vivid words; he captured the spirit of the times; he was both waspish about others and critical of himself; his tone alternated between the comic and the poignant. A second volume, covering 1944 and 1945, followed two years later. During the 1980s, two further volumes were published, covering the years 1946 to 1949: these dealt with the rather grim world of post-war Britain, but nevertheless aroused admiration for the same qualities of candour, wit and sharp observation.

In 1949 (as described in the diary), Jim fell in love with the woman he was to marry, and at the end of that year he discontinued his diary, having kept it regularly for eight years. He resumed it from early 1953 to mid 1954, then stopped again. During the next seventeen years, he recommenced it sporadically, but most of these fragments he later destroyed as they touched upon difficulties in his marriage of which he did not afterwards wish to be reminded. However, in the summer of 1971, doubtless inspired by the fact that he had begun to contemplate the publication of his earlier diaries, he resumed a regular journal; and this time he continued faithfully for the remaining twenty-six and a half years of his life. In his last years, Jim began to edit this later series of diaries for publication by John Murray, covering the years 1971 to 1978 in three volumes; and since his death in 1997, I as his literary executor have completed the series with a further five volumes, bringing the total to twelve.

This compilation brings together, in abridged form, the first four original volumes, covering 1942–9, together with part of the fifth, covering 1953–4. These volumes were all given semi-ironic titles derived from Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ – Ancestral Voices (1975), Prophesying Peace (1977), Caves of Ice (1983), Midway on the Waves (1985) and A Mingled Measure (1994). They have had an interesting publishing history. The first three volumes were published by Chatto & Windus; the fourth was published by Faber & Faber, who reprinted the first three; the fifth was published by John Murray, who reprinted the first four. The first four titles have recently been reprinted again by Michael Russell, who at the time of writing is about to follow suit with the fifth.

It may be useful to review Jim’s life up to the time he began his diary at the age of thirty-three. He was born at Wickhamford Manor, Worcestershire, on 6 August 1908, the second of three children of George Crompton Lees-Milne and Helen, née Bailey. Three facts may be noted about his parents. First, although they lived the life of the country gentry, they hailed not from old county families but from ‘trade’: their money derived from a cotton mill in Lancashire, from where they had moved to Worcestershire only a couple of years before Jim’s birth. Secondly, although they led a leisured Edwardian existence, their wealth was running out, so that Jim, unlike most of his contemporaries from similar backgrounds, began adult life with no money or the prospect of it and faced with the necessity of earning a living. Thirdly, they were philistines who were mainly interested in field sports and had little time for art, literature or religion: Jim’s aesthetic, literary and spiritual interests were therefore not the result of his upbringing, but discovered for himself.

In Another Self Jim writes that, as a child, he was terrified of his stern and irascible father, and worshipped his beautiful, vain and rather dotty mother. Unlike his sturdy younger brother Dick, he was a daydreamer, and rather a cissy who until adolescence secretly longed to be a girl. The happiest period of his childhood seems to have been the First World War, when he saw little of his parents and lived with his widowed grandmother in a romantic Elizabethan house set in a huge estate. At prep school and Eton he did not shine at either work or games, and was regarded as dim and backward. He did, however, form passionate friendships, notably with Tom Mitford, brother of the later famous Mitford sisters (all of whom Jim got to know), and Desmond Parsons, younger brother of Michael, 6th Earl of Rosse. (Characteristically, Jim later fell in love with sisters of these boys – Diana Mitford and Bridget Parsons.)

After Eton, Jim endured the strange experience of being sent by his father to a London secretarial school where he was the only man. He longed to go to Oxford, however, and with support from his mother he managed to enter Magdalen College at the age of twenty. He read history, and scraped a third-class degree: much of his time was spent idling with his main friend of the period, the artist undergraduate Johnnie Churchill. It was during these otherwise unproductive university years that his interest in architecture was awakened, as he marvelled at the glories of Oxford and made the most of opportunities to visit nearby country houses. In Another Self he writes of a dinner party at one such house at which the drunken tenant, cheered on by rowdy undergraduates, defaced the portraits and committed other acts of vandalism: the horror of the occasion filled him with a desire ‘to devote my energies and abilities, such as they were, to preserving the country houses of England’. Around this time he made several friends who were knowledgeable about architecture and encouraged him in such ambitions, notably John Betjeman, Robert Byron and Osbert Lancaster.

For the moment, the job Jim sought did not exist; and he came down from Oxford in 1931 without prospects or any idea of what to do. Fortunately his handsome looks, pleasing manners and soulful personality soon won him influential friends. Foremost among these were two eminent men (both married homosexuals) who became father-figures to him and helped complete his education – the ex-proconsul and statesman Lord Lloyd and the ex-diplomat and man of letters Harold Nicolson. Lloyd employed Jim as his private secretary from 1931 to 1935, and taught him to work hard; Nicolson – in whose London flat he went to live in 1934 – encouraged his interest in literature and introduced him to a set of brilliant young writers including Raymond Mortimer and Eddy Sackville-West. Nicolson also kept a subsequently famous diary, intended for eventual publication, and probably inspired Jim to think of expressing himself in this form.

In 1934 Jim was received into the Roman Catholic Church, to which (like many of his contemporaries) he had been drawn by a longing for spiritual authority, a fascination with sumptuous rituals and a love of Italy – as well as possibly by a subconscious desire to shock his parents. They were indeed scandalised, and for a year he was unwelcome at Wickhamford – though he found himself ‘adopted’ by a number of prominent Catholic matrons such as the novelist Marie Belloc Lowndes and the courtier ‘Puss’ Milnes-Gaskell. Other (non-Catholic) women who took him under their maternal wing included Jean Hamilton, wife of the famous soldier Sir Ian Hamilton, and Kathleen Kennet, formidable widow of Scott of the Antarctic.

A lusty youth, Jim had many casual affairs with both men and women during his twenties. In 1935 he fell in love with Lady Anne Gathorne-Hardy, sister of the 4th Earl of Cranbrook, a lively young woman with literary interests whose cousin had married Johnnie Churchill. They announced their engagement, but felt unable to marry until they had overcome their poverty. Hoping for a career in journalism, Jim left Lloyd’s service and joined the staff of Reuters; but he detested his bombastic employer Sir Roderick Jones, and resigned after only a few months. Soon afterwards, in a fit of depression, he called off the engagement, causing some distress to Anne (who went on to marry one of Jim’s former lovers, the bookseller Heywood Hill).

It was at this moment of near-despair (March 1936), when he was penniless, jobless, and in disgrace for jilting his fiancée, that Jim suddenly landed the job of his dreams as Secretary to the newly created Country Houses Committee of the National Trust – a job which he largely owed to Harold Nicolson, whose wife Vita Sackville-West knew the sister of the Trust’s senior official, Donald Matheson. A charity founded in the 1890s to preserve the English landscape, the Trust (which then had fewer than five thousand members, and a staff of five) had only recently adopted the conservation of country houses as one of its purposes. Jim’s main duties were to help prepare a list of the houses deemed most worthy of preservation, to discuss this (with a view to obtaining tax concessions) with the government’s Department of Works, and to visit those owners who were potentially interested in future arrangements with the National Trust. He threw himself into his work (which carried an annual salary of £300) with almost religious fervour, and soon became adept at both assessing the merits of houses and charming their owners. Although few properties came into the Trust’s ownership at this period, Jim got to know such future donors as the Sackvilles of Knole, the Hoares of Stourhead, the Lucys of Charlecote and the Berwicks of Attingham. Together with his friends Robert Byron and Michael Rosse, he was also involved in founding the Georgian Group in 1937.

Jim adored literary society and longed to establish himself as a writer, but his literary talents, like other aspects of his personality, matured slowly. Before the war he worked on several books, including a novel and a biography of the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, but none of these got into print and little trace of them survives. When his diary begins in 1942, he seems to have been contemplating a study of the historian Thomas Carlyle and his wife Jane (whose London house had become a National Trust property) – but this too came to nothing, and it was not until 1947, when he was almost forty, that he published an original work, The Age of Adam.

In March 1938 Jim fell in love with Rick Stewart-Jones, a young conservationist working for the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. For the next eighteen months, they lived together (along with a bohemian collection of lodgers) in a large house in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, which Stewart-Jones had bought and was attempting to restore. During these months, Jim was also beguiled by two handsome young protégés of Harold Nicolson – James Pope-Hennessy, and the American Stuart Preston. And there were at least two further women he considered marrying, including Gabriel Herbert whose sister married Evelyn Waugh.

The outbreak of war in 1939 – which he regarded as a disaster for civilisation – brought a temporary end to Jim’s work for the National Trust, which suspended most of its activities. During the Phoney War he trained as an ambulance driver for the Red Cross. In the spring of 1940, when he was about to be called up for army service, Michael Rosse arranged for him to be commissioned into the Irish Guards, a largely Catholic regiment. Jim proved a ludicrously inept soldier: in Another Self, he claims to have marched a platoon over the White Cliffs during a bombing raid on Dover. Fortunately his competence in action was never tested, for in October 1940, while on leave from his training battalion, he was caught in a London bomb blast, sustaining injuries which rendered him unfit for service.

Jim spent the next year in military hospitals, suffering from a condition eventually diagnosed as Jacksonian epilepsy. As he returned to health the National Trust was returning to life, as desperate country house owners began to look to it for the future salvation of their currently requisitioned properties. Through the influence of his former boss Oliver, Viscount Esher, he was discharged from the army in October 1941 and returned to work for the Trust, now based at West Wycombe Park, Sir John Dashwood’s Palladian mansion in Buckinghamshire famous for its associations with the Hell Fire Club. It was there that Jim began his diary in January 1942.

These diaries speak abundantly for themselves; but one should bear in mind what they do not contain. With an eye on the future reader, Jim naturally concentrates on the more amusing aspects of life, such as visits to country houses and social gatherings, whereas his existence was largely taken up with the tedious grind of his job and the daily struggle against difficult wartime and post-war conditions, which are mentioned in passing. We seldom see him at his desk, though it was there that he probably spent most of his time, drafting letters and memoranda and, later, writing his books. He makes us aware of his romantic feelings for people of both sexes, but (in keeping with the conventions of the time) he hardly ever alludes to a sexual encounter, though there were undoubtedly many before his marriage. He says relatively little about either his health or his finances, although it is clear that both were a constant preoccupation.

It has sometimes been suggested (even by its admirers) that Jim’s diary reveals him to have been a snob, a socialite and a reactionary. How far are such claims justified? He was emphatically not a snob in the sense of looking up at the great and down on the humble. He admired the noble only when they behaved nobly; and he had been brought up to treat everyone the same, and show sympathy with the unfortunate. On the other hand, it is certainly true (and is indeed among the diary’s chief glories) that he was intrigued to meet the eminent, had a keen sense of social distinctions, and was quick to notice middle-class pretensions. In his own social life, he liked small gatherings of friends, but did not much enjoy large parties of strangers; diffident by nature, he tended on such occasions to be a quiet observer in the corner of the room. As for his political views, these come across as absurdly blimpish at some moments, surprisingly egalitarian at others. During the war, he joined a movement dedicated to promoting the ideal of world government; after 1945, his attitude towards Labour Britain was ambivalent. He writes much about the menace of socialism; yet in a typical entry of February 1948 he lambasts his own class and generation as ‘cliquey, dated, prejudiced, out of touch with the new world and preposterously exclusive – arrogant, arrogant, with few redeeming qualities of any kind’.

Having edited the four volumes of his 1940s diary, Jim destroyed the original manuscripts: all that survive are four handwritten foolscap pages from the summer of 1947, which (by kind permission of the Beinecke Library at Yale, where the bulk of his papers now reside) were used as endpapers to the original hardback edition of this volume. However, for the years 1946–9, a typescript exists which represents an intermediate stage between manuscript and publication; and the manuscript of 1953–4 is in the Beinecke. This material discloses various passages which Jim removed in order to spare the feelings of people who were then still alive. With a few exceptions, these people are now long dead; and where the excisions are interesting, I have restored them. This in particular alters the complexion of 1949, a year which ends with his decision to marry Alvilde. At her own request, passages were taken out which showed that, in love with her as he was, he had doubts about marriage. She predeceased him in 1994; and in the interests of a true record, I have put these passages back in. It was probably also for his wife’s sake that he removed the poignant account of his infatuation for a man met on a train on 10 April 1953, which fans will recognise as characteristic.

My main editorial task, however, apart from the drafting of footnotes (with which the original volumes were sparing), has been to reduce the diaries to less than a third of their original published length. In doing so I have not only made a selection of entries, but pruned and trimmed many of the individual entries themselves. I have allowed myself every liberty; but I conceal nothing, for the original volumes remain in print with Michael Russell, and may be consulted by scholars and indeed by all who feel inspired to read more.

For assistance of various kinds I am grateful to Mark Brockbank, Patric Dickinson, Sue Fox, Bruce Hunter, Jonathan Kooperstein, R. B. McDowell, Hugh Massingberd, Roland Philipps, the late Stuart Preston, Liz Robinson, Nick Robinson, John Russell, John Saumarez Smith, Tony Scotland, Caroline Westmore, and the staffs of the Beinecke Library, the London Library and the Oxford & Cambridge Club.

Michael Bloch
mab@jamesleesmilne.com
March 2006

For further information about James Lees-Milne’s life and work, visit the Official James Lees-Milne Website at www.jamesleesmilne.com
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