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Introduction

This volume of James Lees-Milne’s diaries – the third and last in the present series – is a chronicle of old age. It begins in 1984 when he was seventy-five years old. He was, to be sure, unusually energetic for his years – during 1982 and 1983 he had published no fewer than four books, and thought nothing of walking ten miles in an afternoon. However, just after this volume opens, Jim (as he was known) was diagnosed as suffering from prostate cancer; and although he recovered to live for another fourteen years, he was thenceforth permanently conscious of the process of decline. During the 1980s he was cared for by his formidable wife Alvilde, who was a year younger than himself; but in 1990 her own health began to break down, so that their roles were reversed and he was largely sacrificed to looking after her until her death in 1994, following which he lived on his own for the remaining four years of his life.

During these fourteen years, despite the constant struggle against deterioration and depression, Jim continued to lead a surprisingly active life. He kept up with numerous friends, old and new; he travelled extensively at home and abroad; and notwithstanding failing eyesight, he read voraciously. He also remained prolific as a writer: apart from a steady stream of journalism, he completed eleven books, all praised by the critics. These included two biographies, The Enigmatic Edwardian (1986) and The Bachelor Duke (1991); two architectural works, Some Cotswold Country Houses (1987) and Venetian Evenings (1988); a novel, The Fool of Love (1990); two volumes of memoirs, People and Places (1992) and Fourteen Friends (1996); and four volumes of diaries, one covering the years 1948–9, three the 1970s.

However, undoubtedly Jim’s greatest literary achievement was the inspired continuation of his diary right up to the month before his death, its final years being hailed by the critics as a masterpiece of the genre. Its varied subjects include country life, a writer’s lot, visits to country houses, meetings with friends (and reminiscences of them when they die), books read, works of art seen, moral and spiritual questions, the spirit of the times and memories of the past. His observations are always sharp; he is candid not just about others but about himself; his tone varies between the witty and the poignant. In a sense, it was Jim’s diary which kept him going during these struggling years. It was both a safety-valve, which enabled him to release his feelings about the matters which exercised him (though we are spared too many details about his health and melancholia), and a spur to leading an active life – even at moments when he least felt like attending a party, visiting a house, or having an encounter with royalty, the prospect of obtaining ‘copy’ for his journal helped him overcome his inertia.

As Jim spent much of his last years recalling the past and revisiting the scenes of his youth, a quick survey of his early life may be in order. He was born on 6 August 1908 at Wickhamford Manor, Worcestershire, where he rarely went in the twenty years following his mother’s death in 1962 but which he delighted in revisiting during his later years. He had difficult relationships with his parents, though he remembered them fondly towards the end of his life. He had an older sister and a younger brother, both of whom predeceased him (their deaths provoking much reminiscence). He was educated at Eton and Magdalen, to which he nostalgically returned in the 1990s. For thirty years, from 1936 to 1966, he was on the staff of the National Trust and played a leading role in its acquisition and arrangement of country houses, afterwards serving on its committees and regarding with some dismay its transformation from an easy-going association of gentlemanly idealists into a bureaucratic, populist institution. In later years, he revisited many of the houses he had ‘saved for the nation’, especially during 1991 and 1992 when he was working on his National Trust memoirs People and Places. From the 1940s to the 1960s, Jim also established a reputation as a writer of works of architectural history, which continued to be the subject of compliments (and occasional reprints) in the 1980s. A bachelor until his forties who had enjoyed many affairs with both men and women (all of which left lingering memories), in 1951 he married Alvilde Chaplin, an event recalled at the time of their ruby wedding in 1991.

Jim kept a diary during the 1940s which has been acclaimed as one of the great chronicles of the time and which forms the basis of the first volume in the present series. After 1949, however, he did not keep one again for any significant length of time until 1971 (and much of the sporadic diary he did keep during the intervening years he later destroyed). The main reason for this was his reluctance to record frankly the details of his marriage. Alvilde was a handsome and gifted woman who shared many of his interests and looked after him wonderfully; but she was exceedingly bossy and possessive. The fact that they were both predominantly homosexual, and conducted separate emotional lives alongside their marriage, did not always make for harmony. Jim’s feelings towards her were highly ambivalent, oscillating between deep devotion and extreme exasperation. The marriage went through a particularly dark passage between the late 1950s and mid 1960s, when they might have separated but for the fact that they found (in 1961) a house to live in which they both adored, Alderley Grange in the Cotswolds.

By the early 1970s they had achieved a satisfactory modus vivendi, and in the light of this, and also of the fact that he was now contemplating the publication of his 1940s journal, Jim recommenced his diary. The second volume in this series covers the years 1971 to 1983. Though living contentedly at Alderley, Jim and Alvilde were worried about the economic and social turmoil of the 1970s and feared that Britain might be engulfed by revolution. In 1974 these fears led them to leave Alderley. (This was another place associated with his past which, after an interval of two decades, Jim enjoyed revisiting during his last years.) At first they moved to a maisonette in Lansdown Crescent, Bath, where Jim lovingly restored a library which had been created by his hero William Beckford in the 1830s. But they found the premises too cramped for their needs, and the pocket-handkerchief garden gave little scope to Alvilde’s horticultural talents. At the end of 1975 they moved again, to Essex House (known to some of their friends as ‘Bisex House’), a delightful Queen Anne cottage on the Duke of Beaufort’s Badminton estate, Jim retaining the Bath library for his work.

By the time this volume begins, they had been living at Badminton for eight years. Though Jim frequently grumbled about life there, it was in fact an ideal environment for them. They made the house very comfortable and pretty, and Alvilde won some renown with her acre of garden. The Badminton estate was rather beautiful, very private, and run along splendidly old-fashioned lines. Many sympathetic people (including old friends) lived round about. The ‘goings-on’ in the village, the antics of their landlord, the hunting-obsessed 10th Duke of Beaufort (‘Master’), and the frequent visits of the Royal Family (the Queen being a first cousin once removed of the sweet but ‘vague’ Duchess), provided excellent material for Jim’s diary. One problem for them was that their relations with ‘Master’ were somewhat frosty, owing to their lack of interest in blood sports and the fact that their two whippets had been known to commit the ultimate sin of chasing foxes. However, in February 1984, just after this volume begins, ‘Master’ died, and David and Lady Caroline Somerset, friends of Jim and Alvilde who had encouraged their move to Badminton, became the new Duke and Duchess, a development which added a new dimension to the Lees-Milnes’ Badminton life.

Jim continued to ‘commute’ daily to his library in Bath, which gave him tranquillity for his writing and ‘space’ in his marriage. As 1984 began, he was involved in three substantial literary projects. (During the spring of that year, when he mistakenly believed himself to be dying, he had to think carefully about their priority in what he imagined to be his limited remaining time.) The most absorbing was a biography of Reginald (‘Regy’), 2nd Viscount Esher (1852–1930), the éminence grise who had exercised immense influence behind the scenes of Edwardian England while refusing all public positions and leading a secret homosexual life. Having been invited to write this by Regy’s grandson (whose father had once been Jim’s boss at the National Trust), he had already been working on it for two years and it would keep him busy for another two. Secondly, he was revising a novel he had been writing since 1980, about an aristocratic German prisoner-of-war in 1917 who seduces both an English schoolboy and the boy’s mother; he had difficulty finding a publisher for this and it would finally appear in 1990 under the publishing imprint of his great-nephew Nick Robinson. Thirdly, he still had to complete the publication of his 1940s diaries: this called for much thought as it included the year (1949) during which he had fallen in love with and undertaken to marry Alvilde. (In the event, the volume published in 1985 was sanitised by the removal of passages in which he expressed well-founded doubts about the marriage, though most of the excised material has been restored in the first volume of the present series.)

On the whole, Jim’s marriage to Alvilde was happy and fulfilling during the 1970s, but underwent some revival of tension during the early 1980s. For this I may have been inadvertently responsible; for I met Jim in 1979, when he was seventy and I twenty-five, and we became close friends for several years. Although the relationship was platonic, it made Alvilde intensely jealous, which in turn exasperated Jim. However, by 1984 the first rapture had passed, and as Jim faced the ordeal of cancer he drew close to his wife, a closeness which endured for the remaining ten years of their mutual lives. (Alvilde, who had written me poison-pen letters in the early 1980s, had become quite friendly by the end of the decade, contacting me on one occasion to say she was seriously worried that Jim had no subject for his next book and imploring me to help him find one.)

I did not see much of Jim in his last years and was slightly surprised when, on his death in December 1997 at the age of eighty-nine, I found that he had bequeathed to me (with certain exceptions) his papers and copyrights. By this time he had edited seven volumes of his diary for publication, taking his life up to 1979, the year we met, leaving me the unpublished remainder. This put me in a somewhat unusual position; but I duly edited the remainder in five further volumes which were published by John Murray between 2000 and 2005. The present volume draws from the last four of these, originally published under titles derived (in accordance with the tradition established by Jim) from ‘Kubla Khan’ – Holy Dread (2001), Beneath a Waning Moon (2003), Ceaseless Turmoil (2004) and The Milk of Paradise (2005). The present volume represents a second effort on my part of refining and cutting down, but I hope I have distilled the essence of this remarkable diary and covered all the main areas of Jim’s activity, interests and human relationships (except that I have removed all but a few of his accounts of foreign journeys). I have updated the footnotes and in a small number of cases restored passages or identifications which it was not possible to publish a few years ago.

The people who have helped me during the eight years which I have spent working on Jim’s diaries are too numerous to mention, but I must give special thanks here to Patric Dickinson, Sue Fox, Bruce Hunter, Jonathan Kooperstein, R. B. McDowell, Grant McIntyre, the late Hugh Massingberd, Roland Philipps, Gail Pirkis, Liz Robinson, Nick Robinson, Tony Scotland, Moray Watson and Caroline Westmore.

Michael Bloch
mab@jamesleesmilne.com
November 2007

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


1984



 

1984

Sunday, 1st January

The past two nights I have been experimenting with a new sleeping pill for which Pat Trevor-Roper1 gave me a prescription. No use whatever. Just as nasty and ineffectual as the others which Dr King2 has given me in recent years. Half-sleep, restlessness, semi-headache, the mind floating like jetsam in whirlpools of horror, no shore, no outstretched arm, inability to sleep or wake, an in-between existence of non-reality. This past night during in-between periods of wakefulness I thought I was dying. Was sure that never would I be able to do anything again, never write, never think sanely; that I would be a hulk until death, which was not far off. Now the strange thing is that while in bed, when relaxing, one feels one’s worst, utterly feeble, done for. On the contrary one should be feeling re-charged. Talked to Tony Powell3 about this at luncheon. He said he experienced exactly the same symptoms at night. Now I understand why most people die in their beds. This is the dangerous time when the body is most vulnerable, not when it is struggling to move itself about, is exerting every muscle and limb, on the move. It is stillness, relaxation that is the killer.

Saturday, 7th January

I find myself in curious sympathy with those awful women at Greenham Common.4 I can’t bear them of course – their methods and manners revolt me – yet I believe it is a great mistake our having American nuclear weapon sites on our soil. I think Britain should renounce nuclear weapons because they cost enormous sums of money and are absolutely useless. They cannot be used and their presence unused is a danger. On the other hand I believe we should arm with conventional weapons to the hilt. If another world war breaks out it will not begin with nuclear weapons. The only hope for preventing war is for a united West to have a preponderance of conventional weapons.

Wednesday, 11th January

Burnet [Pavitt]5 and Derek [Hill]6 dined with me at Brooks’s. Excellent food and claret for a change. Burnet said he was K. Clark’s7 best man at his second wedding, in a Catholic church. At the altar the priest handed him a silver plate on which to put the ring. B. fumbled to get the ring out of its little leather case, and put it on the dish. Both priest and K. looked at it. Then K. could contain himself no longer. He said, ‘Have you ever seen a more beautiful object? It is Coptic.’ ‘No, never,’ replied the priest, ‘and if you are interested in such things, what about the chasuble I am wearing? It is Puginesque.’ K. duly admired. All the while the bride was waiting with outstretched finger.

Saturday, 28th January

Spent last evening with John Harris8 who had come to the American Museum to inspect Ian [McCallum]’s9 proposals for a new gallery. Took him back to Landsdown Crescent and we dined in Bath. I told him he was a remarkable boy. ‘Boy?’ he said. ‘I am 53.’ He disclosed that he had a vast library of books about the First World War, having been close to an uncle who came through it, a sawyer by profession who became a shepherd on the Wiltshire Downs. John comes from Uxbridge, and returns there every year to give a lecture on architecture. Says there are still unspoilt villages on the edge of Heathrow Airport whose inhabitants’ lives are made intolerable by planes passing every minute over their ancient roofs. John is tracing his ancestry in parish registers and has got back to 1830. Descended from a line of craftsmen, bookbinders, upholsterers, joiners; yet he himself is no craftsman, except in words. Some of his forebears came from Henley. Is intrigued by the portrait of Lord Malmesbury in one of Reynolds’ Dilettante Society groups now at Brooks’s. This Lord M. exactly resembles himself, and John thinks there may be a connection de la main gauche, for the Malmesburys went to live at Park Place, Henley after the death of Marshal Conway, Horace Walpole’s friend. Curious how every historically-minded man wants to investigate his lineage and connect up with a figure or family that played a part in history, the more patrician the better. I like John and am glad to have had him alone again. His interests are wide. Sees no hope for the country house. Asked me what I thought. I said I had given up long ago. There was absolutely no future.

Wednesday, 1st February

To London for the night, staying with Eardley.10 Spent Wednesday in British Museum archives reading Esher11 papers. Not very exciting. In evening went to see John Betj[eman]12 at Radnor Walk. Worse than ever. Very tragic. Sitting in his chair like a sack, his head lolling to one side. Feeble13 went up, kissed him and said she would set him straight. Promptly the head fell to the other side. Did not recognise me. I left feeling very sad.

Sunday, 5th February

On return from lunching at Claverton, and walking the dogs in Park Piece, I was hailed by a shabby old man in a shabby car. It was Bill Llewellyn.14 I asked what he was doing here. He said, ‘I have been talking to Tom Gibson15 at the Vicarage. You know Master16 died today at twelve o’clock?’ Sally [Westminster]17 told A[lvilde] last night that she had had to bring him back from following hounds in the afternoon as he felt giddy. He had a very bad heart attack, suffering much pain until given morphia or equivalent. Bill had tried four times to convey to Mary [the Duchess] that Master was dead. All she said the fourth time was, ‘Do tell my father’ (who has been dead these fifty years), ‘I am sure he will be most interested.’ Last Sunday Master told the Vicar that when walking his dogs at dawn that morning he saw three foxes sitting on the graves of his father and grandfather. He had never seen any foxes so close to the church before. He has left directions that he is to be buried beside these two graves. The Dukes are always buried in this patch by the church, but I believe the Duchesses are buried separately at Little Badminton. So in death are the exalted divided.

Tuesday, 7th February

Curious what an effect the death has caused in this village. A muted silence in the streets these two days past. Much publicity in the local papers and on television. Cottage tenants expressing loyal appreciation – great gentleman, etc. They could hardly do otherwise. Yet one did say there were occasions when His Grace could be extremely angry, and they were fearsome. Vicar told A. that on Monday he arranged for the coffin to be taken into the church at a time when Mary was walking in the park with her dogs, accompanied by her nice old friend Tuppie, who is thought to have more influence over her than anyone else. On their return Mary must have sensed that something was happening, for she made for the church and walked in, Tuppie trying to stop her in vain. She went straight up to the coffin and demanded that the lid be opened. This was done. She bent over the face and gently kissed it. Turned away and walked straight out of the church without a word. But went into the kitchen and said to the cook, ‘I shall only want luncheon for Miss Tuppie and myself today. His Grace will be out.’ So no one yet knows whether she understands or not. Poor Caroline18 has been sent for. Discovered in Bangkok, half-way through her tour of Burma and Siam. She had a presentiment, and insisted on being called back if Master died. The Queen is coming to the service, which is very unusual. The Royals looked upon the old man as an uncle figure, like Mountbatten.19

Wednesday, 8th February

Second very stormy night. Did not sleep well. Honey20 was restless at the bottom of my bed because, I think, the hounds kept baying all night, and our dogs hate the hounds. Normally they never keep up continuous ‘singing’ (as it is called here) but sing for five minutes or so and then stop. Sally [Westminster] says that when she left Master on Saturday she walked her dog in Swangrove, and heard an owl hoot three times. Owls never hoot in the daytime. Another omen.

A. returned from London in time for luncheon. By two o’clock so many cars and people on foot were passing our gate for the church that we set out, although service not due to begin before three. Even so there was no room for us in the church. Were ushered into a large marquee on the lawn with an amplifier connected to the church. Marquee likewise jammed with people; everyone from the estate, the hunt, the county had turned up. The old Hornbys21 grumbling that they had not been let into the church. Nicole sent messages to the ushers that she was a close relation, and she and Michael (aet. 87) were given a pew. Charlie left behind told us that his mother was no relation at all, but always got her way. The service, hymns, prayers relayed to us in the marquee. Then, when the Committal about to begin, someone undid the flaps of the marquee, so we, sitting in the front row, had a good view of the cortège. Huge coffin trundled on wheels from the church door, draped with the Beaufort standard, fleur de lys, etc., very Plantagenet and medieval. Poor David [the heir], looking miserable, stood alone with Mary, tiny and bewildered in black. Did she realise what was happening? When coffin lowered into the grave they advanced, looked down, and he piloted her away. Followed by the Queen; Queen Mother, splendid in mink tippet down to the ground; Prince and Princess of Wales, he in black morning coat; Princess Anne and Phillips, Prince and Princess Michael, Princess Alexandra. The bearers of the coffin from its wheeled contraption to the graveside included our Peggy’s husband, Gerald,22 the chauffeur, gardeners. Leslie the butler carrying huge sheaf of irises, flunkeys and dailies following him. The three huntsmen in white breeches, blue and buff liveries, long, brightly polished riding boots, velvet caps, very impressive and handsome. Last Post played by bugler of the Gloucestershire Hussars. Caroline had difficulty keeping her floppy brown hat from blowing off. Icy cold wind. Flag over the house hanging at half-mast. Robust looking coffin – when family flag removed – of grey oak, cut from a tree on the estate sixty years ago for this very purpose, and kept in an attic of the house all these years. What makes people do this sort of thing? It will never be seen again and must rot and be eaten by worms.

Received very funny bad-taste postcard through the letter-box from Selina Hastings23 this afternoon: ‘I couldn’t help thinking of Honey and Folly when I read the paper yesterday. They must be very happy little dogs. Will they be having a party to celebrate? And will pheasant pâté or fox pie feature on the menu?’24 And Derry [Moore]25 who is staying two nights says the late Duke’s mistresses ought to have been parked, like nuns behind a grille, in the gallery of the church during the funeral – the Dowager Duchess of Norfolk,26 Sally Duchess of Westminster, Lady Glanusk,27 Lady Hindlip,28 Lady Cottesloe,29 et al., in order of precedence. How they would have hated each other.

Friday, 10th February

Daphne Moore30 jumped off her old bicycle in the village street to say, ‘Have you heard? The public have stolen all the wreath cards of the Royal Family, written in their own hands.’ Pretty ghoulish, I admit.

Went this evening to Dr King about my prostate. He examined and said it was swollen but he could not tell if worse than when he last examined. At all events I am to take a ‘specimen’ to the Royal United on Monday and have an X-ray. I have so many symptoms that I know it is worse than formerly. E[ardley] is having similar trouble, and if he is operated on may not be able to come with me to Ravello. Now it is possible I may not be able to go myself.

Friday, 24th February

Eardley’s operation went well. Small growth in early stages removed. Prospects are bright, so Mattei31 says.

Sunday, 4th March

Having motored A. to Heathrow to fly to France – Jagger’s32 garden again – I called for Ros[amond Lehmann]33 and took her to luncheon at the Garrick Club. Indifferent expensive meal, almost £20 for the two of us without wine. Ros says she is pleased with the film of The Weather in the Streets, which is generally considered not to do her novel justice. Then, having taken her home, went to Eardley in hospital. Was very shocked by his appearance. He was out of bed, in a chair, back to the window. A very old man, hollow-eyed, waxen white face, become small overnight, his teeth correspondingly too big for him, skeleton thin, not having eaten for a week, large hands tightly gripping the chair arms. Barely a smile elicited, and no interest in anything I had to impart. I felt most inadequate and believe my visit gave no pleasure, and possibly displeasure.

Wednesday, 7th March

Had a bit of a shock this afternoon. Was rung up yesterday by surgery telling me to see a specialist named Charlton in Bath. When I called on Dr King last night for the X-ray photographs of my bladder, etc., he murmured what I took to be, ‘The prostate is normal.’ I wondered what Charlton could tell me. A nice man, talking sensibly and candidly, or what seemed to be candidly. Examined prostate, then said Dress and let us have a talk. Then said, ‘Your prostate is abnormal’, which I suppose is what Dr King said to me last night. Charlton told me I must have an operation soon. I told him that I was booked to go to Ravello on 5 April, having on the strength of the report that my urine was negative bought an air ticket and booked a room at lovely Palumbo Hotel. He said it would be unwise to go, especially alone, as the prostate might blow up and the bladder refuse to pee, which would be awful. As I left I said casually, ‘I presume there is no growth, since you speak of an obstruction.’ He replied, ‘I don’t know. We shall have to see when we examine the tissues.’ Not a very nice piece of intelligence. My father died of cancer of the bladder at the age of 69. And, if all goes well, I shall not be able to work for four weeks at least. Damn!

What are my feelings? Of course dreading the worst. But not so shaken as I would have been twenty years ago, for I am approaching the natural term of my life. I don’t want poor darling A. to be worried and unhappy. I don’t want to leave her. But apart from abandoning her to wrestle alone, without very intimate friends and with that irresponsible and demanding Luke family,34 there is no one else but M[ichael Bloch]35 I regret leaving. And he being so young cannot miss me for long. One thing I dread, and that is recovering from this operation to be told I have got cancer, and dragging on, operation after operation, drug after drug, being a perfect nuisance to others and an abject misery to myself. In that event I would prefer to die under the anaesthetic. But I would like to finish Regy [Esher], my novel,36 and tidy up my remaining diaries. I have no other ambitions.

Saturday, 10th March

For some reason I am now feeling cheerful and resigned. Is it because my operation has been deferred for a week? And will the dread return? One’s reactions under a cloud are strange. Now if I were under a cloud of imminent disgrace, say about to appear in court for some discreditable misdemeanour which would bring distress to A., it would be far worse. After all, I am not disgraced by having a prostate operation. Am not telling friends because I don’t want sympathy or attention. Even so, I have told Eardley, because we are in the same boat, so to speak; Alex Moulton,37 as he has been clamouring for me to go motoring with him, and I could find no other excuse; and M., who telephoned from Paris yesterday asking the result of my X-rays. I have no secrets from him. But I don’t want even him to visit me in hospital; and I want no attentions except from A.

Sunday, 18th March

It is Sunday. I have taken the dogs for two long walks. I have lunched with the Loewensteins38 alone, because poor A. feeling unwell. I feel as well as I have felt for ages, better in fact, and yet this time tomorrow I shall be in the operating theatre preparing to meet my fate or Maker. I shall be ill for a month even if the operation goes as it should, without complications. I have written several loving letters to friends without mentioning impending op. Meanwhile I am very worried about Dick’s39 illness. Simon40 told me last night that they are waiting for him to recover from the move to hospital [in Cyprus] before scanning his liver to ascertain how deteriorated it is. I don’t like it.

Sunday, 25th March

Well, here I am, home again, being looked after angelically by A., and feeling fine. Strange experience. Woke up in intensive care, ministered to by succession of sweet nurses. Indeed I have never met with such an agglomeration of sheer goodness and kindness. Every nurse and sister was an angel to me, and I grew to love my surgeon Mr Charlton, a most sympathetic, intelligent and humane man. We had long talks when he visited me in my room. He wants to write the History of the Catheter. I advised him not to make it too surgical, and to search through diaries, such as Parson Woodforde’s,41 for references. He told me that a hundred years ago country doctors carried catheters in their hats and inserted them into their patients with a minimum of cleaning. In fact excessive sterilisation has lowered our resistance to diseases. He says bacteria take their revenge by being more cunning and persistent than formerly. That is why so many patients develop urinary infections after operations. The bacteria rush in hordes upon the victim, seeking the most unguarded approaches to the bastions from which the sterilisers have sought to exclude them. Charlton told me he did at least thirty operations per week and sometimes forty. Amazing. He cuts out the prostate with an inserted instrument which has a torch and microscope attached, so he can see what he is doing.

On Thursday morning, three days after operation, had my catheter removed. This was agony. Slept very little the previous night. At 6 the nurse did the work. I screamed. She sent for the sister who comforted me like a mother. When it was over I burst into tears. At 8 o’clock a clergyman in full canonicals entered the room. I had forgotten that the previous evening I had said I would like to take Communion. Was convinced he had come to give me extreme unction, and was highly alarmed. I said to this soulless stick of a man, ‘I have just been disembowelled and flayed. Will you read the lesson for St Barnabas Day?’ He looked astonished and said, ‘You can’t have been disembowelled. Just hold this prayer book and follow me. I won’t be long.’ Indeed he wasn’t, but I wept throughout, incapable of answering the responses. I thanked him and he asked if I was prepared to offer something. ‘Take £5 from my trouser pocket and be gone!’ I managed to say through my tears.

Wednesday, 28th March

Simon telephoned with grave news of poor Dick’s condition in Nicosia Hospital. The tests reveal that he has cancer secondaries on liver, and primaries on chest and throat. His case is hopeless, and one must hope that his future is as short and painless as possible. I feel sad, sad. Have tried to write poem about Dick, but cannot make progress. Poetry is evanescent and fugitive, will not be cajoled.

Friday, 30th March

Dined with the Somersets42 at the Cottage. Caroline told us that Hilda Murrell, A’s friend the old rose grower from Shrewsbury, had been murdered. Apparently she witnessed some young people burgling a neighbour’s house, so they grabbed her, stabbed her and dumped her in a ditch. There she was found two days later, having, so the doctors affirmed, died just a few hours before. So this old lady of 79 lay bleeding to death in a ditch for 48 hours. There is no limit to the enormities committed today. I believe civil war is not far distant, what with hooligans in London uniting to smash up the City and the miners inciting violence all over the country.43

David spoke to me about the library at Badminton. Asked if I considered it would be wrong to take away a length of morocco-bound books to allow them to put their modern library on the shelves. I said I thought it would be a sad mistake to scrap what is a complete and very beautiful library of calf-bound books. Advised that they should be treated like wallpaper. Rich portraits could be hung on silken cords and tassels over the books. The room needed deep, warm colours. Could not a modern library be made in a similar room upstairs? I think D. is worried about the responsibilities that have fallen on his shoulders. He has noticeably aged recently, though as handsome as ever. I shall do what I should have done long ago – read up and familiarise myself with the history of the Beaufort family and the architectural development of the house.

Tuesday, 10th April

[J.L.-M’s sister-in-law] Elaine telephoned from Cyprus just as we were going to look at a film on the telly. Poor thing, she was probably a little drunk and repeated herself. Said that Dick is no longer in pain, and talking cheerfully. He never refers to his condition. This so often the case with the dying, who do not care to face up to the inevitable, and believe that by some miracle they may recover. Towards the end of the talk she let fall that the doctors give him about ten days. I felt extremely sad and wrote him a difficult letter. What can one say? One cannot express a hope that he will be better soon, yet must not alarm. And jokes seem inopportune.

Sunday, 15th April

This morning Sybil Cholmondeley44 telephoned me from Houghton [Hall, Norfolk] to say she had found all Regy [Esher]’s letters to her brother Philip Sassoon.45 Says there are so many she cannot read through them, and is posting them all to me. I may do what I like with them, and she will trust me not to publish anything that contains indiscretions. Wondering what she meant by this, I asked her to be more particular. She said Esher was an incorrigible gossip and encouraged her brother to be another. After all, she said, Philip was private secretary to Douglas Haig and Lloyd George, and she would not like to have published any criticisms he may have put on paper about these chiefs, or Winston Churchill or Kitchener. I tried to convey to her that these people are now historical figures. She, being over 90, sees them as friends of hers who have recently died. I begged her to tell me frankly what it was about Esher she disliked, thinking she might imply, if not state categorically, that it was his homosexual tendencies. She explained, ‘He was such a busybody, such a gossip, such an intriguer. These things made him a sinister man.’

Tuesday, 17th April

To London yesterday, working in London Library. This morning I went to [the British Newspaper Library at] Colindale to consult old newspapers, rushing back to give Kenneth Rose46 luncheon at Brooks’s. Emerging from Piccadilly Circus station found St James’s Square cordoned off. At Brooks’s was told that the so-called diplomats in the Libyan People’s Bureau had opened fire on a harmless anti-Gaddafi47 demonstration, killing a poor little policewoman and injuring about ten others. All streets in area cleared of traffic and armed police on watch. Kenneth three-quarters of an hour late, having come on foot from Fleet Street. He talked too loudly and boastfully of his social and literary success. Was spiky about Rupert Hart-Davis,48 whose last vol. of Lyttelton letters I was carrying, because Rupert had written to say it would be absurd for him and his fellow judges to award the W. H. Smith Prize to Kenneth for his George V [1983] which had already been awarded three other prizes. Kenneth looking over my shoulder at more interesting eaters. While I was paying the bill, he ganged up with Nico Henderson,49 and Lords Jellicoe50 and Shackleton,51 and brought them to drink coffee. I didn’t mind beyond disappointment at having little opportunity to talk to K. He and Henderson and I walked towards London Library, I meaning to collect sack of books I left there yesterday. Police told us no one could enter St James’s Square. Tiresome because I need these books. It is horrifying that these savages should rake the streets with bullets from their embassy window, in our London. Bloody people. When they come out, I hope the assassins will be caught and tried, and the rest packed off. But Gaddafi has the effrontery to announce to the world that England has insulted his embassy officials and that our police did the shooting. Is it likely? The fiancé of the little policewoman killed is one of them.

Saturday, 21st April

This morning I went by appointment to see Mr Charlton, my specialist. I told him that my trouble was little better than before my operation; in one respect worse, in that there were times when I was suddenly taken short. He then said, ‘I am going to do another small operation on you. I am going to remove your testicles, because they are so nearly connected with your prostate. Your prostate was diseased, you know.’ So I, who have always averred that I never wanted to know, said without hesitation, ‘By which you mean that I had cancer of the prostate?’ ‘Yes,’ he said. To be told this, which I have always dreaded, was not the tremendous shock I expected. Charlton was wonderfully soothing and encouraging, assuring me that there was an 80 per cent chance of my living another five years or even more.52 The removal of my balls was precautionary, an alternative to treatment with female hormones. So brother Dick and I have both got cancer. How odd it seems. This draws me closer to Dick than ever. Unfortunately I cannot get in touch with them by telephone, and they have not rung me for a week.

When I got home darling A. greeted me. ‘Well, how did you get on?’ ‘He told me everything,’ I said. ‘I now know what I suppose you were told all along.’ ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I knew after your operation. I rang Charlton up this morning and he told me you were to have another operation. So I asked him what he would say if you asked him outright. He replied that he would tell you the truth.’ My one overpowering desire now is to be with A.

Monday, 23rd April

Two nights ago in bed, it being Good Friday, I read the last few chapters of St John’s Gospel. Was amazed by the number of references to himself as ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’, who during the Last Supper ‘lay with his head on Jesus’s breast’. And by his depreciation of St Peter, whose exploits on the water he seems to deride and whose slowness in running to the sepulchre is remarked upon. Should Jesus have had a favourite, if indeed he did and St John was not romancing? And do these chapters give credence to the Gay Brigade’s assertion that Jesus was homosexual?

Then I read the ultimate chapters of St Luke. Was deeply moved by the story of the two malefactors crucified on either side of Christ, one abusing him, the other rebuking the first one, saying they were both wicked men while Christ was a good man, and turning to Jesus and asking him to remember him, and Christ saying, ‘You will be with me this time next day in Paradise.’ Such compassion and humanity are rare in the Testaments. And as for St Peter and the denial of Christ before the cock crowed thrice, ending with the words, ‘He wept’, well, this always makes me weep.

Then read St Matthew’s account. Not so vivid as St Luke and St John. Much emphasis on events taking place ‘according to the prophets’, almost as if the Evangelists were determined to shape events to suit those maddening Old Testament prophecies. Jesus himself emphasises these coincidences. How conservative the Jews were.

Tuesday, 24th April

Tricia rang from Cyprus. Dick is sinking fast. She said he was not unconscious and was struggling to live. A strange circumstance is that Dick asked to see an Anglican priest; has done so twice, and derived much comfort from him. Dick, who never went to church and was, I imagined, thoroughly agnostic. How often this happens to the dying. K. Clark whom his agnostic friends scoffed at for being received by a Roman priest at the end. I believe it is the teaching of extreme youth, implanted into the infant mind, resurging in second childhood. Dick must have been thinking of the church services at Wickhamford [Manor, Worcestershire, their childhood home], at which he always fainted, we never knew whether genuinely or merely in order to be removed by the nurse. He was able to take in my last letter to him, and laughed at my description of walking round the corridors of the Bath Clinic with my tube and bottle concealed in a shopping bag. I find myself thinking of him most of the day, and feel part of me is draining away with him, as though we were twins. Yet we drifted apart in life, without a jot of mutual dislike, just through sheer difference of environment and interests, coupled with the fact that Elaine never let us have a moment together.

Thursday, 26th April

Last weekend was, apart from our worries, one of the nicest I can remember. Burnet [Pavitt] and Selina Hastings to stay. Selina enchanting. Went for a long walk with her talking about her book and the Mitfords.53 She is quick, amusing, a brilliant conversationalist, understanding, with all the virtues I so loved in Vita [Sackville-West].54 Yet she, like me, feels ill at ease among the high-brows, whose every sentence has a cerebral import, and who, she feels, are weighing every word one utters. Because I had on Saturday morning learnt about my cancer, I confided in Burnet, who is such an old friend and such a sympathetic one. He counselled me not to confide in anyone else. If I do, he or she will confide in his or her best friend, and so it will circulate. Besides, he says, compassionate though people may seem, the idea of a friend losing his balls is a subject for hilarity.

Friday, 27th April

After dining alone with Sally [Westminster] I reached home last night at 10.30. The telephone was ringing as I unlocked the door. Rebuffing the dogs who were giving me their usual ecstatic welcome I picked up the receiver. Tricia from Cyprus to announce that Dick had died at 10 o’clock their time, just as I was going in to dinner with Sally. For a time I was more concerned with the loss of the latch keys to my Bath flat. During my bath and in bed the true sadness dawned.

Saturday, 28th April

Motoring into town yesterday I found myself behind a small car in the back window of which was a printed label, ‘Flash your lights if you find me sexy’. I could only see the driver’s head. It did not make a sensational appeal. Now ten years ago I would have flashed for the fun of the adventure. Alas, I thought, I have a mere three days left in which I remain a man, and even so, the experience is out of the question.

M[ichael Bloch] came down at midday and spent the night with me here. A great joy to have him. A marvellous guest, and wanted to go for walks. We ambled, sat in the garden, and talked. Perfect spring weather. M. gave me admirable advice – to leave Regy for six months, once I have finished researches at the end of June. For remaining six months of year to concentrate on editing my diaries,55 by which writings I am now best known. He could never edit them; I alone can and must do this. It is just possible that within the six months period I may be able to continue my novel. All this if I am spared.

Monday, 30th April

At one o’clock went to the Bath Clinic again, exactly six weeks since my last operation. I was more fearful on this occasion. By the time I was given the pre-med prick in the behind, was in a silly state of nerves. Humiliating little ceremony in bathroom with sister shaving my pudenda. Experience of waking up in intensive care not agreeable. Brightly lit, bustling with people in white, much laughter and jokes, and other patients calling out. When one comes to, one wants calm and peace. This was hellish. ‘Nurse, nurse!’ I found myself calling, just for recognition, reassurance that I was alive, wanting a drink badly. Wanting to be away, wanting calm. Soon wheeled to my own room. Thank God.

Sunday, 13th May

Yesterday we lunched with Billy Henderson56 and Frank Tait.57 The latter called me out into the garden and asked me about my condition. He was very reassuring and agreed that my nice specialist Charlton was quite right to have done what he did rather than give me female hormones. Frank said they were given to Cecil Beaton,58 who in consequence developed breasts of enormous size and was extremely unhappy. Cecil refused to have his testicles removed, telling Frank he might want to have children one day, a desire his friends had never noticed before. In fact he had a horror of mutilation, of being physically incomplete. Don’t we all? I think the psychological pain is worse than the physical in this particular matter. Frank is a heavenly human being – superb cook, splendid doctor with reassuring manner, excellent raconteur, and abounding in understanding and sympathy.

A. and I walked with the dogs along the verge of the Fonthill lake. Most beautiful sunny afternoon, although bitter wind still. Two pairs of swans, lifting themselves out of the water, flying a few yards, beating the quiet surface with harsh strokes. Moorhens cackling. Ancient beeches with their feet in the water. Beckford59 may have planted them. Then out through the Palladian arch and past the giant ferns. What a beautiful, haunted place.

Wednesday, 16th May

On Monday A. drove me to the Bath Clinic. I was mightily depressed all morning, dreading the operation and ‘coming round’ process. Put on white smock shroud and lay on bier-bed, the lamb for slaughter. Charlton came with anaesthetist. Examined my poor person. He said there is no discharge, the whole thing is healing, and decided after all not to operate. I felt like the young Isaac snatched from the knife of Abraham. Fortunately no poor lamb took my sacrificial place.

None the less my bleeding still persists. Can it be that the wound just hasn’t healed after more than a fortnight, as Charlton maintains? Or is it haemorrhage which is associated with cancer? Am I being deceived? I cannot trust anyone, and don’t know that I want to be undeceived. At moments I have awful forebodings that my life expectation is a matter of months, and I ought to drop Regy entirely to concentrate on tidying diaries.

Wednesday, 23rd May

John Betj[eman] died in his sleep at the end of last week. Funeral Tuesday at midday. I telephoned Feeble in Cornwall, where J. died, and she said she would like me to attend. So I went by train on Monday and stayed with the dear Trinicks60 at Lanhydrock. Marvellous day of early summer, the spring freshness just gone. The stretch of riviera coast after Exeter and Powderham is exceptionally beautiful. Train chugs through short tunnels. On the right high honeycombed cliffs of soft sandstone, weird lunar shapes, but warm, apricot colour. Wild flowers powdering the slopes of the grassy intervals, the moving train making the focus muzzy.

But the funeral yesterday was in driving rain. Hired a taxi to Trebetherick. Arrived about 11.20, meaning to call on Elizabeth and leave my suitcase at the cottage, but we met them on the road. I offered to give them a lift. But E. said you can’t drive, only walk. So I dismissed taxi, got out and carried suitcase. Mercifully had put on galoshes in the car, and had my flimsy plastic mac. Even so, after ¾ mile walk across open field to little St Enodoch Church, with low spire, got soaked. Had to shut umbrella which threatened to blow inside out. Plunged into tiny church, dark as pitch save for a few oil lamps and candles. Was put into a two-seater pew next to Jock Murray,61 who whispered throughout. In front of us Penelope [Betjeman] and Billa [Harrod].62 Church by no means full. Reserved for family, a few intimate friends and some neighbours. The battery of wind and rain somewhat distracted concentration, yet added to the drama. Paul Betjeman read the lesson. He could barely see and had to take the Bible to the only non-stained window pane for light. We stood in the porch while John’s coffin was carried by bearers across the field and lowered into grave beside the lych-gate. Struggled back across field with Anne Tree63 to Elizabeth’s and John’s cottage where a fire burning. Given toast with cottage cheese and a glass of whisky. The others went to a neighbouring house for luncheon with Penelope whom I did not see to talk to, only embraced silently after the cortège had followed the coffin to the graveyard, to Nunc Dimittis.

Horrid journey back in uncomfortable old-fashioned carriage, changing at Bristol. Darling A. arrived back from the Chelsea Flower Show and gave me dinner. Anyway I paid my respects to the best man who ever lived and the most lovable. Have written to the two widows – difficult. The poignancy of sitting on John’s little death bed with Archie the teddy bear and Jumbo the elephant propped against the pillow.

Saturday, 26th May

On Wednesday Alex Moulton called for me in his beautiful brown Rolls-Royce and whisked me off to Liverpool. I was tired by my excursion to Cornwall, and this expedition has also tired me. We stayed at the Adelphi, great hotel of Edwardian era, splendour and riches of Liverpool, White Star and Cunard glories. Liverpool now terribly down-at-heel. Rubbish litters the streets, old Georgian terraces being pulled or just falling down, walls disfigured by subversive words. We dined with Larry Rathbone and wife,64 nice, tall, straight, grey-haired lady whom he snubs aggressively. Largish uneven house with many good pictures bought for Larry by Eardley, taste non-existent otherwise. Alex very successful, talking to Larry about Liverpool conditions, which are hopeless at present, the city being bankrupt. They warned us that no one ever walked the streets after dark. Indeed Larry summoned a taxi which, we later learned, had arrived and driven away because the driver had not dared leave the cab to look for and pull the bell.

I spent next morning at the University Library looking through some 160 letters to Regy. Found nothing much of interest except several photographs of correspondents attached to letters. Visited the R.C. Cathedral which I think little of. Gimmicky. Of concrete, which has of course weathered atrociously, iron rust streaks. The prominent lantern with too-flimsy skimpy finials. Inside cheerless in spite of large circular nave and high lantern and splodges of ugly glass. On the other hand the Anglican Cathedral by Giles Gilbert Scott really is a masterpiece. Quite traditional of course, foundation stone laid in 1904 by Edward VII, 50 years or more construction, but all of a piece. Alex much moved, as was I.

Stayed that night at Southport, charming Edwardian resort for the proletariat, in Prince of Wales Hotel, cosy and old-fashioned. Next day we visited Walker Art Gallery and Lady Lever Gallery, filled with first-rate furniture and many pictures known since childhood, such as The Scapegoat by Holman Hunt. Greatly impressed by Port Sunlight village layout. Houses carefully grouped round grass lawns. Cottages of half-timber, with parget-work dated 1892, pebble-dash, oriels, bow windows, arts and craftsy wood carving and barge-boards, tile-hanging, casement windows – a museum of pre-1914 style and quality.

Sunday, 27th May

The Nicholas Ridleys65 lunched. She, the second wife (the first, Clayre, is a pearl but was driven away by N’s infidelities), is a chirpy little trout, very agreeable. Nicholas was, when he first joined the Executive Committee of the N.T., the most beautiful young man imaginable. I remember how on his entry to the board room for the first time all heads swivelled in his direction, and Gerry Wellington66 nearly fainted. Now he is a middle-aged parliamentarian and Minister of Transport. (We should have known, but had to ask.) He has little charm. I had a short abortive conversation with him after luncheon on the sofa. I asked if he was worried by the Gulf troubles. He said in that airy stiff-upper-lip manner, ‘Not at all. We have our own North Sea Oil.’ But, I said, we are told that is our chief export, that we keep none for ourselves. He said we get enough to supply our needs. On the subject of conservation he deprecated the scare-mongers, meaning me. I remarked that these days there were no frogs, no butterflies. He said he had many in his garden. Yes, I laughed ironically, but you are too young to remember that fifty years ago the country swarmed with them. Besides, butterflies come in the late summer and are all poisoned by pesticides, like birds. He retorted that many birds throve on pesticides. The falcon has increased in numbers. Yes, said I, but this year no one in these parts has heard a single cuckoo. But there are more buntings, he said. I gave up.

Thursday, 14th June

A. and I drive to London. Appalling traffic jams, London awash with tourists and congestion. To buffet luncheon given by Faber & Faber for this autumn’s paperback authors of which I am one, my three diary volumes and Another Self67 being published in August. I take minimum interest in such an event, but am pleased with the jacket designs. I think Faber’s a charming old-fashioned publisher, as Chatto’s used to be and Murray’s still is.

Joined M. at his new flat in Strathearn Place. He has done it charmingly, with beautifully made double bookcases of mahogany, looking glasses under central pediments, completely covering facing walls of sitting room. He has bought from junk auctioneers a splendid writing table of immense size, c. 1900. Sumptuous little bathroom in mahogany and brass. All very cosy and autumnal. I am very impressed that M. who has little visual sense is making such an attractive bachelor nest. He gave me a painting on hardboard dated 1913 of a whippet sitting in a wicker chair. Enchanting. Said it reminded him of Folly, which it does. We dined happily. All is well with him, his second book finished, thank God.

Monday, 18th June

A. and I went to supper with Penelope [Betjeman] at Blacklands [Wiltshire], Candida and Rupert Lycett Green68 being away. Lovely midsummer eve. Plunged off horrid main road on the edge of Calne into drive. A tunnel of lush trees, opening into a park of long corn and hay in process of mowing, with vast, spreading chestnut trees like tea cosies. Smell of amber hay strong and sweet. Long shadows. The large Georgian block serene in evening light, front door open with view onto garden side beyond. Wide river softly flowing just below house to a cascade. Garden a dream. Penelope is a stalwart character. Less nonsense about her than anyone I have known in a long life. Cares nothing about clothes or appearances. Like a wizened old apple. Only thing that worried me was her sunken eyes. She talked much about John and their life together in the old days. Said that I was the first person to mention John’s existence to her, when I told her that I had met a real poet. She later met him through sending an article for publication to the Architectural Review. Strange that he should have a memorial service in Westminster Abbey, when one thought of her parents’ disapproval of her marriage to ‘that middle-class Dutchman’. She has made a démarche to Elizabeth [Cavendish] who has replied that she cannot bring herself to meet P. for at least a year. Sounds so unlike dear Feeble. We ate in a summer-house, one granddaughter present. P.recalled her ‘wedding’ to Johnnie Churchill69 in the Wytham Woods.70 I was to be the priest, but they could not find me. P. believes that, had I been found and ‘married’ them – I was with Desmond [Parsons]71 and John Sutro72 – it would have been valid, for the sacrament of marriage is sealed by the consent of the parties. Said that John had been a Quaker before going to Oxford, and became an Anglo-Catholic with Billy Clonmore.73 Would never reconcile himself to the Romans, which was the principal undoing of their marriage.74 A. and I sipped white wine, P. water, while the shadows lengthened, the swans roused themselves on the water and the blackbirds raised their voices. Across the water the Downs and the White Horse. Two steel pylons on the summit actually enhance the view. A nice untidy house full of children. P. told us that she plans to retire to a hotel at Llandrindod Wells, run by nuns.

Saturday, 30th June

I had a bad scare staying at Brooks’s on the 26th. Thought I was having a haemorrhage. Was up four or five times in the night, and nearly chucked N.T. Arts Panel tour next day. It passed. Two days at Belton [House, Lincolnshire] and Calke Abbey [Derbyshire]. Too many staff present, about 30 to 6 of Panel. Stayed one night in hotel in Southwell, and visited the Minster. Very large, purest Romanesque, impressive. Myles Hildyard75 showed me the house on the edge of the town where Byron lived before he inherited, the little lame boy with his mother. Nice, unspoilt late Georgian house.

Attended John Betjeman’s memorial service in Westminster Abbey. We were given best possible seats, 2 stalls in choir, though A. alas unable to come owing to sprained wrist. I sat next to Michael Tree. I think he wept, and I certainly did at times. Before service opened we listened to John’s favourite tunes, In a Monastery Garden, other Elgar, and school songs he loved. Immensely long procession of 25 to 30 clergymen I would guess, dear old Gerard Irvine76 prancing among them, followed by Archbishop of Canterbury77 in white mitre. Feeble to whom I blew a kiss was lunching with him afterwards. Billa shocked that he should entertain, as she put it, ‘not the widow but the concubine’. The Prince of Wales read the first lesson beautifully, strong, good voice, slowly, pausing in the right places. Jock Murray read the second, equally well until the last sentence when he was so moved that he could barely get out the words. Apposite somehow, and touching. I congratulated him when we left, and he said, ‘By Jove, I barely made it.’ I thought how amazed J.B. would have been, when I first knew him fifty years ago, at this national hero’s apotheosis. Harry Williamson’s78 tribute was excellent and paid oblique tribute to Feeble’s thirty years of friendship and nursing. The Abbey packed with close friends and unknown admirers. Special prayers written for John. Much emphasis on the love he inspired. Moving and magnificent ceremony.

When I got to Badminton, there was Rupert Loewenstein with Mick Jagger. A nice little man, unassuming. He had been looking at schools for his daughter. Dressed very soberly, as a parent should. He is tiny. Fresh, youthful face. Figure not good. Too thin and chest hollow. Proffers the fingers to shake hand. No firm grip.

Thursday, 5th July

A miracle has happened. My discharge has ended. I really seem to be better, and feel renewed in strength. I wrote to M. in Paris, where he is editing the Duchess of Windsor’s letters, that I feel I am walking on the edge of a precipice, but intend to look inland rather than out to sea and hope for the best. I have put Regy temporarily aside, having finished the research and returned the papers to Churchill College. In the fear that I had not long to live, I started editing my diaries for 1948–9 in the last week of June. They are a mess, but I can make something of them. The fact that the thoughts and events of those days are recorded at all is what matters. I have already got to July 1949. To type them up will take several weeks. And I still want to finish my ‘German’ novel. Meanwhile I have agreed to write two reviews, each of three books, for Country Life. Foolish in view of the amount of work I have in hand, but good practice which will keep the hand and eye in tune.

Sunday, 8th July

We are enjoying a heat wave, tempered with usual anxieties about shortage of water. A’s garden embaumé with roses and honeysuckle, arbutus, clematis, lilies. Never so full and luscious as now. There is a wild convolvulus out at the moment, with a snow white trumpet as virginal and almost as large as that of the arum lily, and yet we take it for granted and scarcely observe it. Yellow stonecrop makes a wonderful curry-coloured cushion along the tops of the remaining stone walls. The lime tree flowers smelling more strongly than usual, due to this exceptionally sunny summer. My divine blue Geranium praetense along the verges, which the brutes have scythed before they have seeded. Will there be any next year?

To Communion this morning at the big church. Eight women and three men, all middle class. Never the proletariat, who presumably know a thing or two and are not going to be bothered with all this nonsense. And do the middle classes go to church for prestigious reasons? I don’t think so. It is because they speculate, wonder, want something beyond the mundane. Also because they are patriotic, traditionalist, law abiding, decent.

Monday, 9th July

Today I motored to Wellington College to see the Master, David Newsome.79 Such a nice man. We were at once on Christian name terms. Even so, I find it shy-making to be with a headmaster, although he must be twenty years my junior. He generously gave me extracts from A. C. Benson’s journals referring to Esher. Benson clearly did not much like Esher, but his comments are interesting, coming from a contemporary. We lunched at a pub near the College, for it was the end of term. Talked about romantic friendships between Victorian boys. He told me that the ‘mores’ of the boys changed with each generation. Whereas twenty-five years ago Wellington boys thought it chic to be queer, and boasted of their prowess, true or untrue, today it was an unmentionable subject. Any boy suspected of being so was the victim of taunts. We agreed that we both disliked Oscar Browning who was lecherous, and liked William Cory who was romantic.80

Friday, 13th July

Walking my dogs on Bath golf course I came upon a man with six whippets on leads. He told me he was retired and determined not to become a crock. He said, ‘I have two doctors, my left leg and my right. I walk every day for miles.’

Sunday, 22nd July

Staying at Chatsworth [Derbyshire]. An enjoyable weekend, as nearly always here. At one of our meals, A. said to Andrew [Devonshire],81 ‘It must be a huge satisfaction to know what you have done for Chatsworth and see the huge numbers of visitors to whom you have given pleasure’, pointing to the public outside the window. ‘Yes,’ he replied with a sigh, ‘I love to see them here, but wish it could be for free.’ At any rate he is not ashamed to express his delight in getting £20 million for a few drawings at Christie’s. At church this morning the vicar gave an admirable sermon. His argument was that it is not merely through words that we reach God, but also through the senses, touch, feeling, smell, taste. In the graveyard Debo took us to look at the Cavendish tombs. She said in her most casual manner, ‘Here are two gravestones of my babies. There ought to be a third, I wonder where it can be.’ No one else would refer to such things in this way, even if she realised her guests had already noticed them.

Thursday, 2nd August

Real gardeners, like A., don’t need to see plants and flowers in bloom in order to appreciate the quality of a strange garden. They are like real musicians who don’t need to hear a symphony, but can judge it by the score. I don’t mean that a gardener does not prefer to see a garden in bloom, or a musical person to hear a symphony performed; but they can do without. Now to me, such a thing is inconceivable.

Saturday, 4th August

A. and I drove to Northamptonshire to stay one night with Gervase Jackson-Stops.82 Met Gervase with Sachie [Sitwell]83 at Weston at midday. Sachie surprisingly well and cheerful. Only his memory is bad. Full of chaff and enjoyed being told stories and telling his own. The same adorable chortle and screwing up of his dear face. Francis84 and his charming wife now live in part of the house, an admirable arrangement. We three went on to Canons Ashby to see what the N.T. and Gervase in particular have done. It is a miracle of restoration. Three years ago the house was nearly ruinous and empty of furniture. Of course the garden is still bare and new, but the romantic house I knew in the 1930s is there to emerge with the years. A wonderful achievement.

The other great achievement is G’s Menagerie at Horton, which I first saw with Robert Byron85 who would have bought and restored it had he survived the war. But poor Robert would not have done such a splendid job as G., whose knowledge and taste are without parallel. The great room a marvel, re-stuccoed out of nothing, for more than half had been destroyed by vandals and cattle.

Wednesday, 29th August

Today being my mother’s 100th birthday, were she alive, I decided to do something to celebrate the occasion. So I wrote to the Vicar of Badsey and Wickhamford asking if he would give me Communion in the Church. He replied charmingly that he would be delighted to do so. This was arranged a month ago. So I duly motored over and arrived before 11.30. Walked down the familiar steps into the dear church. The Vicar already there. As charming as his letter had been. He said, ‘I expect you would prefer the 1661 version.’ ‘I would indeed.’ ‘Where would you feel most at home?’ Pointing to our old pew, I said, ‘I would feel most at home here but as the congregation consists of me only, perhaps I had better be in the Chancel.’ Indeed, from the box pew I could not have seen him. Very uncomfortably I perched on a tall upright oak chair in the Chancel, and kneeling on a hassock had nothing to lean against. Got very hot and exhausted from the effort. But it was a lovely experience kneeling before those divine Sandys tombs. I brought with me Mama’s silver and tortoiseshell prayer book, which belonged to her grandmother, the print of which was so small and the wording of the liturgy, in spite of it being 1661, different in many respects. It must be over fifty years since I last took Communion at these rails, an extraordinary thought.86 Mama would have smiled, did she know that I was doing this in remembrance of her.87 After the little service the charming Vicar told me that a great discovery had been made. The Charles II arms under the Doom turn out not to be Charles II in spite of the date, added later, but James II. In view of that monarch’s short reign and being a papist, this is very rare. There are only five others known in the whole country. The whole thing is to be restored and, I suspect, touched up. I gave Vicar a cheque for £100 for the church, my favourite church in this wide world.

Then the Vicar took me to the Manor for he had forewarned the present owners, a pleasant young couple called Ryan-Bell.88 House well cared-for and less gloomy than when I last visited. Garden much deteriorated. Pond choked.

Friday 14th September

M. breakfasted with me at Brooks’s. He gave me his typescript of the Duchess of Windsor’s letters to read and I gave him typescript of my 1948–9 diaries. Then to the National Trust to talk to half a dozen charming young people who are acting in a play for teenagers on the acquisition of Blickling [Norfolk] by the N.T. in 1941. I am apparently the only person left who remembers Lord Lothian,89 Matheson90 and the place in pre-war days. I was struck by their profound naivety and ignorance. But they were charming and thanked me profusely when I left them to lunch at the Travellers with Hugh Montgomery-Massingberd.91 I like Hugh very much. Such a nice, gentle, harassed, hesitant man. Has two wives and two children to support, and little money. Adores Gunby [Lincolnshire],92 longs to live there in retirement if he can afford it. Hugh’s lack of self-assertiveness may explain the occasional aggressiveness in his writing. We agreed that in writing the devil gets into one at times.

Wednesday, 26th September

To London for the day. A lovely day of golden sun. I walked to M’s flat and drank coffee with him. We discussed whether to remove certain passages in my diaries which may embarrass my friends. His view is that I have already caused so much offence in the first three volumes that I might as well continue in the fourth. Walked to Heraldry Today in Beauchamp Place to collect Ruvigny’s European Peerage, which costs £40 and weighs a ton. Then to Brooks’s where Eardley was waiting for me. We lunched upstairs and although we both expressed pleasure at seeing one another our meeting was not a success. I suppose old friends get bored with one another if they do not meet often. Then I walked to Westminster Hospital to see Norah Smallwood93 in her ward. Very distressing. She lay with her eyes closed, mind wandering, holding my hand throughout visit. Is maddened by the noise of the ward, lies awake at night in great torment and misery. I left her feeling wretched.

Tuesday, 16th October

Stayed last night with J[ohn] K[enworthy]-B[rowne]94 in Hollywood Road. We dined agreeably alone at Brooks’s. He is a faithful, affectionate friend. This morning to Archie Aberdeen’s95 memorial service at St Margaret’s, Westminster. A beautiful service. Church quite full. Service of Thanksgiving is a new term which I don’t much like. It is a euphemism, a cowardly term, a not-facing-up to grief. We must all be cheery instead. I don’t feel cheerful when my old friends like Archie are dead. Indeed, in an excellent address given, somewhat to my surprise, by Lord Hailsham,96 he said one should never be ashamed of shedding tears. And he quoted the shortest sentence in the Gospels: ‘Jesus wept.’ He said he was some sort of relation and remembered Archie as a child some seven years younger than himself, for Archie was younger than me. Archie’s brother, the new Marquess, read one of the lessons, and his sister, Lady Jessamine Harmsworth, sang a most moving anthem to the words of S. S. Wesley, ‘Lead me Lord in thy righteousness. Make thy ways plain.’ She has a fine contralto voice and did it well. Both she and the brother are plain and resemble Archie, the brother’s voice exactly like Archie’s without the affectation.

Wednesday, 24th October

We went to London for Christina Foyle’s97 dinner to celebrate 80th anniversary of the firm’s foundation by her father. I changed into black tie at the Berkeleys’98 where A. was staying. Although she had ordered a car it did not turn up. In panic we hailed a cab and drove to the Dorchester. Pelting rain and Mitterand’s99 visit combined to cause terrible traffic jams. We arrived half an hour late. Found Miss Foyle waiting by herself in ante-room, the hundred or so guests already seated at tables in the Orchid Room. I was dishevelled and fussed, the sort of anxiety that takes years off my life. We were both seated at Table 1, and to my intense surprise I found myself placed on Christina’s right. Felt honoured but perplexed, for at our table were Lord Balogh,100 Sir Arthur Bryant,101 wife of Harold Wilson.102 Witty speech by broadcasting man, forget name. Christina Foyle replied fearlessly in a rather sweet little baby voice, but running her words into each other. No punctuation. She is very sweet to talk to. Can’t converse, but talks agreeably. She has that milky royal complexion and very good teeth. A nice woman. I like her. At the conclusion she gave everyone a present of her commonplace book, which I see is for sale at £10. A. loved Sir Arthur. I spoke to him for a minute after dinner and he remembers Regy. Told me he was a man whom one could not much like. But he had humility, and great wisdom. His influence upon Edward VII immense and beneficial. He said we must pay him a visit, which we propose to do. The reverberating noise of voices made hearing impossible.

Thursday, 25th October

The French visit has made London very jittery. Police cars with screaming klaxons force their way through traffic. Papers full of idiotic behaviour of Mitterand’s French bodyguard planting unfused explosives in the French Embassy to test English security precautions. Our sniffer dogs of course detected them and we are furious at the impertinence of the French. The press considers it insulting after the Brighton incident, the horror waves of which have not yet died down.103

The Berkeleys gave us dinner before we went to Embassy in their car driven by the dotty French chauffeur George. Ghastly party as I feared. A wooden aircraft hanger erected in garden approached by fabricated passages dotted with Calor gas stoves. We did not even enter Embassy building. From 10.10 to 11.45 we stood in this stark hut, hung with two tapestries it is true, but no seats. Champagne which I hate, served with petits fours. First on one leg, then the other. Noise excruciating like waves of the sea or continuous clapping of hands. Hardly a soul we knew. Lost A. at one time and set off on a tour round the room. Decided this was a foretaste of hell, looking for Alvilde and never finding her. Then on leaving we could not find George or the Berkeleys’ car. Wandered in the cold (mercifully no rain) up Millionaire’s Row, lined with police and detectives.

Today Mitterand visited the office where Clarissa [Luke] works, which was once the headquarters of General de Gaulle. One of his French bodyguard hearing her speak French offered her an invitation to tonight’s party. C. did not use it but might have been a terrorist. I told A. she ought to write to the Margeries about this extraordinary incident.

Queen came down the steps of the Embassy into the garden hanger, wearing the most beautiful tiara ever seen. At night she looks her splendid best. Was wearing orange sash, some Frog decoration I suppose. She said to A., ‘You live in Badminton, don’t you?’

Arthur Bryant said to A. that, in his writing, his rule was to cut out every unnecessary word ruthlessly, and go over and over what he has written. An octogenarian, he says he writes today for the semi-educated young. I don’t. I write for people like myself, middlebrows and literates.

Wednesday, 31st October

At the end of June I returned to Churchill College the papers they lent me, kept in the back room at Bath. I put aside Reginald, Viscount Esher, intending the break to last until the end of the year. Whereupon I edited for publication, either by me or by M. after my demise, my diaries for 1948–9, and also wrote the third part of my novel begun over two years ago and left unfinished. Whether either book will be published remains to be seen, but I am taking them to Bruce Hunter104 in London on 7 November. I have also written an article of 1,200 words for the American Architectural Digest for which I am being paid a fee of $1,500. So I am two months in advance, and shall begin writing my biography of Regy tomorrow, All Saints’ Day. May it be a propitious festival. The task daunts me, and I wonder if I shall remain well enough for long enough to complete it, and compos mentis.

Sunday, 11th November

In the afternoon, A. and I drove to Salisbury to have tea with Sir Arthur Bryant. This delightful old man lives in Miles House, the large early Georgian house in the Close which we looked at years ago. Beautiful but too large; yet ideal otherwise, for one front has outstanding view of Cathedral, and the other a long, narrow garden leading to the river. Fine steep staircase. Lovely library of tunnel shape, like mine, but more beautiful being circa 1720. Lovely furniture and pictures. Delicious tea provided by housekeeper, with chocolate cake, scones, etc. We talked of links with the past. He pointed to a portrait of a young man in Oxford mortarboard, as it might be by Reynolds, name Shakerly, date of birth on label 1767. Sir Arthur told us this was an ancestor of his wife and that, when he first married, he met an old man on the Shakerly estate who actually remembered this man.

Sir A. has a profound belief in the ultimate recovery of the British people. Indolence is their besetting sin. I said that I doubted if the sterling British virtues could survive, given the percentage of people who were of recent immigrant stock. He said the only way to preserve these virtues was by encouraging miscegenation. They were not inherited but transmitted. The do-gooders were doing much evil in not making coloured people integrate but providing them instead with their own schools, housing estates, etc. They should not be kept in ghettos.

He asked us pointedly if we read his books. A. admitted that she hadn’t, and naughtily turned to me to ask if I had. I said hesitantly, I fear not convincingly, that I had read his trilogy on Pepys, which I have in fact only skimmed. He gave us a copy of Set in a Silver Sea. Agreeable interlude. Charming and wise old man. He spoke again of Regy Esher, but said he had never met him personally. Asked if he had been homosexual, but did not pursue the matter.

When we left, the Cathedral was floodlit, and seen sideways was the most beautiful spectacle ever beheld.

Tuesday, 13th November

M. telephoned this morning that Charles Orwin105 has been offered a job in Singapore, which he (Charles) regards as a hell-on-earth but where he wants to join his Chinese friend. When dining with me last Wednesday, Charles spoke to me of this friend. I cautioned him that passion generally endures for seven years, and thereafter attachment is dependent on mutual interests. He quite rightly paid no attention. I am sorry for M. and indeed for myself for Charles is a delightful young man. I wish him well, but wonder if I shall live to see him returned home, desperately seeking another job in his late thirties.

Thursday, 22nd November

Hugh Massingberd has written such a vitriolic review of Peter Coats’106 admittedly rather ghastly new book that I am wondering whether I ought to stop Bruce Hunter submitting my diaries to a publisher. It would kill me to receive such a review.

Tuesday, 27th November

David and Caroline dined alone here. When telling us of the progress of the works in the big house and mentioning the lift he is putting in, David went out of his way to stress that he was making no structural alterations. He seems to think I am critical of what he does or doesn’t do conservation-wise, but I try not to criticise, and don’t really care that much anyway. I did however venture to show him a photograph in Green’s book on Grinling Gibbons107 of the 1st Duke’s monument, and pointed out two attendant classical figures which Master removed, asking him why Master had done this. He said because it was not safe, not because Master didn’t like them, as he noticed nothing. He agreed he ought to put them back but was fairly indifferent himself.

David told us that his solicitor had come upon files of papers concerning Mary [Duchess of Beaufort]’s having set detectives on Master’s tracks when he was in love with [Lavinia] Duchess of Norfolk. On one occasion the detective hid in a cupboard in the very room where they went to bed. All evidence carefully documented. The solicitor said to David, ‘Of course I destroyed them all, as you would have wanted me to do.’ In fact David would have wanted nothing of the kind. Would have been interested to look through them. But what a devilish thing on the part of the old Duchess [of Beaufort]. She now in her dottiness has turned against Master and tells those she sees that he has left her and run away with the Duchess of Norfolk. That was the affair which touched her most deeply.

Saturday, 1st December

My impotence has altered my character. It has made me judge all human motives and actions objectively. Is it a virtue, I ask myself? Or does virtue lie in potency with restraint? Wilde said virtue was the absence of temptation. Certainly the total absence of lust enables one to love without ulterior motives. But alas, the revelation of how few people one does love under such circumstances is rather a shock.

Sunday, 9th December

On Saturday I motored A. to Northamptonshire for a signing of her book.108 Complete waste of time. Who benefits? The local shop in Oundle. We lunched with Molly Buccleuch109 at Boughton. Arrived half an hour late, self-invited too, but Molly unresentful and sweet. She has changed and become rather pathetic. Very deaf, teeth giving trouble. The spark gone, and we didn’t feel we were a great success. She has a new young Scotch couple whom she adores and finds perfect. They have been with her three months. Nothing too much trouble, love her dog, love her, would die for her, etc. I have witnessed this so often. Within a year they will be gone. Disgusting luncheon, unrecognisable pheasant, watery vegetables. The lovely food we used to get at Boughton. Does she no longer mind? Molly was a moth, and now no candles. The great châtelaine of five houses, with her power and excellent taste, now reduced to a dark corner. No silver, no pearls.

Saturday, 15th December

I motored to Tredegar Park [Monmouthshire], where I was received and given luncheon by charming young David Freeman.110 A touching character, extremely delicate. He told me that, aged 23, he had a growth removed from his stomach. Has recurrent operations and suffers terribly. Is now 28 and looks extremely frail. I can’t make out his origins, but he is very sensitive and has excellent taste. Is curator of the house for Newport Borough Council, awful philistines who have already ruined the surroundings with hideous new buildings. He is bringing the house back to life, but says it is a constant battle, as they do not appreciate what he does and treat him vilely. It was totally emptied of Morgan contents save for half a dozen indifferent portraits of the late lords, including my friend, the ineffable John.111 Tredegar is interesting architecturally. Good mellow brickwork, with those extraordinary heraldic beasts over the pediments of the windows, can’t make out whether original or nineteenth-century additions. Dining room, gilt room very splendid; also cedar closet. But dreadful things have happened since John sold. Nuns and a comprehensive school. Ceilings fell down, dry-rot set in, walls disfigured. David is faced with collecting suitable contents and has done extremely well. I was touched by this young person, so lonely, ill and sensitive. Gave him a copy of my Beckford.

Thursday, 27th December

We spent three nights at Parkside [near Windsor] with the Droghedas.112 Joan’s situation extremely sad. Conversation out of the question, but one makes little remarks of affection. She has become a pretty, touching, sweetly-smiling little doll. All that brightness, fun and quick intelligence, that sharp appreciation of literature, those pertinent comments – gone. Very affectionate, never grumbles and accepts whatever she is told to do. Garrett is too fussy with her, never leaves her alone. She gave me one of those amused eye-lifts as she used to do when Garrett was being particularly tiresome. Derry and Alexandra [Moore] came with the baby for the night on Boxing Day. Burnet [Pavitt] was to have come but ill with influenza.

Went to St George’s Chapel on Christmas morning. A. and I were given seats in the front row of the nave, at the corner of the central aisle. So when the royals left by the West Door I had to reculer so as not to be in their way, and was so busy bowing that I saw little. A. says she can curtsey and look at the same time.

Much excitement on return to Badminton about the body-snatchers having dug up Master’s grave to within four inches of the coffin. They were disturbed by Mary Duchess in the middle of the night turning on the lights in her room, declaring to the nurse that she wanted to open her Christmas presents. Vicar thinks this scared them off. They threatened to sever his head and deliver it to Princess Anne. Charming. The village people extremely shocked, old Staines, who never to my knowledge goes to church, saying it was an offence against God.

Caroline said to A. that she thought Master would rather have liked the idea of his body being thrown to hounds at a meet.
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