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‘This fascinating volume is as much a contribution to royal legend as to the history of the war’

Daily Telegraph

‘Most – though by no means all – of the facts we know already: it is the angle from which they are viewed and the humour and intelligence of the observer which make these diaries both brilliantly entertaining and historically priceless’

Spectator

‘Lascelles’ diary – now expertly edited by Duff Hart-Davis – offers fascinating and hitherto unseen glimpses of some of the most significant figures of our age … however, none emerges more engagingly than the diarist himself’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Sharply written diaries’

Spectator

‘An elegant and precise diary … a revealing glimpse into the drawing rooms of the great during the years of crisis and victory … Lascelles was an excellent judge of character and posterity has almost always proved him right’

Evening Standard

‘Offers genuine insights into the role of the King’s adviser’

Independent

‘A great read, written with humour and elegance’

Belfast Telegraph
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Biographical Sketch



	1887
	Born 11 April, son of Hon. Frederick Lascelles, younger brother of the 5th Earl of Harewood.
Christened Alan Frederick, but always known as Tommy.
His mother died when he was only four.
Education: Marlborough (which he hated, wishing he had gone to Eton) and Trinity College, Oxford.
Failed Foreign Office exam twice.



	1914
	Enlisted in Bedfordshire Yeomanry. Four years in France and Belgium. Wounded. Won MC. Many of his best friends killed.



	1919
	ADC to Sir George Lloyd, his brother-in-law, Governor of Bombay.



	1920
	Married Joan Thesiger, daughter of the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, in Delhi.
Family: John – died of cancer 1951.
Lavinia, now Mrs David Hankinson
Caroline, now Hon. Mrs David Erskine



	1921
	Assistant Private Secretary to Edward, Prince of Wales.
Travelled with him on tours of America, Canada and Africa.



	1929
	Resigned from the Prince’s service, despairing of his character.



	1931–5
	Private Secretary to Governor-General of Canada.



	1935
	Assistant Private Secretary to King George V.



	1936
	Assistant Private Secretary to King Edward VIII.



	1936–43
	Assistant Private Secretary to King George VI.



	1943–52
	Private Secretary to King George VI.



	1952–3
	Private Secretary to Queen Elizabeth II.



	1953
	Retired. Lived in grace-and-favour house in Kensington Palace. Chairman of the Historic Buildings Council; Director of the Midland Bank; Chairman of the Pilgrim Trust; President of the Literary Society.



	1981
	Died aged 94.






Introduction to the 2020 Edition

These diaries were first published in 2006, and had been preceded by two earlier volumes – End of an Era (1986) and In Royal Service (1989). The first, which covered the author’s days at school and university, his early social life and his service in the First World War, as well as his marriage in India, was not in any way controversial; but the second and third, both of which described his close involvement with the Royal Family, had difficult transitions into print. On the one side of the struggle were myself and the author’s daughters, Caroline Erskine and Lavinia Hankinson; on the other, the librarians and private secretaries who guarded the royal archives. It was as if they thought they owned the documents, and did not want anyone else to read them.

Sir Alan Lascelles – known from birth as ‘Tommy’ – had extraordinary luck. Having failed to find a career, at the age of thirty-two he was swept off to India as ADC to his brother-in-law Sir George Lloyd, who had been appointed Governor of Bombay, and there he fell in love with Joan Thesiger, daughter of the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford. They were married with great pomp in Delhi, and after a honeymoon in Kashmir returned to England. Again, Tommy was looking for a job, and just as he was becoming agitated by his failure to land anything, he was rescued by a close friend:

Letty Elcho came to tea, and quite upset my mental equilibrium with an unofficial offer from the Prince of Wales that I become his assistant secretary at £600 per annum. The idea draws me strongly, for I have got a very deep admiration for the Prince, and I am convinced that the future of England is as much in his hands as in those of any individual.

Two weeks later, on 29 November 1920, Tommy recorded: ‘To St James’s Palace, where I made my bow to HRH. He won me completely – he is the most attractive man I’ve ever met.’

When I started to work on the diaries, they were housed in the Royal Library in Windsor Castle. Reading them in the big room at the top of the Round Tower was an enjoyable task, but already I could feel the defensiveness, not to say hostility, of the guardians of the archive, backed by private secretaries at Buckingham Palace, who made sure I did not stray into territory for which I had no permission.

Our first published volume, End of an Era, which came out in 1986, covered Tommy’s life to the point at which he began to work for the Prince of Wales, and caused no friction. The second, In Royal Service, proved more difficult, for it recorded how, having accompanied the Prince on his tours of America, Canada and East Africa in the 1920s, Tommy came to regard him as hopelessly selfish and irresponsible, and quite unfit for his future role as sovereign. So disgusted was he with the Prince’s behaviour that in January 1929 he resigned.

For the royal archivists, this was uncomfortable stuff, and they did their best to retard publication. Their principal weapon was delay. A letter which I wrote to an official at the Palace on 28 September one year was answered on 26 April, seven months later. Such tactics made progress slow; but, to our surprise, we got permission to publish our second volume, which went up to 1936 and included a brief account of Tommy’s bust-up with the Prince (who responded by presenting him with a new car).

One day, reading ahead into the diary which covered the Second World War, I came upon an astonishing passage of ten or so pages in which Tom-my set down a devastating retrospective assessment of the Prince’s character and behaviour. He was provoked into writing it by sight of a stock obituary which The Times sent to the Palace for his comments – and his reaction was like a nuclear explosion.

To publish it then would clearly exceed the bounds of the permission we had already negotiated, for it was written in 1942; but since it referred to events during the 1920s, I tried by sleight of hand to slip it into Volume 2, knowing that it would boost sales of the book immensely. Alas, my ruse was detected: the plan had to be abandoned, and the book appeared in 1989 without Tommy’s scorching indictment.

The third volume – the present one – was the hottest property of the lot, for it gives a detailed account of the author’s association with King George VI throughout four years of the Second World War, and includes many memorable episodes, not least Tommy’s successful attempt to stop Church-ill, the Prime Minister, taking the King aboard HMS Belfast, flagship of the D-Day invasion fleet in June 1944. As the diarist recalled,

I think I shook the King by asking him whether he thought the project would be quite fair to the Queen, and whether he was prepared to face the possibility of having to advise Princess Elizabeth on the choice of her first Prime Minister, in the event of her father and Winston being sent to the bottom of the English Channel.

Earlier, such passages might well have been too much for the royal watch-dogs to stomach. But by then almost twenty years had passed since we had started operations; the censors had relaxed to a remarkable degree, and even Tommy’s demolition of Edward VIII went into print unscathed. All the same, numerous minor excisions were requested: again and again came a gloomy letter from Buckingham Palace, quoting a phrase or a sentence, and saying, ‘We would prefer this to be removed.’

One major disappointment was that we were not allowed to include the series of letters in which Tommy described the Royal Family’s visit to South Africa in 1947. The reason given was that ‘they were not part of the diary’ – but this was a ridiculous prohibition, for the letters contained graphic accounts of the tour, and showed what immense enthusiasm the country still had for the idea of the Commonwealth. Tommy also revealed how Princess Elizabeth (who was then twenty-one) rapidly metamorphosed from shy girl into potential monarch. He described how, in the space of a few weeks, ‘her whole attitude seemed to broaden and deepen’ – but he also included amusing details, as when her mother the Queen was prolonging some conversation excessively, she would poke her in the Achilles tendon with the tip of her umbrella. The letters are now included in this new edition.

Tommy was always ambivalent about his writing. He knew that the duty of a private secretary was ‘to keep his mouth shut’; but at the same time, he hoped that his diaries might one day be published, when the passage of time had softened his harsher criticisms. Above all, he was anxious not to disparage the King, with whom he had got on extremely well.

For the last two years of his career, 1952 to early 1955, as Private Secretary to the new Queen Elizabeth, he formed the highest opinion of her abilities. He had long since stopped keeping a diary, but elsewhere he wrote that to serve her was ‘great fun’, that her wisdom was ‘faultless’, and that he considered her the most remarkable woman he had ever met.

Duff Hart-Davis, 2020



Introduction

For a man of such powerful intellect, Sir Alan Lascelles – always known as ‘Tommy’ – was curiously lacking in motivation. Throughout his long life he read voraciously, built up a commanding knowledge of English literature and history, never lost the Greek and Latin which he had learned in his youth, enjoyed a wide repertoire of music, and wrote with an elegance and precision that reflected his classical education. He would have loved to become an author, but never made any progress towards realising this ambition. Nor did he ever have any clear idea of what career he wanted to pursue.

Born in 1887 into an aristocratic family – his father Frederick was the younger brother of the 5th Earl of Harewood and his great-grandfather was the first Marquis of Clanricarde – he went to Marlborough and Oxford, where he obtained a disappointing Second in Greats (ancient history and philosophy). He then twice sat, and failed, the Foreign Office exam, tried without success for a job in journalism, and for a few months became, faute de mieux, a stockbroker. In April 1914 he set off on a tour of South America, intending to study the railways there, but his peregrinations were cut short by the outbreak of the First World War.

Returning to England post haste, he volunteered for the Bedfordshire Yeomanry – a cavalry regiment – and spent most of the war in France, waiting in reserve for a call to action while many of his closest friends were being killed. Nevertheless, he did in the end see action, was wounded and won a Military Cross. The trauma of those years never left him.

Not until the autumn of 1919 did fortune turn in his favour. Then Sir George Lloyd (later Lord Lloyd), who had married his sister Blanche and been appointed Governor of Bombay, took him to India as an ADC. In Mysore, during a round-up of wild elephants, Tommy met Joan Thesiger, daughter of the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford (and a cousin of Winston Churchill), and the couple were married in Delhi on 16 March 1920.

Back in England that July, Tommy still had no permanent job in prospect, and for months he searched in vain for congenial employment. Then in November, when he was about to sign on as an apprentice in a printing firm, his friend Letty Elcho passed on an unofficial offer from Edward, Prince of Wales, asking Tommy to join his office as an assistant private secretary, at a salary of £600 a year. The idea appealed to him at once. ‘I have got a very deep admiration for the Prince,’ he wrote, ‘and I am convinced that the future of England is as much in his hands as in those of any individual.’ After an initial meeting with Edward, he decided that ‘he is the most attractive man I’ve ever met’, and he started work at St James’s Palace at the beginning of December 1920.

So began Tommy’s career in royal service. For the next eight years he accompanied the Prince on all his travels – to America and Canada, to Canada again, and to Africa – but he gradually grew disillusioned: his admiration changed to despair, and in January 1929 he resigned, convinced that Edward was so self-absorbed and lacking in any sense of duty that he would never become fit to be King.

During 1929 and 1930 Tommy lived mostly at Sutton Waldron, his family home in Dorset, still hoping to make a living as a writer, possibly in the style of his friend John Gore, the author and journalist who for more than thirty years contributed a newsletter to The Sphere under the pen-name The Old Stager. Nothing came of his literary efforts, however, and in 1931 he again became a private secretary, this time to the newly appointed Governor-General of Canada, the Earl of Bessborough, for whom he worked until October 1935, taking his family to live with him in Ottawa. He clearly excelled at his job, for Bessborough’s successor, Lord Tweedsmuir (the author John Buchan), wrote to him from Government House, Ottawa, on 6 December:

You have left a mighty reputation here, and you are quoted as Roman lawyers quoted Justinian. Your ‘Bible’ makes our official path smooth. I need not tell you how grateful I shall be if you can ever find time to send me a line. Any criticism of my doings will be especially welcome.

Within a month of reaching England he received an invitation to return to royal service as Assistant Private Secretary to King George V. For a few days he havered: the King had been seriously ill, and Tommy was worried by the possibility that, if he died, he himself would be thrown back into close contact with the Prince of whom he had despaired. But, still being an ardent supporter of the monarchy, and immensely patriotic, at the age of forty-eight he agreed to rejoin the royal household as Assistant Private Secretary to the King. As he wrote to his sister Helen, ‘It is no use going about the world singing “God Save the King” if one isn’t prepared to assist the Deity when called upon.’

He was as good as his word and served the Royal Family with the utmost loyalty and integrity for a further seventeen years. In July 1943, when he succeeded Sir Alexander Hardinge as Principal Private Secretary to George VI, the war was at a critical stage, and, as he himself wrote later, ‘the major preoccupations of the Sovereign and myself were (1) how to beat the Germans, and (2) how to retard the impending disintegration of the British Empire.’ Sometimes, when he looked back, he seemed to regret that he had led such a cloistered and hothouse existence. Once, in retirement, he looked out of the window of his grace-and-favour house in Kensington Palace, and as he gazed down the drive said to his daughter Lavinia, ‘If I had my life all over again, I would certainly not be a courtier.’

‘What would you do, then?’ she asked.

‘I would breed horses,’ he replied. ‘Racehorses, or cart-horses: any sort of horses.’

In appearance Tommy was every inch the Private Secretary. He was six foot one tall, always elegantly thin, with dark hair parted in the middle of his scalp, neatly trimmed moustache and high-arched eyebrows that gave him a quizzical, almost challenging look. When on duty he was always soberly dressed, usually in a dark suit – but he took little heed of his shirts, and more than once the King told him off because his cuffs were frayed. He and Joan had three children: John, born in 1922, Lavinia (1923) and Caroline (1928). He gave all the children nicknames. John was ‘Wool’ because of his thick, curly hair. Lavinia was ‘Charles’, after a nanny had read her a story about a little boy with that name, and she responded by using it when talking or writing to her father. Caroline, for some reason now lost, was ‘Mrs Mooch’. Tommy was an excellent father, and read aloud to the children whenever he could. When Lavinia showed promise in music, he would sit on the edge of her bed in the evenings and whistle passages from symphonies and operas, asking her to identify them. By the time she was ten or eleven, and a visiting opera company put on Carmen in Ottawa, she knew all the tunes by heart.

When the family returned from Canada in 1935, they lived for a while at Sutton Waldron. Meals there tended to be silent, for Tommy disapproved of chatter: between courses he would stand up and look out of the window, jingling the coins in his pocket. On the other hand, during holidays at Brancaster, on the Norfolk coast, he was full of jokes and conversation.

In 1937 a house on the corner of St James’s Palace, overlooking the park, became available with his job. Once he had installed the family there, he first let Sutton, and then in 1939 sold it, evacuating Joan and the children first to Brancaster, and then to a rented house at Bepton, a village at the foot of the Sussex Downs. After returning to London for the summer of 1940, the family spent the winter with Tommy’s sister, Daisy Balfour, at Holton Park near Oxford, and in 1941, after the death of his brother-in-law George Lloyd, they stayed with his widow Blanche at Cloud’s Hill, her home near Hitchin, in Hertfordshire. Throughout the war most of the accommodation in St James’s Palace was occupied by the Red Cross, with only a top-floor apartment available to Tommy and his family, so he lived mainly in Buckingham Palace; but after the retirement of Sir Alec Hardinge in 1943 the family was based, to Joan’s immense relief, at Winchester Tower, on the North Terrace of Windsor Castle, which the King made available to them. After the war they regained possession of the house in St James’s Palace, and lived there until Tommy retired in 1953.

Tommy was, without doubt, an author manqué. He described himself as ‘a confirmed diarist’ – and so he was, even if his enthusiasm for keeping a record of events proved spasmodic. As schoolboy, undergraduate and young-man-about-town he kept voluminous journals, some of which had silver locks securing the covers and were inscribed at the front with the incantation: ‘There are 29 distinct damnations – one sure if another fails – awaiting anyone who reads this book unbidden.’

In the 1920s and 1930s he allowed the habit to lapse – although he wrote long letters – but he suddenly started a diary again in June 1942, and from then until April 1946 made an entry almost every day. It is these three journals, extending in all to some 250,000 words, that form the main part of this book. They are written in ink, with astonishing precision and fluency – page after page grammatically perfect, with scarcely a word altered or crossed out. A scatter of later annotations reveals how often the author re-read his contemporary record.

Tommy enjoyed writing, knew he wrote well, and would have loved to see his words appear in print. Yet he never published anything except the odd pseudonymous contribution to The Marlburian, a few letters to newspapers, and one article on royal biographers in the Sunday Times. When he deliberately wrote for publication, he somehow lost the buoyant elasticity which normally made his style so attractive, and his prose became heavy as dough. Various other constraints inhibited him. One was his modesty, which made him doubt the value of anything he turned out. Another was his dislike of emotional display: even when his beloved sister Helen died of cancer, he allowed himself only the briefest threnody. But by far the strongest deterrent was his sense of duty.

He knew full well that it was his duty, as Private Secretary, to maintain absolute discretion about royal affairs, and while he was in office he did so scrupulously. After he had retired, however, he frequently returned to the possibility of publishing his wartime diaries, which he knew were in a different league from his earlier journals – enjoyable as those were – and of first-rate historical importance. He accepted that they should not be made public, for many years after the end of the period they covered – and yet he greatly hoped that one day they would appear.

In 1965 he explained the diaries’ genesis in a letter to his successor in office, Sir Michael Adeane:1

All through the war period I was sadly lonely at Buckingham Palace, until you and Edward Ford2 turned up. There was literally nobody to whom I could talk off the record. Eric Miéville3 was a most competent Private Secretary, but no use as a friend, and off to White’s Club the moment he had done his letters; Joey Legh4 was an amusing brother-officer, but not always sound in his judgements; Bertie Clarendon,5 kindest of men, was always asking for advice instead of giving it, and I had no elder statesman whom I could consult.

Very often I would come back to Buckingham Palace after dinner to find that great, dark, draughty house uninhabited save for a few housemaids and footmen. It was most depressing, and obviously long letters to Joan, in the country, would have been indiscreet at that time. I was a confirmed diarist ever since my private school, so, in 1942 I resumed the habit, and used it, night after night, as a safety valve. It was in no sense an official record, but just a time-filling record of a lonely and harassed individual. The idea that it, or even parts of it, might ever be published never entered my head.

The King knew I kept a diary, but he was too much of a gentleman to ask to see it. It would not have greatly embarrassed me if he had, for I never criticised him, or made any reference to his hopes and fears; to his financial affairs; to his religion; to his Ministers – save Dalton;6 to his wife and daughters; to Politics, so far as he was pertinently involved in them; to his general likes and dislikes.

I can say with confidence that anybody reading the diaries in years to come will like and respect the King better than before. They are, in fact, the private, day-to-day ramblings of a hardened egotistical scribbler, in which my own family affairs and my amusements (e.g. fishing) play a large part. Somehow or other, I never thought of myself as a Private Secretary. It did not occur to me that I was the successor to Henry Ponsonby7 or Arthur Bigge8 – they seem to me landmarks in quite another world, creatures on a much higher plane than mine. So your very important point that any public revelations of my stuff might, in a sense, be selling the pass to my successors must most certainly be taken into account.

The only counter-point that strikes me at the moment is that the published memoirs of various holders of semi-confidential posts to past Sovereigns (e.g. Greville,9 your cousin Mallet,10 Lady Canning,11 Fritz Ponsonby,12 Lady Lyttelton13) have not seriously damaged the relationship, though I do not forget that Queen Victoria was as mad as a wet hen with Greville, and that when the King told me to consult Queen Mary about the publication of Henry Ponsonby’s delightful letters to Lady P., she was indignant at the idea, and went so far as to say that no Private Secretary to the Sovereign ought ever to write to his wife at all.14

Our King and Queen, on the other hand, had no hesitation in giving Arthur Ponsonby permission to publish, and much enjoyed the book when it came out. So far as I know, the only nice things that have ever been written about that unfortunate and unattractive monarch James II are the many references to him in the diaries of Sam Pepys (certainly a confidential office-holder).15

It would not greatly distress me personally if I knew that all my diaries were going to be put in the fire as soon as I was dead. I’ve only kept them, with a number of quite interesting letters, because I believe that my four grandsons, to whom I am much attached, will find them amusing in future years, in that, whatever their demerits, they do give a vivid, light-hearted picture of an entirely extinct period.

That is a fair, if modest, appraisal. The journals throw fascinating light on King George VI, and on his relationship with his wartime Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. All the important visitors who came for an audience with the King – often five or six in a day – were received first by the Private Secretary, whose task it was to steady their nerves before they entered the royal presence. The diaries therefore also include snapshots of foreign potentates, leading statesmen, ambassadors, politicians, soldiers, bishops, editors and others (Peter of Yugoslavia, George of Greece, de Gaulle, Mountbatten, Montgomery, Eisenhower and Wavell.) If some of Tommy’s attitudes now seem old-fashioned, it must be remembered that he was born well before the beginning of the twentieth century, and that in his heyday the British Empire was still flourishing.

Most of all, the diaries reveal the author’s selfless devotion to duty. Historians have sometimes criticised Sir Alan Lascelles for being too rigid, and unsympathetic to individuals, in his interpretation of moral and constitutional issues; but his own record shows how faithfully he stuck to his task, which, as he saw it, was to sustain the Empire, the Dominions, the Monarchy and above all the King himself.

 

 



1 Michael Adeane (1910–84), grandson of 1st Baron Stamfordham, Equerry and Assistant Private Secretary to King George VI 1937–9 and 1945–52, Private Secretary to Queen Elizabeth II and Keeper of the Royal Archives 1953–72. He was knighted in 1955, and created 1st Baron (Life Peer) Adeane in 1972.

2 Edward Ford (1910–) had been tutor to Prince Farouk of Egypt 1936–7, was twice Mentioned in Despatches during his war service, and in 1946, at Tommy’s instigation, joined the royal household as Assistant Private Secretary to King George VI. Knighted in 1957.

3 Sir Eric Miéville (1896–1971), Private Secretary to the Duke of York 1936, Assistant Private Secretary to King George VI 1937–45.

4 Lieut.-Col. the Hon. Sir Piers Legh (1890–1955), known as ‘Joey’, Equerry to King George VI 1936–46. His manner, relaxed to the point of lethargy, concealed many excellent qualities.

5 Herbert Villiers, 6th Earl of Clarendon (1877–1955), Lord Chamberlain of HM Household 1938–52.

6 Hugh Dalton (1887–1962), Labour politician, held many high offices and was Chancellor of the Exchequer 1945–7. Created Baron Dalton (Life Peer) 1960. The King could not bear him.

7 Rt. Hon. Sir Henry Ponsonby (1825–95), Private Secretary to Queen Victoria 1870–87.

8 Rt. Hon. Arthur Bigge (1849–1931). Created 1st Baron Stamfordham 1911. Private Secretary to Queen Victoria 1895–1901, to the Prince of Wales 1901–10 and King George V 1910–31.

9 Charles Greville (1794–1865) published several volumes of diaries, mainly political.

10 David Mallet (1705?–65), Under-Secretary to Frederick, Prince of Wales, 1742. Believed by some to have been the author of the ballad ‘Rule Britannia’.

11 Charlotte Canning (1817–61), Lady-in-Waiting to Queen Victoria from 1842. When her husband, Lord Canning, was appointed Governor-General of India, she was caught up in the mutiny of 1857. A biography by Virginia Surtees included extensive extracts from her journals.

12 Sir Frederick Ponsonby (1867–1935), son of Sir Henry Ponsonby and known as ‘Fritz’, was Assistant Private Secretary to Queen Victoria 1894–1901, King Edward VII 1901–10, and King George V 1910–12. Keeper of the Privy Purse to George V 1914–35. Created 1st Baron Sysonby 1935.

13 Lady Sarah Spencer (1787–1870), later Lady Lyttelton (wife of 4th Baron Lyttelton), became Lady-in-Waiting to Queen Victoria in 1838, and later was governess to the royal children. Correspondence of Sarah Spencer, Lady Lyttelton, 1787–1870, was published in 1912.

14 ‘Arthur Ponsonby (1871–1946), 1st Baron Ponsonby of Shulbrede, younger brother of Fritz, published their father’s correspondence as Henry Ponsonby, Queen Victoria’s Private Secretary: His Life from His Letters in 1942.

15 The diarist Samuel Pepys (1633–1703), who kept his journals in a form of shorthand, was, at various times, clerk of the King’s ships, a clerk of the Privy Seal and surveyor-general of victualling for the Navy.



RETURN TO ROYAL SERVICE

On 13 November 1935 the King’s Private Secretary, Lord Wigram,1 sent Tommy a telegram from Buckingham Palace:

THANKS FOR YOUR LETTER THE KING AND QUEEN ARE DELIGHTED AND YOU WILL RECEIVE A WARM WELCOME

On the same day he wrote:

My Dear Tommy,

Thank you so much for your letter of the 11th instant, which I was so glad to receive last night on return from some days’ shooting. I at once telephoned the good news to Sandringham, and I need hardly say how pleased the King and Queen are that you can join the Household Staff.

You will come in as Assistant Private Secretary to the King, and I understand that your consolidated pay will be £1,500 a year. If we can get a house for you, so much the better, but I cannot commit myself about this at present.

With all good wishes, and I am much looking forward to having you as a colleague.

Yours ever,

Wigram

On 14 November Alexander Hardinge,2 Assistant Private Secretary to the King, wrote from Sandringham:

My Dear Tommy,

Just a line to say how very delighted I am that you will shortly become a colleague. I hope that the life will suit you – and I feel confident that it can be so arranged that you will have plenty of liberty – by which you, like me, set great store!

The King and Queen were extremely pleased when I went and told them, and I can assure you that everyone is delighted at the prospect of your coming.

Yours ever,

Alec Hardinge

Confirming the appointment, Lord Cromer,3 the Lord Chamberlain, wrote on 15 November:

Dear Tommy,

This is just a line to let you know definitely that the King has approved the various Appointments to be made in the Royal Household in consequence of Fritz Ponsonby’s death, your own included, and these will be published in the Press tomorrow, Saturday.

As to the Uniform question, Hertslet4 can give you the details, and I should imagine that the civil uniform you have been wearing in Canada can be adapted by changing the collar and cuffs to the red facings worn in the Household.

If you have a Levée Dress Coat, I, personally, do not think you really need trouble about getting a Full Dress Coat, as you will hardly ever require this, and Assistant Private Secretaries do not, as a rule, get summoned for ceremonial duties, such as Courts and Levées. You probably already have white Knee Breeches in case you require them for a Court or State Ball, but it would be as well for me to have a talk with you before giving any orders to your tailor.

Yours very sincerely,

Cromer.

Barely two months later, at 11.55 p.m. on the night of 20 January 1936, Tommy’s worst fears were realised when George V died at Sandringham. In a letter to Eric Mackenzie, a former colleague in Ottawa, he wrote a memorable account of the aftermath:

26 January 1936

Buckingham Palace

My dear Eric,

During his illness I never saw him at all; but went up to his room after his death, and though, like all our generation, I have seen all too many dead men, none has ever had a more peaceful face.

Next evening we took him over to the little Church at the end of the garden.5 A dark and windy evening, with flurries of rain; there were not more than a dozen of us, including the Queen and the family: the coffin was on a little wheeled bier, flanked by a few towering Grenadiers from the King’s Company; somebody had an electric torch, which was our only light; Forsyth, the King’s piper, led us playing a lament I did not know.

As we came round the corner of the shrubbery that screens the Church, we saw the lych-gate brilliantly lit, with Fuller, the Sandringham rector, standing beneath it in his surplice and hood. There was nobody else in sight. The guardsmen, with scarcely a sound, slung the coffin on their shoulders and laid it before the altar; and there, after a very brief service, we left it, to be watched for thirty-six hours by the men of the Sandringham Estate. I daresay that when the tumult and shouting dies, that little ceremony will remain in my mind as the most impressive of all.

The departure from Sandringham was fine, too. After a short service the coffin was laid on a gun-carriage and we, with the King’s white shooting-pony, walked behind it to Wolferton station on a perfect winter’s morning. The road was lined with people, six and seven deep, all the way. At the top of the hill leading down to the station, a single cock pheasant rocketed across the road, very high, and immediately over the gun-carriage. All the way to London people were standing bare-headed by the track, on the roads and in the middle of the fields.

The Prince of Wales succeeded to the throne as Edward VIII, and Tommy found himself thrown back into the service of the man from whom he had parted company seven years earlier. But, as he himself wrote, ‘junior members of the Household cannot walk out on a new King because they happen to have disapproved of the Prince of Wales.’ So he did not resign again, but soldiered on through Edward’s short reign and the protracted crisis of the Abdication in 1936.

He then settled down to work as Assistant Private Secretary to King George VI, and found his new employer far more congenial. ‘Impressions of the King – good’, he wrote to Joan from Sandringham at Christmas 1936:

Queen Mary is nursing a cough, and don’t appear much. The other Queen is delightful, and the children are admirably brought up.

Selby,6 our Minister in Vienna, writes that the Duke of Windsor volunteered to go to the English church on Christmas Day and read the lesson. When I think of the hours we have all spent trying to get him to go to church in various parts of the British Empire, this makes me furious. And as for reading the lesson – ! There is no doubt that the family generally regard him as potty, but his eldest brother is very nice about him, and very anxious to do what he can to help.

Writing again on 4 January 1937, Tommy added:

HM took me for a long walk this afternoon. I really like him awfully, and he talks to me, and I to him, with a naturalness that was never there with the other man.

In February 1939 Tommy crossed the Atlantic to finalise plans for the State visit to Canada and America by King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, due to take place in May. For this, their first official tour abroad, the royal couple had received personal invitations from Mackenzie King, Prime Minister of Canada, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, President of the United States. With the threat of war in Europe growing, it was clear that England might soon depend heavily on help from transatlantic partners, and the aim of the trip was to strengthen ties across the ocean.

On 18 February 1939 Tommy wrote to Joan from on board the Cunard White Star liner RMS Queen Mary before she left Southampton:

My Darling,

I feel like a film star or a crook – I’m not sure which, because they have given me a suite of unexampled luxury (but only one bed after all), with a parlour in which ten people could dine; and the latter because they smuggled me on board from the train with an Edgar Wallace technique, which would have thrilled John. It was most effective, however, and I reached my flat (which it really is) completely incog. I am lying low till the ship sails, which she is about to do. Billy Harlech7 has just been in to see me, and as soon as we are under weigh, I shall take a walk and go and inspect the library.

Four days later he wrote again to report that he had been miserably seasick:

I have no doubt that the North Atlantic is the foulest and dreariest spectacle on this earth. It has been actively unpleasant this time, too; we have had a full gale in our teeth almost incessantly. I have spent most of the time in my cabin, and though I have never actually been sick, have felt continuously ill, and have practically subsisted on the excellent Glucose D. It is a depressing thought that I have got to cross this cursed ocean thrice more before mid-summer!

On 24 February the New York Herald Tribune, misinterpreting his absence from the social scene on board the liner reported:

Alan Frederick Lascelles, Under Secretary to King George VI, arrived incognito yesterday on the Cunard White Star liner Queen Mary to complete arrangements for the forthcoming visit of the King and Queen Elizabeth. The ship and line officials denied his presence on the ship, and many representatives of the Queen Mary appeared amazed that they had not known he was on board. He remained in his suite for meals, and emerged for his turn about deck only after dark.

He brought an attaché case and one Gladstone bag. Even the Customs officials here would not confirm his arrival until long after he had quit the West Fiftieth Street pier. He was granted the diplomatic courtesy of ranking diplomats of having his luggage stamped without examination.

Another newspaper got several of its facts right:

Mr Lascelles is quite informal, hates top hats, goes to the Eton and Harrow match with a pipe and bowler hat, has a great sense of humour and dresses like a cross between an untidy City man and an Oxford don. He is dark, of medium height, and wears a small black moustache. His friends call him Tommy, and all the newspapermen who know him in England like him immensely. Behind his very casual exterior he hides a brilliant brain.

Having made the necessary arrangements in Washington, Tommy went on to Government House, Ottawa, where he had worked from 1931 to 1935 as Private Secretary to the Governor-General, Lord Bessborough:8

To Joan
1 March 1939

Well, here we are, as old Bess[borough] used to say; but honestly, I can’t feel sorry that it is only for a week. When I first walked up to the Cottage, and thought of Caroline, Toby and John9 frisking down the steps to meet me, I had a tinge of regret; but otherwise, the Ottawa landscape, GM, and the old, familiar faces with their old, familiar conversational standards, make me thankful that I’m only a visitor.

During his brief visit he captivated the tough American journalists, as another newspaper report showed:

Captain A. F. Lascelles leaves the United States for England today having completed his discussions on the visit of the King and Queen. He has accomplished the more difficult part of his mission with complete success. The Washington reporters rank him next to Mr Anthony Eden10 for clothes, and put him ‘tops among Englishmen’ for humour.

At the entrance to the State Department in Washington Captain Lascelles was waylaid by an army of press men and photographers. ‘Are you related to Lord Harewood?’ shouted a reporter.

‘I am.’

‘How?’

‘Quite legitimately,’ said Captain Lascelles quietly.

The answer, voted an excellent example of English humour, has gone the rounds of Washington.

My wisecrack [Tommy reported to Joan], in reply to the eternal question, ‘Are you related to the Url of Hair-wood?’, seems to have gone down well. I’m afraid poor Lascelles is going to have to fight a good many rearguard actions with the Press in the course of the next fortnight.

In the event, all the plans he made for the tour in May and June were thrown into chaos by the fact that the Empress of Australia, in which the royal party sailed for Canada, was brought to a halt in mid-Atlantic by fog and ice:

To Joan
14 May 1939

I think the fog began on Thursday – it came down like a blanket, as thick as I have ever seen; and for three days we sat motionless on the Atlantic (which was luckily placid as a pond), seeing nothing except for a brief half-hour after tea on Friday, when the curtain rolled back as if by magic, and revealed a handful of really formidable icebergs all round us. Then down it came again; but the glimpse was quite enough to prove to those who do not know the N. Atlantic that our captain’s extreme caution was amply justified.

There have been brief intervals, by day and night, when, very gingerly, the ship could nose her way forward at the pace of a rowing-boat, with her siren, and those of the two escorting cruisers, roaring in a head-splitting symphony every two minutes. But they were negligible intervals, and during those three days I don’t think we got more than forty miles nearer Quebec.

Meanwhile, with the time of our final arrival slipping more and more into the middle of next week, I was sending long code telegrams to Ottawa, suggesting successive reconstructions of our mangled programme, as one alternative position after another had to be abandoned.

[At last] the sea began to move a little, and the wind to stir a little, and by lunchtime we could see again, after three days of practical blindness. And when we did see, it was a remarkable sight – a wall of ice, looking like a continent, stretched across the horizon on both sides of us. There was a channel to the south-west, and down it we fled, followed by the two cruisers – the sun was out by now – and it was a lovely afternoon. After steaming hard for a few hours, we successfully rounded the southern promontory of what must have been a vast ice-field.

Our three fog-marooned days were really very curious. Michael [Adeane] said he got the feeling we had all been dead quite a long time. It was rather like that – a strange sensation of being suspended somewhere right outside the world, with no dimensions. Space was limited to the grey wall outside, and time was non-existent – we might have been there three days or three months.

The only experience that I have ever had at all like it was when, at Whitsun 1914, I was snowed up in the Andes, and spent two or three days in a derelict hotel, with a train-load of total strangers. But that was a gloomy episode, and here we were all, from Their Majesties downward, in hilarious spirits – at any rate till the last half-day, when we all, I think, were beginning to get a little apprehensive about ever seeing Canada at all.

As a matter of fact, it has done the King a power of good – it is the only really idle and irresponsible spell he has had since he acceded; there has been nothing for him to do, and Hitler has hardly been mentioned since we left England.

In Ottawa again, he was full of enthusiasm for the way things were going. On 21 May he wrote to Joan:

Government House, Ottawa

So far this tour is a roaring success – I’ve never seen such splendid crowds – not hysterical, extremely well behaved, and all roaring themselves hoarse, with genuine feeling; and millions of them – we must have seen well over a million people in Montreal alone. The crowd there in that big square opposite Windsor Hotel was really unbelievable – better than outside Buckingham Palace on Coronation night. I think Their Majesties are really pleased – everybody else is – and Mackenzie King11 alternates between sobs of emotion and grins of ecstasy. But he is behaving very well, and will give no trouble now.

The Queen is looking radiantly beautiful, and has them all gasping like goldfish – particularly the American Press-men. We had a most successful garden party at Government House, and I could hardly get about, I was so beset by old friends.

On 28 May he wrote from the royal train, which was then crossing British Columbia:

We have just finished Banff. Keeping our horde of Press followers sweet is of course one of the major problems of the tour, but so far they are in good humour, and last night, by a stroke of luck, the King and Queen, on their way up to bed, bumped into a group of them outside the lift and had a long, friendly chat with them, which has given immense pleasure, especially to the Yanks. I wasn’t there, but I’m told that one of the latter, who was fairly tight, was considered to have been too familiar, and after Their Majesties had gone, his American colleagues fell upon him like a pack of wolves and abused him roundly for letting them down, ‘when’ (in the words of Miss Dixie Tighe, the star of the lady correspondents of USA), ‘we’ve all been trying like hell to behave like ladies and gentlemen.’

I hope people at home realise what a wow this adventure is being. It is on a crescendo rather than a diminuendo. I hope Their Majesties will be able to stand the strain for another seventeen days.

7 June 39

The Royal Train

The King, giggling in a most disarming fashion, knighted me in the train tonight, as the train was approaching Buffalo. I think I can fairly claim to be the first man to be dubbed in a train, and also the first Englishman to be so treated by his Sovereign on American soil; so the episode has, at any rate, some historic interest. The news of what happened to me had appeared in Reuter telegrams half an hour before, so everybody on the train knew all about it; and it was really very pleasant to find how glad they all seemed about it, from the highest down to the faithful Percy and Robert, whose grinning faces have just appeared round my door. What pleased me most was the excitement of the Canadians, even those who appear to dislike such English survivals most.

The royal visitors scored another triumph in the United States, and the rapport which the King established with Roosevelt greatly increased the President’s sympathy for Britain when war broke out that autumn. When Harry Hopkins came to England early in 1941 as Roosevelt’s personal representative, he described the 1939 visit as an ‘astounding success’.

 

 



1 Sir Clive Wigram (1873–1960), Assistant Private Secretary to King George V 1910–31, Private Secretary to the King 1931–6, had received a peerage in the Silver Jubilee honours of May 1935.

2 Alexander Hardinge (1894–1960), Assistant Private Secretary to King George V 1920–36, Private Secretary to King Edward VIII 1936, and to King George VI 1936–43. He was knighted in 1937, and succeeded his father as 2nd Baron Hardinge of Penshurst in 1944.

3 Rowland Baring, 2nd Earl of Cromer (1877–1953), Lord Chamberlain of the royal household 1922–38 and Permanent Lord-in-Waiting to King George VI 1938–52.

4 Austin Hertslet, the Chief Clerk.

5 In fact the church of St Mary Magdalene is just outside the grounds of the house.

6 Sir Walford Selby (1881–1965), Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary in Vienna 1933–7.

7 William Ormsby-Gore (1885–1964) succeeded his father as 4th Baron Harlech 1938. Secretary of State for the Colonies 1936–8, High Commissioner for the UK in the Union of S. Africa 1941–4.

8 Vere Brabazon Ponsonby (1880–1956) succeeded his father as 9th Earl of Bessborough 1920. Lawyer and MP, Gov.-Gen. of Canada 1931–5.

9 His son John and daughter Caroline, and Toby the family dog.

10 Robert Anthony Eden (1897–1977), Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 1935–8, 1940– 45 and 1951–5, Deputy PM 1951–5, PMApr. 1955–Jan. 1957. Resigned over the Suez Crisis. Knighted 1954, created 1st Earl of Avon 1961.

11 William Lyon Mackenzie King (1874–1950), Liberal statesman, three times PM of Canada (1921–5, 1926–30, 1935–48).



WAR

With war imminent, Tommy rented a house for his family in Bepton, a village at the foot of the Sussex Downs. He himself lived where he worked, in Buckingham Palace. Joan was unhappy in the country, and Tommy had to write frequently in attempts to soothe her anxieties, always seeking to persuade her that she and the children were safer away from the capital.

1 September 1939

Buckingham Palace

My Darling,

You are so good and calm and efficient that it is a comfort to hear your voice, and to know that you are seeing this thing in the right perspective. We are far luckier than so many thousands of others – I in a job that will probably give me better chances of seeing you than if I were on active service; you and the children in, to my mind, about the best place possible in England.

Our immediate movements are still vague. At present (4.30) I understand that the King sleeps here, and I do the same, but I am prepared to move to Windsor at half an hour’s notice. Many of the domestics etc. have already gone.

30 December 1939

Buckingham Palace

I want you to come back to London just as much as you do; I hate being separated from you, and I hate your being lonely at Bepton. Don’t think I didn’t realise that. We will arrange things somehow; but there are hard facts that have got to be faced, and though I’ve thought a lot about it lately, I can’t yet see the perfect solution.

11 September 1940

Buckingham Palace

Our bomb was a delayed-action one, which fell up against the swimming pool in that excrescence just to the left of my office window – beyond the garden entrance from which the King and Queen always emerge for the Garden Party. It fell on Monday night, and went off at 1.30 a.m. on Tuesday; it blew the north end of the bath out, and smashed most of the windows all along the front, including those of all our offices, and Their Majesties’ sitting room. So we are living rather hugger-mugger in the back rooms; but I think all will be straight again tomorrow. Their Majesties were photographed among the ruins, and early this morning I conducted a party of about forty journalists round them.

2 October 1940

Buckingham Palace

Bombs don’t upset me much, not because I am braver than other people, but because I happen to work, and sleep, in what is probably the safest place in London, and because the knowledge that it took two and a half years of the last war before anything hit me gives me a kind of unreasoning confidence.1 But I just could not tolerate this existence if, every time I heard something fall out of the sky, I was wondering whether you were underneath it.

9 October 1940

Buckingham Palace

When I was in Pratt’s on Monday, there was a crackle in the street like little boys letting off fireworks on Guy Fawkes’ day, which proved to be the arrival of a bouquet of incendiary bombs. I had just sat down to a very good soft-roed herring, so stayed where I was; but E. Devonshire2 (who is the proprietor of Pratt’s), attended by his son Bill and H. Macmillan,3 dashed up into St James’s Street and spent an enjoyable quarter of an hour putting them out.

15 October 1940

Buckingham Palace

My poor old Travellers,4 which has been a refuge to me for thirty years, was badly hit last night. The damage is not irreparable, but much of the top floor is burnt out, and the whole place is swimming in water, which may bring down some of the ceilings in the lower rooms.

We have escaped more lightly than the Carlton Club, which is a wreck. It was full of members dining, but not a soul was hit. E. Devonshire’s lovely house has had its top floor burnt out, but he told me he hoped to save all the furniture in the lower rooms. No. 10 Carlton House Terrace is much knocked about, and, thank God, the German Embassy. Whitehall has also suffered, and the kitchens at No. 10 Downing Street, but not, I gather, the house itself.

5 March 1941

Buckingham Palace

At dinner last night the Queen and I got on to the subject of the Harold Macmillans – I forget exactly how – and I said I had recently met their eldest son in Pratt’s, and been much struck by his looks and his manners, in fact he was one of the nicest of his generation whom I had come across.5 The Queen said, ‘Well – you ought to know.’ I didn’t know what she meant, and asked, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘Because your own boy is easily the best specimen of that generation that I have yet seen’ – and she went on to talk of John in a way that made me blush. It pleased me, because it was obviously her genuine opinion, and a quite unnecessary tribute if she hadn’t felt what she said.

7 March 1941

Glamis Castle

We reached here safely this evening after a tour of the Polish troops in this neighbourhood. They are a fine lot, and very warlike-looking, with expressive faces which generally wear a broad grin. They seem happy enough in Scotland, and most anxious to destroy Germans whenever and wherever they can get at them.

We lunched, in a large villa outside a sea-coast town, with Sikorski,6 the Polish commander-in-chief, his wife and daughter, and a posse of their officers. Few of them can speak any language except Polish, which made conversation difficult; my pair knew nothing except their native tongue, so our intercourse was confined to bowings and gesticulations, like the sea cows in The White Seal.

During the spring of 1941 Joan moved from Bepton to Cloud’s Hill, the Hertfordshire home of Tommy’s sister Blanche Lloyd. Joan was no happier there than she had been in Sussex, and Tommy sympathised with her ‘solitude and exasperation’.

2 September 1941

Windsor Castle

I wish I saw some solution of our problem, although it is not really an immediate one, because obviously you must stay quietly at Cloud’s Hill till the end of the year at least. Even if we were offered a house here tomorrow, you couldn’t attempt to move into it for several months; a move is the last thing you ought to undertake at present.

War is bound to bring unhappiness in some form to everybody; and I suppose that the only way to look at our separation is that it is our share of the unhappiness. With me, it is aggravated by all sorts of cross-currents. The hermit strain in me (from both sides of my family) gets stronger as the years go by; and I find the communal side of my profession more irksome every day. As you know, if I was free to choose, I should always plump for a resumption of our Sutton life, either at Sutton or elsewhere, and I really want nothing else from this world. That, of course, is unthinkable at present; not merely because I must obviously go on earning money for us all for a good many years yet, but also because, if hermitages are ever justified, they certainly aren’t in war-time.

Worse still, the urge to escape, not from work altogether, but from this particular form of work, is often very strong. My great weakness is that I am not really interested in public affairs; I am always tempted to put down some State paper, which I ought to find absorbing, in order to go on reading a book like Man and His Universe, to talk to you on the telephone, or to listen to music. As the bulk of the work here is concerned with public affairs, that is a handicap! One which I ought to overcome, I know, but natural disabilities aren’t easy to overcome as one gets older.

This makes all the sharper the point of the Damocles sword, which hangs continually over my head – the possibility of Alec Hardinge leaving and of my having to succeed him.7 I have always disliked the idea, and should like it even less in wartime, though it would, of course, bring compensations as far as our domestic problem is concerned. It may never happen; on the other hand, the hair that holds the sword is perilously thin, and it would never surprise me to hear that it had snapped. If it did, it would be very wrong for me to think of going elsewhere, to do other work, whether I was called upon to fill the chair or to install somebody else in it.

For the moment, I’m afraid, there is nothing to be done save to wait on events. As things are, I can’t agitate for a house here; I’m not the head of a Department – and that has always been the qualification for having a house here; and, in theory at any rate, my work is evenly divided between here and Windsor and London – where I already have a house. And, though the intervals between my being able to get to you seem long enough, I have no real ground for complaint about leave. I get away a good deal more than anybody else doing Government work in London.

However, other people’s troubles don’t make one’s own any easier, I know, and they certainly don’t cure the loneliness which I continually feel, and which I know that you feel too. We can, in this and as in most other things nowadays, only sit and hope for a clearer sky. But it is a real consolation to me that, for these months of convalescence, boring though they must be for you, you should be in safety, in comparative comfort, and able to have at any rate one child with you, in a place where I can get at you so easily. That, at any rate, is something for which I am really thankful.

12 October 1941

Windsor

You said the other night that we ought to have something to take the place of going to church, and of formal religion in general. I have often thought the same thing – more in the past, perhaps, than just lately – but I have never found any solution to the problem. I envy people who can make ‘religion’ one of the foundations of their life, in the same way that I envy scientists or musicians; but I know now that I can no more hope to attain their way of thinking than I can hope to be a pianist or a physicist.

I’ve never been irreligious, and, whatever I may believe, I don’t disbelieve anything. But my own positive religious beliefs have long been so simple that there is really nothing to discuss about them. Christ said there are only two commandments, on which hang all the law and the prophets; the first being, roughly, one’s duty towards God, the second one’s duty towards his neighbour.

I have never been able to find any meaning in the first, except in relation to the second, and it would be humbug of me to pretend that I do. I don’t in any sense deny the existence of God; but, from reading about the past and thinking about the present, I have never been able to find the slightest evidence of his having directly revealed himself to man or of his having given any direct evidence that he concerns himself, in any manner that we can possibly comprehend, with man’s affairs on this earth.

My attitude, in fact, is that of the man who said ‘Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief’. Further than that I can’t honestly go; and, as a consequence, theology must be to me a book as completely sealed as is the study of any possible life after death.

The second commandment, to my mind, is the only one that matters in our present life; and I believe that if one does his best to keep that, he automatically fulfils the first; in fact, that we can only reach God through each other, and are not really meant to try to do so in any other way: the vast majority of us, anyhow – I don’t exclude the possibility of there being a very few rare humans – Christ, Buddha and maybe others of whom we’ve never heard – who have superhuman qualities which enable them to get in touch with a superhuman order of life.

My religion is really summed up in the last three verses of that wonderful ‘sounding brass and tinkling cymbal’ chapter in Corinthians. I cannot see what St Paul meant by them, if he didn’t mean what I do.

So, you see, there isn’t really very much I can discuss, even with you. Still less with other people – especially the children; for my creed is obviously destructive of much of the accepted ‘religion’, and I think it is a crime to do anything tending to destroy the beliefs of others. What right has one to do so? They may be right and I may be utterly wrong – there is no yardstick of accuracy in such things, and verbal argument only leads to each misunderstanding the other’s point of view. It is as hopeless as trying to argue about colour or sound.

Moreover, I feel very strongly that every man’s religion is a matter for himself alone, and for nobody else; what were we given minds, and individuality, for, unless to think out such things for ourselves? It is awfully difficult, too, to argue on metaphysical subjects without seeming cynical and flippant, and giving the impression that one is trying to shock, or be clever. Even you, you know, who ought to know better, are apt to accuse me of trying to ‘lecture’ you – a thing I have never attempted to do in my life, on any subject – when all I want to do is to get my own thoughts into some sort of coherent form, so that they may be intelligible, and possibly some use to you. Do remember that I am not good at putting my own point of view about anything; I can only do it by groping through a tangle of words, which, even if they sound didactic, are really a confession of inferiority and never an attempt to assert superiority – which is the attitude of the lecturer.

As to going to church – I gave up going regularly because I found, as a matter of experience, that, so far from doing me good, it did me harm; that it made me more materialistic, spiritually and mentally, and often physically uncomfortable. I now go to church for three reasons – One, if I have to go professionally; two, for aesthetic satisfaction – i.e., if it is a pleasant village church, or if the music is likely to be good; three, if you, or anybody else whom I like, should ask me to go with them. All those are essentially human reasons, and not because I think God is more likely to be found inside a church than out.

I gave up saying my prayers night and morning because I suddenly realised that it had become pure formalism, which I hate, and that I was constantly ‘praying’ – meditating, petitioning, confessing my shortcomings, call it what you will – at other times throughout the day, when my praying was far more genuine than when I was just getting into or out of my bed.

The last time there was talk about a ‘National Service of Prayer’ I remember saying to John Gore8 (who characteristically used my remarks in his next weekly article) that my personal feeling was that the whole idea was an insult both to us and to God; to us, because there is only one possible prayer for these times, consisting of three words, ‘God save England’, and that every decent Englishman already said them in his heart every day and every hour (I must have repeated them, often aloud and in the street, thousands of times in the last two years); and to God, because the implication is that he is susceptible to mass-production prayer and, like a German or an American, liable to be more impressed by mere figures, and, so to speak, the smell of burnt offerings from the altars of St Paul’s Cathedral or Westminster Abbey. That seems to me a savage and Jehovaistic conception.

Nevertheless, had the King asked my advice as to whether the service should be held or not, I should unhesitatingly have said ‘Yes’, because I know that such services do bring comfort and strength to millions of people, and I wish with all my heart that they did to me too. But there again, my advice would have been based on purely human reasons, and not because I believe for one moment that God is any more likely to help us win the war because we all collect together at a given place on one day and ask him to in chorus.

Well – there are my religious views. I am always ready to discuss them, or yours, with you, when we are alone, provided that you will get into your head once and for all that whatever I may say, and in whatever tone of voice I say it, I am never trying to be ‘superior’ or to score off you in argument. It is, honestly, the fear that you may think that which has often muzzled me in the past; that, and also, as I said the other night, the feeling that you and I are so much part of each other that there is really no necessity for us to argue about anything.

At this point I re-read what I have written. I hope you won’t think any of it priggish. Words are very difficult tools to handle. But there’s one other point I must make. I’ve said, in effect, ‘All we’ve got to think about in this life is our duty towards our neighbour – nothing else signifies, or can be made to signify.’ Put like that, it sounds a drab creed, as if one could get nothing out of life save by ‘good works’, and being a professional Good Samaritan. I don’t mean that; to me, the word ‘neighbour’ has the widest possible meaning, embracing everything in this world worth loving – human, animal, vegetable and inanimate. By ‘neighbour’ I mean all the good things in and on the human world. I include in my duty towards my neighbour, for instance, gardening; writing a good book; appreciating music, or the song of a thrush, or the bones of a landscape; making, or laughing at, a good joke – every activity, in fact, that goes to swell the sum total of human happiness – and animal happiness, too. And it is through the door of such happiness, I maintain, that one gets far more frequent glimpses of God than by trying to gate-crash his presence with the clumsy tools of man-made ‘religion’. Conversely, an unkindness to a human or a dog is, to me, far worse blasphemy than a string of the most profane oaths ever invented.

John came up this afternoon, very smart and soldierly and contented with his lot. We walked through Eton, whose High Street was like Lord’s in the interval – we were accosted at every step: the John Childs; Matt Ridley in a car with his two sons, who told me that Gwladys had been knocked down by a lorry and broken her leg – did you know this? Gerald Lascelles; and a dozen young friends, in and out of uniform. Timmy Forbes-Adam has got into Pop. We walked through the playing-fields, looking very mellow and autumnal, and back here to tea in the Equerry’s room, where John was thrilled by the racing reminiscences of old Charles Moore,9 who had come over to see HM about Turf matters.

I must go and dress. Good night, my darling. T.

 

 



1 In Nov. 1917, during a German attack near Cambrai, Tommy was hit in the right arm by a shell splinter and was temporarily invalided to England.

2 Edward, 10th Duke of Devonshire (1895–1950), owner of Chatsworth House, Derbyshire, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for India and Burma 1940–42, and for the Colonies 1943–5.

3 Harold Macmillan (1894–1986), diplomat and politician, Minister Resident at Allied Headquarters in NW Africa 1942–5. In 1954 and 1955 he was, consecutively, Minister of Defence, Foreign Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer, PM 1957–63. He married Lady Dorothy Cavendish, daughter of the 9th Duke of Devonshire, in 1920. Created 1st Earl of Stockton 1984.

4 Logically the name of the club should have an apostrophe at the end. Recourse to the archives shows that over the years the punctuation mark has come and gone – and Tommy did not use it.

5 Maurice Macmillan (1921–84), later a Conservative MP, married The Hon. Katherine Ormsby-Gore (known as Kate) 1942.

6 General Władysław Sikorski (1881–1943), leader of the Polish government-in-exile, was killed in an air crash at Gibraltar in July 1943. The cause of the accident, attributed by some to sabotage, was hotly debated, and formed the theme of Rolf Hochhuth’s controversial play Soldiers (1967).

7 Damocles, a courtier of Dionysius the Elder, tyrant of Syracuse in the fourth century BC, was invited to a banquet by the ruler, but, on looking up, found that a sword was suspended above his head on a single horse-hair, positioned there to demonstrate how fragile were the privileges of wealth and power.

8 1885–1983. Journalist and biographer. One of the author’s oldest friends, and lifelong correspondent.

9 Charles Moore (1880–1965), manager of the King’s thoroughbred stud 1937–63.



1942

On 2 June 1942 Tommy suddenly resumed his old habit of writing a diary. He may have been prompted by Joan, who, during the Blitz of 1940, had urged him to keep a record, or even just to make notes. ‘Do think about this, as it would be an occupation for those evenings in the dug-out, and you might never have the same amount of time on your hands again.’

Tuesday 2 June

Buckingham Palace

The noise made by the workmen excavating a vast new air-raid shelter in the north-east corner of the Palace, immediately outside my present room, has driven me across the passage into the little den (Room 379) which I had to occupy so long last year, when blitz and blast from various bombs had shattered my windows – since repaired with the admirable cellophane material that necessity has invented to take the place of glass. However, what I lose in amenity, I gain in quiet, for this room, looking on to the corner of the grand entrance in the quadrangle, is undisturbed save by the passage of some visitor’s motor-car beneath its windows.

Today is the first this year that can be compared to a summer’s day – it is, indeed, a perfect one; coming as it does with a spell of good news, it makes one wonder if the almost unalleviated sombreness and anxiety of the past two and a half years may not be beginning to lift. In the Travellers, at luncheon, I drew a smile on to the
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