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PART ONE: THE COMMISSION

By Hugo Vickers


Introduction

Queen Mary, the widow of George V, and grandmother of the Queen, died at Marlborough House on 24 March 1953, a few months before the Coronation. She was eighty-five years old. Unusually for a Queen consort, an official biography was commissioned. The last such exercise was the life of the Prince Consort, commissioned by Queen Victoria. The task was entrusted to James Pope-Hennessy.

Pope-Hennessy was a writer of considerable distinction, but he was young to be chosen – thirty-eight years of age. Born in 1916, he came from an intellectual Catholic family. His mother, Dame Una Pope-Hennessy, was herself a well-known writer, who produced books on Sir Walter Scott, Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Dickens, Canon Charles Kingsley and many others. His brother, Sir John Pope-Hennessy, was an art historian, who rose to be Director of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, then of the British Museum, and finally Chairman of the Department of European Paintings at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. While both brothers were still in the nursery they were given type-writers, and as they grew up they were paid by their mother to type her manuscripts (though she made deductions for mistakes).

James was educated at Downside and Balliol College, Oxford. From his earliest days he was destined to be a writer, and during his life he held few regular jobs. He worked for a Catholic publishing firm; he served as private secretary to Sir Hubert Young, Governor of Trinidad; he worked in military intelligence during the war; and he was literary editor of the Spectator from 1947 to 1949. His first book, London Fabric (1939), won the Hawthornden Prize. 

His personal life was always somewhat chaotic. James Lees-Milne wrote: ‘A natural rebelliousness was accentuated by his unremitting homosexuality … Although physically attracted to his own sex he loved the companionship of women to whom most of his enchanting correspondence was addressed. They were fascinated by his understanding and sensitivity. All his life he was much sought after by hostesses for his sparkling conversation.’1 His friends were amongst the most interesting artists, writers and muses of their generation – Cecil Beaton, James Lees-Milne, Clarissa Churchill (now Countess of Avon), Joan Moore (Countess of Drogheda), Viscountess Rothermere (Ann Fleming), and others. His brother, John, described him thus: 

I had never known James really well. I had boundless admiration for his talent, but his life seemed secretive (more so to me than to other people, I suspect), and I looked upon his forays into low life and smart society with some reserve. Years later, a close friend, Maud Russell, described him to me as ‘two characters lodged in one shell. The serious, hardworking, self critical (so far as his writing was concerned) workmanlike being, and that other self, wild, careless, unheeding. A person might easily have known only one half of him and not had a clue to the other half.’2

John Pope-Hennessy also addressed James as a writer:

James regarded himself as an artist, in the rather old-fashioned way that writers in the 1920s and 1930s had been prone to do. He was unintellectual, not in the sense of being unintelligent (he was indeed extremely clever), but of being uninterested in criticism or in ideas. Most of my friends were my own contemporaries; most of his were much older or younger than himself. In the 1950s it worried me that his life seemed to be built around people he was likely to outlive. The determining influence on his career as a writer was a wise woman of extraordinary intuition, Lady Crewe*, who recognized that his gift was biographical and that to realize it he required original material. Lord Crewe, as a result, gave him free access to the papers of his father, Lord Houghton,† who, as Richard Monckton-Milnes, was a centre of cultural life in London in the middle of the nineteenth century and wrote the first biography of Keats. Originally intended as a short memoir, the book grew into a two-volume biography. This was not his most popular but is to my mind his most accomplished and durable book. The payoff was a volume on Lord Crewe. Hardly was this off the press when the telephone rang on my desk, and I heard James’s voice saying, rather contemptuously, that he had been asked to write the official life of Queen Mary …3 

Pope-Hennessy had indeed established his reputation as a biographer with the two volumes on Monckton-Milnes, which were published in 1949 and 1951. He published his biography of Lord Crewe in 1955, a book which even he admitted was less than inspired. 

It was, however, the biography of Crewe that led to his appointment. Crewe’s daughter, Lady Cynthia Colville, had been a long-serving Lady-in-Waiting to Queen Mary. She suggested him to Sir Owen Morshead, the Royal Librarian. Morshead wrote to Pope-Hennessy on 13 June:

Dear Pope-Hennessy,

I wonder whether, after you have finished with Lord Crewe, you would care to undertake the official life of Queen Mary? Your researches into the period and circumstances of Lord Crewe’s life would be useful: and no less so would be your friendship with Lady Cynthia. John’s experience at the V. & A. would help you in that important aspect of Her Majesty’s life. I would give you every assistance in my power, and make free of all the papers.

The timing is not important; Wheeler-Bennett’s life of King George VI must appear first (because of the Abdication) and that will not be for 12 or 18 months yet. The financial arrangements and choice of a publisher would rest with you.

I hope very much that you will feel able and free to undertake this task. You are free to discuss it with Lady Cynthia: and for my part I would welcome the opportunity of a discussion with you either here or in London. But I am in no hurry.

Sincerely yours

Owen Morshead.4 

When offered the commission, Pope-Hennessy was determined to turn it down. He even drafted a letter to Sir Owen telling him that ‘with the deepest regret … I do not see how, at present, I can accept this flattering commission.’5 

Two things changed his mind. His brother John was horrified that he intended to turn the project down. He asked him to come and see him and gave him the vital clue as to the tone he should adopt:

Royalty, I explained, were an endangered species, and this was an occasion to establish, through close inspection of a single life, the nature of the phenomenon.’6 

The second was the promised discussion with Sir Owen which clearly put James’s mind at rest and fired his imagination.

The commission was duly announced in the papers on 8 July 1955. The Times reported a statement from Buckingham Palace the previous evening to the effect that the Queen had been ‘pleased to place the writing of a book about Queen Mary in the hands of Mr James Pope-Hennessy.’7 This news was greeted with enthusiasm by two historians who had tackled royal biographies. Sir John Wheeler-Bennett, official biographer of George VI, wrote to Harold Nicolson, official biographer of George V:

He is an admirable choice, and indeed I cannot think of anyone who could do it better. I do not envy him the job, as I am afraid there is rather a paucity of material, and many of her associates are no more. However, there are bound to be a lot of letters about somewhere, if he can run them to earth.8 

Nicolson then wrote to Pope-Hennessy:

I have a feeling that you will write a really first class book on this subject and that you will at least be able to indicate why this seemingly cold and unhappy woman managed to arouse much affection, and to remain a very interesting personality.9 

Not everyone was so convinced. George VI’s former Private Secretary, Sir Alan Lascelles, by then in retirement at Kensington Palace, had never met Pope-Hennessy. He telephoned Morshead to ask him ‘why, and by whom, this unknown young man, who had probably never clapped eyes on Q.M. had been entrusted with writing her biography.’10 Some time later he checked this with the Princess Royal, who confirmed the reason for the appointment: ‘I rather think it was due to Cynthia Colville and Owen Morshead that he was chosen. You may remember he wrote a life of Lord Crewe.’11

As it happens, Pope-Hennessy had once met Queen Mary with Lady Crewe at her home, West Horsley Place in Surrey, during the summer of 1949. It was an event he had described to his brother John:

*Bridget [Lady Victor Paget] & I were at Horsley Saturday to Monday. Sunday was ruined by the arrival of Queen Mary to tea – in itself very interesting & enjoyable, but made hideous by Peggy’s fussing all morning: she altered her mind about which room for tea 4 times, and had the butler put up 3 different kinds of table in the hall. It should have been a simple thing, as there was just us three, Queen Mary & Lady Cynthia. They arrived on the dot of 4, having hovered round Leatherhead because, as the roads are cleared by sirens, the journey had taken half an hour and she didn’t want to be early. Lady C read to her in the car coming down, can you imagine a more awful task? 

I was absolutely delighted by her, and immensely impressed. She is much larger than I expected, and looks miraculously new and clean – huge expanses of laundered chintz dress, a white lawn choker round the neck, with a colossal diamond suspended from it, a snow-white parasol and snow-white gloves, a little toque of pale magenta & pale blue violets – the whole incredibly appetising and agreeable. 

I sat next to her at tea, and she was extremely agreeable, though not starting conversations ever, and Peggy kept thinking up something to say: ‘Bridget never eats anything, Ma’am’ – ‘Yes I do’ rather angrily. ‘Perhaps you eat secretly?’ asked the Queen. She has a very funny twinkle in her eye and is obviously capable of being great fun. She looked at everything, taking 3 hours, until our knees were cracking, & Lady Cynthia evidently counts it lèse majesté to sit down in a room in which the Queen isn’t as long as she is somewhere in the house. Peggy moved Bridget & me about like pawns (‘Now you had better go up to the Drawing room by the big staircase and I will bring her up by the little one’), and there was a great [deal] of hissing (‘upstairs or downstairs, Cynthia?’) about the washing of the royal hands. She was genuinely interested in the Goethe autograph and the books I showed her.

Peggy telephoned thru’ to London in the evening to find out (Bridget says) whether we’d passed muster and was told we were both thought ‘enchanting’, so we were given champagne for dinner and generally treated like good children.12

This story has a curious post-script. After his appointment as Queen Mary’s biographer, Pope-Hennessy had access to her meticulously kept diary. Naturally he looked up the date to see what impression he had made on the dowager Queen. Turning to the page, he found Bridget Paget named, but he himself merely described as ‘and ?’

* * * 

Pope-Hennessy embarked on his three year quest for Queen Mary in 1955. It was to take him to many royal courts and to the lunch and tea tables of retired courtiers and ladies-in-waiting. He had access to a great number of private documents. He was shown royal residences both in England and in Europe. Part of the time he lived at the Gasthaus zu Scharfen Eck, Hagnau, Bodensee, in Germany, where the cost of living was cheaper and he was able to write quietly. As he went along, he kept notes of what he saw. 

His approach to these interviews is well-captured in an exchange between the two brothers in 1958. John wrote to James of a lunch at Pratolino, the summer home of Prince and Princess Paul of Yugoslavia. Princess Marina, the sister of Princess Paul, was there, as was their cousin, Princess Irene, Duchess of Aosta (sister of Queen Helen of Romania). John wrote:

That barrage of royal questions is so difficult. ‘How old is your brother?’ Topic then changed. ‘How much older are you than your brother?’ Another change of subject. Then more questions. I do not understand why they cannot ask everything they want to know at once. James replied: ‘I can easily give you a simile for royal questions. I see their minds like conveyor belts for luggage at London airport. First comes one’s own suitcase, then someone else’s typewriter, then drei Stücke, later another piece of one’s own luggage. They usually forget what they have asked you when you are in the midst of a reply, and you find they have moved on to a discussion of flying-saucers or drinking habits in Zanzibar.13 

And so James Pope-Hennessy set about researching one of the best royal biographies ever to have been published. The process took from the summer of 1955, when the book was commissioned, until the end of 1958. Extracts from Queen Mary were serialised in the summer of 1959, and the book was itself published that October.

It was to be a long journey for Pope-Hennessy, taking him to German castles, to Frogmore, Osborne, to meetings with the sources, and to others that Pope-Hennessy did not write up in that way. Between 1956 and 1958, he met the Landgrave of Hesse, Lord Stanmore, Prince Wolfgang of Hesse, Sir John Wheeler-Bennett, Monica Hesketh (who gave him letters from Queen Mary and oddments), Lady Phipps, Prince Ernst August of Hanover, Queen Helen of Romania, and Lord Hardinge of Penshurst amongst others. He was never short of encouragement, the Princess Royal writing at one point: ‘It is so nice to hear from time to time how you are getting on.’14

On 10 February 1957 he met Sir Alan Lascelles, who was to play a signicant role in the production and eventual publication of the book. Tommy Lascelles took a liking to the young author and became a great supporter of his book, as did his wife, the former Joan Thesiger, daughter of Lord Chelmsford, one time Viceroy of India. Lascelles had lately lost his son John from cancer in 1951 and to a certain extent Pope-Hennessy filled this void.

Lascelles was a crucial witness to the key years covered in the book. He had served as Assistant Private Secretary to the Prince of Wales (later Duke of Windsor) from 1920 to 1929, at which point he had resigned in despair. He had returned to royal service as Assistant Private Secretary to George V in the late months of 1935. He never saw the King during this phase, because of his death the following January. Lascelles had then served Edward VIII under Sir Alec Hardinge in 1936, and been deeply shocked by the Abdication. He was Assistant Private Secretary to George VI from 1936 until 1943, when he effected the forced resignation of Hardinge, and took over as Private Secretary. He served George VI in that capacity until the King’s death in 1952, and stayed with the present Queen until the end of 1953, thus overseeing the early days of her reign and the Coronation. 

Following a dinner at the Beefsteak Club on 25 July 1957, Pope-Hennessy noted for the first time some of the things that Lascelles told him. Relevant to Queen Mary are the following: 

Told me that King George V was far and away and without any question ‘the most physically repulsive man’ he had ever seen. 

Reminded me of Queen Mary’s reaction to the Prince of Wales’s newly done up panelled room at St James’s. He had had a copy made of her portrait, and framed in the panelling, and was in a great twitter about her opinion of the whole thing. When she came to see it with him, she merely looked round and said coldly: ‘What a funny sort of room to find in a palace, David,’ quite crushing and discountenancing him and his pride in the room.

That the story I had heard of King George V saying ‘David’ would never reign was nonsense; had he even suspected it he would have altered his will. In this he left Sandringham and Balmoral to his eldest son, so that the new King George VI had no property of his own and had to buy his brother out with a colossal sum. No-one at all, neither Baldwin, nor Queen Mary, nor Lascelles himself, ever dreamed up to the last moment that he could or would abdicate. When he heard it that evening, Sir A.L. was so stunned that he went out & walked 3 times round St James’s Park in the darkness, thinking of James II.

That he agrees with my highish opinion of the Duke of Gloucester’s I.Q.

That King George and Queen Mary were inexplicably disastrous parents.

That Queen Mary’s low opinion of her father-in-law [Edward VII] is shown by the fact that she passed without comment the whole of the Henry Ponsonby book*, which was sent to her in typescript to censor.

That my view of Queen Mary’s intense egotism was correct and well-founded. He thinks she can never have been in love in her life. On this point he again stressed King George’s physical repulsiveness. He was much worse than most strictly ugly people can ever be. It sounded indefinable but very positive.

Major Wickham is roughly speaking mad, but I should see him …15

Lascelles put Pope-Hennessy right on many points concerning the Duke of Windsor and the Abdication, the reaction of Dominion Governments to this and so forth. 

Later on, as he read the text, Lascelles advised him on how to deal with Sir Owen Morshead, and other problems:

What he wants is cosseting – stroke him continually like a cat, & he is yours for keeps. He has a suppressed inferiority complex, & he laps up friendly gestures like cream. You, with a very little effort on yr. part, can have him exactly where you want him.16

He agreed with Morshead about the portrayal of Princess Helena Victoria, daughter of Princess Christian, and therefore a granddaughter of Queen Victoria:

I told you long ago you weren’t doing justice to poor Snipey – sending her down to posterity with nothing but a long nose. O.M. is quite right – she was an old pet, & I loved her. ‘Much the best of those two Holstein girls,’ the old D. of Connaught used to say.17

Pope-Hennessy began to write the book before he had finished his interviews. To do this, he kept copious notes on every possible aspect of Queen Mary’s life. These are preserved in separate files, all beautifully typed, dated and organised. From these he wove his story. From notes in his day-to-day diary, it is not clear how much time he himself spent working in the Royal Archives at Windsor. He certainly went there from time to time, and the notes indicate considerable work carried out on Queen Mary’s papers, either by him or by a research assistant. 

Pope-Hennessy was approaching his work as a kind of ornithologist in quest of a rare species – observing with his sharp eye the figures who kindly helped him. But he never lost sight of the main quest: to present the life of Queen Mary to his readers.

In this, he was acutely aware of the various gates of censorship through which his book would have to pass. He kept his brother John informed of his progress. These letters give an insight into how he tackled his various problems. For example, while in in Hagnau, he reached 1892 and the illness and death of the Duke of Clarence. This preoccupied him for a month or so between April and May 1958:

I have begun today on the Duke of Clarence, irresistible; and highly tricky. I think I can get away with murder if everything is presented as making Grannie grander and stronger & more utterly marvellous – coming up fighting after each fresh trial, don’t you see?18

He continued:

The drama of the Duke of Clarence passing of course can’t be repeated twice in a lifetime, today I have killed off Princess Mary Adelaide, alas, also removed the Duke of Teck from the board – a tiny bit previous, but as he went mad so soon after her death we needn’t think about him again – his daughter didn’t. I have now got the Strelitz scandal which I daresay won’t pass muster at the censorship but my idea is to write it all as it was, so as to deposit one copy at B.M. [British Museum] or somewhere, telling all the truth?19 

He pursued the Strelitz scandal:

Am at work currently on Chapter 4 (= sixteenth chapter) in which Aunt Augusta’s eldest Strelitz granddaughter, aet:19, is raped by one of the Palais footmen & gives birth to a bastard – the Duchess of York in her heroic way coping with all – rather newsy, in fact. Isn’t Grannie turning out fine ? Surmounting all her difficulties & more admirable page by page – such is my aim & intention.20 

To his brother he was also able to speculate in a way that he felt would be inappropriate in the final book. He posed John a question regarding the painter, Thaddeus Jones*:

Does it transpire to your accomplished eye that the Duke of Teck was in love with Thaddeus Jones, who was then removed (Chapter VII) by Prince William of Württ[emberg] (a notorious homosexual)?? ‘Company of bright young officers’ in earlier chapter also slanted that way, like a rocket-site.21 

By August he had reached the Coronation of King George V and Queen Mary in 1911:

Motherdear [Queen Alexandra], in the fourth cycle of our drama, emerges as an ageing, saddened, heroic figure. Our heroine is wearing so many jewels upon what the present Queen would call her buzzum, that one is quite dazzled. Also ‘the pink muslin with convolvulus’ and ‘the pinky mousseline de soie with hollyhocks’.22 

In October he went to stay with Lady de Vesci, and wrote about the First World War. This completed some 500 pages of the book. The last 120 pages or so were finished in the remaining two months of 1958 (which included his memorable visit to Badminton, and his look into the Duke of Windsor’s papers at the Mill).

By the end of the year, the book was effectively finished and had been read, chapter by chapter, by both Tommy Lascelles and his wife Joan. Lady Lascelles wrote to him: ‘With a lump in my throat & tears in my eyes I have just put down your final chapters.’ She commended what she called his ‘keynote of simplicity and truth.’23 

At about this time, Pope-Hennessy read Wheeler-Bennett’s George VI, which had lately been published. He concluded that he did not like it, finding it ‘poorly constructed, so parti pris, so undramatic yet at the same time unserene’.’24

He departed for a much-needed break in Venice where he remained until 14 January. His long journey with Queen Mary was coming to an end. A week later he confessed to his brother: ‘I feel like the Queen (ER II) who said : ‘I cannot imagine a world without her’.’25

* * *

To have finished the book was a significant milestone but by no means the end of the saga. The book had to be checked and approved. Throughout its construction, Pope-Hennessy had worried about this major hurdle. It was a process that lasted between January and May 1959.

Lascelles helped him a great deal behind the scenes. As early as September 1958, Lascelles prepared the way by writing to Sir Owen Morshead: 

I’ve never read a biography that delighted, moved and amused me more intensely. I’ve no hesitation in calling it a masterpiece … Indeed, I can and shall, most truthfully tell the Queen that there is not one word in the book that cld distress her, or any member of the Family; if occasionally a harsh word is in the text, that word is from royal lips (letters or diaries) & never from the pen of the author. I am left with the strong impression that all the royals mentioned – even obvious scallywags – were really much nicer individuals, and better citizens, than one ever thought.

Another feature of the book wh I find interesting is the clear picture it gives of the roles played by minor royalties in the European world of eighty years ago.

As for the two Queens concerned – Victoria & Mary – I like them both far better than I ever did before.26  

Pope-Hennessy had to face Sir Owen Morshead, whose knowledge of Danish was clearly limited, asking him whether it was really necessary to describe Queen Louise of Denmark as ‘Droning Louise’ – he wondered if this was an adjective ‘denoting a silly old droner’. Pope-Hennessy was obliged to explain to Morshead that that was the Danish for Queen. 

Sir Michael Adeane, the Queen’s Private Secretary, pointed out that Sir Edgar Boehm was Austrian not German, that Craig Owen should read Craig Gowan, that it was George Andrew McMahon not Macmanus, and that though there were Counsellors of State, there was not actually a Council of State. He questioned the ‘alcoholic rumour’ on page 313. They failed to notice a few errors, such as that Mar Lodge was north, rather than south, of the Dee.

In a rare move for those days, Pope-Hennessy was given special permission by the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Scarbrough, to reproduce the portrait of Queen Mary by Sir William Llewellyn on the front cover of the dust jacket. 

Proofs, beautifully bound in red cloth, were then sent to the Queen, the Duke of Windsor, the Duke of Gloucester, and the Princess Royal on 4 April, with a request that they be returned by 1 May. The Duke of Windsor liked what he read:

Both the Duchess and I like and approve the manner in which you handled the delicate subject of ourselves and the Abdication, bearing in mind the fact that you have had to deal with this episode from my Mother’s angle.27

The Duke of Gloucester confined himself to a few neat proof corrections. In August the Duchess of Kent read the proofs and wrote ‘a really intelligent & appreciative letter of congratulation’ on what she called his ‘achievement’. She added that her only complaint was that the book had to come to an end as she could have gone on reading forever. This conjured an image in Pope-Hennessy’s head: ‘a pretty picture for a Beerbohm drawing – that puzzled German profile bent over a biography as long as a Dead Sea Scroll.’28 

Then Tommy Lascelles weighed in to settle the question of the book once and for all. He wrote direct to Sir Michael Adeane, his successor as the Queen’s Private Secretary:

Dear Michael,

James Pope-Hennessy tells me he will be sending you the final proofs of his book, for The Queen’s consideration, in the next few days.

At that very agreeable dinner-party to which The Queen invited Joan & me the other day, I had some talk about the book with H.M.; but I should like to give you my final opinion on it, for what that opinion may be worth. – I have read, and re-read it, chapter by chapter, during the last 12 months, and as they say in the show-ring, I can’t fault it.

As you know, I had to do the same by John Gore, Nicolson, and Wheeler-Bennett, and have now evolved a pretty thorough technique of sizing up royal biographies. In this case, I asked myself, all the time, three main questions: (1). Is the book a worthy and sympathetic portrait of Queen Mary? – During the last ten years of her life, I saw a good deal of the Queen, who was always frightfully kind to me. I was personally devoted to her, and admired her greatly. So here I set myself a high standard, and, looking back, I was at first a bit anxious as to whether the book would reach it; but, quite early on, my anxiety on that score quite disappeared, and the net result is an unqualified Yes to my 1st question.

I am sure that all those who knew the Queen will agree with this, while all those who did not know her will wish to God they had.

(2). Is there anything in the book that could offend, or distress, The Queen herself, or any members of her family? – Answer, No, nothing. It is throughout written in perfect taste – the book of a gentleman, rare in these days – and I found that at the end of it I had a deeper affection and regard for every member of the Royal Family referred to than I had before. Especially Queen Victoria, about whom certain little-known and wholly delightful characteristics come out; and as for The Queen’s great-great-aunt, the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, she will be my favourite woman to the day of my death. A thing that specially appealed to me was the discovery, which I suppose I ought to have made for myself years ago, that all that generation of the R. Family were brilliant letter-writers.

(3). Will the ‘common reader’ appreciate the book? – Here I can only say that Joan & I, who are average common readers, used to sit each side of the fire with sheets of typescript in our hands, wholly absorbed, and alternately laughing aloud, or wiping away surreptitious tears. (There are some very moving passages in it) – so I prophesy that it will sell like hot cakes here, in Europe, and in U.S.A. and India; further that when we are all dead and buried, it may still be recognized as one of the outstanding biographies in the English language. It will have considerable historical value, too, for it gives a very interesting picture of the part played – in the background – by members of the various Royal Families, English & Foreign (other than the Sovereigns themselves) all through the Victorian and Edwardian periods; and I don’t know of any other book that does that.

I did, as a matter of fact, ask myself a fourth question – Would the King have liked the book? – I’m as sure as I can be that he wld have enjoyed it immensely, and wld have given us all some extremely amusing footnotes to it.

 – April 4th to 12th, I shall, D.V., be on the Brora. Pula, pula. That sainted woman, Jessie Tyeser, has this year told me to bring Nicky Renton with me. He is a crazy fisherman – a chip of this old block – and, as you know, getting a son or grandson his first fish is one of the few real pleasures left to us old gentlemen,

Yrs ever

Tommy.29

In May Pope-Hennessy heard that his book had passed the royal censors and been approved for publication. He telephoned Lascelles, who was livid that he did not make a special effort to come round and tell the good news in person. If Pope-Hennessy appeared ungrateful, he made up for it in his generous acknowledgment to Lascelles’ help in Queen Mary: 

For constructive but unsparing criticism, and for constant encouragement in my work on this book I am also vastly indebted to Sir Alan Lascelles, Private Secretary and Keeper of the Archives to King George VI and to Queen Elizabeth II.30

* * * 

Queen Mary was published to considerable critical acclaim in 1959. Just before its publication Lascelles addressed the issue of royal biographies in an article in The Sunday Times entitled A New School of Royal Biography. In this he distanced himself from the kind of books written by Sir Theodore Martin (on the Prince Consort) and Sir Sidney Lee (on Edward VII). Perhaps surprisingly for a courtier, he welcomed the ‘authoritative portrait’ of Queen Victoria, given by Sir Henry Ponsonby, her Private Secretary, who might normally be perceived to have betrayed the Sovereign for whom he worked. As Lascelles pointed out: ‘The book does not detract one whit from Queen Victoria’s greatness: the reputations of people of her unquestioned calibre are only enhanced by the knowledge that they were not immune from ordinary human shortcomings.’31 Lascelles continued:

The gradual realisation of such considerations brought about the wholesome revulsion from the ‘pedestal’ school of biographers, who, by sedulously concealing the weaknesses of their subjects, made their very strength seem unreal: who set them on a pillar so high that, like Lord Nelson in Trafalgar Square, they remain utterly remote from their fellow-creatures. That revulsion had its dangers, too, as does any pursuit of the narrow path of Truth. Alongside it grew up an ‘anti-pedestal’ school of professional ‘debunkers’ – the sensation-mongering, black-washing biographers, determined at all costs, and regardless of the claims of truth and decency, to be resoundingly iconoclastic; and, lower down the scale, appeared the moron who is in a continual ecstasy from the discovery that, in ordinary circumstances, Royal personages behave like ordinary people.32 

Adopting the line that he had not yet read the biography of Queen Mary, Lascelles wrote of Pope-Hennessy:

His earlier works justify the anticipation that this one has been written with artistry and delicacy of taste that characterised them; one may also expect so original a writer to have approached his present task in an original manner. If his immediate predecessors in the art of Royal biography, gave us, as it were, full-length portraits by Allan Ramsay or Raeburn, Mr Pope-Hennessy has, I expect, painted a conversation piece by Zoffany: a conversation-piece in which, perhaps, his subject will stand out – not too sharply – from a group of her kith and kin, against a background of the social and political landscape of the age in which Queen Mary lived her long life.33  

Pope-Hennessy’s anonymous obituarist in The Times believed that he had been ‘to some extent handicapped by the fact that earlier writers, Mr John Gore, Sir Harold Nicolson and Sir John Wheeler-Bennett in their lives of George V and George VI had covered a great deal of the period in which Queen Mary was active.’34 On the other hand, no one had known much of the early life of Queen Mary, which he investigated ‘most thoroughly’.35

Harold Nicolson also read a large part of the typescript in 1958, noting in his diary: ‘It is a really remarkable work, dexterously combining factual narrative with imagination, humour and sympathy.’36 To Pope-Hennessy he was enthusiastic in his praise:

It has all the virtues of a serious biography, of a studious social history and of a romantic novel. It is informative, amusing, vivid and admirably composed and written. It is perfectly respectful; yet one can see the angels smile, and the chuckle of the devils is so subdued that only an ear as acute as Princess May’s own could detect their laughter … It is a pointilliste portrait built up of a thousand significant details. In fact what surprises one most is the skill with which, without disturbing the smooth flow of the narrative, you catch the sparkle of every ripple … It is a real creative feat to have brought Princess May from a shadowed background, hesitant and stiff, into a sudden blare of publicity … I see in this a dramatic gift that I had not suspected …37  

Writing in the Dictionary of National Biography many years later, James Lees-Milne, gave his views on the book. He declared that, with the possible exception of Nicolson’s George V, ‘no other royal biography of the century has so successfully combined sympathetic character-study with social history in such brilliant narrative form’.38

* * * 

When the book was serialised in The Sunday Times, survivors popped out of the woodwork to add their own comments and occasional niggles, the fate of all authors who venture into publication. After a spirited exchange, it was settled that Queen Victoria had indeed died in the arms of both the Kaiser, and her physician, Sir James Reid, at Osborne House. 

Sir Shane Leslie took exception to Pope-Hennessy’s description of H.P. Hansell, tutor to Queen Mary’s elder sons and to Sir Shane. He stated: ‘The trend in Royal Biography is set against him.’ Leslie gave several examples of his wit and humour: ‘As the Norfolk goalkeeper he could convulse a crowd with his goose-step out of goal.’39 The niece of Miss Mary Blomfield complained of Pope-Hennessy’s description of her aunt’s disruption of a royal court, suggesting that she did not cry out, ‘Stop torturing women’,40 but said to the King in a low voice: ‘For God’s Sake, Your Majesty, stop forcible feeding.’ She and her sister were led from the Throne Room, and the King deputed an Equerry to serve them champagne and sandwiches before they left for home.41

For his work on Queen Mary, he was appointed CVO in 1960. Kenneth Rose commented that Sir Harold Nicolson was given a KCVO in 1953 for King George V, and Sir John Wheeler-Bennett a KCVO in 1959 for King George VI: His Life and Reign. He added: ‘As Mr Pope-Hennessy’s book can hardly be rated inferior to these works either in style or content it would seem that the standards on which awards have been made are hierarchical rather than literary – a KCVO for the life of a Sovereign, a CVO for the life of a consort.’42

In the years following Queen Mary he became quite involved with the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, who even visited him on one occasion at his home in Ladbroke Grove. The Duchess rang him up once in the middle of the night to suggest that she had a project for him which he might find ‘quite dignified’, presently adding, ‘It’s also financially rewarding.’ This proved to be articles by the Duke, ghosted by James, reflecting changes in men’s fashions. Pope-Hennessy backed down when he detected a political slant to it. Nor was he inclined to work with Jack Le Vien on a film version of A King’s Story.

Tommy Lascelles was infuriated with Pope-Hennessy when, in 1964, he wrote an adulatory article in The Sunday Times in favour of the Duke of Windsor for his 70th birthday, in which he suggested that the Queen and Royal Family should relax their distant attitude to the couple. However, Lascelles was prepared to help him with a considered appraisal of the Duke’s qualities and otherwise for a stock obituary being prepared. This was published in The Sunday Times after the Duke’s death in 1972.

It had been hoped by the Windsors that Pope-Hennessy might be the Duke’s official biographer. It is greatly to our loss that such a book did not materialise, since he looked at the Duke with interest, a certain affection, but also through unblinkered eyes. And he would possibly have taken a welcome non-establishment approach to the Duchess. It was certainly the hope of John Utter, the Duke’s last Private Secretary, that Pope-Hennessy would be assigned that task. 

However, Pope-Hennessy was becoming increasingly difficult as the years went by, due to his heavy drinking. As his older, unfailingly incisive brother, Sir John Pope-Hennessy, wrote in his autobiography:

James was incurably extravagant (this he inherited from his father), and from 1964 on his life was clouded by insolvency … I have a portrait of him, painted in the last years of his life, in a style derived from Tchelitchew, by Cecil Beaton, who had photographed him from the 1930s, on. In it, his haunted face registers despair.

And yet, fraught though the last years of his life were, James continued to work and write regularly. In 1959 he edited the letters between Queen Victoria and Princess Victoria of Prussia*. He published a study of his grandfather, Verandah: Some Episodes in the Crown Colonies 1867–1889 (1964), which some consider his most original book, Sins of the Fathers (1967), Half-Crown Colony (1969), and Anthony Trollope (1972). Finally, in 1973, it was announced that he had been appointed official biographer of Sir Noël Coward, who had died earlier in the year. 

The book was never written. In January 1974 Pope-Hennessy had spoken too openly of the advance he had received. This was overheard and it was thought that he was keeping this in cash at his home.

He was reading in his flat at 9 Ladbroke Grove, when three men entered the premises, bound and gagged him, and beat him savagely, evidently searching for the money. Pope-Hennessy’s valet-housekeeper, Leslie Smith, arrived home and tried to rescue him. He was taken to St George’s Hospital, where he died aged sixty. Though the assailants were jailed for manslaughter, and given stiff sentences by Mr Justice Melford Stevenson, on 11 July 1974, the sentences were reduced by the Court of Appeal. In May 1975 Lord Justice Scarman accepted that Pope-Hennessy suffered only superficial injuries, and died after choking on his own blood from a lip wound.

When Queen Mary was published, it was widely praised and widely read. And it has survived the passage of time. A.N. Wilson wrote of it: ‘But there is one book toweringly greater than anything else he wrote, and that is his life of Queen Mary. It is not so much that he had at last chosen a great subject, but that he had found a subject to which his pen was perfectly suited.’43

That was not the end of it. In 1980 Peter Quennell published A Lonely Business, a mixture of letters, diaries, and some of the interviews that James Pope-Hennessy undertook for his Queen Mary biography. The aim was to give a portrait of him as a writer.

Pope-Hennessy had not intended the royal interviews to be published for fifty years (i.e. until 2009). He described them as follows:

To supplement the manuscript and printed sources I kept a private and confidential file recording in considerable detail the conversations I had both with Queen Mary’s immediate descendants, related German, Danish and Norwegian royalty and with surviving members of the Court of King George V and Queen Mary. None of these interviews have been published, nor could they be until a lapse of fifty years. They are strictly confidential and form, I believe, a not uninteresting study of royal psychology as it was and as it largely remains today.44

Quennell was an elegant writer himself but, being then nearly seventy-five, he did not exert himself as an editor. His footnotes left much to be desired. While he told the reader that Orlando, a book Pope-Hennessy was reading, was ‘by Virginia Woolf, 1928’, he did not bother with matters outside his immediate knowledge. When Pope-Hennessy visited Nigeria in 1965, his driver spoke of the hated Premier, Chief Akintola: ‘Of course, Sir, we will kill him, but if not today, soon, soon.’ It would surely have been interesting to have been informed that a month later, on 15 January 1966, the Chief was indeed murdered. Nor did he identify Phyllis Shand Allfrey in Dominica. She was a well-known politician and author of The Orchid House (1954).

The lasting value of A Lonely Business was to be found in its third part: Royal Portraits – Notes for the biography of Queen Mary. These added considerably to readers’ knowledge and appreciation of Queen Mary, without in any way detracting from the official life. 

In 1980, for a variety of reasons, only about 31,000 words were published. This compilation contains the full 73,000 words, expanding with notes to over 100,000 words.

In editing it, I have placed the interviews in chronological order, so that Pope-Hennessy’s research unfolds like a journey. The book has several points of interest. It is a portrait of a by-gone age of royal life. Furthermore, when read chronologically, the interviews provide rare insight into the practice and method of biographical research, thus allowing them to be read on several levels. These portraits were of course written quickly, almost immediately following the interviews in question. Sometimes they were merely brief notes – a kind of aide-memoire, as with Lady Cynthia Colville or Miss Wyndham; at other times, full portraits, such as with the Windsors and the Gloucesters. While making every effort to preserve original spontaneity, the occasional solecism has been corrected silently and irregularities have been conformed. 

I have introduced the figures that Pope-Hennessy interviewed, and added some footnotes to put certain people and events in context. I have tried to keep my interpolations to a minimum, since Pope-Hennessy himself needs no embellishment.

* * *

I nurture a fantasy that though I never saw Queen Mary, she may well have seen me. I was a Hyde Park baby, taken there regularly in my pram by either my mother or my nanny. My mother told me that on these excursions she would sometimes see Queen Mary being driven round the park in her Daimler. Since I was born in November 1951, and Queen Mary last drove out in February 1953, it may well be that she glimpsed my pram. I hope so.

I first became properly conscious of Queen Mary a few years later, when I was given a Coronation scrapbook. I must have been eleven or twelve. I still have it. Flicking through the pages, there are images of the Queen’s grandmother taken at the end of January 1953, captioned ‘one of the last pictures of Queen Mary’. The photograph was taken on her return from Sandringham, a holiday, most of which she had spent in her room. She was wearing one of her toques, and what I now know to be her wig was in place, as were heavy drop earrings, and a necklace. Her dignity was complete. Next to it is pasted the dramatic photograph taken at the Lying-in-State, in which Queen Mary wore full Tudor mourning for her son, King George VI. There were earlier photographs from her life, and a memorable photograph of the young Queen Elizabeth II, in black with a very full veil, and a minute waist. Next to her stands the young Duke of Edinburgh in naval uniform, both arriving at Westminster Hall for the Lying-in-State. These images impressed themselves on my young mind. 

Soon after this, at the age of thirteen, I first read Pope-Hennessy’s Queen Mary. It took me several weeks, but I read it from cover to cover during the Lent term of 1965 at Eton. As I have all too often related, I purchased my copy in a second-hand bookshop (which closed all too soon afterwards) in Thames Street, Windsor, opposite the Hundred Steps up to Windsor Castle. I paid fifteen shillings for it on the afternoon of Sir Winston Churchill’s State Funeral, 30 January 1965. 

I cannot claim to have mastered every word or nuance, but it was the grounding for an interest in royal biography, and I will forever be grateful that Pope-Hennessy’s masterly work was the one that I fell upon. As was written in The Shadow of the Wind, ‘few things leave a deeper mark on a reader than the first book that finds its way into his heart …’45

I re-read Queen Mary with equal pleasure on a morale-restoring visit to Scotland in September 1989, which doubled as an exploration of royal and stately homes. I was conscious that I could hardly set myself up as a royal expert without knowing where Balmoral was in relation to Birkhall, Abergeldie Castle or Loch Muich, or without having visited Glamis. 

For this project, after I had annotated the records that Pope-Hennessy left of his visits to the various sources, I sat down to read the book for the third time. In so doing I was interested to see how the author used his source material: what he put in, what he left out, how he told the story. 

There is a curious postscript to my interest in the Queen Mary biography. From time to time I would pick up copies in secondhand bookshops in order to give them to friends. One day, in November 2010, I was browsing in a bookshop on the Gloucester Road and spotted a copy. Did I really need another one? I thought I would check the price. There, on the endpapers, was an inscription: ‘To Darling
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