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Author’s Note

I appreciate that the world in 2021 is a different place from what it was in the 1980s. My diaries reflect and record what was said at the time, but the world of Cecil Beaton was one where both the public and private understanding of sexuality was sometimes confused and contradictory. The people I spoke to discussed this openly, and the way they expressed themselves in those far-off days was frequently different to what is now considered acceptable. This potentially difficult material has been left in, however, as they are inextricable from Beaton’s life, his social circles and my experiences and conversations during this period of time.


1980

It was now my task to meet as many people as possible who could talk about Cecil. Concurrently I was working my way through his press-cutting albums, which gave me the chronology and a fair bit of contemporary comment, and reading – which meant deciphering – his 145 books of manuscript diaries. This took a long time, as of course did the interviews since I had to get to the sources. I had to travel. I have often thought that if you write a book about coal miners, you will spend a lot of time in coal mines. If you write about Cecil Beaton, you find yourself in London, New York, Paris, Monte Carlo and San Francisco.

The interviewing process had started even before the sale of the house.

London, Tuesday, 5 February 1980

One of the very first was Francis Goodman (1913‒89), who got in touch with me after reading about the book in the Evening Standard. I had met him briefly two years before.

He had been born as Francis (‘Franzie’) Gutmann and had begun experimenting with a Box Brownie when he was six. He came back to London from Munich in 1931 and anglicised his name. He joined the studio of Peter Rose Pulham, in Berkeley Square. He took fashion photos for Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, and society portraits for the Sketch. Over the years he photographed Cecil, Lucian Freud, Oliver Messel, Anna May Wong, Gertrude Lawrence and many more. Much of his later work appeared in the Tatler during the late 1940s and 1950s. This did not make him rich, but he was noted for being well dressed and retaining a fashionable London address. He bequeathed his archive to the National Portrait Gallery.

He rang me on 30 January. He wondered how emotional Cecil was: ‘I’ve never heard anyone say they’d hopped into bed with Cecil.’

 

I set off on a nasty wet day to the [Sloane Street] flat of Francis Goodman. He gave me coffee and lots of cassis – really too much. He said he expected a fat, middle-aged character. (That’s how I feel at times.) He said he saw in me himself when he was young. I did not fail to realise that he wanted to be in the book and for me to use his pictures.

He’s sixty-six and he claims till ’53 he made no money though he worked hard. Now on his walls are a Graham Sutherland and other works. He told me he used to be known as ‘the poor man’s Cecil Beaton’. He related that he took photos of Cecil and went round with them to Sussex Gardens. There was crying upstairs – Cecil came down. This was to show him pictures against a background painted by the decorative artist John Banting. ‘Please excuse me. My brother died in the night.’ He committed suicide by throwing himself under a tube around 1932 or 1933.

Many jokes about him and Oliver Messel.35 OM born a day before. Picture by Goodman in the press made Oliver look young – ‘I really am not ready yet to launch out as a sixty-year-old,’ said Cecil. ‘Why don’t you find a very young-looking photograph as you did for Oliver Messel yesterday and print that? With plenty of touching up.’ After one lot of pictures, he wrote, ‘You have done wonders with the subject and it’s not your fault if I look like a sinister old Thespian in some of them. I wished I had washed my hair. Many thanks. Yours Cecil.’

 

He went on to tell me about Cecil’s tailor, how unprofessional Cecil’s early negatives were, his haphazard work for Zika Ascher and he introduced figures such as Simon Fleet (Juliet Duff’s ‘walker’), Charles James,36 the dress designer, and Peter Rose Pulham, the photographer, into the story. He related how Cecil hated photographing the Lygon sisters,37 and after posing the angular-looking Lady Oxford had not even bothered to make prints of the photos.

 

So the strange story developed.

I saw Goodman again at Cecil’s memorial service, being ignored by all and sundry. The Baron would not speak to him and Laura Marlborough had no idea who he was. I was nervous of him as I had heard he was a gossip-column informer.

London, Saturday, 8 March 1980

I had met Lady Ashton, also known as Madge Garland (1896‒1990), a few times before. She agreed I could come and see her about Cecil. She had known him since his earliest days, was photographed while his sisters held up the scenery. The last time she had seen him was very recently. She said, ‘We’ve been photographed together so many times, and not for the last time, I hope.’ But so it proved to be.

Madge was originally from Melbourne, Australia, where her father had a textile business. The family came to England when she was two. She was briefly married to Ewart Garland (later the father of theatre director Patrick Garland), was an early fashion editor at Vogue, working alongside her friend Dorothy Todd, who combined high fashion with high art and good journalism. Both were removed by Condé Nast in 1926. Madge went on to edit other magazines, to return to Vogue in 1934, and to write extensively about fashion. She became a professor of fashion at the Royal College of Art. Virginia Woolf wrote of her ‘rather excessive charm’; Rebecca West described her as ‘an exquisite piece of porcelain’ while not underestimating her inner strength.38 In 1952, she married Sir Leigh Ashton, director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, a short-lived arrangement.

 

I arrived at Melbury Walk at four o’clock. She has a book-lined room and sits on a couch with a rug over her. I suppose she must now be about eighty. She showed me early photos of her by Cecil – one was certainly of the very earliest style; she said the sisters held the lights on the floor.

It occurred to me in the course of the conversation that Lady A. might be a lesbian. It was the way she spoke of other women – beauty in women and so on. Thus she’d have married Sir Leigh Ashton (now in St Andrews) for companionship in later life.

She began by explaining the different Vogues to me – the Quaker Edna Woolman Chase, who took over Lucien Lelong’s Gazette du Bon Temps in Paris in the days when French designs took days to cross the Channel. Condé Nast bought it outright and kept the staff. She thought French Vogue the best of all – Alison Settle,39 she recalled, was pestered by CB in Venice in 1929 – he wanted to do one of those sketches of her. The row in New York40 concerned something anti-Semitic: ‘I saw nothing distasteful in it at all,’ she said. ‘I was awakened by a telephone call. Had I seen Cecil last night? Where had he been?’ He was out by midday.

The resignation was in the midday press. She said, ‘The difference was so extraordinary. Before that he was a painted young flusie. He came back a man, serious.’ They had drinks at the Ritz together. Later Madge needed a photographer, couldn’t find one, had to use a separate studio and photographer each time. Finally Condé took Cecil back. She said when Edna was persuaded to retire it nearly killed her. She spoke of Horst.41 He I must see. She said Cecil was ‘very hard-working, polite, very charming’. Oliver Messel once failed to do the designs for a Cochran revue. Cecil worked overnight and produced the goods. ‘Oliver couldn’t have cared less,’ she said. ‘He was a dilettante gentleman.’

She knew Stephen Tennant – and said of Wilsford, ‘The windows were blocked out with false views. There was a fisherman’s net draped up the staircase. The pale blue taffeta curtains lined with black lace and pink roses. He had a French café bar – with the postcard stand. Once he dressed as Queen Marie of Romania. When the King died, the Daily Mail had a heading: “King Ferdinand dead” and “Stephen Tennant every inch a Queen”. That editor was out by midday too.’

Of Charley James she said: ‘He had more knowledge of fashion in his little finger than the whole world of couture put together.’

She said that Mercedes de Acosta,42 a sister of Mrs Lydig and ‘one of the women I have loved most in my life’, was Garbo’s lover in Paris. She said that Garbo was an ‘empty vessel’. She said that Mercedes used to sleep in the same bed as her, then drive her to the studio. As she reached the studio she gradually transformed into the part she was going to play. Of Cecil and Garbo she said sternly: ‘I don’t believe a word of it. The thought of a woman would scare the pants off him. Of course he was in love with her. Everybody was.’ She thought she’d love to meet her.

She also said that beauty was a great responsibility. We discussed this at length. She spoke of Lee Miller (Mrs Roland Penrose) who became drunk and fat and did everything to destroy her beauty. She saw it as a barrier between her and reality.

London, Friday, 21 March 1980

Lady Diana Cooper (1892‒1986) was a vital figure in Cecil’s life. A legendary beauty, once described as ‘the least dumb blonde’, she was the daughter of Violet, Duchess of Rutland, and possessed a unique and original approach to life. As Lady Diana Manners, she was much sought after by a generation of young men, many of whom lost their lives in the First World War. She starred in Max Rheinhardt’s play, The Miracle. Her marriage to Duff Cooper brought her into politics and later to the British Embassy in Paris. She had been immortalised in novels by Evelyn Waugh, Nancy Mitford and Enid Bagnold. In widowhood, she was living in Little Venice, and was then eighty-seven.

She did not hesitate to address questions to strangers, so my first encounter with her had been after an Order of the Garter ceremony in 1972, when she turned and asked me a random question. I then met her at lunch with Alan Pryce-Jones43 in 1976, when I was writing Gladys, and later with Laura Marlborough and Ali Forbes at Portman Towers in the summer of 1979.

I telephoned on 17 March. ‘Oh! Hugo Vickers,’ she said. ‘Any time, anywhere, whatever you like,’ she said. Later she changed it, ringing me back: ‘Mr Vickers?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hugo. Diana Cooper.’ She was going, she thought, to Michael Duff’s memorial service.

‘It’s Michael Astor tomorrow,’ I said.

‘Well, the same applies,’ she said.

 

I started this diary because I was lunching with Lady Diana Cooper in May 1976. It has kept going for nearly four years now and today was the day of my visit to her . . .

I drove to Warwick Avenue and I found the house and planted myself outside it. At eleven o’clock I went in. The yellow door has a brass plaque on it announcing that it is the gift of Paul Getty. I rang. Wanda (Pissara), the Portuguese [housekeeper], opened the door for me. There was a huge sign saying: ‘BEWARE OF THE DOG’ – in case someone stepped on the little creature, I suppose. ‘You’ve come to see Lady Diana?’ asked Wanda. I climbed the stairs and followed the sound of barking and Lady Diana talking on the telephone. Doggie is a tiny little thing. She leapt towards me and we made friends. Diana was in bed, propped up on huge pillows. She wore a little yellow lace cap and a white shawl. Letters were all over the bed and to hand there were pencils, pens, postcards, everything imaginable. The bed had a huge canopy and there were lovely large windows. Diana smiled, and in due course the telephone conversation was over and we began ours. She introduced me to Doggie: ‘I sometimes think that when I’m gone – and it can’t be long now – she is the only one that would care.’

I showed her the piece Cecil wrote about her in 1929, the compliment about turning her upside down to judge her beauty. She was amused. I still had to convince her that there was something to be said about Cecil. I was quite confident about it. She seemed to accept it. She said Cecil was one of her dearest friends. ‘I loved him dearly,’ she said. ‘Of course he could be very spiteful, but I never suffered from that. He did once write in his diaries that I never stopped talking. I was rather surprised. I just tried to keep the conversation going and think of things to talk about,’ she said. ‘He was kind but he could be nasty. Of course when he had the stroke, all that was forgotten, the slate was wiped clean and the neighbours were very kind to him.’ She said she had been unable to go to St Martin-in-the-Fields ‘right in the centre of Trafalgar Square. I told Eileen,’ she said. She asked if anyone was interested in the house yet – ‘I mean anyone we know.’

She recalled Cecil’s early photographing of her. She said she went to Sussex Gardens where he took her with a small Brownie. ‘It wasn’t technique,’ she said. ‘He was a genius. When you think it’s such an infinitesimal fraction of a second to get the picture. He knew it. And after the stroke he lost that.’ She said she hoped it might be possible to create a camera which was attached to a helmet and that he could look through. Then he could get it right and press. She’s no fool.

She said she once went to Stephen Tennant’s house, Wilsford, but she didn’t remember meeting him in 1970. She said Wilsford was the oddest place she’d ever seen. She told me she didn’t know Cecil at the time of the ducking [at Wilton] but a lot of people were outraged on Cecil’s behalf. And the Pembrokes threw the culprits out.44

At one point her son John Julius [Norwich] called. And she talked to him just as I imagined she would. She was worried about his cold, and they tried to think of someone pretty for Paul-Louis Weiller.45 She said, ‘Paul-Louis’s blind so it doesn’t matter – someone with a pretty voice.’ [When he rang off] she said to me, ‘That was John Julius. But you knew that. It’s like someone saying to her husband, “That was Sam, darling,” after saying “Goodbye, Sam.” ’ She’s a good mimic. I hadn’t realised. She quoted Cecil calling out to the manservant: ‘Manley, come here and help, Manley. Oh! Do help, Manley.’

Diana enjoyed Laura’s book but with one thing. ‘If you really want to know, I don’t approve of things like erection. Does that shock you?’ Then she said that what Laura46 needs is a man.

‘There is the colonel [Alex Young],47 of course,’ I said.

‘Oh! He’s no good,’ she said. I said we had been promised a meeting with the colonel. ‘Oh! He’s mixed up with Loelia,48 is he?’ she said, when I told her the connection. She was surprised that I had never met him. At one point she said: ‘Do you smoke?’ She’d have taken a cigarette off me if I had.

I greatly enjoyed the conversation and the experience. She said, ‘I’m always here. Come again soon, very soon.’ And there was a splendid moment when a little stir was noticed in the bed and she said, ‘Wait.’ She sat very still and then Doggie’s head emerged at the top of the bed. She was enthralled. It was a great sight!

She had to dress and go out to lunch, ‘Not with the old Queen, with an old queen,’ she said, so off I went. The little brown Mini was parked outside, ready to set off into the hurly-burly of the London traffic.

 

I called her again on 10 April to give her the bequest of candlesticks from Cecil. When I asked her how she was, she said, ‘Oh, pretty bad,’ adding, ‘Come any time, dear boy,’ and so I taxied over there. Wanda said, ‘Lady Diana asks that you don’t look at her too closely.’ She sat in bed once again with no lace cap this time, but her glasses on. And her hair is fair-dyed and she looked pretty good. She loved the candlesticks and said, ‘I could use them.’ She was pleased that we were to meet at the Baron’s dinner for Laura’s book Laughter From a Cloud. ‘I call him Weidenpuss,’ she said.

London, Tuesday, 15 April 1980

I arrived to collect Diana at seven forty-five for the Baron’s dinner party and found her in a grey-white pleated Yuki dress, on closer examination a little grubby and wine-stained. Wanda and her young daughter were at the door, the child holding a sinister mask. ‘Show the gentleman,’ said Diana. ‘I think it’s the worst I’ve seen.’

 

The Baron greeted Diana and Laura with a kiss. Gillon was early, Hugh [Massingberd] had gone into a grey suit. There was Tom Parr, the boyfriend of Fulco Verdura,49 to whom I spoke unhelpfully on the telephone once. There was an attractive girl until I remembered her as the wife of Peter Ward,50 who was fat, but boyish-looking. There were the Mannerses51 – Lady John: ‘Where’s the Duchess? Hallo, Duchess,’ and to me, ‘Hallo, Ghost.’ Then, at a silent moment at dinner, she called over to Diana, ‘Hallo, Auntie’ – I don’t think it went down very well.

‘Do you know ’er?’ asked Diana, very much in the style of Gladys. ‘Oh, you do . . .’

The Duke of Devonshire (who once ushered someone into a room with the phrase ‘Ability before privilege’) shook hands. There were Sir John and Lady Margaret Colville, Flora Solomon,52 fresh back from Jerusalem, and others to make up to twenty-four.

I was on the top table:

 

The Baron

 Lady Diana Cooper        Lady John Manners

 Me        Tom Parr

 Flora Solomon        The Hon. Mrs Peter Ward

 Sir John Colville        The Duke of Devonshire

Laura

 

Diana greeted my return to her side with great enthusiasm and squeezed my arm. Then there was Flora on the other side to whom I had a more serious talk. She worries about what will happen [to Laura] when the excitement of publication is over. When the flatness sets in. She was also upset that none of her family had come.

At one point I could hear the Baron telling Diana why he thought a life of Cecil was so marvellous – another point of view and so on. ‘Haven’t I convinced you yet?’ I asked. Then we began a long and excellent conversation. At the lunch four years ago with Alan Pryce-Jones53 I hadn’t been up to talking to her – in fact I stayed silent most of the time and did my best to keep track of who they were talking about.

Now it was quite different. She talked for about an hour about Cecil. ‘Very conscious of his own worth,’ she said, and of Greta: that there was a time when Greta was around Pelham Place and Cecil was really more interested in his play. She said that Mrs Beaton [Cecil’s mother] left Reddish whenever Greta appeared and referred to her as ‘that woman’. She told me about Maud [Nelson], the friend of Oggie Lynn.54 She said Maud assaulted a girl who lived in North Wales.

Of herself she said she used to lie to her mother and that it was wonderful when someone said to her, ‘You must tell the truth.’ We discussed Enid Bagnold and she is going to take me to see her. She says she lives in the past and she alerted me to a row she had with Cecil over The Chalk Garden.55 She asked me, to my very great surprise, ‘Did you always know you were going to do as well as now?’ Me – well – heavens, no! I was heading downhill very fast – I often think I still am. I attributed the change to Gladys, and we had a long talk about her again – her definition of madness, her way of inspiring me. It ended with me on my ‘all legends are lesbians’ theory, which was dangerous ground perhaps.

After dinner Diana said, ‘I’m so worried. You see I’m so old and I’m wilting.’ I promised to drive her home in due course. Johnnie Manners came over and sat down and talked rubbish. Diana was unimpressed. There was talk of a cottage. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I thought you had a cottage you were going to give me.’ Presently she got bored with him, so we set off.

At Marble Arch, she said, ‘Now we’ll go along the park so we can go really fast.’ This we did – policemen be damned – and then headed to Warwick Avenue. ‘Oh, you good, good boy,’ she exclaimed. ‘I love you.’ For Diana likes her friends to do her will.

At the door we went in and, on the strength of the ‘I love you’, I kissed her on the cheek. Then back to the party. By this time the Manners and Ward contingent had got rather rowdy and out of hand. Gradually it died down to just the Baron, Laura, Hugh, Gillon, and Camilla Horne. Gillon got drinks. ‘You have a civic sense, Gillon,’ said the Baron.

London, Tuesday, 29 April 1980

(Sir) Roy Strong (b. 1935) had been the young and inspirational director of the National Portrait Gallery from 1967 to 1973. He had staged the important 1968 exhibition of Cecil’s photographs, the first time that photography had been shown, the first time that a living artist had been portrayed there and the first time that non-British subjects had been exhibited. Arguably Cecil was as important in the life of Roy Strong as Strong was in the life of Cecil. He was now director of the Victoria and Albert Museum. I had a meeting with him to hand over some clothes and hats for the collection Cecil had made there in 1971.

 

He was pleased to get them but he didn’t itch with enthusiasm. What a strange fellow he is. He has emaciated considerably since I last saw him – his hair is now grey, silky and close-fitting, his moustache Proustian, his glasses ridiculous. He is a cartoon, not a real figure at all, and his arms and legs are so thin – he looks startled, and I wondered what on earth he was doing in the director’s office of the Victoria and Albert Museum.

He asked what sort of biography I’d be writing and began on the old theme – he’s done so much himself. He was quick to seize on boyfriends: ‘That hasn’t been done. You can go into that.’ And of the diaries he said, ‘He could be a real bitch, Cecil. But wasn’t that Garbo stuff all fantasy? Typical homosexual thing – the one unobtainable woman.’ He went on to Turandot – Cecil had no idea of a scale model. ‘No wonder the Oliviers were livid.’ He said Cecil was awful to Eileen. ‘Why can’t she learn how to dress?’ Later Eileen would look after him, then return to an eighty-five-year-old mother, then back to Cecil. He quoted her as saying, ‘It’s like a prison.’

Cecil hated the Hockney drawings and Roy S was there while they were being done. Quoted Cecil: ‘I’ve got a green suit and a pink one and there’s another hat.’ He invited him to dinner once: ‘He’d never heard of Dame Veronica Wedgwood,’ said Roy in horror. ‘One of the greatest writers alive.’ Cecil just lived in his smart world of the Wrightsmans56 and so on and the theatre. They deserted him after the stroke. Alan Tagg,57 he thought, did a lot of the designs – one was blown up to a large scale. [Cecil] was furious it wasn’t ready. ‘Well, you make a costume from that.’

‘I’ll be interested in your verdict,’ said the diminutive director. ‘Sad, I should think.’

‘Isn’t it always?’ I said. For really one wonders how anyone gets anything done. Everyone seems an idiot – or drunk or sick or perverted. Everyone is driven on by a sense of their own ultimate failure – and probably all creative people go bitter to the grave.

Rottingdean, Tuesday, 6 May 1980

I rang Diana Cooper to plan the visit to Enid Bagnold (1889‒1981), widow of Sir Roderick Jones, one-time chairman of Reuters. She was a successful novelist, famous for National Velvet, and had written a memorable autobiography. She was a marvellous writer, quirky and unusual, and I came to love her books and later bought her letters to Antoine, Emanuel and Marthe Bibesco. I had wanted to meet her because of Cecil’s work on The Chalk Garden, and the ensuing row. She had lately been in France with her daughter.

‘It takes under two hours,’ Diana said. ‘So we’ll have a bite of lunch with her and then you will go for a walk for half an hour or so because there are things that Enid won’t say if you’re there.’ Laura Marlborough had explained this mystery. Enid had become a morphine addict following a bad fall. Diana’s motive for visiting Enid was largely to get morphine from her. This she kept in a cupboard in her bedroom, so that she could possibly make her ‘Exit’ one day. So, in a sense, my visit was a drug run. I collected Diana at ten thirty on the dot.

 

I waited in the hall. Diana came down the stairs in trouser suit and the famous hat. ‘I haven’t eaten a thing, drunk a thing, or smoked for five days,’ she said. ‘I feel weak.’ She said she’d spent the bank holiday in bed with Doggie. Doggie was now very nervous at the end of this little episode. Out we went and she headed to her car. I said, no, we’d take mine, and she was as relieved as I was.

It was a struggle getting out of London. Also it was a ghastly road – but the journey went smoothly. Only very occasionally did she say, ‘Over the kerb – I always do,’ or ‘Past that,’ or when the lights went red, ‘Bugger!’ Nor did she smoke at all on the journey and Doggie sat very peacefully.

One warning note: ‘Does she travel well?’ I asked.

‘Oh! Frightfully well, except occasionally when she makes a ghastly mess.’

She knows the road well and exclaims at the blossom and points out the landmarks she likes and the buildings she doesn’t. Rightly, in my view, she prefers skyscrapers with tops on to square blocks and she still believes what she said on Desert Island Discs some years ago – that London should have been built on the South Bank and that old London should have been left alone.

We headed towards Brighton. ‘We’ll take the coast. It’s a little longer but it’s fun.’ And so we saw the sea and I opened the window for sea air. ‘Dr Brighton,’ she said. ‘When one was young and had influenza, one was sent to Doctor Brighton.’ She loved Brighton and her mother’s cottage at Bognor. Down they came and there was no bathroom or indoor loo. Later she used to milk the cow by hand – ‘No machines’ – and she said, ‘There’s something marvellous about putting your face next to the cow’s skin.’ Now it’s gone and the place is covered with flats and holiday homes.

North End House is wonderful. It was Burne-Jones’s and it stands on the road overlooking the prettiest green and Rudyard Kipling’s house opposite. We drove to the back door. We met the nurse who told us there is a plot [by Timothy Jones58] to get Enid Bagnold out. They say she is going to Hamilton Terrace to her son Richard’s59 flat but, as ever, it is a plot to get her into a nursing home. The nurse has just bought Maurice Baring’s house, or is about to, and she said she’d have her there.

 

[image: clip0022]

Enid Bagnold

 

In we went – through a huge library with plastic covers over the books, and couches and heaps of books and old sculptures all around. And we came to a drawing room where Lady Jones was seated. ‘I’m just addressing an envelope, Diana. Can I just do that?’ She kept saying, ‘I’m so happy to see you, Diana.’ I gave her the Black Magics and they were a great success.

‘Will you kiss me, Mr Vickers?’ and later: ‘I’m ninety, Mr Vickers. How old are you, Mr Vickers? Can I call you Hugo? And will you call me Enid?’ 

The nurse again: ‘Oh! The Lady Diana, you’re looking as beautiful as ever and so well.’

And Enid: ‘You’re so beautiful, Diana.’

‘Nonsense, Enid.’

‘And you’ve done your fingernails so prettily.’

‘Your eyes are too sharp, Enid. Go a bit blinder.’

‘Why are you wearing glasses, Diana?’

‘I wear them to read.’

‘But you’re not reading now, Diana.’

And then again: ‘Mr Vickers, can I call you Hugo? And will you call me Enid? Will you help me put my slippers on?’ She was barefoot, very arthritic (hands and feet), but she can write and said she spent her time reading and writing. She has bright eyes and white curly hair. Sometimes she was with us, joining fully in the conversation; at other times, under her breath, she talked, mumbled away, in a mixture of French and English. The putting on of the slippers was a prelude to heading out to the loo.

‘She doesn’t need to,’ said the nurse. ‘This is a new habit since France.’

Suddenly Enid lifted up her skirt and pulled out a catheter-thing – she called it ‘my icon’ – and put it on the table, and a cloth. Out she went.

‘Did you see that sinister object?’ Diana asked me. And: ‘Is it funnier than you thought?’

We tried to talk about Cecil but only got: ‘He was a very dear friend of mine. No, we never quarrelled. Oh! Yes, Irene [Selznick], and he had a terrible quarrel, but they patched it up.’

Diana got her gin and I had one too. The bottles that used to be at hand had been taken away by the nurses. To a request, ‘Will you lift up the glass a moment, please, Lady Diana?’ Diana said, ‘Only if you fill it up for me.’

Lunch came on trays – very much hospital food and not much of it, but edible. Enid didn’t want to eat hers. ‘Oh! Diana, tell her I mustn’t eat it. Don’t make her force me. She’s so terrible to me. I’m so frightened of her. She won’t give me any pudding.’ The nurse was all for her having a bit more so when she was out of the room I rearranged the plate and some went on to Diana’s. Enid liked her apple pie and even asked for more. She got it. And I was sent to ask for more gin for Diana.

‘One gin is quite enough for her,’ said Mrs Scott, the new nurse.

‘She’s not driving,’ I said, making it an excuse. ‘I’m only the messenger.’

‘Oh! I know Lady Diana – she has all her men running errands for her.’

Anyway, the gin came and Diana poured some of it into my glass.

Later there came the time for me to take my walk in the garden. I talked to Mrs Scott – in fact she talked non-stop and told me the story of her life, her money, her protecting of herself and so on. These confidences – which included how difficult Lady Jones was: ‘I took her to her brother. Within minutes she had the whole house revolving round her’ – led to me being shown some of the thirty-five rooms. The house was amazing. It has three staircases, a rabbit warren of bedrooms, some of which have as many as three doors to open before entering – there were holes in the floor so that you could practically see down into the floor below, and one never knew for a moment whether one was on the first or second floor or on one between. Easy to get lost. And also one had to be very careful where one stood, lest one went right through. Wonderful books lay all about – discarded, forgotten, great hunks of fine old furniture, drawers full of ‘stuff’, curtains, old newspapers, pictures and so on. Sir Roderick’s bedroom was as he had left it and there was The Times of 1956, which I think had his obituary in it. Her bedroom was a dream. It was not a grand house, but a fascinating one – the walls covered with prints, framed letters, etc. There was a letter from Dickens, several Sickert sketches, a Gaudier-Breszka bust and sketches by him, drawings by [her daughter] Laurian Jones for National Velvet – a treasure trove I could have spent hours in. And most of the house now unused, deserted, crumbling to bits, like the poor old lady who owns it and who, any day now, may find herself in the bleak horror of an institution.

There was much more to see but a shrill call came from the garden – Diana, ‘Hugo! Hugo!’ – so down I went and Enid was in the garden and Diana had disappeared. I found her in a maze of overgrown greenery like a Secret Garden. ‘She’s in a frenzy for us to go,’ said Diana, and I took her hand and steered her back to the lawn. Then I was very lucky and they posed, and I do hope the pictures will come out.

Enid had said to me earlier, ‘Are you happy, Hugo? You look happy.’

I said, ‘Quite – I’m not unhappy. But I don’t look for happiness. If I’m too happy, I curl up and purr and that doesn’t get things done.’

‘You look happy. I’m happy.’

Diana said: ‘I’m always unhappy.’

Off we went – much goodbye kissing. ‘That’s my grandfather,’ said Enid, pointing to a bust.

‘He’s good,’ said Diana, ‘by which I mean he’s noble.’

In the car she said, ‘It’s so sad. If you’d known her as I did, when she was brilliant, and you see her now . . .’ She was very against the nurses. ‘She needs an amateur to care for her.’ It’s all too awful. Diana said, ‘When you were away, I said to Enid, “You mustn’t take that thing out when people are here.” It was the way she put it on the table. I asked her, “Are you incontinent, Enid?” and she said, “No, but I like it because it’s warm and comfortable.” ’ I, of course, did not blanch, from my days with Gladys at St Andrew’s Hospital.

So we got back to Warwick Avenue rather swiftly. I gave her the pictures from Cecil – she wouldn’t sign the books, though. ‘Don’t ask me now, darling. It’ll be an excuse to lure you here again.’ She was going out again that evening, naturally, to hear Ellen Terry and Bernard Shaw’s letters read. Meanwhile a short respite. A proffered cheek and she disappeared behind the door.

I drove home. Stuart [Preston] was here, so instantly I was bombarded with questions. He was anxious to know if Diana remembered him. What she actually said was: ‘The Sergeant? What was he doing here? Was he a spy? He never left England. A social figure.’

I said, ‘He was the kind of person that if you introduced him to a duke you happened to know, he’d be staying there the next weekend.’

‘Exactly.’

 

Stuart Preston (1915‒2005) had invited himself to stay in my flat in Lexham Gardens, and was occupying the room upstairs. He was a legendary figure in a certain world, an art critic who had enjoyed luminary success in London during the war and inspired the character of Loot in Evelyn Waugh’s Unconditional Surrender. His nickname, ‘The Sergeant’, was not usually mentioned in his presence. He was knowledgeable about art and society, and having helped Consuelo Vanderbilt (first wife of the 9th Duke of Marlborough) with her memoirs, he had been a huge help to me with my book on Gladys. In 1976, he had moved to Paris, inspiring Harold Acton60 to muse to me, ‘What did Henry James say? All good Americans go to Paris to die?’

Earlier in the year, the Sergeant had taken me to 44 rue du Bac, in Paris, where Peter Watson had once lived. ‘Just think, Hugo, Cecil climbed these stairs, his heart beating with love for Peter.’ On this visit he described Peter Watson as a masochist: ‘He liked to find rough boys in bars who stole his gold cigarette case. Well, he was lucky. He found them.’

* * * * *

On 4 June I rang Diana to make a plan to deliver one of Cecil’s hats to her. She asked for it as her local pet priest, Father John Foster,61 wanted one.

 

She said, ‘Where are you on 12 June?’

‘France.’

‘Bath?’

‘No, France.’

‘Bother. Rather grandly I have the Queen Mother coming for lunch and I wondered if you’d like to come in for a drink.’ I was to be ‘a neighbour.’ But, alas, I couldn’t change it.

I delivered the hat and waited in the drawing room but Wanda said, ‘Lady Diana says she hasn’t done her face and she’s too ugly to see you.’ Instead I saw the Martin Battersby panels in the drawing room – a lovely room.

London, Saturday, 21 June 1980

The legendary fashion editor Diana Vreeland (1903‒89) came to London on a visit, and was in touch with Eileen Hose. She agreed to see me and invited me to lunch at the Dorchester. She had been editor of Harper’s Bazaar, and then of Vogue, and an important catalyst in the lives of numerous fashion designers, models and photographers. She was known for sayings such as ‘Pink is the navy blue of India.’ Something of a martinet to work for, she had been a friend of Cecil for fifty years.

By now she was seventy-seven and, after her dismissal from Vogue in 1971, had created a new role for herself as special consultant to the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum in New York.

 

Then I went to the Dorchester rather nervously but Mrs Vreeland was easy to get on with. She is tiny, with very red make-up and jet black hair, pulled straight back and into the ears. We went straight in and talked of Gladys – I gave her [a copy]. She said that she first met Cecil in 1929 and wanted a caricature for Christmas that year. He did one of an American with a huge sparkly ring. She said, ‘I will never wear a ring like that.’

‘Oh! But all Americans do.’

‘That’s a very good reason for me not doing so.’

She told me she saw Garbo lately: ‘The lower part of her face is not good, but remember, I’m talking of a famous beauty.’ But she came to dinner and laughed and it was as wonderful as ever. Garbo is always home by six. She lives in the same block as Madame Schlee, but they must never meet. So Garbo is in by six, and Madame Schlee comes out after six.

She said that the other day they did meet. This was a big happening as nothing happens in Garbo’s life. She thought that Cecil should never have published The Happy Years62 and she would not acknowledge receipt of the book. She believed rather melodramatically that the fact he had made his affair public knowledge brought on his stroke. She is a believer in the zodiac. Capricorn. ‘Oh! Yes, that old goat keeps climbing up the hill and always gets there in the end.’ She was full of praise for Grant – she said the way Cecil’s things were laid out in New York was ‘better than a woman travelling with two maids thirty years ago’.

She said I should come with her in the car – we went to the Hyde Park Hotel and I dropped her there. She was due later at the Michael of Kents for drinks at five fifty (baby goes to bed at six). I’m sure I made a new friend.

London, Sunday, 29 June 1980

Doggie had died so I drove Diana to the Wandsworth Dog Show in the quest for a new Chihuahua. She looked terrific in her sailor-suit outfit. Then she came to see my flat.

 

Of a postcard she said, ‘Look, it’s got an enormous erection.’ It was true – the statue in the picture had a palm tree behind it, which looked most odd.

She liked the Bérards – she didn’t like the Wishart. ‘I must have looked at it in what I called my room and then quickly looked away.’ She loved the little figures63 and recognised several of them. On Margaret Argyll:64 ‘It’s the spit – she doesn’t deserve better.’ And to the bedroom – would I have believed on that (sad) Garter Day of 1972 that eight years later this would happen? She admired the view, then the kitchen and the upstairs studio. She signed her three volumes [of memoirs] for me.

Then we drove back to Warwick Avenue. She showed me the hollyhocks from her bedroom window and some unicorn books and we talked awhile to Wanda. While I recall: of June Osborn (Hutchinson),65 she said, ‘June was very funny about that affair. She said that Cecil would never make up his mind whether he wanted her to be a man or a woman.’

So off I went. ‘Give my love to David. Tell him I love him greatly,’ she said. She presented a cheek for a kiss and clasped both my hands in hers. As ever my life was enhanced by the encounter.

Tangier, Tuesday, 1 July to Tuesday, 8 July 1980

David Herbert (1906‒95) had invited me to stay in Tangier when I visited him at Ewelme in June, at the home of his sister, Patricia (Viscountess) Hambleden. He was the younger son of the Earl of Pembroke and had been brought up at Wilton. Later he had gone to live in Tangier to escape the conventionality of his parents’ lives, set himself up in a house on the hill and lived the classic expatriate life of pantomimes at Christmas and relentless entertaining. There, too, he was able to indulge freely in ‘vices only supported in the days of ancient civilisations’ – as Cecil described it in his celebrated spoof, My Royal Past.v

At this lunch he was hobbling about on crutches due to a fall. He began by identifying all the characters in My Royal Past, and he talked about Cecil.

 

How his aunt Jessie was responsible for bringing out his interests – how his mother still got a thrill if the Duchess of Kent came to tea. He said all that Lady Mary Beaton stuff was nonsense, as I had suspected. Then he said the thing about Cecil was that he was a hard worker – good, solid, middle-class stuff.

After the stroke, David Herbert said to him, ‘Stop blubbing. Go out and paint.’ He did – results in Vogue ‒ and Nancy [Cecil’s elder sister] wrote to say he’d saved his life. New beginnings.

Aunt Cada:66 ‘He’s a nice man is so-and-so.’ Never lost the North Country accent. DH loved her. At the ninetieth birthday party at Pelham Place, Cecil took people over, many celebrities. ‘And this is David. Now, David, you come and sit beside me and talk to me. I’m fed up with all those others.’

Edith Olivier’s funeral – a pigeon flew from the grave. David and Cecil, tears flowing: ‘Soaring through the tracks,’ moaned Cecil. EO very important to him.

Stephen Tennant likely to be vitriolic about Cecil – exchange of roles – Lady Glenconner67 famous Sargent painting like Mrs Adeane and Lady Wemyss – Cecil v. impressed.

June Hutchinson. David: ‘No woman could ever have lived with him.’

The war the time that ‘made a man of him’. Before that very made up. ‘I’m just going to have my eyelashes dyed.’ The thing to do on holiday.

The Queen Mother not represented at Cecil’s memorial service. Difficult issue. Difficult for her to create a precedent. Royalty, though not Princess Marina, worried by his flamboyance. Though, as he aged, he became more of an ‘Old Master’.

Mrs Beaton v. much worst sort of middle class. Played it grande dame. Nancy the same, but not Baba68 and Cecil. Old Mr Beaton, little man, pinhead. Impossible to bring out like the mother and daughters. Mrs B. very good looking.

Ashcombe – all the furniture junk. Deal – painted by Cecil.

Elizabeth Ponsonby69 gassed herself in a bookshop in King’s Road.

 

Lady Hambleden came in. I liked the way David Herbert said, ‘Isn’t my sister beautiful?’ and he called her ‘darling’. Later still appeared Lady Nutting, who had come for lunch. David thought her very beautiful too, but I thought her somewhat cold, in fact more likely shy. She was the famous model Anne Gunning.70

When invited to Tangier, I thought that if ever I were to go there, surely the way to do it was to stay with him. But I would not have gone if Lady Nutting had not been going at the same time. He alarmed me before I arrived by announcing, ‘I will be there to meet you – with open arms.’

I flew out on Tuesday, 1 July, and was met by David at the airport. We drove to the house, which was settled on the mountain, a mass of foliage, in fact a jungle. My bedroom had the Cecil Beaton sketch of the naked backside of a man – cited as Mick Jagger’s. The small single bed had linen sheets. These were ancient and had been cut in two and stitched down the middle so that the less worn part was slept on (as was the mean custom in certain houses). On the first night my big toe inserted itself into a hole in the upper sheet, and the sheet ripped. By the end of the visit, it was rent in two. Nevertheless the bed was made daily by the Arab servant as if the sheet was intact. I was so fed up that I didn’t care.

Of the bathroom, Clarissa Avon later recalled Mickey Renshaw71 saying, ‘It wasn’t the smell of gas that I minded, it was the troupe of ants circling the loo seat that I particularly objected to.’

The week’s stay was a mixture of meals with the same people, often in different places. We went to beaches or we visited the town. At the Café de Paris, David spotted Ahmed, a local character who had married Diane de Beauvau,72 an heiress from the Patiño family and their tin fortune. Now they were separated. This was to be his repeated story that week: which was the more iniquitous of the two? It gave David the chance to relate in anglicised French: ‘Vous savez que j’ai rencontré Marc à la soirée pour la Reine Mère. J’ai dit à lui . . . et il a dit à moi . . .’ Of Cecil what did I glean? That he had an eye like a snake, and that if David Herbert had really been his ‘best friend’, he would have been in trouble.

I felt mildly threatened throughout my stay. Never more so than when, at a Thursfield dinner, I overheard one of the Tangerines asking David Herbert: ‘Have you . . .?’

Herbert replied: ‘No, but I long to.’

My blood ran cold.

Then I slightly overplayed my hand to the point at which one evening Anne Nutting suggested I leave my bedroom door open to get a breeze through. She came into my room and began to examine the clip on my suitcase. I just wished I could be left alone ‒ which, to be fair to both of them, I was.

By Saturday I was distinctly unhappy. On the Sunday we lunched with the sinister Mark Gilbey73 in his strange house. He was a good mimic: Dudley Forwood74‒ ‘a laugh like a shot rabbit – winggggggg . . .’ One evening we saw Yves Vidal’s75 extraordinary York Castle. It was sumptuous, overly opulent, mosaic pool, rooms everywhere, a tower room, views over the sea, a huge tent on the roof for dinners. ‘Of course this is only a holiday home. We use it two months in the year.’ Yves Vidal: ‘Paris has gone mad this season. Parties for four hundred sit down night after night. Mad, wonderful. And I’m not easy to please.’

At the Palais Harem of Sultan Moulay Ismail, owned and adorned by the eccentric David Edge, and further embellished by his Spanish companion, Adolfo de Velasco, there were fur rugs on his bed, the new suite, scarlet heavy-pile carpet – blue chiffon-veil curtains and more beige carpets. My comment to Annie Lambton: ‘The only thing to do here is commit suicide. A knife in the throat – blood on the beige – you’d fall and feel nothing. You’d be awfully comfortable.’ At dinner I met the only normal man there, or so I supposed. He was Peter Wildeblood,76 who had been the guiltiest in the Montagu of Beaulieu Boy Scout case.

The next day I flew home. When I got back to my flat I did something I have never done before or since: I leapt into my bed and pulled the duvet over myself. Later I wrote,

 

Ugh! I can’t bear to brush by it in thought at the moment, the uncomfortable house, the people, the dreary parties, the sultry climate, the no one to talk to, the loneliness, the ill-health (a grotty tummy and then a cold).

 

Diana and I now talked regularly on the telephone. On one such occasion, Ali Forbes was there. He seized the telephone. He said he would be happy to talk. ‘If Lord Weidenfeld has given you a massive expense account, perhaps we might lunch together?’ I took Diana to a dinner given by Lady Freyberg for her daughter, Annabel. Loelia Lindsay (a former Duchess of Westminster) appeared, complaining, ‘It is rather galling to think that having once owned four hundred acres of Central London, I don’t even have a flat over a garage now.’

London, Wednesday, 23 July 1980

Diana Cooper’s call woke me at nine thirty or so. ‘Hugo, do you know who this is? Oh! This poor old voice . . .’ She has been thoroughly depressed and feels awful. And she still has no little dog. She finds it difficult. ‘I do my best,’ she says.

London, Wednesday, 23 July 1980

At the Beaton sale I had bought Michael Wishart’s painting Arab with Djenoun, the one from which Diana had averted her gaze when she came to Lexham Gardens. I wrote to him and he came to the flat to see it, and to talk about Cecil.

Michael Wishart (1928‒96) was a talented artist who lived life to extremes. He could be nervous or wild in behaviour. He veered between a heterosexual and a homosexual life. He belonged to the world of Lucian Freud and Francis Bacon. He was pleased that his paintings appealed in particular to writers, having been collected by Cyril Connolly, Caroline Blackwood and others. He possessed many dramatic aunts, citing, ‘one a lesbian with a moustache, the image of George Sand, who with or without the lash managed to seduce her idol, T. E. Lawrence ONCE ONLY, afterwards retiring to a Beverley Nichols cottage with a lady named Philip de Winton’.vi

Michael wrote an outspoken memoir, High Diver. I quoted from this in my Times obituary of him, a line about his love for Denham Fouts,77 which somewhat shocked my late parents-in-law: ‘Years later he visited Fouts’s grave in Rome, musing: “What had become of the scorpion tattooed in his groin that I had kissed so many times?”vii Ali Forbes was right to detect a ‘poetic painter’s eye and imagination’.viii

 

Michael Wishart arrived at four thirty-five, wearing a tweed jacket, black shirt, white scarf, grey trousers, green cord belt, bright yellow socks and black shoes. He looks Italian, with grey hair close-cropped. He was immensely shy to begin with but gradually blossomed into talk. We began by looking at the pictures – he loved the Bérards. He loved my little Cocteau. He was reunited with his own picture and liked it better than he recalled. He also saw the Christian Bérard exhibition poster, which was one he had brought over from Paris.

He told me stories about Cecil. When first he came to the studio, he said, ‘Now put the picture on the easel. Right now the next, and the next.’ MW was immensely surprised by this – he thought they were making no impression at all – but the following day Cecil sent him a drawing of exactly the one he wanted. Therefore he had the kind of eye that could take in the whole thing instantly and reproduce it. MW said he never much liked any of Cecil’s stage-work – least of all Turandot: once there was a stage set with what looked like a fender above it – ‘Oh! Well, I ran out of ideas so I reproduced fender in the drawing room.’ Lady Juliet Duff78 used to say that Cecil had ‘flair but absolutely no taste’. She taught him that every room must have a trowel by the grate to give the impression of gardening, etc. Her house was grand while his was smart. [Wishart] said Cecil was not generous – he would buy the pictures before an exhibition, pay cash and then lend them.

He spoke of Francis Rose and his wish to visit the National Gallery to see (I think) a Piero della Francesca. He went to a restaurant afterwards and fell down dead. He was drunk, of course, and with a weak heart he didn’t have a hope. MW reckons Cecil should have been more generous – the odd £5 at Christmas not enough. But once he gave Francis £20 and he went out and drank £10 of it and then bought £10 of roses for Cecil, so Cecil had to put up with roses he didn’t want and a drunk Francis Rose. In his earlier days it was through FR that Cecil met Gertrude Stein and Bérard. Francis used to wear Cecil’s old suits, which fitted him well. When complimented on them, he would say, ‘I have the same tailor as Sir Cecil Beaton.’ He spent his evenings in the pub – he liked getting letters from Cecil and MW as often they contained a fiver. He died in the Middlesex Hospital and was given a pathetic funeral – cheapest possible coffin, etc. He had wanted a Roman funeral but all he got was a few hurried prayers from a sinister clergyman friend. In his youth he had millions, which he lost to a thug he was obsessed with.

Stephen Tennant, he said, was almost a hermaphrodite. He wore more make-up than a woman and would be to an ordinary person very bizarre. He was extremely intelligent. He was furious with Cecil for what he wrote in his last diaries about him – very unkind. He now sees nobody, but he is avaricious and might see someone who had bought one of his paintings and wanted another one: £30 small ones, £40 large ones – he does three a day. He wouldn’t even see his niece, Pauline Rumbold. He sees Stephen occasionally but not lately – nobody stays overnight nowadays but some go to lunch.

London, Thursday, 24 July 1980

Through Eileen Hose, a suggestion had been formed that I would house-sit for Clarissa Avon at Alvediston, when she went away in August. This had amused Diana: ‘Are you going to live in open sin with her?’

 

[image: clip0023]

Clarissa Avon

 

The Countess of Avon (b. 1920) was then just sixty. Born as Clarissa Churchill, she was beautiful, well connected, well read and well educated. With Winston Churchill as her uncle, she met many of the great figures of the age when she was young. She also attracted numerous suitors, many of them immensely distinguished in their own right. She was taught philosophy by Isaiah Berlin and Lord David Cecil. James Pope-Hennessy and Lord Berners used her as heroines in books. As a girl, she was distant and did not feel the need to speak unless she had something to say, so very often she remained silent, acquiring a reputation, not entirely misplaced, for aloofness. She could have been described as an haute Bohemian.

After a life of independence, she married Anthony Eden in 1952. He was foreign secretary at the time, and served as prime minister from 1955 to 1957. She cared for him devotedly during the next twenty years, when his health was frail. Only after he died in 1977 did she resume her earlier life, going to the opera and theatre and travelling extensively. She was selective in her choice of friends, and I was immensely flattered when she admitted me into her world. She was a key witness to the life of Cecil, having known him well since the early 1940s.

I went out for lunch with Clarissa Avon. We met at Cheyne Walk, the home of Nuala Allason79 – I went there as a child. A dreadful Chelsea woman came in after me and virtually accused me of loitering. Clarissa appeared at that moment, however, and we went out. We drove to Pimlico to the restaurant that used to be Avocado. The reason for the lunch was to discuss Alvediston. All is well. I am to provide my own food at the house, since I know what I want. She will provide me with wine and liquor.

We discussed Cecil. She reckons he had no more black moments than anyone else. He was always trying some new creative venture, so always struggling. She said that on ‘those black, lonely Saturday nights’ he was scribbling in his notebooks, all part of the thing.

We spoke of servants in general and Grant in particular. She said her last one just served them out of snobbery. ‘He loved the continual flow of statesmen and politicians. Then he fell ill and his life was over.’

 

The next day came the second visit to Enid Bagnold, with Diana.

London and Rottingdean, Friday, 25 July 1980

Diana appeared in a summer dress with a headscarf under her hat . . . We talked of Clarissa Avon. Diana said, ‘But will you be all right?’

‘I shan’t want anything.’

‘But will she want something?’

We got to Brighton on a perfect day – and we drove past St Dunstan’s [the home for the blind at Ovingdean]. ‘What a waste!’ she said. She thinks the blind should not be given such a view.

We reached North End House, where we were not expected. She went in and I went for ‘a little walk’ to the seafront and to a cider. When I came back, the nurse said, ‘Lunch is twelve thirty in this house. Next time Lady Diana wants to come, please let me know. Anyway, there’s a friend of yours there.’ This turned out to be Tara [Heinemann] with John Randle, the publisher of Enid’s letters to Frank Harris.80 Quite a merry party was gathered. Enid was dressed to kill in patterned silk with her hair done and all made up. It was marvellous.

‘Mr Vickers, how nice to see you. I’ll talk to you after lunch.’

So we all chatted together about Cecil Beaton and the sale. Enid asked for water quite often, which I got for her, and we ate hospital food. Time for more drinks. Half a bottle of gin on the table. ‘We’ll finish it between us,’ said Diana. ‘That’s right. Don’t stint!’ And I poured the biggest gin I’ve ever poured in my life. She drinks it with ice only.

After lunch Tara wanted to take the photos so I talked to Enid, and we looked at her book. ‘That’s Antoine Bibesco.81 I loved him half my life. And Frank Harris. I loved him half my life.’ We talked of Cecil. ‘I never had a quarrel with him. He was very touchy. He’s dead now, of course.’

‘I’m sad. I’d hoped to talk to him.’

‘You’re glad?’

‘No. Sad.’

‘Oh! Sad. I thought you said glad.’

And later of the frontispiece of the verminous lady82 – Diana: ‘What’s this?’

‘It’s by Lovat Fraser, Diana, you’ve often heard me talk of him.’

She signed my copy of her autobiography and later the letters [to Frank Harris]. ‘For Hugo Vickers, with love 1980’. The nurse said, ‘I can’t imagine why she loved Frank Harris. He boasted he had his hand up more girls’ skirts than anyone in London.’

Later we went on a tour of the house – I saw the same rooms as before and some new ones. The nurse must have been high on something. She started to poke fun at everyone. ‘Oh! Those two old ladies. They’re both quite batty, talking rubbish to each other.’ Of the other nurse, Mrs Scott: ‘Gramophone Grace?’ Later she told Tara that Enid has 375 grams of morphine a day. A normal cancer patient has fifty.

 

I dropped Diana at Firle where Diana was to spend the weekend with Lord and Lady Gage. She showed me the Van Dycks and Knellers.

* * * * *

On Friday, 1 August I drove down to Alvediston to stay there until 16 August. As it turned out, Clarissa was there until the fourteenth. I had brought a lot of Cecil’s papers with me to work on during my stay.

Alvediston, Friday, 1 August 1980

Clarissa opened the door and showed me round. I have a very comfortable room and a lovely view over the garden. I hadn’t realised the garden was as beautiful or as grand. I saw the kitchen and the library where I will work. Later I settled to read and sort the family letters. These I find the least interesting on the whole. I think I got them in quite good order. Today I will actually read them.

I have often wondered how Clarissa spends her time. She listens to fine music and reads a lot. At dinner I saw the Spectator in which Ali Forbes has blown the story that Caroline Blackwood is at work on what he called ‘a Windsor–Blum-side’ book on the macabre drama. He is awful . . .

Later we watched Starsky and Hutch for light relief.

Alvediston, Saturday, 2 August 1980

I got up rather slowly . . . Just a moment ago the gardener came in. ‘Good morning, sir. Her ladyship asked me to ask you if you like globe artichokes.’ Clarissa is spending the day in the fruit garden picking . . .

Clarissa was in the winter garden when I came in. She is not going on holiday but will be away from time to time. We are having Anthony Hobson83 for dinner one evening, and Eileen rang me and asked me for lunch tomorrow, to which I look forward hugely. Clarissa said, ‘I’m thinking of having dinner in about an hour. Shall we have it at the same time? We might try out the dining room.’ I was pleased that we were to have the chance to talk as at present we tend to avoid each other in a curious way. This meant that there was more point to me being here. The other thing I must do is to walk the dog, and also find out how to get out on long walks or, better still, bicycle rides.

At dinner Clarissa told me the story of Cecil having tea with the Pembrokes or, rather, Bee Pembroke. He took Garbo there. Society was a ‘jungle’ to him. And he said, ‘You too could have tea with her if only you would make more of an effort to be polite and friendly.’ He could not understand, she said, that she’d known Lady P all her life and didn’t want to go more out of boredom than anything else. She was always being asked! She said that Garbo was very difficult – always playing a curious game. Sometimes odd flashes of insight emerged. Peter Watson – ‘charm’ – that affair was mucked up by Robert Heber Percy. Kin she thought little of. June Osborn ‘gamine’ and Doris Castlerosse84 ‘jumping off the deep end’, also Lilia Ralli.85 Clarissa thinks Garbo reads every word written about her.

Alvediston, Sunday, 3 August 1980

I went to lunch with Eileen.

 

Eileen looked well and has Billie Henderson’s new picture of Cecil in the drawing room. Otherwise all is the same, and her little bedroom is quite a muddle of papers and so on. We had a good talk and a good lunch. She told me that the two aunts were more natural than Nancy and Baba, who, when they saw their cousins, Tecia and Tess, felt they were slumming it. Mrs Beaton was definitely an anti-enthusiast, ‘obstructing’ Cecil’s career.

Eileen said that Cecil was not good at giving love – always as a reflection to himself. That’s why Peter was a disaster, Kin too. He gave Kin the little room at the back and a fold-up bed in London. Eileen thought it little wonder he did not stay.

When I came back I had a long talk to Clarissa. She told me that she first met Cecil when at Oxford with James Pope-Hennessy and Gerald Berners. They lunched at the Bear
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It is impossible for me to remember everyone who helped me with occasional random enquiries about the fate of elusive figures who flit through these pages. With apologies for those whom I inadvertently forget, I would particularly like to thank Diana Parkin, Viscountess Astor, Andrew Birkin, Simon Blow, Adrian Clark, Gerald Clarke, Lisa Cohen, Jonathan Dawson, Charles Duff, Andrew Ginger, Kate Grimond, Nicky Haslam, Lady Selina Hastings, Simon Heffer, Marianne Hinton, Philip Hoare, Judith Mackrell, Robin Muir, Claire Murray-Threipland, Lawrence Mynott, Robert Nedelkoff, Tarquin Olivier, Christina Roche, Tom Roberts, Nicholas Shakespeare, Lisa Immordino Vreeland, & Lalla Ward. 

 

Hugo Vickers

Wiltshire, March 2021
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