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‘Duff Cooper, an exceptionally fluent writer . . . could have made a fortune from publishing his own [diaries] . . . Who but he could offer an insider’s view, not only of the Munich crisis, the general strike and life among the Free French in Algeria, but of Edward VIII in the feverish days before his abdication? . . . the diaries confirm him to have been a politician of exceptional ability’

Miranda Seymour, Sunday Times

‘His proximity to power, such as his involvement in the abdication crisis as a close friend of Edward VIII’s and his resignation as a cabinet minister in protest at Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement policy, gives his diaries a certain energy, as does the busy whirl of upper class socialising and philandering that seemed to take up so much of his time’

Financial Times

‘There is plenty in this well-balanced, honest and admirably edited selection to prove that Duff Cooper was also a brave and far-seeing statesman, a man of taste, intellectual curiosity and literary skills, and an amused yet fully engaged chronicler of the world of great events in which he moved . . . John Julius Norwich provides a short though admirably well-judged introduction and footnotes identifying all the characters . . . evident are [Duff Cooper’s] courage, his exuberance, his sense of humour, his lack of pomposity, his warmth, his loyalty. This is a dazzling self-portrait of a man who lived life to the full, relished it enormously, and gave much joy to others in so doing’

Philip Ziegler, Spectator

‘A portrait of an equable, intelligent man, by profession a diplomat and politician, in private, a dedicated hedonist, a reckless gambler and bon viveur, with a profound love of literature and an insatiable appetite for beautiful women . . . good diaries, candid and courageous’

Selina Hastings, Sunday Telegraph

‘Reveals Viscount Norwich’s life as politician, diplomat and socialite. Publication of these highly revealing diaries has long been resisted by Norwich’s family – part of the diaries was nearly burnt as they were considered so shocking’

Good Book Guide

‘This enthralling volume, scrupulously edited, is a welcome act of filial homage that brings to life a world that now seems as remote as Restoration England . . . Duff Cooper’s Diaries paint a vivid, fascinating and often distasteful portrait of an age . . . Duff Cooper was a good scholar, had ambitions to be a poet and wrote a fine biography of Talleyrand. Posthumously, with this absorbing portrait of a lost world, he has perhaps completed the book he was born to write’

Robert McCrum, Observer

‘We must salute the industry and courage of John Julius Norwich and his wife in preparing this highly readable book from what must have been mountainous material. The notes and link passages are exemplary. The pages on the Abdication are riveting’

A. N. Wilson, Country Life

‘Duff Cooper’s first-hand accounts of Edward VIII’s abdication, the Munich crisis and the VE celebrations in Paris as observed from the British embassy are inevitably fascinating’

Peregrine Worsthorne, New Statesman

‘I thought the Duff Cooper diaries were interesting and terrific’

Taki, Spectator

‘His diaries are a scream, with a cast including Wallis Simpson, Evelyn Waugh and Laurence Olivier. Gorge yourself on his son’s finely tuned edition’

Sebastian Shakespeare, Tatler

‘The great merit – at times the rich delight – of these diaries is as the record of an exuberant, sensual, selfish and ambitious homme du monde living comfortably during uncomfortable times. Cooper was not an introspective or reflective diarist, but his jottings make a brutally honest self-portrait and throw many bright sidelights on his epoch’

Richard Davenport-Hines, TLS

‘Two posthumous works that nevertheless deserve to be celebrated for their candour and compulsive readability are The Duff Cooper Diaries and James Lees-Milne’s The Milk of Paradise . . . Both were prey to vanity, but they display themselves unsparingly in their diaries and either would make perfect dropping-off reading after a good Christmas dinner’

The Times

‘A juicy account of British political life in the first half of the century’

Evening Standard magazine

‘These diaries are a revelation . . . riveting . . . beautifully edited, with notes which provide just the right amount of information, and John Julius Norwich has written a perfectly judged introduction. As a candid record of an extraordinary marriage, this book is gripping’

Jane Ridley, Literary Review






John Julius Norwich is a writer and broadcaster, whose many books of history concentrate particularly on Venice and the Mediterranean. The son of Duff Cooper, 1st Viscount Norwich, and his wife, Lady Diana Cooper, he lives in London.
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INTRODUCTION

My father, Duff Cooper, has now been dead for half a century: a period of time not long enough for his diary to be a historical treasure like those of Samuel Pepys or John Evelyn, nor short enough for it to be required reading for students of current affairs. Why then, it may be asked, is it being published now? Why, indeed, should it be published at all?

The answer to the first question is simple. My father did not leave his diary to me. Those seventeen handwritten volumes, as he was well aware, contained a remarkably frank record of his life – and in particular of his extremely mouvementé sex life. Understandably enough, he did not want them to pass directly into my hands, or indeed those of my mother (which would have amounted to much the same thing). A more suitable recipient, he felt, would be his nephew and publisher, Rupert Hart-Davis. This choice very nearly led to disaster: Rupert, profoundly shocked by what he had read, decided to destroy them. Fortunately he told me of his intention, and I was able to persuade him to do no such thing; he finally agreed – though with some reluctance – to hand them over to me. For the next few years they remained in our attic, during which time they were seen only by my parents’ respective biographers, John Charmley and Philip Ziegler. Some years later my daughter Artemis and my son-in-law Antony Beevor drew on the years 1944–9 for their book Paris After the Liberation; then in 2002, when the release by the Public Record Office of further papers concerning the abdication of King Edward VIII reawakened interest in that period, the relevant section of the diary was published in the Sunday Telegraph. With these exceptions, no one to my knowledge has seen the diary since my father’s death, apart from my wife Mollie and myself. It is barely two years ago that Mollie completed the enormous task of putting the whole thing on to a computer. Only then did I myself read it for the first time from end to end.

The answer to the second question is a good deal more important. Essentially, it is that my father was a first-rate witness of – and often a first-hand participant in – just about every significant political development that occurred between 1914 and his death forty years later. But there is more to it than that. As a man-about-town, married to one of the most famously beautiful and remarkable women of her day, a lover of parties and good company and, finally, the author of a brilliant biography of Talleyrand – which in fifty years has never once been out of print – he was also ideally placed to report on the social and literary life of England during the first half of the twentieth century. Winston Churchill and General de Gaulle, Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson, Neville Chamberlain and Lloyd George, Hilaire Belloc and Evelyn Waugh – these are only a few of the names that people his pages.

And then, of course, there is my father himself. To those few who were immune to his intelligence and his charm he was a drinker, a gambler and a shameless pursuer of beautiful women; nor, as the diary makes clear, were they entirely wrong. He was in no sense an alcoholic; indeed, I only once saw him seriously drunk – after a nightmare evening at the Soviet Embassy in Paris, an incident recorded as fully as he was able to remember (which was not very fully) in the pages that follow. Nevertheless, as he readily admitted in his autobiography Old Men Forget, he consistently drank more than most people would have said was good for him. He certainly gambled recklessly in his youth – in one evening in 1914 he lost almost four times his annual salary – but the habit fortunately left him in later life. He might still play from time to time at the tables of Deauville or Monte Carlo; there was also plenty of bridge and backgammon for lowish stakes and the occasional bet on a horse. But after his marriage his playing was never remotely compulsive; and although he left virtually no money at his death, this was due more to his natural extravagance than anything else. Where women were concerned, on the other hand, he would certainly have entered a plea of guilty; but I shall return to that later.

He was born on 22 February 1890 and died on 1 January 1954. His father, Sir Alfred Cooper, was a distinguished surgeon originally from Norwich (hence the title): the recognized leader in his special field – which was, it must be recorded, venereal disease and piles. His mother was the great-granddaughter of King William IV, who had no less than nine illegitimate offspring by Mrs Dorothy Jordan, the leading comédienne of her day. One of their countless grandchildren married – curiously enough, at the British Embassy in Paris – James, the 5th Earl Fife. The youngest of the Fifes’ four children, Lady Agnes, was in her youth more than a little flighty: at the age of twenty-eight, with two elopements and a divorce behind her, she had been disowned by her family, was practically penniless and – despite the fact that her brother had married the eldest daughter of the future King Edward VII – no longer received in polite society. In the hopes of becoming a nurse, she took a menial job in one of the major London teaching hospitals, and it was there in 1882 that she caught the eye of Dr Cooper. The two of them – together they were said to know more than anyone else about the private parts of the English aristocracy – married, and eventually, after four daughters, produced a son – my father.

After his education at Eton and Oxford – where, according to John Charmley, ‘he trailed clouds of dissipation’ – he joined the Foreign Office, and consequently in 1914 found himself in what was known as a ‘reserved profession’, which kept him, much to his disgust, in London for the first three years of the war. Only in 1917, when the holocaust of young officers – including nearly all his closest friends – had left the Army seriously depleted, was he released for service. Thus it was not till early in 1918 that he went to France. He made up for lost time by promptly winning the DSO (Distinguished Service Order), an award considered second only to the Victoria Cross.

In June 1919, despite the furious opposition of her parents, he married Lady Diana Manners now, at the age of twenty-seven, a celebrity. She was, first of all, startlingly beautiful; secondly, she was a member of the aristocracy – in those days still an advantage, rather than the millstone that it so often proves today – who had been brought up in one of England’s most spectacular country houses, Belvoir Castle, as the youngest daughter of the 8th Duke of Rutland. (Her adoring public would have been horrified to know that she was in fact the result of a long and passionate love affair between the Duchess and the Hon. Harry Cust, poet, man of letters and editor of the Pall Mall Gazette.) Ever since her presentation at Court in 1911 she had been the darling of the society and gossip columns; when she married my father – a penniless commoner of whom no one had ever heard – at St Margaret’s Westminster on 2 June 1919, a body of mounted police had to be summoned to control the crowds outside.

Ever since my father’s return from France he had been increasingly bored by the Foreign Office. He longed for a political career; but money was short, and he knew that in throwing up his job he would be taking a serious financial risk. Fortunately my mother had recently played the leading role in two silent films, and had thus caught the eye of Europe’s greatest theatrical producer, the Austrian Max Reinhardt. He promptly cast her as the Madonna in The Miracle, his adaptation of a medieval mystery play, which opened in New York in 1924 and thereafter toured first America, then Eastern Europe and finally England.

While she acted, he campaigned. In 1924 he was elected Conservative Member for Oldham and remained in Parliament for the next twenty years, serving as Secretary of State for War and First Lord of the Admiralty. He resigned from the latter post in 1938 in protest against the Munich agreement with Hitler, but returned to the Cabinet in 1940 when Winston Churchill succeeded Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister and made him his Minister of Information. In 1941 he spent six months in Singapore, and in January 1944 went to Algiers as Churchill’s representative to the French Committee for National Liberation and its leader General Charles de Gaulle. This led automatically to the Embassy in Paris, where he was Ambassador from September 1944 to December 1947.

Reading his diary, I have learned much about my father and feel that I understand him now a good deal better than I did before. He was not only a statesman and – at the end of his career – a diplomat. He was a scholar, a wit and a poet, with a genuine passion for literature; he could – and did – recite poetry by the hour, and since he was as happy in French as he was in English there were few great novels in either language that he had not read. He never underestimated the importance of pleasure, and much of the diary – some might say too much – is concerned with this side of his life: the food he ate, the wine he drank and, not least – since he was a romantic through and through – the women he loved.

It is this last aspect, not surprisingly, that has caused me the greatest concern. My father was obviously every bit as attractive to women as they were to him, and his love affairs were legion. (Many of his successes may have been due to his habit of bombarding his quarries with sonnets, for which he had a quite extraordinary facility.) Most – I hesitate to say all – of these affairs are described in detail in the diary, a fact which leaves little doubt in my mind that, unlike many diarists, he never intended it for any eyes but his own. I would have written ‘no doubt’, but for a few lines written on 30 September 1948:

‘Why do people keep diaries? asked Rupert, and I found it difficult to answer. ‘Is it because you look forward to re-reading them?’ I don’t think so. I don’t enjoy re-reading mine. ‘Are you thinking of posterity reading them?’ I don’t think I am, but I may be. I don’t want Diana to read my diary and she is closer to me than any human being – nor should I particularly like John Julius to. There is much that I shouldn’t mention if I wanted them to read it. Perhaps the answer is that people who love life as much as I do want to keep some record of it – because it is all they can keep.

The last thing I wish to do is to betray him, or indeed my mother, though her own behaviour was immaculate in comparison. Astonishingly, too, she hardly ever minded. (Gloria Rubio was an exception, though even she later became a friend.) Louise de Vilmorin – as the diary makes abundantly clear – she loved almost as much as my father did himself; I even remember, when the affair was at its height, going on a hilarious week’s trip à trois through south-west France with Louise and my mother (as always at the wheel), while my father remained in Paris. As for Susan Mary Alsop, the two corresponded regularly; when my mother went to Washington it was with Susan Mary that she stayed. Once, shortly before she died, I asked her how she had managed to be so devoid of jealousy. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘they were all the flowers. I knew I was the tree.’

To have published the diary in its present form much before the beginning of the twenty-first century would none the less have been out of the question. Today, however, my father has been dead for over fifty years, my mother for nearly twenty; and the other ladies concerned have also been long in their graves. Moreover all the major affairs and a good many of the minor ones have already been chronicled by John Charmley and Philip Ziegler, and if this diary is to be worth reading at all it must provide a portrait of the many-faceted man that my father was: I have no wish to create a plaster saint. This is not to say that we have not made any cuts – had we not done so, the book would have been many times its present length – but the vast majority of these have been on the grounds of interest rather than prudery.

There is a distinct possibility, on the other hand, that my father may during the later years of the Second World War and after have wielded the blue pencil himself. The handwritten volumes are untouched, but for the years 1944 and 1945 and the first five months of 1947 we possess only typescripts. Were these sections originally dictated? We have no means of telling, but there is an unmistakable change of tone.

In the task of editing, we have not had political historians primarily in mind. They will, I believe, find plenty of grist for their particular mills, but for me at least the social mores reflected in the diary are every bit as fascinating. My father writes, for example, of the atmosphere of London during the First World War, the life of young officers in the trenches, the country house weekends, the servants (he had a personal valet till the day he died), the reading aloud, the importance of the theatre (he would go at least once a week, occasionally even to two plays on the same evening). The abdication and the Munich crisis are covered in detail, most of the Second World War, alas, rather less so – often because he was simply too busy – but he picks up the threads again in a brilliant account of the 1945 Foreign Ministers’ Conference and the years at the Paris Embassy.

One thought only continues to trouble me: will average readers, when they put this book down, actually like my father? I am not sure that they will; I can only hope they will remember that good diaries are almost by definition introspective. Though some of the following entries strike me as very funny indeed, soul-searching is seldom a fertile field for humour or charm – and few of us go around telling our friends our innermost secrets. (If they did, would we like them as much?) What diaries never tell us is how the writer struck those around him, or how much fun he was. Speaking personally, I believe that no one could ever have had a better father, or one who could have left me with happier memories: the reading aloud, the poetry, the plays we saw, the enthusiasm for everything (except music), the long walks through Paris and Venice, the shared love of history, the lightly-worn erudition and above all the unfailing capacity for enjoyment and the sheer love of life itself – never, never was there a dull moment. His friends of both sexes were legion because, as Bob Boothby said at his memorial service, ‘he was absolute for friendship’. He was also absolute for generosity and warmth of heart. He always had time. He was greatly loved.

In the Prologue to his biography, John Charmley described my father as ‘a statesman who composed sonnets over the gaming-tables; a wit whose patriotism impelled him to sacrifice all for honour; a bon viveur and London club-man whose integrity and courage made him beloved by his many friends’. All these aspects are reflected in the diary. The figure that emerges is more intelligent than intellectual, and a good deal more sybarite than saint. But he makes no attempt to conceal his failings and, above all, he never takes himself too seriously. He loved every moment of his life, and his sense of humour never let him down.

John Julius Norwich







PART ONE

1915–1919

The First World War, Courtship and Marriage







Duff had gone up to New College, Oxford, in 1908 and in 1913 passed the Foreign Office examination. In that same year he had first met Lady Diana Manners. With the outbreak of war in 1914, most of his friends immediately enlisted; members of the Foreign Office, however, were not permitted to do so. Duff therefore remained in London, as did his great friend Alan Parsons who was excused military service on medical grounds and was also working in Whitehall. The diary begins in 1915 when Duff was twenty-five. At that time he was living with his mother, Lady Agnes Cooper, in a flat at 9 Berkeley House, Hay Hill, but after a brief interval in the Stafford Hotel he moved into rooms at 88 St James’s Street on 11 October.

1915

April 14, 1915. Norton Priory

On Sunday evening I was at Stanway [home of the Charteris family in Gloucestershire] and Cynthia1 and I settled that we would both start diaries and see who went on the longest.

On Tuesday morning I bought this book and one more beautiful for Cynthia.

April 15, 1915

After dinner I had to do some difficult negotiation work between Sibbie2 and Richard as regards their future and ended up having an awkward quarter of an hour with Mother on the subject of the bottle. All due to Evelyn Fitzgerald3 who talked nonsense to Steffie4 which she unkindly and unwisely reported to Mother.

Friday April 16, 1915

I dined at the Carlton. A large party, including Diana, Lady Cunard5, Hugo6, Thomas Beecham7 and Bonham Carter.8 After dinner they all went to a play but I went to the Ambassadors to pick up M.T.9 and go and have another dinner with her at the Savoy. At 12 o’clock we both went to a small supper party at the Cavendish consisting of Diana, Nancy,10 Iris,11 Hugo, Hallam12 and ourselves. It was great fun and everyone was very drunk at the end especially me. As Diana was going off with Hallam and I with Marjorie, Diana said to me in the hall that although we both had our stage favourites we really loved each other best, and kissed me divinely, which nobody noticed though they were all standing by.

Saturday April 17, 1915

The last day of my week’s holiday. I went in the morning to see Letty13 and Mary14 off to Egypt. I gave them both a large box of strawberries. Diana was at the station. I drove back from Liverpool Street with Diana and spent the rest of the morning with her. We picked up Nancy and Iris and went and had oysters and plovers’ eggs and chablis at Wilton’s and later, with the addition of Hugo we lunched at the Cavendish. Diana went down to Belvoir in the afternoon. I went out with M.T. and we finished up at Fitzroy Street where we lay almost platonically in one another’s arms torn between desire and fatigue – at least I was, but fear and fatigue had the upper hand with her. Tomorrow I return to the Foreign Office.

Monday April 19, 1915

On Sunday morning I went back to the Foreign Office, arriving there at 8.30 a.m. How I hated getting up. I began cold baths this morning. Everything seems to be getting on better with Foreign Affairs since I was there last. All the difficulties which Russia was making about Italian cooperation [with the Allies] which nearly caused negotiations to be broken off have been got over, and the only thing now is that Russia insists on Italy fixing a date which Italy is very unwilling to do.

I lunched with Marjorie at the Carlton, went back to the Foreign Office for an hour and then went and fetched her from the House of Lords. We dined at the Carlton and then went to Fitzroy Street. Marjorie wanted more to drink when we got there so I came home and took her back a bottle of champagne. We couldn’t open it and at last in desperation I tried to knock its head off against the wall. The result was that the whole bottle broke to fragments, and every drop was spilt on the floor and I cut my hand. The room was covered with blood and wine. I loved Marjorie more than ever, she goes to Southsea for a week tomorrow to act her silly play.

Monday morning at the Foreign Office we had the longest telegram I ever saw, 1100 groups. It took three hours to decypher, type etc. It was from Petrograd – all about various rather quibbling alterations which Russia wants to make in the terms of the agreement with Italy.

I lunched with Miss Lowenthal who now calls herself Miss Lynn15 and who was very angry at my calling her by the other. She is under four feet high, known to be a German Jewess and suspected of being a Sapphist. Iris and Diana were at lunch. It was a beautiful, warm spring day and I ordered three new suits. Dined with Edwin Montagu16 – Katharine and Raymond17 and Diana and Bonham Carter were there. We went to see Constance Stewart-Richardson18 perform at the Empire and afterwards went on to His Majesty’s and saw the last act of the first night of the revival of Oliver Twist.

Tuesday April 20, 1915

The difficulties Russia is making about the date of Italy’s joining seem serious. We sent off two telegrams to Petrograd about it today, one private one from the King to the Czar begging him to give way.

I had tea with Ruby,19 just back from France. Hazel20 was there. I drove Hazel home. She asked me whether I loved her best which was awkward. I asked her whether she loved me best and she said she did, which was more awkward still. It is an extraordinary thing, but nobody begins to be really fond of me until just the moment when I cease being quite so fond of them.

The Russians have given way about Italy though very unwillingly. Sazonov21 says he considers our not holding Italy down to a definite and early date a diplomatic defeat for us. He also says that people in Russia are beginning to criticize unfavourably the way in which the war is being carried on in the west, and to compare the inaction of the French with Russia’s desperate advance in the Carpathians. Some people think that Sazonov was right and that if we had been firmer with the Italians they would have given way. However the great thing was to get them in and there now seems no danger of failing in that. Bulgaria too seems suddenly coming round. We heard also today that Turkey is short of ammunition and the Dardanelles will not be able to withstand two more attacks similar to the one they have already had. They want to get ammunition through Roumania, which, especially when Roumania hears of Italy’s action, she is sure to prevent.

Dined with the Laverys. Winston Churchill22 and Mrs Winston were there, Lady Randolph,23 Nellie Hozier24 and Edwin Montagu. Winston was very tired but cheered up under the influence of wine. His mother bored him terribly and would ask him a thousand questions. He had to sit to Lavery after dinner and Hazel, Nellie and I went to the Chelsea Palace. We had to drive Nellie home in a hansom as we couldn’t get a taxi and then I drove Hazel from the Admiralty to her home. She was looking so beautiful and was so sweet and loving.

April 24, 1915

After dinner I went to the Cavendish [Hotel] where I had a row with Diana. She hit me so hard on the face that she made my mouth bleed and I eventually gave her the gentlest tap on the cheek on which she left the room and the hotel. I ran after her and apologized humbly but she wouldn’t speak to me and I left Raymond trying to persuade her to return. I was rather glad of the excuse to get home early to bed.


Monday April 26, 1915

Saw in the paper this morning that Rupert Brooke25 had died of sunstroke at Lemnos. Terribly sad. I knew him very little, but he was a very good poet and a very beautiful man. I wrote some verses and sent them to Eddie Marsh26 who was devoted to him.

Hushed is the music of the sweetest voice
That filled the shambles of our world with song,
Still is the heart that beat so brave and strong,
The heart that bids us mourn not but rejoice,
Because we know that his high soul, at peace,
Went singing down the dark and silent way,
And that there lives forever from today
A piece of England in the Isles of Greece.

Today the Treaty with Italy27 was signed. The next thing seems to be to get Bulgaria in, which I believe would not be difficult if it were not for the King.

April 28, 1915

Went to see Diana in the afternoon. She has quite forgiven me and likes me better than ever. She has had all the letters I ever wrote her typewritten and carries them about with her like a book. They look beautiful in print.

April 30, 1915

My day off from the Foreign Office. Had the old Priest28 to lunch with me at the Junior Carlton. He told me that someone, whom he wouldn’t name, said to him the other day what a pity it was I got drunk every night. It really is monstrous that everyone should say this about me. The end of April and I make as usual a resolution to drink less and read more during the coming month.

May 4, 1915

Went to the first night of The Right to Kill. Went to the Rutlands’ box. We all went to the room behind the Trees’ box in the middle. Lloyd George29 was there and Rufus Isaacs.30 The former I had never seen before – a common, ugly, uninteresting looking little man.

May 7, 1915

The Lusitania sunk [a British cargo and passenger ship, on which many American lives were lost]. People seem very worried about it, as though it were a defeat for us, whereas of course it makes not the faintest difference to the war and only helps to stir up America against Germany. People differ as to whether the cooperation of America would be a help or a hindrance to us. We should of course get no more ammunition from her and her army and navy would be of little value. Hazel tells me that Winston said it would be a bad thing for us were America to make war on Germany but I don’t agree with him. It certainly has looked lately as though Germany wanted to provoke America instead of trying to conciliate her as at first.

Dined with Edwin. Diana was there, she goes to France tomorrow to see about her hospital.31 Raymond and Katharine, Bongy, Venetia Stanley,32 Nancy, Ruby and Alan33 were also there. Alan has been made one of McKenna’s34 private secretaries. How I wish I had something interesting to do instead of everlasting office boy work.

May 8, 1915

Edward35 has been seriously wounded. Katharine and Sir John and Lady Horner went to France today to see him. I do pray he may recover.

May 12, 1915

The feeling in America is so strong that they may be forced to go to war. If they do they will simply be playing into Germany’s hands and we are most anxious to prevent it. It is a pity that the mass of the people both here and in America don’t seem to realize this, but our press is very restrained and sensible for once. Here is another instance of the truth that it is not statesmen and diplomats who are responsible for wars but the people themselves, a truth that socialists and democrats refuse to recognize. The disadvantage to us if America joins in will be immediate and military, but I cannot help feeling that in the long run neutral nations and even the more thoughtful of the Germans could not fail to be impressed by the spectacle of all the most civilized nations in the world joined in alliance against one enemy.

May 13, 1915

America’s note to Germany today looks as though war is inevitable. Germany probably will refuse compensation for the people drowned on the Lusitania and certainly will not promise not to do it again, so that America can hardly with dignity avoid war. President Wilson is anxious to avoid it and does not believe that the people really want it, but fears they may be dragged in. It seems absurd that a country like America should be forced to go to war against its will.

I dined with Mrs Astor,36 a party of twenty. I sat between Ruby and Lady G. Churchill.37 The latter told me that the other day at the Admiralty Lady Essex38 said to Winston that she heard it was alright about Italy and Winston asked who had told her so. She said that I had, and apparently after she had gone Winston was furious about people letting out secrets. It is really very unlucky as all I did say to Lady E. when she asked me ‘How about Italy?’ was that I didn’t think she need worry about that. I had it out with her after dinner and we both exonerated ourselves. She told me that Colonel House39 told her at dinner that he thought America would go to war and that Germany was calculating on her not being able to go on supplying England with ammunition, but that here Germany was once more out in her calculations as America would still continue to supply us with ammunition and not less than before. Germany could not hurt America unless she brought her fleet out and that she dared not do. I hope he is right. He ought to know.

May 14, 1915

Early this morning we learned that the Italian Government resigned last night. At first we were depressed at the Foreign Office, thinking it meant that Italy was going to shuffle out after all. But then people began to say that this was only a strategical move on the part of the Government designed to dish Giolitti40 and strengthen their own hands. This view seems to be the true one. Just before I left the Foreign Office at 4 this afternoon a telegram came in from Rome saying that the Government would probably be recalled, and that the Milan Corriere della Sera would announce this evening that Italy had denounced the Triple Alliance and had signed an agreement with the Triple Entente. It said also that Rome was practically in a state of siege and that the German Embassy was protected by a large force including cavalry.

May 15, 1915

I lunched at Arlington Street [London home of Diana’s parents, the Duke and Duchess of Rutland]. The Duchess and Diana returned last night from Boulogne and John Granby41 had suddenly appeared on two days leave from the front. He was terribly pessimistic about the war, especially our part of it. Said the 10th had been wiped out. The Duke was so childishly happy at having John back, he was quite pathetic.

That same evening George Moore42 came in after dinner and sat and talked to Raymond and me. He is interesting about the war because one can take it that he is voicing French’s43 opinion. As regards the present differences of opinion between French and Kitchener44, he said he didn’t believe the theory that Kitchener was starving French for men and ammunition now because he wished to finish the war with his own New Army45 later on led by himself. He said that Kitchener knew his own inability to command an army in the field which I should doubt. He also talked a lot of rot about America, saying that if they once went to war they would never quit until they had hung the Kaiser.

In May, Asquith formed a war coalition government with the Conservatives. Churchill left the Admiralty and became Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.

May 22, 1915

Went down to Sutton to stay with Mrs Lindsay.46 Venetia and Edwin who had come down for the day dined with us and went back to London after dinner. They are supposed to be engaged and she must become a Jewess which she has always looked.


May 23, 1915

Heavenly weather and everything looking too beautiful ‘to one who has been long in city pent’. Mrs Asquith47 came over to tea and raged about the Daily Mail and The Times. It is settled that Arthur Balfour48 goes to the Admiralty. Raymond [Asquith] says that all the other ministers refuse to have F. E. Smith49 in the Cabinet.

May 31, 1915 (London)

Buchanan50 telegraphed today that he hadn’t dared approach Sazonov officially on the subject of giving way to Roumania’s demands. Sazonov is more confident than ever. We are now making overtures to Bulgaria. We haven’t had their answer yet but when Des Graz51 approached the Serbian Prime Minister as to whether Serbia would be prepared to make any cession of territory to Bulgaria the Prime Minister replied that it was out of the question and that he would resign rather than consent to it. There is no limit to the hatred of the Serbs for the Bulgars, who they say committed every atrocity in the recent raid on Serbia, burning the wounded alive. The Bulgars are brutes, but they ought to have most of Macedonia because they certainly got less than they deserved out of the Balkan War, though it was their own fault and the population of eastern Macedonia is chiefly Bulgar. If only all those damned little states could be persuaded to pull together.

The end of May. Have kept my resolution well about not drinking much and have read a good deal but not enough.

June 2, 1915

I had tea with Cynthia. Her diary is already more than half full. I can’t think what she writes in it. Her life can’t be as interesting as mine though mine’s dull enough. She was looking very pretty and taking things very seriously, Beb [Asquith] being at the war etc. She said she wouldn’t like to see war abolished from the world which made me argue. I can’t understand how any sane civilized person can think such things. She had seen Winston lately whom she described as very depressed but very dignified. He told her that if he had to appoint a First Sea Lord again he would appoint Fisher,52 which was rather a good thing to say. Fisher apparently is half mad with rage and age. If he didn’t agree about the Dardanelles expedition he should have resigned when it was undertaken, rather than wait till it had failed.

June 8, 1915. Norton Priory

This morning I had a letter from Eddie53 saying he was coming home tomorrow on three days leave. I am glad. So tomorrow I must go up to London and help him to have fun. I can think of nothing else which could have induced me to leave this delicious rest I am having.

June 11, 1915

In the evening I had a men’s dinner party here which made all the women furious but we adored it. Only Eddie, Rothesay,54 Michael,55 Hugo and myself. It was the greatest fun and was followed by a glorious party at the Cavendish which was really the best of its kind. I climbed up the wall to the roof at one juncture, putting my foot through the window and cutting my ankle. Those who were left wanted to have breakfast at a cab shelter at about 5 but Cis56 had to be got rid of first. However he sat on the bonnet of Irene’s57 motor and refused to be dislodged and Eddie eventually drove the motor, a two seater with 6 people on it down to Richmond where Cis was in camp. I didn’t follow them but went to bed having dropped Marjorie, in tears incidentally, at the H. of L.

July 3, 1915

In the morning a telegram came from Diana saying that she and Edwin, Raymond and Katharine were going to Brighton for the weekend and asking me to meet them there. We dined at the Metropole [Hotel] and drank a lot. We then went and sat in their sitting room at the Grand and drank a lot more. We then, except Edwin, set out to bathe. It was about two o’clock. Going down some steps on to the beach Diana and I who were walking arm in arm took a severe fall and she sprained her ankle. She suffered agonies and had to be carried up to bed. The next morning her foot was very bad and she couldn’t move.


July 9, 1915

I went to see Diana at Arlington Street. She has broken two bones in her leg and Arthbuthnot Lane58 is going to operate on her tomorrow in a nursing home. While I was there the motor ambulance came to take her to the home. Beautifully dressed, she was moved on to a stretcher and slowly carried downstairs, followed by a cortège consisting of the Duchess, Marjorie,59 Irene, Nancy, myself and a few others. She looked too lovely. The Duchess, Nancy and I drove with her in the ambulance and when we arrived at the home there were Viola60 and Iris waiting on the doorstep with bundles of flowers and baskets of fruit.

July 16, 1915

Serious news at the Foreign Office today from America. They say there is tremendous agitation being roused there in favour of stricter neutrality, i.e. forbidding the export of ammunition. Their feeling is that all the belligerents ‘se moquent d’eux’ [are laughing at them]. Cotton will become a tremendous difficulty and many of the great cotton men are Germans. It is even suggested that it might be worth our while to propitiate the U.S.A. by buying all their exports of food ourselves, but as Germany would be ready to pay famine prices this seems hardly practicable.

July 20, 1915

Went to see Diana. She was very intrigued by a letter she had had from the Prime Minister61 [Asquith]. He had been to see her the other day and they had discussed at length Venetia’s marriage. Diana is quite certain that Venetia was his mistress which rather surprises me. This letter, which was rather obscurely expressed, seemed practically to be an offer to Diana to fill the vacated situation. She was in great difficulty as to how she was to answer it, partly from being uncertain as to its meaning, partly from the nature of the proposal it seemed to contain. She was anxious not to lose him but did not aspire to the position of his Egeria [i.e. counsellor], which she felt sure would entail physical duties that she couldn’t or wouldn’t fulfil. I advised her to concoct an answer which should be as obscure as his proposal and leave him puzzled – the old lecher.

On Monday [July 26] I did an odd thing. Nancy wanted me to dine with all of them at Kettner’s, but I felt suddenly I couldn’t face it. I was tired and wanted a good, peaceful dinner so I went and dined alone with a book at the Junior Carlton. I had an excellent dinner and drank Pol Roger 1904. I did enjoy myself. Afterwards I went to the Alhambra where I got tired of being alone and gave way – alas – to the need of companionship.

On Thursday [July 29] I dined at 62 Cadogan Square [home of Lord Wemyss]. We played poker after dinner and I lost £12 – oh dear oh damn. Eileen62 was in her nurse’s uniform and looked rather well. She is a strange woman. She kissed me passionately going home in the taxi almost as a matter of course. She only just misses being wonderful, but she misses it alright. She was the first unmarried woman, bar of course prostitutes, I ever kissed.

July 31, 1915

Dined with Raymond and Katharine. Katharine told me a long story about the Grand Duke Serge [of Russia]. He was at the head of the Russian ammunition department and it appears all the money that was supposed to be spent on ammunition was going to his mistress. He has been disgraced and sent to Siberia. She had it from Bluetooth Baker63 who is likely to know, and I had noticed that we no longer got telegrams from Petrograd conveying messages from the Grand Duke to Kitchener.

August 3, 1915

Lunched at the Ritz with Edward [Horner]. It was good to see Edward leading almost a normal life again. In the afternoon I went to see Diana. The Duchess met me in the hall with the terrible news that Billy64 had been killed. She always tells me bad news, that woman. How horrible this is. When I think of Oxford now I see nothing but ghosts.

Friday 27 August, 1915

Dined at Manchester Street alone with Diana. One of the most delicious evenings of my life. I was beautifully dressed – silk shirt and big black tie. A very hot night. Diana in a night gown only. I brought a bottle of champagne, we broke the cork, but with the help of the nurse eventually opened it. We sat side by side on the sofa and ate a cold grouse off one plate with one knife and one fork and I also ate some Camembert cheese.

After dinner Diana was divine. We went further than ever we have gone – but with such art and such distinction. She is the only person who is worth making love to, who understands the game and how to play it. She is the only woman with whom excessive intimacy never breeds the faintest shadow of contempt or disgust, and this is, I think, not only because we never proceed to extremes. There is a great deal to be said for the love-making that sends one away hungry, exasperating though it is. With most women, the further one goes the more one is disillusioned, but with her exactly the opposite happens. Illusion grows with knowledge. She assures me she has never abandoned herself to anyone else in this fashion. I am inclined to believe it. How I adored her.

Saturday 28 August, 1915

Lunched at Pagani’s with Raymond, Alan, Ruby and Diana. Raymond told them all at lunch what we had heard at the Foreign Office as dead secret on Thursday, namely that the Grand Duke Nicholas has had his command taken from him and that he was to be succeeded by the Czar. I dined alone with Mother, Raymond dined with Diana. I felt angry and jealous though I know that not much will happen between them.

September 1, 1915

I dined with Osbert65 on guard at St James’s. I sat between him and Raymond. I thought of the days when I used to dine there with John.66 It is an ugly business now compared to what it was, the officers being all dressed in khaki with their hideous puttees and thick service boots instead of the lovely uniforms they used to wear. The food and wine though were as good as ever.

September 3, 1915

When I first woke up my cold felt so bad that I thought I would stay in bed all day, but by about nine o’clock I felt bored so I got up and went to the Foreign Office.

Oh dear. I have just heard the terrible news that Charles67 is dead. Blow upon blow. Poor old Rib [Lord Ribblesdale], he talked so much and so proudly of Charles the other day and he was then already dead, for it seems he died of blood poisoning a week ago.

September 6, 1915

A terrible awakening. The two front teeth which had been fixed onto one root came out. They were only put in a year ago. Luckily I had the false ones on a plate which I wore while the others were being made with me. But the shape of my mouth or something must have changed for this now fits damnably ill, is most uncomfortable and none too secure. Lunched at Arlington Street and in the afternoon went with Diana to cinematograph. How I adore being with her. She is the only companion.

On Saturday 19th September, 1915 I caught the 4 o’clock train to Belvoir. There I found only Diana, Marjorie, Violet Keppel68 and the Duchess, and John, Mr Bouch,69 Harry and Charlie Lindsay. We played marmora after dinner each night and I won over £50 – a great relief. In the afternoon we played tennis and in the evening before dinner Diana read to me Guy and Pauline [by Compton Mackenzie]. I began to think that night that I wasn’t really in love with Diana at all and that she cared still less for me but the next morning as I was leaving the house at 8 o’clock she came down in her dressing gown to say goodbye and kiss, which was for her an excessive proof of solicitude and I left more puzzled than ever as to what she felt and what I felt myself.

September 23, 1915

Dined with Marjorie Trefusis at the Ritz. She was looking plain, I thought, and she isn’t much fun. Odd that I should have liked her so once and that she, as she still assures me, should have loved me. I wish it had been someone else.

September 24, 1915

Sent off a telegram to Athens saying that France and England were prepared to send as many troops as Greece wanted to Salonica. All the War Dept. surprised and rather shocked at the drastic nature of this telegram.

September 28, 1915

Lunched at Arlington Street. Gerald Thorpe was there and spoke of our enormous casualties – 30,000 men, 1,400 officers he said. Dined with Nancy, Marjorie and Hugo. After dinner we all went back to the House of Lords, from which Marjorie’s parents were away. My only breach of chastity in September.

September 29, 1915

Diana came back from Scotland in the morning. We went together to a cinematograph in the afternoon and I took her to Liverpool Street whence she took a train to Newmarket. She was charming. While we were waiting for the train at Liverpool Street we drank port and ate sausage rolls in the refreshment room. I don’t know whether I’m in love with her or not, I fancy not, but I have far more fun with her than anyone.


September 30, 1915

Dined with Venetia – Edwin not there. Table consisted of Venetia, Winston, Nellie, self, Lady Goonie, Bongy, Mrs Winston, Eddie Marsh. Winston terribly depressed and depressing. After the women had gone he had a tremendous argument with Bongy about conscription – he very much for it, Bongy against. Winston abused Kitchener a good deal. Said he had enlisted men and forgotten to order them rifles. Said in a few weeks time 11,000 sergeants in the army were entitled to their discharge, that they mean to demand it and that he didn’t see how we would disallow it unless we had conscription. Bongy’s main argument against it was financial. All very interesting.

October 1, 1915

Heard this morning at the F.O. that Tommie Robartes70 was killed. His brother didn’t come in on that account and rang up and told us. I sent a note round to Mother so she might tell Steffie who was coming up from the country. Came home and found poor little Steffie half mad with misery. She was really in love with him. It was she says the only happiness she had known since Arthur died and it is snatched away. I am so sorry for her. I heard a rumour that Eric71 is badly wounded. I hope untrue and still more do I hope that Osbert, Bim72 and Yvo73 are alright, the last especially. It seems a lot to hope as they are all in the Grenadiers who I hear have suffered as usual. We had a terrible night with Steffie. She and Sibbie are both staying here. Steffie had asked Sibbie to buy her a lot of morphia74 and Sibbie had told the chemist to give her something that looked and tasted like it but was innocuous. Steffie of course discovered this the moment she tasted it. Terrible row ensued. I was woken up. It was 1.30. Sibbie insisted on going out to try and get some real morphia from a doctor. After she had gone I heard Steffie moving about and went into her room. I found her with a fur coat on over her nightgown and a pair of shoes, on the point of going out. Tried to dissuade her without success. So thought it best to follow her, which I did having put an overcoat and a pair of trousers on. She insisted on going to Berkeley House where our flat is being altered for her. Her real reason for going was to look for some chloroform she had left there. This we eventually found and came home to bed.


October 7, 1915

On Thursday I dined with the Montagus, Edward, Iris, Alan, Diana and after dinner Raymond and Katharine. Dinner great fun. Rather boring after dinner as we did not play cards but sat and talked. Everyone rather drunk, I only very slightly. Raymond, Katharine, Diana and I started walking home together across the park. It was very beautiful, we all loved each other so much. We dropped R & K at 10 Downing Street and then Diana and I sat down, or rather lay, on the steps that lead from Downing St. down into the Horse Guards Parade. There we remained under the shadow of the damned old Foreign Office under the very window where I work by day, locked in each other’s arms for quite a time. It was odd and romantic and delightful. Then we walked very slowly and with many delicious pauses. We embraced under the lamp in the middle of the Parade, and under the dark trees of the Mall, and in St James’s St. and finally we sat again on the steps of Lord Zetland’s house in Arlington Street and exchanged the most wonderful kisses of all. A memorable night.

October 19, 1915

Dined with the Montagus – at least with Venetia, Edwin was at the House. The dinner was to celebrate Raymond’s last night as he was to go to the war tomorrow. Poor Katharine, how sorry I feel for her. She was wonderful at dinner. I sat between her and Diana. Raymond was at his best, very cheerful and brilliantly witty. It would really be the end of everything if he were killed.

October 21, 1915

Dined at Queen Anne’s Gate. Cheerful dinner. Afterwards we played bridge. I saw a letter from Cynthia to Venetia lying open on a table and starting to read it learnt suddenly that Yvo had been killed. The news apparently arrived on the 19th and most of them knew at Raymond’s last dinner party. Nobody had told me because everyone thought I knew. It was a terrible shock. He was so young and so delightful. How I pity them all, especially Mary who adored him and Lord Wemyss whose favourite child he was. I slept badly and woke early and felt miserable.

October 23, 1915

Went down to Mells by the 3.30. There I found only Sir J. and Lady Horner, Lady Jekyll75 and Lord Haldane.76 Dear Katharine very sweet and sad and beautiful. It poured the whole of Sunday. Talked to Haldane in the morning. He was interesting and told me all about his mission to Berlin, about the agreement with Germany on the African question which was on the point of being signed when war broke out and about his last interview with Bethmann-Hollweg77 when the latter said that it might be that all their efforts to ensure peace between the two countries would fail, but if that were so it would not be their fault but fate – ‘Es wird Schicksal sein’. He thinks that the Emperor was with the peace party until 1913 and then the war party won him over. He says that all our failure in this war has been due to two things, the lack of public education and the lack of a General Staff. When he went to the War Office himself the first thing he did was to create a General Staff – it consisted of about 80 people which was ample for the small army then existing. He also doubled Staff College. But all this was undone by Seely78 and partly by Asquith, who put Wolfe Murray79 at the head of it because he was a suitable man to deal with the Ulster business though he had no qualifications at all. Kitchener finding a bad General Staff in existence, decided to do without one and do the whole work himself, which was madness. He thought that fighting against the German General Staff was the same thing as fighting against the Khalifa or the Mahdi. Haldane spoke with considerable bitterness about Kitchener and with the greatest contempt about Winston; he is intolerant of the people, whom he describes as uneducated.

November 2, 1915

Dined at Queen Anne’s Gate. We played bridge afterwards. I was very drunk and after dropping Diana and Katharine at A. Street I for some insane reason tried to break into the house. I walked up to Piccadilly and there just by the Ritz climbed over the railings into the Park. I then climbed over some more railings into the garden of somebody’s house, not, I think, No. 16 and then as far as I remember I realized the folly of what I was doing and got back again into the park, walked down and climbed over some more railings close to my own rooms. I can’t think how I managed to get over them all in a top hat and an overcoat. The latter was considerably torn, so were my trousers. Very lucky not to have come across a policeman.

November 11, 1915

This morning came the terrible news of George Vernon’s80 death. We had heard some days ago that he was seriously ill with dysentery at Malta but lately the news had been better. I suppose there are other people who have lost as many friends as I have but it seems hardly possible. Diana telephoned the news to me in the morning and asked me to lunch with her as she was too unhappy to face a lunch party they had asked to Arlington Street. So we went to the Hanover Restaurant and drank mulled claret which helped us to call up our last reserves of courage and gaiety to face this new blow. I went to see her again in the evening and tried to cheer her.

November 12, 1915

Diana was dining at Downing Street. She called for me at St James’s St. on her way so that I could drive with her and drop her there. I think I really am in love with her and do believe that she is rather fond of me. I dined at Welbeck St. with Viola [and] Alan. Diana came in for a few minutes later with Violet and Cis Asquith and Eddie Marsh. We learnt that Winston had resigned and that Eddie is going to be Private Secretary to the Prime Minister. [Churchill had been excluded from a small War Cabinet set up by the Prime Minister. In his disappointment he returned to the Front.]

Saturday November 13, 1915

The beginning of my week’s holiday. I went round to see Diana after leaving the Foreign Office and found her crying. She is much more unhappy about George than I thought, poor darling. It is the worst blow she has had in the war.

November 15, 1915 [Belvoir]

I thought Diana was going by the early train so I got up to go by it too and when ready to start discovered that she had arranged to go later with me and only the Duchess was going early so I wished I had stayed longer in bed. But it was a very beautiful morning, white frost and blue sky and I went for a long walk by myself and much enjoyed it. Came up to London with Diana. We could not get a carriage to ourselves which was cruel, but I enjoyed the journey. Diana very interesting. She told me how as the price of his baronetcy
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