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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

Due to the historical nature of these diaries, some of the language and ideas may be offensive to the modern reader. To preserve the integrity of the text, we have retained this content in its original form.


FOREWORD

Why reissue the diaries of so entirely 20th Century a figure as Noël Coward? After all, by as early as the mid-1940s the distinctively clipped, brittle, cigarette-holder and cocktail-shaker world whose manners and modes he had done so much to define was already becoming what his great friend John Gielgud called vieux chapeau. The Great Depression and the rise of Fascism in Europe were beginning to make the Cowardy 20s and early 30s look shallow, facetious and insubstantial – criticism that had of course been directed at him from the first.

As old as the century, the 24-year-old Coward burst onto the scene in 1924 with his play The Vortex, a tumultuous mix of drug taking and coded homosexuality, with the added spice of a pinch of Gertrude and Hamlet mother–son incest. There followed a firework display of triumphant plays, sketches, songs, operettas and revues. Coward cast and directed the plays and sketches, starred in them and sang many of the songs. The best of those early comedies Hay Fever, Private Lives, Design For Living and Blithe Spirit are still performed today all around the world.

A man of supreme gifts, most important of which were an extraordinary capacity for hard work and a genius for friendship, he glided swan-like and serene on the waters of theatrical life always disguising his furious paddling beneath the surface. These magnificent, compelling and insanely readable journals allow us to see the mechanism and effort of the paddling and understand how much they cost him.

When the diary opens, war has been declared and Coward reveals himself to be a very different figure from the epicene, dressing-gowned decadent beloved of impersonators and theatrical raconteurs everywhere. The circle of acquaintance, the glitter and grandeur of the locales – these are all just as we might imagine, but the voice and tone belong to what the French call un homme sérieux – not a serious man in any sense of humourless solemnity, but a thinking man, a man with an ethical core. Coward was by no means a progressive; you might even think the lower middle-class/upper working-class (oh these labels!) boy from Teddington who had risen so high so fast had become something of a snob. If he was, he was the glamourised kind that looks up, not the snooty kind that looks down. That sort of snobbery is, as Alan Bennett once observed, ‘an amiable enough vice’. We detect, as we read, a yearning on Coward’s part to be taken seriously as a useful emissary of propaganda and morale, a willingness to act as a kind of secret agent working behind the scenes to help kick the United States out of neutrality and into the war and – most famously and significantly – his determination to bring to the screen the reality of the naval war in the Mediterranean as initiator, writer, producer, co-director and star of his magnificently successful film In Which We Serve.

All this we read about with breathless astonishment: how much he packs in, how connected he is, how determined, how hard he works! A successful transformation then from glittering, brilliantined and flippant comedian of manners to an important and valued insider, trusted and liked by Churchill and the Royal Family? Well, in fact, no: with a sense of hurt that is only thinly disguised Coward soon becomes aware that while the establishment may have enthusiastically milked him for his talent, they never really accepted him. The knighthood that everyone assumed would come his way was barred by someone, somewhere. Churchill himself, it seems. It was not Coward’s humble origins and not-quite-one-of-us-ness that stood in the way, but his homosexuality which, while not open (that would have been career suicide), was certainly known about. Another stab to the heart came when his entirely voluntary work in America got him trapped in Britain’s labyrinthine currency laws. Those who sent him out as an operative could easily have extricated him from the mess of it all, blameless as he was, but they fell silent and allowed the press and courts to humiliate him. Far from seeing him as a hero, many in the public now thought of him as some kind of dodgy profiteer. We learn of all this as we read, but Coward never allows himself to welter in rancour or resentment. His solution to all setbacks was always to write his way out of them, a favourite motto being ‘Work is more fun than fun’. The flawless screenplay for the greatest of all the films he was associated with, Brief Encounter, flies from his pen in a bewilderingly short space of time.

And so the diary entries stream along, through new decades and new transformations, revealing a remarkable life and a remarkable mind. Peace, privacy and painting in Jamaica, tax troubles that only an exhausting but record-breakingly successful residency in Las Vegas can solve, the overdue knighthood, the 70th birthday celebrations. Like me, you may find yourself taking far larger bites of this delicious book in one go than you ever imagined you could, and you may find, too, that the unique personality of Noël Coward, grave and gay, silly and sober, kind and catty, subtle and sensitive, will live with you for days and months after you have finished. And how privileged you will feel to have been in the company of such a man.

© Stephen Fry 2022


INTRODUCTION

When Noël Coward, playboy of the West End world, jack of all its entertainment trades and master of most, died in 1973, he was as old as the century and its most constant, if often controversial, showbusiness reflection. He left behind him over fifty plays, twenty-five films, hundreds of songs, a ballet, two autobiographies, a novel, several volumes of short stories and countless poems, sketches, recordings and paintings, not to mention the memories of three generations of playgoers on both sides of the Atlantic for whom he had been the most ineffably elegant and ubiquitous of entertainers.

He also left these diaries, chronicling the last thirty years of his life – the years from 1941, when he was starting out on the wartime troop concert tours that were to give him a whole new lease of life as a cabaret entertainer, through the private and professional depressions of the early 1950s, when his beloved England seemed to turn whole-heartedly against him and his work, to the 1960s, when he came home from Las Vegas and Jamaica to the knighthood that had for so long been his due.

These remarkable diaries of war and peace, England and America, work and play, plays and players, at last provide the missing pieces in the ­Coward jigsaw. Apart from brief extracts which appeared in Cole Lesley’s 1976 bio­graphy, the diaries have not been published before. Their scope is social, political, historical and theatrical, and their cast of characters ranges from Churchill and Mountbatten through Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh to Marilyn Monroe, Harold Pinter and the Beatles. Through the clipped, caustic, often self-mocking tone of the diaries, which were in effect a series of letters from Noël to his own inner self, comes a marvellously funny, touching and revealing account of three decades in the life of the greatest theatrical entertainer of the century, but to understand fully his mood and character at the start of these diaries it is necessary to go back briefly to the beginning of his life.

Noël Coward was born on 16 December 1899, just before the last Christmas of the nineteenth century (hence the name Noël). The second son of an unsuccessful piano-tuner-cum-salesman and a doting, ambitious mother, he grew up in suburban, middle-class South London in genteel poverty. When he was ten, his mother answered a call for child actors in the Daily Mirror, and within three months Noël was on stage at the Crystal Palace in a play called The Goldfish. A few months later he was Slightly in Peter Pan (Kenneth Tynan was to comment years later that he had been Wholly in it ever afterwards) and he then settled, like his beloved friend and partner Gertrude Lawrence, into the life of a fairly successful child actor; in his own view he was ‘when washed and smarmed down a bit, passably attractive, but one of the worst boy actors ever inflicted on the paying public’.

Nevertheless Noël survived and by 1917 was already making his first film, Hearts of the World, for D. W. Griffith. There followed a brief and unhappy spell in the army, another five years in the theatre and an unsuccessful trip to Broadway, where he hoped to sell some of the comedies and songs he had written. Then, in 1924, at the Everyman Theatre, Hampstead, came the literally overnight success of The Vortex, a play about drug addiction written at a time when even alcoholism was scarcely mentioned on the British stage. The roughly equal amounts of interest, indignation, admiration and money generated by the play, which Noël had written, directed and starred in, meant that at the age of twenty-four he went from being a mildly unsuccessful playwright, actor and composer to being the hottest theatrical figure in London – a change so fast that even he took several months and one nervous breakdown to come to terms with it.

There followed, in rapid succession, such hits as Hay Fever, Fallen Angels and the revue On with the Dance (all of which ran in the West End simultan­eously with The Vortex, a quadruple feat achieved before Noël in this century only by Somerset Maugham and then not again until Alan Ayckbourn), one year of total critical and public reversal when boos greeted Sirocco and Noël was spat at by irate theatre-goers, and then in 1929 the start of a period of successful activity remarkable even by Noël’s standards.

Within the next two years Noël wrote and staged three of his greatest successes – the operetta Bitter Sweet, the comedy Private Lives and the epic Cavalcade – so that by 1931 the boy wonder of the 1920s had settled into an altogether more stable pattern of theatrical triumph, one which was best characterized by the partnership that he formed with Gertrude Lawrence. For her he had written Private Lives, redolent of Riviera balconies, filled with the potency of cheap music and shot through with the sadness of a couple who could live neither together nor apart, a couple who were in many incidental ways Noël and Gertie themselves. Six years later they played together again in his nine short plays, among them Red Peppers, Shadow Play and Still Life that became the film Brief Encounter, which made up the three alternating triple bills of Tonight at 8.30.

Between these two towering landmarks of their relationship, Noël also found the time to write Design for Living for Lynn Fontanne and Alfred Lunt, Words and Music for the producer Charles B. Cochran, Conversation Piece for Yvonne Printemps and soon afterwards Operette for Fritzi Massary. ‘Throughout the 1930s, in fact,’ wrote Noël later, ‘I was a highly publicized and irritatingly successful figure much in demand; the critical laurels that had been so confidently predicted for me in my twenties never graced my brow, and I was forced to console myself with the bitter palliative of box-office success. Which I enjoyed very much indeed.’

If theatrically the 1930s were Noël’s best years, politically and socially he cared for them less and less: ‘For me’, he wrote, ‘the pre-war period died on the day Mr Neville Chamberlain returned with such gay insouciance from Munich.’ He became rapidly and fervently anti-Chamberlain and anti-Munich; having always been bleakly uninterested in any kind of politics he suddenly found himself, on the brink of his forties, increasingly horrified by a world that was rapidly falling apart at the seams. Refuge in the theatre was no longer possible, though ironically the moment when Noël most wanted to leave it was also the moment when most people were telling him he was only useful so long as he stayed there. Churchill told him to go out and sing to the troops, leaving him to reflect uneasily that if the morale of the British Army was at such a low ebb that soldiers could be cheered into battle by his singing ‘Mad Dogs and Englishmen’ then the country was in even more trouble than he had realized.

Partly therefore to aid his own memory and partly as an acknowledgement of the unusually turbulent and uncertain times through which he was then living, Noël started to write an at first daily note of his activities. The wartime entries, adding up to no more than a logbook of his life, were then used by Noël as the basis for Future Indefinite, his second and last volume of memoirs, published in 1954. For this reason, the wartime engagement diary does not form a part of the main body of this book, which opens on VE Day 1945, the day on which Noël ended his own autobiographical publications. However, as a reminder of the kind of war he had, extracts from the wartime entries comprise the Prologue.

It is with the ending of the war that Noël’s diaries start in earnest; gradually the brief, pencilled, appointment-book entries give way to longer typewritten essays about the moods and matters, disasters and triumphs, loves and hates of the moment. In a life still often hectic, and with ever-increasing sojourns out of England, Noël did not write every day, sometimes not even every week, occasionally towards the end not even every month, but as the length of time between the entries grows longer, so too do the entries themselves.

As editors, we have not seen a duty to preserve the reputations of those living or dead; nor have we seen it as any part of our duties to censor anything. We have, however, been subject to the laws of libel, which have demanded certain minor but still regrettable cuts. Other cuts have been made to avoid repetition and on those occasions when the early diaries degenerate into a timetable of lunches, dinners and airline flights. The basic structure of the diaries has, however, been kept intact. Although the very rare errors of spelling and grammar have been corrected, these diaries remain as written or (from the 1950s) as typed. Even the longer, later entries are exactly as typed; Noël did not indulge in any rewriting.

The diaries open in a mood of relief that a long war is at last ending, but also in a mood of uncertainty about the changes that had occurred in the social fabric of a nation which Noël had previously understood and even represented. In his own mind he had neither aged nor changed very much; indeed at forty-five he was hardly a pre-war relic. But much of the world for which he had stood as a showbusiness symbol had been blown to extinction, and suddenly the memories of lost glamour, of ‘Noël and Gertie’, of balconies in the South of France and country-house weekend parties seemed more of a liability than an asset. Noël had been a figure of the 1920s and 1930s, his own invention and contribution to a period of theatrical and musical history which he had helped to define (‘Anyone who cannot see that’, as John Osborne once noted, ‘should leave the theatre’); but now he had to discover how to become a figure of the 1950s and 1960s, and the learning process was to be long and hard. When Beverley Baxter mischievously asked Noël in 1945 if he could be said to have survived the war, the question was to hang unanswered in the air for a long time. These diaries are the key to that answer; Noël had indeed survived the war – what he now had to survive was the peace.

As editors we are deeply grateful to Ann Wilson, to Martin Tickner, and to Alex MacCormick and John Curtis of Weidenfeld for their help and enthusiasm during a three-year process of editing and research. We would also like here to note that two of the people most closely concerned with Noël’s later life and now with the running of his estate, Joan Hirst in London and Geoffrey Johnson in New York, made a vastly greater contribution to his professional well-being than is indicated by their brief appearances in these diaries.

The footnotes have been written with a view to future as well as present readers. They are compiled on the basis of appearing when Noël actually had personal contact with someone as opposed to simply seeing them in a play or film.

Graham Payn and Sheridan Morley


1941–45

PROLOGUE: THE WAR YEARS

It was in 1941 that Noël Coward, then just at the start of his own forties, began for the first time in his life to keep a diary. He had already published (in 1937) Present Indicative, written entirely from memory, detailing his childhood years in south London at the turn of the century and his roller-coaster ride to fame in the early 1920s as ‘destiny’s tot’, an impresario of the self who could alternately shock and delight an audience whether on stage or off. The success of the book – though, as so often with Noël, more popular than critical – meant that there were clearly going to be subsequent volumes.

The declaration of war in 1939 had found Noël in mid-rehearsal for two new plays, This Happy Breed and Present Laughter, which he had intended (as dramatist, director and star) to tour and then open in London that autumn. Instead he was sent to Paris to set up a British bureau of propaganda in liaison with the French Commissariat d’Information, run by another distinguished dramatist, Jean Giraudoux. This proved a somewhat futile mission and by April 1940 Noël was in Washington, at the behest of the Minister of Information, Duff Cooper, for a brief meeting with President Roosevelt and a more lengthy exploration of official American attitudes to the war in Europe. He failed, however, to get an official posting and resigned himself to Churchill’s advice (‘Your job in wartime is to sing to them wherever they may be’), spending the rest of 1940 on a prolonged troop concert tour of Australia and New Zealand. He was in fact to discover on such tours that he had a new lease of professional life as a solo singer.

After this initially confused and frustrating start, Noël’s war was highlighted by Blithe Spirit, written in less than a week during May 1941, and which became one of the longest running comedies in the history of the British theatre, playing hundreds more performances than the more archetypal Coward comedies like Hay Fever and Private Lives. But the real chance Noël had been waiting for came shortly after he had written Blithe Spirit: his friend Lord Mountbatten told him the story of the loss of HMS Kelly, and Noël began to see the framework for his major contribution to the war effort, a naval Cavalcade and the one that was to become his award-winning film In Which We Serve.

Saturday 19 April 1941

London

Lunched Dorchester with Bob Menzies.1 He was absolutely charming. Came away comfortably reassured that I had done a really good job there.

Had a few drinks, then went to Savoy. Pretty bad blitz, but not so bad as Wednesday. A couple of bombs fell very near during dinner. Wall bulged a bit and door blew in. Orchestra went on playing, no one stopped eating or talking. Blitz continued. Carroll Gibbons2 played the piano, I sang, so did Judy Campbell3 and a couple of drunken Scots Canadians. On the whole, a strange and very amusing evening. People’s behaviour absolutely magnificent. Much better than gallant. Wish the whole of America could really see and understand it. Thankful to God I came back. Would not have missed this experience for anything.

Sunday 25 May 1941

Depressed by loss of HMS Hood. Also naturally worried over Crete situation. Hope to God we shall hold on. How horrifying to have to read again and again during this war that we have not enough planes and equipment. Damn those bloody old politicians for all time. ‘No recriminations’ my foot! They ought to be strung up on lamp-posts for their disastrous mistakes and muddling.

Tuesday 27 May 1941

Very worried on reading in paper that HMS Kelly sunk off Crete. Feared Dickie Mountbatten4 lost. Rang up Ministry of Information. Found that he had been saved. Very relieved.

Sunday 1 June 1941

Coppins

Drove down to the Kents.5 Found the Duke on the lawn sunning himself. Kents knitting and talking. Air raid and a certain amount of gun-fire.

Monday 2 June 1941

Came down about 12 o’clock having been reading The Ministry of Wishful Thinking. Quite an amusing satirical novel.

Long discussion re war and Crete disaster. Astounded at the apathy of the British public, even now. Every station crowded for Whitsun holidays. Even news of clothes rationing failed to damp the holiday spirit. Is this splendid in the face of Crete and the Hood, or merely completely unimaginative?

Thursday 3 July 1941

London

Went to private showing of Down Argentina Way6 with Dickie and Edwina. Dined afterwards. Dickie told whole story of the sinking of Kelly. Absolutely heart-breaking and so magnificent. He told the whole saga without frills and with a sincerity that was very moving. He is a pretty wonderful man, I think.

Wednesday 9 July 1941

Lunched with Michael Foot,7 whom I liked very much. He hated and hates Chamberlain8 even more than I. His views, though a trifle too leftist, are sound.

Thursday 10 July 1941

Plymouth

Caught 10.30 train for Plymouth. Drove to Grand Hotel through terrible devastation. A really heart-breaking sight.

Michael Redgrave9 arrived at 5.30. Extremely healthy and happy. What a magic the Navy does to people. Having left a luxurious film star life to be an ordinary seaman, he is obviously having a wonderful time. We dined and I drove him back to HMS Raleigh.

Had drinks at hotel with Dorothy Gilbert, the barmaid. She told me stories of the blitzes here. Quite without conscious drama, therefore infinitely more touching. It certainly is a pretty exciting thing to be English.

Friday 11 July 1941

Spent morning with Lady Astor10 walking round the devastated town. A strange experience. Lady A. very breezy, noisy and au fond incredibly kind. Banging people on the back and making jokes. The people themselves stoic, sometimes resentful of her, but generally affectionately tolerant. The whole city a pitiful sight. Houses that have held sailor families since the time of Drake spread across the road in rubble and twisted wood. Lady A. delivered tirade against Winston.11 Also said (before lunch) apropos of Bruce Lockhart12 that he could not be really good because he had written a book discussing his travels in Europe with his mistress. This point of view very baffling, and irritating. How sad that a woman of such kindness and courage should be a Christian Science fanatic.

Watched the people of Plymouth dancing on the Hoe. A large dance floor, white-coated band, several hundred girls gaily dressed, dancing very well with sailors, soldiers, marines, etc., in the strong evening sunlight. A sight so infinitely touching, not that it was consciously brave, but because it was so ordinary and unexhibitionist. The English do not always take their pleasures sadly, at least not when they are surrounded by death and destruction.

Saturday 12 July 1941

Arrived London eight o’clock. Spent morning mooching about. Wrote refrain of new ‘Duchess’ song.13 Lorn14 and Joyce15 lunched, also Larry16 and Vivien.17 Larry not very happy. Think it a great mistake for him not to live in Mess.

Saw part of Blithe Spirit.18 Good house. Performance all right except for Margaret Rutherford.

Sunday 13 July 1941

Norman Hackforth19 lunch. We drove to Hammersmith Palais de Dance to rehearse. Rehearsed with orchestra, drove back, rehearsed a bit more. I performed, shaking with nerves but was pretty good. Songs went well: ‘Won’t You Please Oblige Us with a Bren Gun’ and ‘London Pride’. Drove back. Cocktails, Ritz. Joyce and me joined by Fruity Metcalfe,20 who was slightly drunk and very funny. Diatribe against the Windsors and irreverent description of their flight from Paris.

Friday 18 July 1941

Went to Ministry of Information. Had talk with Sir Gerald Campbell. Asked his advice about doing a naval propaganda film myself for Columbia. He said he thought it a magnificent idea and was most helpful.

Tuesday 22 July 1941

Saw Dickie and told him my idea of doing a naval film. He was wildly enthusiastic and said the Admiralty would support me all out. Was awfully pleased that he thought so well of the idea.

Talk afterwards with Thorpe21 and del Giudice.22 They will obviously give me complete control. Told them I would give them outline of story within three weeks, then we can discuss shooting dates, terms, etc.

Monday 28 July 1941

Went to Derry & Toms to open roof garden for the Cancer Hospital. Gardens lovely but very few people. Finally received reception committee instead of them receiving me. Made speech. Signed postcards.

Recorded all afternoon. ‘Bren Gun’, ‘There Have Been Songs in England’, ‘The Duchess’ and Carroll’s song ‘It’s Only You’.

Arrived Winchester seven o’clock. Was met by car, which broke down. However, finally arrived at Broadlands.23 Only Dickie, Edwina and Lady Milford Haven.24 Later started work with Dickie on rough outline of White Ensign.25 He is really profoundly enthusiastic about the whole idea. He told me many touching incidents of the Kelly.

Tuesday 29 July 1941

Worked most of the morning with Dickie on naval details. His concentration is really as great as mine. Edwina left after lunch. Dickie went off to meeting. I listed and then typed out what had been done in the morning.

Royal Family discussion at tea with Lady Milford Haven. Very enjoyable. She is a grand old woman with excellent humour. Further work until dinner and on after dinner until 1 a.m. Now have a complete outline clear with a lot of technical stuff too.

Broadlands one of the loveliest houses I have ever seen.

Friday 1 August 1941

Arrived Plymouth just before 8 a.m. Went to Grand Hotel. Called up Commander-in-Chief, who was charming. After lunch told him about White Ensign and he was very pleased and called up both the Raleigh and the barracks to arrange for me to be shown everything I wanted to see.

Michael [Redgrave] nearly had a fit when I pranced into his hut and everybody had to stand to attention. Had long discussion about RNFC [Royal Naval Film Corporation].

Saturday 9 August 1941

London

Rather depressing financial discussion with Lorn. Obviously, however hard I work, I shall never be able to save any money.

Tuesday 2 September 1941

Telephoned Brooking26 at Admiralty about Express statement regarding me writing and acting Lord Louis Mountbatten. He was very nice and obviously knows this filthy Press stuff is nothing to do with me. He told me that both Brendan Bracken27 and Walter Monckton28 had asked him if he did not consider it a mistake for me to play the film. He replied that on the contrary he thought it an excellent idea.

Wednesday 17 September 1941

Filthy article in Express about ‘Battle of Noël’: whether or not I should be allowed to play Lord Louis Mountbatten. Rang up Admiralty. Brooking furious. Wrote to Dickie.

Thursday 18 September 1941

Spent morning (a) putting off Beatrice and Anthony Eden29 for weekend, as I must go to Plymouth, and (b) writing long and, I hope, explanatory letter to Jack30 about our financial tangles. All can be straightened at the end of the war, but at the moment all is very difficult. Took Brooking to lunch at the Jardin des Gourmets. He had what seems to have been a reasonably satisfactory talk with Walter [Monckton] on the telephone last night in which he demanded that pressure should be brought to bear on the Daily Express.

Tuesday 7 October 1941

Dined at Ivy. Conversation with Bobbie Helpmann31 about how difficult it is to keep the Ballet going with people being called up all the time. Thought of Poland, Holland, Czechoslovakia, Norway, Belgium, France, etc., and felt it was indeed terrible not to be able to keep the Ballet going. To do him justice, he was very good about it, but I felt there was something intrinsically wrong with the whole subject.

Thursday 9 October 1941

Arrived in the Strand and found mock tear-gas attack in progress – at least the attack was mock, but the tear-gas wasn’t. War news bad. Germans apparently breaking the Russians at last.

Went to the theatre.32 Received PM and Mrs Churchill33 in box after first act. He was very amiable and in a good mood. He said the war would last a long time and that he did not think we should have continuous air raids during the winter, just a few rovers.

Monday 20 October 1941

At 11.30 a.m. was served with three summonses by a very amiable police inspector. These deal with currency. It seems that on 26 August 1939 a law was passed that all English people with money in America must declare it and not spend it in any circumstances whatsoever. As I had no idea of this at all, obviously all the money I have spent in America – principally on government work – is a criminal offence.

Lunched with Lorn. Went to Bateson34 at 3.30 p.m. He was most sympathetic and shrewd, but took a gloomy view of the second summons. I gathered from his manner that he suspects that somebody high up is specifically gunning for me. He said, anyhow, that the Treasury were out for well-known blood. Feel ashamed that people should be so vile and getting a bit sick of being persecuted for having done what I thought to be right.

Thursday 23 October 1941

Papers had headlines about ‘Noël Coward Summonsed’, etc. Determined to rise above it. Obviously I can expect no mercy. My years of success must be paid for.

Tuesday 28 October 1941

Dickie lunched with me with awful cold and terrifically busy, but still had time to be interested in me and my affairs and the film. It’s nice to be sure of real friends.

Charming letter from [George] Bernard Shaw advising me at all costs to plead ‘not guilty’. I am certain he is right, and deeply touched that he should have taken the trouble to write.

Thursday 30 October 1941

Arrived with Lorn and Bateson at Bow Street at ten o’clock. Case started round about 10.30. Joyce [Carey] and Gladys35 present. Counsel for the prosecution a snarling little rat. Started by saying I was liable to a £61,000 fine. Magistrate rather grumpy. Gave my evidence quietly and, I think, well. All the truth of my war activities came out except the secret stuff. Adjourned for lunch. Orgy of Press photography. On my return to court, magistrate asked prosecuting counsel what the British Government had expected me to live on upon arriving in the USA with only £10.

Brilliant speech by Roberts,36 then careful summing up by the magistrate (Mr McKenna), who finished by fining me £200 on one summons and nothing on the other two, the minimum fine being £5,000. This was absolute triumph. Left court in a daze of relief and gratitude for the most important fact of all, and that is that English justice is worth fighting for. I was treated fairly, courteously and without prejudice. Enormous headlines in evening papers.

Dined with Joyce. Drinks with Winnie.37

Thursday 27 November 1941

London conference with the whole unit plus Mr Rees (not very nice) who runs the studios.38 I let fly about general inefficiency and dropped a few dark hints about what might happen if an important propaganda picture like mine should be held up by the mismanagement and indolence of the studios. Spent two hours with Dickie, who told me in detail about his dinner with Brendan. He is certainly a loyal friend all right.

Sunday 30 November 1941

Lunch with Joyce, then drove to Beaconsfield to tea with the James Masons.39 Discussion ensued during which he talked the most confused rubbish about Hitler not really wanting to conquer England. Wife watching him like a lynx. Fortunately I kept my temper and came quietly away feeling definitely sick.

Friday 12 December 1941

Drove down to Broadlands. Quiet dinner, Edwina, Dickie and Lady Milford Haven. Long discussion with Dickie on general war situation and our naval losses.

More and more convinced that he is a great man. His judgement seems to me to be sound and rational on every major issue. Discussed film script, which he has read. Was highly gratified that there were so few technical mistakes. Brief but hilarious lesson in naval deportment, salutes, etc.

War news not too good.

Saturday 13 December 1941

Quiet morning. Cannot help being delighted about America being so dumbfounded at the Japanese attack [on Pearl Harbor]. This feeling is not malice but a genuine relief that (a) they have at last been forced to realize that this war is theirs as well as ours, and (b) that whatever the future brings they will never be able to say that they came in to pull our chestnuts out of the fire, as they were quite obviously caught with their trousers down.

Sunday 14 December 1941

London

Took Philip of Greece40 along to see Gladys, who is better but still a bit croaky. Few drinks at the Carlton and Ritz.

Tuesday 16 December 1941

Well, here I am forty-two. Enjoyed my presents. Caviar from Joyce, scent from Lorn and Gladys, books from Winnie, etc. Spent day in bed with cold. Better in the evening. Party which I unexpectedly enjoyed very much. ­Present – Edwina [Mountbatten], Brooking, Nivens,41 Gwen ffrangçon-Davies,42 John Gielgud,43 Celia Johnson,44 Adrianne Allen,45 Peter Fleming,46 etc.

Wednesday 17 December 1941

War news as far as East is concerned very depressing. It seems that once more we were not ready. Hong Kong being besieged. Singapore in danger.

Jack Beddington47 rang up from Ministry of Information to say that they considered In Which We Serve was bad propaganda for outside England, that the M. of I. could not in any way be associated with it, but that they would grant me certain facilities on condition that I agreed that they should control all advance publicity. When I asked why it was considered bad propaganda, he said it was because a ship was sunk in it.

I controlled myself during this conversation and agreed to meet them to discuss it tomorrow at five. This I have no intention of doing. Absolutely appalled by this utterly infuriating impertinence. Will ask Dickie to take script direct to Winston. Certain that there is a campaign still going on against me. Time will show.

Monday 22 December 1941

Tested people all day from eight-thirty till five. Telephoned Dickie in the morning re M. of I. As usual he was wise and clear, and said that he would handle the whole affair. First of all he wanted a script to take to the King and Queen, with whom he is dining tonight. He will then tackle Brendan.

Took script to Dickie at War Cabinet. Dickie’s militant loyalty, moral courage and infinite capacity for taking pains, however busy he is, is one of the marvels of this most unpleasant age. I would do anything in the world for him.

Tuesday 6 January 1942

Day spent doing scenes over and over again to try and eliminate Noël Coward mannerisms. Saw yesterday’s rushes and for the first time was pleased with my performance and my appearance. Ronnie48 has at last discovered what to do about my face, which is to photograph it from above rather than below.

Tuesday 10 February 1942

Yesterday’s rushes excellent. Whole staff working well and efficiently.

War news worse than ever. Singapore obviously not a chance and in a dreadful situation. Our troops retreating in Africa. Winston Churchill read ‘production’ White Paper before the Commons. I feel that he is losing his touch. He is fine when making stirring speeches but on major issues I doubt his judgement. His prophecies just before the war, when he was a voice in the wilderness, were wonderful but he seems less good in judging strategy and men.

He knows the temper of the people in crisis but I doubt if he really knows the people themselves. It may be heresy to say so, but I feel that if he goes on playing a lone hand, refusing to listen to younger and wiser men, he will fall, and this will be sad because it will damage his legend.

Saturday 28 February 1942

Tiresome morning at the studios. Everyone argued about the colour of the water in the tank. I finally did test shots, submerging myself and shooting to the surface, etc. The water was very thick and highly nauseating, having had in it, in addition to two hundred sailors in full equipment, quite a lot of whiting and endless buckets of black oil.

Wednesday 4 March 1942

The tank in the studio instead of being too cold was very, very hot indeed, so much so that the wretched stand-ins who dived in first scalded themselves. Cold water was pumped in but the whole morning was hell. Really very horrid lying in the hot oil for hours.

Everyone felt faint and got splitting headaches. The afternoon was better, but still far too hot. Finally I was told I was down to fire-watch on Saturday night. This looks like a frame-up on the part of the dear studio workers. They know perfectly well that for me this is the hardest week of the whole picture. Nevertheless, I intend to do it if I die in the attempt. I shall also look to see if the fire-watching organization is efficient and, if it is not, I shall report it.

Wednesday 8 April 1942

A proud and pleasant day. Lunched with Gladys, Joyce and Lorn in dressing-room. At three o’clock the King and Queen arrived with the two Princesses,49 Dickie and Edwina. We took them first to Stage 5, where the King took the salute. Then I did the Dunkirk speech. The ship rolled, the wind machine roared, in fact everything went beautifully. All the time they were perfectly charming, easy and interested and, of course, with the most exquisite manners to everyone. The Queen is clearly the most enchanting woman. The Princesses were thrilled and beautifully behaved. Altogether it was an exhibition of unqualified ‘niceness’ from all concerned and I hope it impressed the studio as much as it should have – not just because the King and Queen and Princesses of England put themselves out to make everyone they met happy and at ease. There are many who might say, ‘So they should, for it’s part of their job.’ This is perfectly true. It was also part of Pavlova’s job to dance perfectly and part of Bernhardt’s job to act better than anyone else. I’ll settle for anyone who does their job that well, anyhow.

Tuesday 28 July 1942

Slight come-over of war depression in afternoon. Wondering what it will do to all of us. Obviously foolish to expect life to be as it was. I dread the almost inevitable class ructions in this country. The mania for Russia that is going on now will, if it continues, become a grave nuisance. I have a strong feeling that the Russians despise us and dislike us, while we are being worked up by the Press to adulate them and emulate them like a lot of hysterical schoolgirls worshipping a hearty games mistress. I think the Russians are putting up a gallant and brave fight and I am all for supporting and helping them, but I do wish we could all understand that they are not fighting for us nor our beliefs and way of living, but for their own.

Wednesday 26 August 1942

A dreadful morning. Headlines in the papers saying that the Duke of Kent was killed yesterday afternoon in an air crash. I can hardly believe it, but of course that is nonsense because I believe it only too well. It is never difficult to believe that someone young and charming and kind is dead. They are always dying. The Duke of Windsor50 and Hannen Swaffer,51 etc., remain alive but Prince George has to die by accident. Well, there goes a friendship of nineteen years. I shall miss him most horribly. He may have had faults, but he was kind always and I feel absolutely miserable. Years ago I stopped being impressed by him being Prince George, especially in the last years when I have seen him so much. I talked to him on Sunday and made plans about him coming to rehearsals. And now, suddenly, I must know that I shall never see him again. I am taking this resentfully and personally. I am so deeply sorry for the poor Duchess. I wrote to her this morning, of course, a rather inarticulate letter. It is a beastly tragedy. In memoriam I say, ‘Thank you for your friendship for me over all these years and I shall never forget you.’

Saturday 29 August 1942

Drove to Windsor and got to the Chapel just before eleven. Was given a seat in the choir very close to everything – almost too close to be borne. The service was impressive and supremely dignified. I tried hard not to cry, but it was useless. When the Duchess came in with the Queen and Queen Mary52 I broke a bit, and when the coffin passed with flowers from the garden at Coppins and Prince George’s cap on it I was finished. I then gave up all pretence and just stood with the tears splashing down my face. I was relieved and heartened to see that both Dickie and the King were doing the same thing. The thought that I shall never see him again is terribly painful.

After it was all over and the King had sprinkled the earth and the Royalties had gone away, we all went up one by one to the vault and bowed and secretly said goodbye to him. Then we went out into very strong sunlight. Margot Oxford53 came up to me and said, ‘Very well done, wasn’t it?’ as though she had been at a successful first night. I thought this offensive and unforgivable.

Monday 14 September 1942

War news pretty grim. Stalingrad apparently taken. I must admit to a personal apathy now regarding the war. I have tried from the beginning to work constructively for the war effort and now, having been driven back to my own métier, the theatre,54 I cannot work myself up about it any more. This may be sheer escapism, but if I can make people laugh, etc., maybe I am not doing so very badly. I only know that to sit at the side of the stage amid the old familiar sights and sounds and smells is really lovely after all this long time. The only things that matter to me at the moment are whether or not I was good in such and such a scene and if the timing was right and my make-up not too pale. This is my job really, and will remain so through all wars and revolutions and carnage.

Friday 25 September 1942

Read the London notices of the film,55 which are absolute superlatives. Nothing but ‘great picture’ and ‘finest film of the war’, etc. The most gratifying thing of all is that even the commonest journalistic mind has observed that it really is a dignified tribute to the Navy.

It really is wonderful that the picture should be a success. God knows it has been a long and bloody travail. I cannot help being glad to think of the guns that have been spiked. Max Beaverbrook,56 the Express, Jack Beddington, Hannen Swaffer, Graham Greene.57 How very cross they must be. I have done what I set out to do – a play that was a smash hit, a song ditto58 and a film ditto. I have also made a definite contribution to the war effort by showing the public what the Navy really is like.

Tuesday 6 October 1942

The war continues to drone along, a horrible background to everything. It appears that the Russians despise us for not starting a second front. I don’t think it would matter nearly as much if the Press hadn’t been so busy this last year building them up into being the finest race alive and our beloved and staunch allies, etc. Personally, I am convinced that they are no more allies than Hitler and Mussolini. I am also convinced that the world upheaval would probably have never occurred at all if it hadn’t been for their damned Comintern activities since 1917.

This, of course, is merely hypothesis, but what is not hypothesis is that the bastards signed a pact with Nazi Germany in 1939. This fact the English sentimentalists seem to forget and they also fail to realize that the Russian view of life is opposed to ours in every way. They are not fighting for us but to defend their own land, very bravely and effectively, but not for us, and I am sure that if they are not utterly crippled by the war for many years to come, we, with the rest of so-called Western civilization, are going to have a hell of a time with them.

Tuesday 27 October 1942

Lorn telephoned. She told me about a letter from Dickie embodying a suggestion from his cousin.59 Must think this over very carefully.

Friday 6 November 1942

Began day with two concerts in the Speke [Rootes] aircraft factory.60 Three thousand seven hundred at each performance. Everything very well organized but the audience, as usual, stupid and dull. There can be no doubt about it, I have no real rapport with the ‘workers’, in fact I actively detest them en masse. They grumble and strike and behave abominably while their very existence is made possible by sailors and merchant seamen who get a quarter or less than a quarter what they do. In addition to this they are obtuse and slow-witted and most outrageously spoilt.

War news still triumphant. Rommel’s army still in full retreat. Hope the Press is not overplaying it.

Monday 9 November 1942

Letter from Dickie enlarging on his cousin’s idea and my probably favour­able reaction. Wonder if Winston Churchill has been obstructive and has had to be overruled.

Monday 7 December 1942

War news a little depressing. The battle for Tunis is raging and, as far as I can see, we are more on the defensive than we should be.

Played This Happy Breed to a good house apparently in the last stages of consumption. Supper with Joyce.

Wednesday 16 December 1942

Well, well, I am now forty-three: one more birthday over. Several nice presents, scent, chocolates and other virile offerings. Highly acceptable, I must say. A very sweet gift from the company and staff, a table-lighter inscribed. Probably the last obtainable in England.

Monday 28 December 1942

In Which We Serve awarded the prize for the best film of the year in America. Rave New York notices quoted in Telegraph. Second prize-winner One of Our Aircraft Is Missing.61 Dear Ronnie [Neame] and David.62 Very nice for them. Third Mrs Miniver.63

Thursday 31 December 1942

Dickie had been trying to get me all the afternoon. I finally got him in the course of Beryl Measor’s64 party at the Imperial. He explained that he considered sabotage had been at work, so that’s that and I shall not reconsider the matter.65

Friday 7 May 1943

Anthony and Beatrice [Eden] came to Happy Breed66 and were wildly enthusiastic. I dined with them afterwards at the Perroquet, then went back to the Foreign Office. Anthony is in a black rage with the Russians over the Russo-Polish dispute. Apparently they are behaving abominably. There is also a great controversy going on as to whether or not Anthony goes to India as Viceroy. He seriously asked for my view, which I said would be biased by the fact that if he went I should be able to come and stay. The PM is in favour of him going. Personally think it would be good for Anthony to get away from the House of Commons and be faced with different problems. I don’t think he is quite up to being a Prime Minister yet. The question of the peace terms being arranged without him here is troubling him, but he would go on a three-year and not a five-year term.

Monday 17 May 1943

I am writing this with a great deal of noise going on. It really is fantastic this life we lead. Not that there have been any bad raids for ages, but the way everyone has got used to the whole business. I suppose there are still a lot of people who go to shelters the moment an alert goes, but I must say nothing would induce me to.

The Italian situation seems to be getting more and more interesting. It really looks as though Germany were leaving them in the lurch. If so, Germany must be in worse straits than was expected. Italy, I suppose, will sue for a peace. The King [Victor Emanuel III] will abdicate, Prince Umberto will succeed him and Mussolini will either be lightly assassinated or die of a broken everything.

Wednesday 2 June 1943

Was telephoned after the matinée by the BBC asking me to do a broadcast to America immediately, as Leslie Howard67 had been shot down in a plane coming from Lisbon. This really is a horrid shock. Refused the broadcast as obviously there was not time.

Went down to the cottage.68 Had supper and went to bed early. Had a long think about death. Imagined all too vividly poor Leslie’s last moments. Such a horrible way to die, cooped up with a dozen people in a plane and being brought down into a rough sea. It can’t have been so very quick. There must have been lots of time to think and be frightened unless, of course, he had the luck to be hit by one of the bullets. Obviously they were trying to get Winston, who isn’t back yet.69 I must say I have occasional qualms when I think of the amount of flying ahead of me.70

Sunday 4 July 1943

At twelve o’clock the Prime Ministerial car fetched me and drove me to Chequers. Found Mrs Churchill alone and played a little croquet with her. The PM was very amiable and charming. I played ‘Don’t Let’s Be Beastly to the Germans’ over and over again, and he was mad about it.

After tea I had a long talk with him about Willkie71 and de Gaulle72 (whom he doesn’t like and suspects of being a potential little French Fuehrer). Sarah Churchill73 appeared on leave. A little more general conversation, then an hour closeted with the PM, during which we played six-pack [bezique] and I took ten shillings off him. At dinner he was very gay and sang old-world Cockney songs with teddy bear gestures. In the course of the day, he admitted that he had been mistaken over the abdication. Mrs Churchill added later that his mistake had been providential because it had kept him out of office at a moment when it would have been compromising. After dinner we saw a news-reel and I played the piano for hours and then left.

Wednesday 14 July 1943

London

Did two refrains of a new song. Lorn rang up to say that there was a great shindy going on because the M. of I. Censor Department had refused to pass ‘Don’t Let’s Be Beastly to the Germans’ for publication or recording or broadcasting because there were lines in it that Goebbels might twist. I rang up Brendan [Bracken] immediately and he said he would look into it. I intend to stand firm over this nonsense and if necessary appeal to the Prime Minister. I am sick of these bureaucratic idiots.

Saturday 23 October 1943

Drove down to Chequers in Prime Ministerial car, arriving at 1.15. The PM was charming to me, but looked rather tired.

Heard at lunch the secret and utterly miserable news that my beloved HMS Charybdis74 was sunk last night. Only a few survivors, among them only three officers. I felt as though I had been kicked in the stomach. I hope the Commander may be a survivor but doubt it. The Captain is gone, definitely. This is the end of the happiest ship I have ever known.

Played croquet with Mrs Churchill all afternoon. Max Beaverbrook arrived for tea and was quite amiable. Tried to have a sleep after tea but lay awake and visualized all my friends in Charybdis lying drowned and twisted, and remembered every detail of the ship.

Sunday 24 October 1943

Woke after a practically sleepless night, with a heaviness on my mind. Talked to the PM, who was sitting up in bed. He thanked me really touchingly for all I had been doing for the troops.

Long gossip with Mrs Churchill about Sarah and Vic.75

Sunday 19 December 1943

Washington76

Lunched at the White House. Mrs Roosevelt as nice as ever and the President full of vitality.77 The Morgenthaus78 were there and young Franklin and his wife and some of their friends. After lunch I sang ‘Germans’, which the President enjoyed keenly. Morgenthau has asked me to make a recording of it for the Government broadcast, which of course I shall do.

Monday 20 December 1943

New York

Flew back to New York. Dinner party given for me by the Gilbert Millers.79 After dinner Clare Luce80 appeared and we had a discussion. She became rather shrill over the Indian question, about which she knows only a little more than I do. I took her later to the Stork Club. I was feeling tired and ill, and I resented being made a sort of show-off target for the Luce shafts at the British Empire. I let Clare and John Gunther81 talk for ages and remained quiet. Then I upped and said that although they doubtless knew a lot about the Indian question, it was none of their damn business, and if in fifty years they had successfully settled the American Negro question, by which time our Indian problems would have settled themselves, we should be perfectly prepared to let them in on our Dominions solutions on a lease-lend basis. All rather tedious and obvious, and I must say John Gunther was absolutely idiotic.

Thursday 30 December 1943

Gertie82 came to lunch. Sweet but idiotic.

Elsa’s83 dinner party. Dick Rodgers84 played and I sang. Garbo85 was there looking lovely, in fact lovelier than ever. At the end of the evening, I recited – under pressure – ‘La Carte de la France’. Everyone in tears.

Wednesday 23 August 1944

London

Paris has fallen, not to the Americans but, tactfully, to the French. As it is, the French will never forgive us for holding out alone and finally giving them the chance to reconquer their country.

Thursday 31 August 1944

Lunched with Fred Astaire86 and David Niven. Poor Freddie seemed bewildered by our British flippancy. I hope we weren’t beastly, but have a feeling we were.

Went to the first night of Peer Gynt,87 a tatty, artsy-craftsy production. Ralph Richardson88 like a mad bull-terrier. Larry [Olivier] wonderful but only on for five minutes at the end. Dinner at the Savoy and then Mike [Redgrave] came back for a drink. Nice but silly.

Sunday 3 September 1944

Five years ago today Chamberlain declared war, in dismal, defeated tones. Today the news is so fantastically good that it is hardly believable. The Germans are routed in France, the Allies have crossed the Belgian frontier and, in some places, the German lines. Rumour that Maurice Chevalier89 has been tried and shot, also that Sacha Guitry90 is in prison awaiting trial. A hor­rible situation exists in Warsaw. The Russians refuse to help and we can do nothing; have already tried to drop supplies and lost thirty per cent of our aircraft. They obviously rose too soon and are now being massacred by the Germans.

Thursday 21 September 1944

Worked practically all day. Lunch with Rank91 and discussed the bloody film industry. In the evening went to see Larry in Richard III. A tremendous evening. I think the greatest male performance I have ever seen in the theatre. Came out moved and highly exhilarated. He is far and away the greatest actor we have.

Tuesday 14 November 1944

Paris

Discussed Stage Door Canteen92 opening here just before Christmas. Rehearsed at theatre 2.30.93

Long talk about the collaborationists. Pierre Fresnay94 is out of prison as he did not denounce anyone, and he now admits miserably that he was wrong. Yvonne Printemps apparently behaved well and will be allowed to play again. Sacha Guitry has been very bad; Gaby Morlay95 idiotic; and Marcel Achard96 allowed himself to be flattered by the Germans. Chevalier has been very questionable.

Wednesday 22 November 1944

Lunched at the Directoire. Cost several million pounds, but worth it. Before this had an effusive reunion with Mistinguett.97 Just before the evening show began, Josephine Baker98 arrived in a fainting condition, having driven from Paris asphyxiated by the fumes in the car. I sent her off to bed.

My cold is worse and the weather is vile.

Monday 27 November 1944

Maurice [Chevalier] came and sat on my bed and told me that he had appeared once in Germany, the only payment for which was the release of ten prisoners; that he had sung twice over the radio because he couldn’t get out of it without getting into trouble with the Gestapo. I believe him and at all events it is not for me to judge.

Sunday 31 December 1944

London

Dawdled about in the morning. Spent the afternoon painting away at the easel. After that dropped in to Loelia Westminster’s99 rout. Everyone was there, from Laura Corrigan to Laura Corrigan.100

The war news appears to be a bit better. Lloyd George101 has accepted a peerage. 1945 has got to be good.

Sunday 29 April 1945

The Sunday Express announced Germany’s unconditional surrender to all three Allies. This headline is mischievous and misleading as it is not true, although it probably will be in the next day or two. Mussolini has been tried and executed. It is hardly believable that after all these dreadful years it is really nearly the end.

It is strange to be back at the Savoy, having been here so much in 1941 when our world was so black. These supremely melodramatic days are somehow anticlimactic and confusing. Report of the deaths of Hitler and Goering. Mussolini shot yesterday and hung upside down in the street and spat at. The Italians are a lovable race.

Tuesday 1 May 1945

Still no complete surrender. Pictures in the paper of Mussolini lying dead with his mistress. The mills of God!

Wednesday 2 May 1945

Went to Wavells’102 cocktail party, which was fun and very mixed. Dined with Juliet.103 Just her, the Prime Minister and me. A lovely evening. He was at his most benign and suddenly, at the same moment, we both became emotional about him. He was immensely touched and simple about it. It was a strange but, I suppose, a very natural moment. There he was, gossiping away with us, the man who had carried England through the black years, and he looked so well and cheerful and unstrained, and in addition was so ineffably charming, that I forgave him all his trespasses and melted into hero-worship.

Friday 4 May 1945

Germany surrendering in all directions. VE Day imminent.

 

 



1 Robert Menzies (1894–1978), Australian Prime Minister 1939–41 and again after 1949; knighted 1963. Noël had met him during his Australian concert tour, November 1940 to February 1941.

2 Carroll Gibbons, leader of the Savoy Orpheans band.

3 Judy Campbell (1916–2004), actress; she had been about to play in Noël’s Present Laughter and This Happy Breed when rehearsals were broken off by the outbreak of war.

4 Lord Louis (Dickie) Mountbatten (1900–79), British Sea Lord and administrator, at this time commander of the 5th Destroyer Flotilla; he and his wife Edwina (1901–60) had been close to Noël since his arrival amidst the ‘bright young things’ early in the 1920s and their friendship had survived his parody of them in Hands Across the Sea (1936), one of the plays in Noël’s Tonight at 8.30.

5 Prince George (1902–42) and Princess Marina (1906–68), Duke and Duchess of Kent, whose country home was Coppins; they had been friends of Noël’s since meeting him backstage after a performance of London Calling in 1923.

6 Musical film produced by Darryl Zanuck.

7 Michael Foot (1913–2010), Labour politician and writer; editor of the Tribune 1948–52, elected Labour Party leader 1980.

8 Neville Chamberlain (1869–1940), Conservative Prime Minister 1937–40, responsible for the 1938 Munich peace agreement with which Noël had strongly disagreed.

9 Michael Redgrave (1908–85), actor and director, knighted 1959.

10 Lady (Nancy) Astor, née Langhorne (1879–1964), American-born wife of 2nd Viscount Astor; Unionist MP for Plymouth 1919–45 and the first woman to sit in the House of Commons.

11 Winston Churchill (1874–1965), knighted 1953; Conservative leader of the wartime coalition government from May 1940.

12 Robert Hamilton Bruce Lockhart (1887–1970), diplomat and Deputy Under-Secretary of State 1941–45; knighted 1943.

13 ‘Imagine the Duchess’s Feelings’, one of four songs (among them ‘London Pride’) which Noël wrote about this time and used at troop concerts.

14 Lorn Loraine (1894–1967), Noël’s secretary, close friend and effectively his manager from 1924 until her death. ‘She has been’, he once wrote, ‘one of the principal mainstays of my life, lovingly and passionately devoted’, and it was to her that he would first go for news and welcome on returning from his frequent and lengthy trips abroad.

15 Joyce Carey (1898–1993), actress and close friend of Noël’s; she appeared in many of his plays, including Tonight at 8.30, Present Laughter and South Sea Bubble, and also in his films, among them In Which We Serve.

16 Laurence Olivier (1907–89), actor and director, created life peer 1970; at this time he was serving in the Fleet Air Arm. Noël had engaged him in 1930 to play Victor in Private Lives; Olivier wrote of his early experience working with Noël that ‘he was probably the first man who took hold of me and made me think’.

17 Vivien Leigh (1913–67), stage and film actress, married to Olivier 1940–60.

18 Which had opened on 2 July at the Piccadilly Theatre.

19 Norman Hackforth, the pianist who accompanied Noël on many of his wartime concert tours and was to be with him again when he went into cabaret during the 1950s; he later achieved fame as the ‘mystery voice’ on BBC radio’s Twenty Questions.

20 Major Edward Dudley (Fruity) Metcalfe, friend of the Duke of Windsor and best man at the wedding of the Duke and Wallis Simpson; in 1940 he had been left stranded in Paris when the Windsors left for Biarritz without telling him.

21 Charles Thorpe, representative of Columbia Pictures.

22 Filippo del Giudice (1892–1961), film producer; according to Noël ‘his English was appalling and his enthusiasm boundless’, and throughout the making of In Which We Serve he ‘never allowed his faith in me and the picture to be shaken for a moment’.

23 The Hampshire home of the Mountbattens.

24 Lady Milford Haven (1863–1950), the widowed mother of Lord Mountbatten.

25 The working title of In Which We Serve.

26 Major Brojah Brooking, Noël’s staunch supporter over the film.

27 Brendan Bracken (1901–58), Irish journalist and Conservative politician; Minister of Information 1941–45 and First Lord of the Admiralty 1945; created 1st Viscount Bracken 1952.

28 Walter Monckton (1891–1965), lawyer and Conservative politician, at this time director-general of the Ministry of Information; created Viscount Monckton 1957.

29 Beatrice Eden, nee Beckett (d. 1957) and Anthony Eden (1897–1977), married 1923–50 and friends of Noël’s since the mid-1930s. He was Conservative MP for Warwick and Leamington 1923–57 and at this time was Foreign Secretary in Churchill’s government; Prime Minister 1955–57, created Earl of Avon 1961.

30 John C. Wilson (1899–1961), American theatre manager and Noël’s business partner; he had been Noël’s closest friend in the pre-war years, but since the outbreak of war Jack had settled permanently in the States and he and Noël were leading increasingly separate lives.

31 Robert Helpmann (1909–86), Australian-born dancer, actor and director, knighted 1968; he was the leading dancer with the Sadler’s Wells Ballet 1933–50.

32 The Piccadilly Theatre, to see Blithe Spirit.

33 Clementine Churchill, née Hozier (1885–1977), who had married Winston in 1908.

34 Sir Dingwall (Dingo) Bateson, an eminent lawyer.

35 Gladys Calthrop (1897–1980), designer, and a close friend of Noël’s since they had met on holiday in Italy in 1921; she had begun her design career in 1924 with Noël’s The Vortex and designed the sets and costumes for all his major stage productions until the early 1950s.

36 Geoffrey Roberts, Noël’s defence counsel.

37 Winifred Ashton (1885–1965), better known as the novelist, dramatist, painter and sculptress Clemence Dane; a close friend of Noël’s since the mid-1920s.

38 Denham Studios, where In Which We Serve was to be filmed.

39 James Mason (1909–84), the British stage and film actor, and his wife, actress Pamela Kellino.

40 Prince Philip, later the Duke of Edinburgh, at this time a Royal Navy midshipman on leave from active service.

41 David Niven (1909–83), the film actor, at this time serving in the army, and his wife ­Primula (Prim).

42 Gwen Ffrangçon-Davies (1896–1992), actress.

43 John Gielgud (1904–2000), actor and director, knighted 1953; one of his first jobs had been as Noël’s understudy in The Vortex (1924).

44 Celia Johnson (1908–82), actress; she was created Dame in 1981.

45 Adrianne Allen (1907–93), the actress who had played Sybil in the original 1930 Private Lives and from then onwards was one of Noël’s most constant friends.

46 Peter Fleming (1907–71), writer, married to Celia Johnson.

47 Jack Beddington, director of the Films Division at the Ministry of Information.

48 Ronald Neame (1911–2010), cinematographer and later film director.

49 Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret; King George VI was visiting the film set at Denham with his family.

50 Noël was not a great admirer of the Duke, who had once cut him dead the day after Noël had spent a long evening playing the piano for him, and he had suggested at the time of the abdication that statues of Wallis Simpson be erected throughout England for the blessing she had bestowed on the country.

51 Hannen Swaffer (1879–1962), journalist and drama critic; his attacks on Noël went back to the 1920s when he had found The Vortex among the ‘most decadent plays of our time’ and, on the disastrous failure of Sirocco in 1927, he had written in the Sunday Express: ‘At last the public seem to appreciate the truth of what I have said – that Noël Coward has nothing whatever to say, that he has no wit, and that his sneers at ordinary, respectable people are irritating to the point of painfulness.’

52 Queen Mary, the Queen Mother; Prince George was her fourth son.

53 Margot, Countess of Oxford and Asquith (1865–1945), socialite and wit of the earlier years of the century, the widow of Prime Minister Herbert Asquith.

54 Noël was now in the final rehearsals for a six-month tour of the provinces with Play Parade, a repertoire of three of his plays: Present Laughter, This Happy Breed and Blithe Spirit.

55 In Which We Serve was about to have its world première.

56 Lord (Max) Beaverbrook (1879–1964), the Canadian-born British newspaper magnate; he had consistently given Noël an unflattering press and hostility began in earnest over In Which We Serve, where Noël showed a copy of the Daily Express with its celebrated headline ‘There Will Be No War’ floating alongside destroyers steaming into battle. Beaverbrook reacted to the mockery by trying to have the film suppressed.

57 Graham Greene (1904–91), English novelist and critic, had been less than kind to Noël in reviews; Blithe Spirit he had found ‘a weary exhibition of bad taste’.

58 ‘London Pride’.

59 King George VI; the suggestion was about Noël being awarded a knighthood in the New Year’s honours list.

60 Noël had rashly agreed that, on top of eight appearances in three plays every week, he would give four or five concerts to factories and hospitals.

61 British film produced and directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger.

62 David Lean (1908–91), film director; co-director with Noël of In Which We Serve.

63 American film starring Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon.

64 Beryl Measor, actress, who was touring with Noël in Play Parade.

65 Of the knighthood.

66 Now in London at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket.

67 Leslie Howard (1890–1943), British film star, whom Noël had known before the war.

68 Noël had leased a cottage in Kent.

69 Churchill was due to return from an Allied meeting and might have been on the flight.

70 Noël was due to tour the Middle East at the end of the following month.

71 Wendell Willkie (1892–1944), American lawyer and industrialist; the Republican Presi­dential candidate in 1940, since when he had frequently represented President Roosevelt abroad.

72 General Charles de Gaulle (1890–1970), at this time leader of the Free French Forces in England; French President 1958–69.

73 Sarah Churchill (1914–82) actress, the Churchills’ second daughter.

74 The ship in which a couple of months earlier Noël had sailed from Plymouth to Gibraltar on the first leg of his Middle East tour.

75 Vic Oliver (1898–1964), musician and comedian, married to Sarah Churchill 1936–45.

76 Noël had arranged to spend a few weeks in the United States prior to a three-month tour of South Africa.

77 Noël had first met Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt in 1940 on his vague mission to the States as a British emissary.

78 Henry Morgenthau Jr (1891–1967) and his wife; he was US Secretary to Treasury 1934–45.

79 Gilbert Miller, Broadway producer
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