
Sir John Anthony Cecil Tilley 
(1869-1952): a brief biography  
 
At the southern end of Felsham 
churchyard near the gap into the new 
extension, you will find an ivy-covered 
cross enclosed by a kerb, which marks 
the grave of an eminent local resident 
who lived at Felsham House from 1931 
until his death in 1952.   
 

 
 
Sir John Tilley was very interested in local 
history and I first came across him while 
sifting through documents in the Felsham 
archive.  Over sixty years ago he wrote a 
pamphlet entitled “Notes for the history of 
Felsham” which was originally circulated 
among close friends and acquaintances 
but which is now available to the general 
reader among the papers on Felsham in 
the Suffolk Record Office in Bury St 
Edmunds.  The Notes make fascinating 
reading and are an excellent introduction 
to the village as it has developed over the 
centuries. 
 
However, it was not for his work as a 
local antiquarian that made sure that, at 
his death, he was deemed worthy of a full 
obituary in The Times newspaper, but 
that he was an eminent and well-
regarded member of the Foreign Office 
who played an important part in world-
wide diplomacy between the two world 
wars. 

 

 
 
The local newspaper, the East Anglian 
Daily Times, also reported his death and 
included a long list of all the mourners at 
his funeral.  Apart from his family, the list 
included a representative from the 
Foreign Office and the Earl of Stradbroke 
as Lord Lieutenant of Suffolk.  The 
newspaper also reported that there were 
two representatives of the Felsham 
Village Hall Committee in attendance: Mr 
AC Wakerley and Mr S Steadman.  
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Much of what we know about John Tilley 
is gleaned from his memoirs: LONDON 
TO TOKYO which was published in 1942.  
His humorous outlook on life and a hint of 



his diplomatic skills are evident in the 
opening paragraph: 
 

“Having one day agreed to write this 
volume of memories, I read with 
consternation the following day this 
sentence in Miss Dorothy Sayers’ book, 
The Mind of the Maker: ‘The writing of an 
Autobiography is a dangerous business; it 
is the mark either of great insensitiveness 
to danger or of an almost supernatural 
courage.’  Nevertheless I start with no 
consciousness of any intention to write 
words which will bring down wrath or 
obloquy on my head.” 

 
He continues in a typical self-effacing 
manner: 
 

“I am not anxious to say very much about 
purely personal matters, but I take it that 
some background is required for any form 
of memoirs.  I therefore begin by 
recording the fact that I was born on 
January 21st 1869, into what I can only 
describe as a complicated family.  My 
father, John Tilley, had been married 
three times, one child eventually surviving 
of each marriage.  His first wife was 
Cecilia Trollope, a sister of Anthony 
Trollope; his second wife was her first 
cousin, Mary Anne Partington; his third 
wife was my mother, Susanna 
Montgomerie, who was his own first 
cousin once removed.  Relationships 
were therefore almost inextricably mixed.” 

 
Despite his reticence to discuss ‘personal 
matters’ and despite his obvious desire to 
get on to what he regarded as the ‘nitty 
gritty’ of his diplomatic life, it is in the first 
few pages of the memoirs that we gain 
most insight into his character and 
attitude to life.  The first chapter provides 
a cursory glimpse into his childhood in 
Scotland and of his education at prep 
school, then at Eton and Cambridge, 
while the second chapter describes his 
early years in the Foreign Office.  The 
rest of the book is really for aficionados of 
diplomatic history between the wars but, 
even so, it is full of amusing anecdotes 
written in Tilley’s easy but immaculate 
prose style and gives a valuable insight 
into the career of a widely-travelled 
diplomat who was fluent in many 
languages. 
 
As a child he had great affection for his 
mother’s family house in Ayrshire.  He 

says, “Annick Lodge seemed to me as a 
child, and still seems to me, almost 
perfect as a home.”  He describes the 
salmon river, the parkland with its great 
avenue of beech trees, and the house 
itself with walls six foot thick and where, 
during the 15th century, monks had lived. 
 

 
 
His godfather was Anthony Trollope, the 
novelist, and Tilley remembered him as 
having a somewhat shaggy appearance 
and a boisterous laugh.  He recounts one 
amusing episode with great affection.   
 

“On one occasion he wrote to say that he 
would look in next day for lunch: anything 
would do for him; a crust of bread and a 
scrap of cheese.  My half-sister (his 
niece) and I arranged in a small back-
room a table covered with a grubby 
kitchen cloth, smeared with grease and 
mustard; and on this we set the tail end of 
a stale loaf, some mouldy bits of cheese, 
and a jug of water.  When uncle Tony 
arrived my sister led him to the feast, 
explaining that as she knew he would be 
in a hurry she had everything ready.  He 
looked at the table with loathing, but when 
my sister said: ‘Well, that is what you 
asked for, but if you have changed your 
mind there is some more lunch in the 
dining-room,’ he fairly roared and hugged 
her like a bear.” 

 
Tilley’s father was an important 
personage in the Victorian Civil Service, 
where he was Secretary to the Post 
Office.  He is described in the memoirs as 



“a man of fine character, and equally fine 
presence and manner.” 
 
After leaving Cambridge, Tilley prepared 
for the Foreign Office entrance 
examination. To improve his “moderately 
good” French he spent three months in a 
village near Tours, France and then 
moved to live with a family in Dresden, 
Germany, to learn German, and where 
apparently, he also learnt some Spanish. 
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In March 1893, Tilley took up a post in the 
Eastern Department of the Foreign Office.  
He records in his memoirs that the 
Eastern Department thought highly of 
itself socially, and was a little ‘superior’ to 
the other departments.  He also records 
the rather curious hours of work:  
 

 “The early boy in the department came at 
eleven.  Someone else was expected to 
come at twelve and the others about 
twelve-thirty.  After one was definitely 
late…. We hoped to get away about 

seven, but were often kept till eight, or 
later…” 

   
His work initially was quite mundane. 
 

 “The work of us juniors was purely 
routine: we deciphered telegrams and 
‘blued’ on a sort of jelly copies of these 
telegrams for various people beginning 
with the Queen.  She always had to have 
the first and blackest copy, as she was 
annoyed if the telegrams were not easily 
legible.” 

 
The memoirs continue to plot his rather 
rapid rise through the Foreign Office 
hierarchy; a successful progress that 
involved much foreign travel.   
 
Marriage took place when Tilley was thirty 
two years of age.  
 

 “In 1901, on September 7th, I did the best 
I have ever done by marrying Edith 
Cunninghame…. Very soon after our 
wedding we went off to Lisbon for a 
month or two on official business…” 
 

For the rest of his diplomatic career his 
wife nearly always accompanied him on 
his trips abroad.  There is a rather 
austere portrait (undated) of Lady Tilley in 
a most incredible dress.  
 
People who are interested in the minutiae 
of the life of a diplomat during the first half 
of the 20th century will find an enormous 
amount of information in the memoirs.  
 
But to move on swiftly to the last twenty 
of Tilley’s life we find that he is in 
retirement at Felsham House by 1931.  
There is some evidence that he inherited 
Felsham House from that side of his 
family connected with the Reverend 
Anderson (Rector of Felsham 1822-
1871).  Unfortunately, he provides no 
information in his memoirs about this 
period of his life.   
 
However, we do know that Sir John Tilley 
made a considerable contribution to 
Felsham during his retirement becoming 
chairman of the parish council and much 
else beside.  But, for me, it is his dabbling 
in local history that is most memorable. 
 
Christopher Bornett 


