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“Lucid, elegant, scholarly, and entertaining.” —Economist

“This splendidly written biography of Lawrence tracks his ‘savage pilgrimage’ with sympathy and deep understanding.” —Boston Globe

“Meyers provides a succinct, factual narrative of events. He vividly evokes the settings of Lawrence’s peripatetic life.” —America

“An industrious researcher and interviewer, Meyers is always vigorous, his conclusions unhesitant and forcefully expressed. . . . Shrewd [and] excellent.” —JULIAN SYMONS, Times Literary Supplement, author of Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime Novel, The End of Solomon Grundy, and Bland Beginning

“The author has been enterprising in interviewing those aged survivors with firsthand contact with Lawrence. One can hope that this readable biography will generate new readers for Lawrence.” —Library Journal

“Meyers reveals Lawrence’s life as the source for some of the most original writing in the English language. . . . Coverage of Lawrence’s life is precise, compressed, focused on the essential, formative experiences. . . . With Lawrence, there is always need for demythologizing. Meyers routinely rends the prophetic veil bedecking the author of the major novels, Sons and Lovers, The Rainbow, and Women in Love.” —Christian Science Monitor

“Meyers is a prolific scholar. . . . His formal portrait of Lawrence is as full, measured and sharply defined as one could ask for. One of the pleasures that biography affords is glimpses of the people his subject encountered, and a life as disorderly as Lawrence’s attracts disorderly accomplices. Meyers presents these people with acid words that cut a memorable likeness.” —PETER S. PRESCOTT, Newsweek, author of A World of Our Own and A Darkening Green: Notes from the Silent Generation

“Meyers has collected a considerable amount of new material on his subject’s background and activities [which] add much to one’s understanding of the forces that impelled him to write, and to live, as Lawrence did. . . . An excellent biography of a very complicated man.” —PHOEBE-LOU ADAMS, Atlantic Monthly

“We get from Meyers the facts (some new and significant, thanks to diligent research), worked up into a lively story that is firmly aligned to when, where, and what. There are interviews with friends of Lawrence you thought were dead, and the first published photo of Lawrence’s supposed lover, William Henry Hocking. This is surely the most readable, judicious, and authoritative scholarly biography of Lawrence yet written. . . . Meyers puts forward his version of Lawrence with style and confidence.” —London Review of Books
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Preface

Though Lawrence’s life and works have been subject to intensive scrutiny, my own research—and the use of unpublished essays and letters of Lawrence and his circle—has revealed significant new information about the influence of coal mining and Congregationalism on Lawrence’s life, his parents’ background and social class, the circumstances of his mother’s death, Lawrence’s physical sterility, the reasons for the suppression of The Rainbow and his exhibition of paintings, his friendship with Robert Mountsier and Esther Andrews, his homosexual relationship with the Cornish farmer William Henry Hocking, Ford Madox Ford’s role in Lawrence’s expulsion from Cornwall, the origins of his connection with Alfred Knopf and the clinical history of his tuberculosis. I also provide new interpretations of several works, including “England, My England,” “The Rocking-Horse Winner” and “The Princess.”

I have tried to emulate Lawrence’s great gift of perceiving and revealing the inner life of people, to illustrate his complex method of mingling autobiography and fiction, and to show (as F. R. Leavis observed) that there was no separation between the artist who wrote and the man who lived.
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Life went straight into his work.
—JESSIE CHAMBERS

Very few books of DHL’s are fully comprehensible unless one knows the personal circumstances; for, like Goethe’s, nearly all DHL’s “creative” writing is a projection of his own life. His opera omnia are huge autobiography embroidered.

—RICHARD ALDINGTON


D. H. LAWRENCE


CHAPTER ONE

Eastwood:
A Mining Village

D. H. LAWRENCE, known for his restless wanderings in later years, spent the first half of his life in Eastwood, a coal-mining village in the Erewash Valley, eight miles northwest of Nottingham. In this region, the lovely countryside and traditional agricultural life still survived amidst the depredations of Victorian industrialism. “In this queer jumble of the old England and the new,” Lawrence wrote in “Nottingham and the Mining Countryside,” “I came into consciousness.”1 The region was also rich in legend and literary associations. The Sherwood Forest of Robin Hood, and Newstead Abbey, where Byron had grown up, lay to the north; and Derbyshire, where George Eliot had set her novels, to the west. The conflict between the mechanical and the pastoral, centered in the mines and farms near Eastwood, became one of the major themes of Lawrence’s fiction.

Coal mining—which dominated the life of Eastwood—had a powerful effect on the formation of Lawrence’s character. Freud, in a famous analogy, compared the psychoanalyst’s exploration of the unconscious to the archeologist’s excavation of the layers of the earth: “I had no choice but to follow the example of those discoverers whose good fortune it is to bring to the light of day after their long burial the priceless though mutilated relics of antiquity.”2 Henry Moore, the son of a coal miner, was influenced by the miner’s close connection to the inner earth and the intense dramas of underground life, and found similarities between coal mining and sculpting. Lawrence, the first writer to use Freudian ideas in the English novel, used mining for coal—the elemental substance extracted from the dark subterranean regions—to symbolize his search for the essential, instinctual unconscious.

The destructive and regenerative flood scenes in The Rainbow and The Virgin and the Gipsy occur after the earth has been disturbed by coal mining. In a letter of August 31, 1925, written just before his return to the Midlands, Lawrence recalled his earliest emotions about coal, exalted its poetic qualities and idealized the intimacy of the miners: “What was there in the mines that held the boy’s feelings? The darkness, the mystery, the otherworldness, the peculiar camaraderie, the sort of naked intimacy: men as gods in the underworld, or as elementals. . . . The deathliness of steel, as against the comparative softness, silkiness, naturalness of coal. . . . Coal is a symbol of something in the soul, old and dark and silky and natural.”3

Lawrence sympathized with the Luddites, who began their movement in Nottingham, flourished between 1811 and 1816, and at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution tried to destroy the machinery that was dehumanizing the lives of urban workers. “Somewhere about 1820,” Lawrence wrote, “the [local Barber, Walker coal] company must have sunk the first big shaft—not very deep—and installed the first machinery of the real industrial colliery.”4 The first coal mine in the area was actually sunk in 1841—two years after the first train had left Nottingham for Derby—when an investor excavated two seven-foot pits to a depth of more than six hundred feet. By 1854 Nottingham had seventeen collieries, and seven years later Thomas North held long leases of nearly ten thousand acres in the Nottinghamshire coalfield. The years 1884 to 1888 were ones of economic depression; 1888 to 1893 were years of prosperity, when the union came in and Lawrence’s family (during the first decade of his life) improved their housing; 1893 was the year of the strike and the lockout.

Mechanical improvements were gradually introduced toward the end of the century: winding gear and larger cages to lower and raise the men in the mines, electricity for lighting, new cutting and hauling equipment, machines at the pithead for sorting and washing the coal. But “steam engines, lamps, cages, and handling gear did not affect the mode of mining coal at the face. This continued to depend on the old way of doing things, more intensely applied: blows deftly struck by hand against the coal face, and underground transport very largely by human muscle.”5 Coal mining remained a pick-and-shovel industry; as late as 1913 less than eight percent of British coal was cut by machine.

George Orwell, who went down a mine near Wigan, Lancashire, in 1936, idealized the miners, as Lawrence had done, and described conditions that had scarcely changed since the days of Zola’s Germinal (1885): the infernal constriction, the agonizing toil, the imminent danger of extinction.

Most of the things one imagines in hell are there—heat, noise, confusion, darkness, foul air, and, above all, unbearably cramped space. . . . [You see] the line of bowed, kneeling figures, sooty black all over, driving their huge shovels under the coal with stupendous force and speed. . . .

You have a tolerable-sized mountain on top of you; hundreds of yards of solid rock, bones of extinct beasts, subsoil, flints, roots of growing things, green grass and cows grazing on it—all this suspended over your head and held back only by wooden props as thick as the calf of your leg.6

Orwell’s farmer’s knowledge of the earth and his Swiftian ability to isolate the significant detail of the grazing cows standing on top of the pits reveal the depths and dangers of the mines.

The eight-hour day was finally granted in 1908 after years of labor unrest, decreasing productivity, technological advances, and fluctuations in wages and prices. In March 1912, during the first national coal stoppage, a million miners—fighting for higher wages and better working conditions—went on strike for six weeks. Despite significant improvements, the industry’s major weakness before 1914 was the low rate of mechanization combined with the declining productivity of labor.

The coal owners responded to these serious problems with the peculiar mixture of paternalism and ruthlessness that Lawrence described in his coal-mining novels from Sons and Lovers to Lady Chatterley’s Lover. As S. G. Checkland observes:

By the third quarter of the [nineteenth] century, owners of very extensive enterprises had often lost touch with the mass of their employees. They knew that a minimum degree of ruthlessness was essential if the enterprise was to hold its own over the successive phases of the cycle. There seemed no other sensible rule but to resist claims for wage increases in good times and to enforce decreases in bad. Many of them quite literally could not afford to become involved in the human effects of policy, for to do so would have meant the passing, first of wealth and power, and then of the vitality of the enterprise.7

In 1842, when the miners were still virtually slaves, a government official had reported: “I have met with pits where it rained so as to wet the children to the skin in a few minutes, and at the same time so hot that they could scarcely bear their clothes on to work in, and in this wet state they had to continue fourteen hours, and perhaps had to walk a mile or two at night without changing or drying their clothes.”8 The miners’ efforts to ensure their safety and welfare led to a series of government inquiries and acts of Parliament from 1880 to 1914, and to stricter regulations about ventilation, safety lamps, shafts and winding, haulage, the support of roofs and sides, signaling, machinery, electricity and explosives. But coal mining remained the most dehumanizing and dangerous occupation in England.

In addition to the common perils of working with heavy machinery, the miners suffered the exceptional disasters of underground work: roof falls, flooding, explosive gases and the remorseless destruction of their respiratory systems. The men might be crushed or buried alive by sudden falls of earth that blocked their way out of the mine. The deep pits might suddenly be inundated with floods or choked with poison gas and fire damp. The miners’ lungs were clogged with dust as they breathed the odors of stinking horses and sweating men. Almost all miners over forty suffered from asthma and chronic bronchitis. The mines were always dark, dirty and dusty as well as hot, wet and cramped. Eating, drinking, urinating and defecating all took place in a confined space, and rats ran through the stagnant water.

From 1850 until 1914 more than a thousand miners were killed annually. Between 1868 and 1919 a miner was seriously injured every two hours and killed every six hours. The 1930s poet Cecil Day Lewis, whose clergyman father had accepted a colliery vicarage in north Nottinghamshire in 1918, referred to Disraeli’s description of the “two nations” (the rich and the poor) and recalled “that ‘other nation’ and the dangerous war they waged . . . men injured by falls of roof, maimed by runaway tubs [of coal], killed by an explosion or the cage dropping out of control from a pithead.”9

The intimate, perilous work made the half-naked miners “very clannish, a form of group cohesion that manifested itself both in intense loyalty to their local combinations, friendly societies, and trade unions, and also in a distinctive world of folk-lore. These strong mutual bonds were reinforced by the almost unbreakable heredity of the trade.”10 The boys who were Lawrence’s classmates in Eastwood looked forward to being initiated into pit work when they left school at thirteen or fourteen years old.

The subterranean conditions were reflected above ground in the mechanical squalor of furnaces, factories, smoking chimneys, polluted air and industrial waste. The miners lived within walking distance of the pits. From infancy Lawrence was familiar with the ragged, permanently coal-stained men, heard the rattling of the coal trains, saw the great gin wheels, the timberwork, the banks of coal heaped high next to the pits, which were sunk at close intervals throughout the countryside. Day Lewis remembered “the prevailing wind [that] brought the acrid smell of slag-tips from the Mansfield colliery. . . . Day and night the long coal trains clanked along the embankment. . . . I could hear already the hooters from the mines and the distant rattle of the pit-head winding gear as the cages went up and down.”11

Lawrence’s teenage girlfriend, Jessie Chambers, who lived on a farm near Eastwood, noted that “the quiet of the night was punctuated by the metallic rattle of the winding engine and the rhythmic sighing of the ventilating fans” and that “most of the district [was] naked industrialism, and depressing in the extreme.”12 But Lawrence had an ambivalent, even contradictory attitude toward the mines. He could not go as far as W. H. Auden, born in Birmingham but raised in York, who wrote: “Tramlines and slagheaps, pieces of machinery, / That was, and still is, my ideal scenery.”13 But never having been down a mine, and strangely attracted to the exciting landscape of his childhood, which reminded him of God guiding Moses to the Promised Land in Exodus 13:21, Lawrence observed in Sons and Lovers: “I like the pits here and there. I like the rows of trucks, and the headstocks, and the steam in the daytime, and the lights at night. When I was a boy, I always thought a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night was a pit, with its steam, and its lights, and the burning bank—I thought the Lord was always at the pit-top.”14

Enid Hilton, the daughter of Lawrence’s middle-class Eastwood mentor, Willie Hopkin, remembered (after ninety years) lying in bed at the cold dawn, listening to the shuffle of miners’ clogs on the cobblestones and to the hymns they sang on their way to work. In “Return to Bestwood,” a late autobiographical essay, Lawrence also remembered the blackened faces of “the homeward-trooping colliers when I was a boy, the ringing of the feet, the red mouths and the quick whites of the eyes, the swinging pit bottles, and the strange voices of the men from the underworld calling back and forth.” He concluded that the miners—prototypes of all the earthy, passionate gamekeepers, Gypsies, Celts, Mexicans and Indians who wander through his works—“are the only people who move me strongly, and with whom I feel myself connected in deeper destiny.” In a crucial passage in his essay on the mining countryside, he explained his attraction to the instinctual, intimate, intuitional life he had observed in his father and his father’s mates:

The people lived almost entirely by instinct, men of my father’s age could not really read. And the pit did not mechanize men. On the contrary. Under the butty system, the miners worked underground as a sort of intimate community, they knew each other practically naked, and with curious close intimacy, and the darkness and the underground remoteness of the pit “stall,” and the continual presence of danger, made the physical, instinctive, and intuitional contact between men very highly developed, a contact almost as close as touch, very real and very powerful. This physical awareness and intimate togetherness was at its strongest down pit. . . . They brought with them above ground the curious dark intimacy of the mine.15

Yet Lawrence’s return to Eastwood and observation of the harsh conditions of the general strike in 1926 marked a radical change in his attitude. It evoked childhood memories that confirmed his belief in male friendship but also emphasized the grim realities, the fact that “a coalmine remains a hole in the black earth, where blackened men hew and shovel and sweat.” The dreariness and dirtiness, the smells and the sounds, were the same in 1926 as they had been in his youth: “The black-slate roofs beyond the wind-worn young trees at the end of the garden are the same thick layers of black roofs of blackened brick houses, as ever. There is the same smell of sulfur from the burning pit bank. Smuts fly on the white violas. There is a harsh sound of machinery.” In his late “Autobiographical Fragment,” he stressed the miners’ slavery to industry and portrayed them as automatons, extinguishing their lamps and wandering into the twilight, accompanied by mechanical noise and by the sound of the exhausted pit pony dragging himself to death: “The shafts where we used to watch the cage-loads of colliers coming up suddenly, with a start: then the men streaming out to turn in their lamps, then trailing off, all grey, along the lane home; while the screens still rattled, and the pony on the sky-line still pulled along the tub of ‘dirt,’ to tip over the edge of the pit-bank.”16

In his last novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Lawrence portrayed the miners as victims of the machine. He bitterly condemned their subjection to ugly clothes, furniture, surroundings, religion and ideals as well as the extinction of their intuitive faculty and of their vital connection to the earth:

She took in the utter, soulless ugliness of the coal-and-iron Midlands. . . . She heard the rattle-rattle of the screens at the pit, the puff of the winding-engine, the clink-clink of the shunting trucks, and the hoarse little whistle of the colliery locomotives. Tevershall pit-bank was burning. . . . And when the wind was that way, which was often, the house was full of the stench of this sulphurous combustion of the earth’s excrement. . . .

The blackened brick dwellings, the black slate roofs, glistening their sharp edges, the mud black with coal-dust, the pavements wet and black. It was as if dismalness had soaked through and through everything. The utter negation of natural beauty, the utter negation of the gladness of life, the utter absence of the instinct for shapely beauty which every bird and beast has, the utter death of the human intuitive faculty was appalling.

Lawrence explained to his friend Catherine Carswell that mining villages were needlessly ugly because “miners through having to work underground had become blind to form values. They craved for ‘a bit of colour,’ and so loved and cultivated flowers with passion.”17

The all-pervasive industrial ugliness was also reflected in the towns and houses of the miners. Polluted water and inefficient waste disposal made most mining villages very unhealthy; and the tiny windows and the lack of gas or electric lighting made most of the houses (built by and rented from the colliery) extremely dull and gloomy. As John Benson remarks: “The nineteenth-century miner and his wife faced enormous difficulties in their life together. The cramped, unhealthy home, the lack of privacy, the ways in which wages were paid, the early starts, the comings and goings, indeed the very fact of working at the pit, made it far from easy to enjoy a stable and comfortable home life.”18

Before the first mines were sunk, the economy of Eastwood had been based on agriculture, the lace trade and the frame-knitting industry, but after 1850 coal production became dominant. At the time of Lawrence’s birth, in 1885, Eastwood had about four thousand inhabitants; by 1910 the town had grown to about nine thousand. Eastwood had about fourteen public houses and beer shops in the 1890s, and heavy drinking was the principal diversion of the miners.

Lawrence’s father, Arthur, and Lawrence’s uncles Walter and James all worked at the Brinsley colliery. James was killed there in a mining accident in 1880. Arthur was a butty, a superior worker operating within a managerial hierarchy, who agreed with the colliery owner on a price per ton for extracting the coal. He then hired, supervised and paid the gang of stall men who worked with him. In the 1890s the miners’ annual earnings at Brinsley were the highest in the five collieries owned by the Barber, Walker Company and fluctuated between a low of £75 and a high of £120.

The Brinsley mine had exploded, three years after James’ death, on June 10, 1883. And on December 23, 1904, the local Eastwood and Kimberley Advertiser reported that Arthur Lawrence had suffered his second serious accident in one year:

Mr. Arthur Lawrence, of Walker-street, a miner, was hurt whilst at work down the Brinsley Colliery on Monday. Whilst following his employment Mr. Lawrence was struck on the back by a fall of bind [hardened clay], and, falling on a quantity of debris, was badly crushed internally. Having been medically attended it was found that the injuries were of so serious a nature as to necessitate his removal to Nottingham Infirmary. A pathetic incident in connection with the case is the fact that Mr. Lawrence was suffering from a fractured leg exactly a year ago, and was an inmate of the Infirmary on Christmas Day as will be the case this year.19

Lawrence’s mother was determined to keep her three sons out of the mines, and Arthur Lawrence was the last coal miner in the immediate family.


CHAPTER TWO

A Disastrous
Marriage

LAWRENCE came from a family of craftsmen and composers: tailors, miners, lacemakers and hymn writers. Though he vaguely claimed a great-grandfather who came to England as a refugee after the French Revolution, his family history actually began with his paternal grandfather, John Lawrence. He was a tall, silent, strange man, famous in his district as a dancer and a boxer. Trained as a military tailor, he supplied moleskin trousers for the Brinsley mine, near Eastwood, and lived to be eighty-six. Lawrence later remembered “the great rolls of coarse flannel and pit-cloth which stood in the corner of my grandfather’s shop when I was a small boy, and the big, strange old sewing machine, like nothing else on earth, which sewed the massive pit trousers.”1

John Lawrence had four sons. George and Arthur were considered well-to-do miners; James was killed in the Brinsley colliery; Walter was notorious for his drinking and violence. In March 1900, “Lawrence’s Uncle Walter, his father’s youngest brother, was charged with ‘unlawfully wounding and committing grievous bodily harm upon Walter Lawrence junior on the 18th March.’ After a teatime argument Walter senior had thrown at his fifteen-year-old son a sharpening steel which had penetrated the youth’s ear causing ‘brain trouble, paralysis, meningitis’ and subsequent death.”2

Lawrence’s father, Arthur, the oldest son, was born in 1846 in a humble cottage near a quarry hole at the Brinsley railroad crossing. He left school when he could scarcely read and write, entered the colliery at the age of seven and worked from five in the morning until nine at night. He sang in the Newstead Abbey choir as a boy. Like his father, he was a well-known dancer and, in his youth, ran a dancing class. Enid Hilton remembered him from her childhood as a handsome, virile man with an imposing beard and impressive bearing. She thought him a nice rather than a fearful figure, and certainly no fool.

Arthur’s coloring and voice gave Jessie Chambers an impression of richness and warmth. To her older sister, May, “he looked handsome in a rugged way: black curly hair and beard streaked slightly with silver; blue eyes smiling kindly in a rugged face, glancing over the [chapel] congregation with a friendly air; well-built and strong in figure; and a genial manner.” May added that Lawrence’s mother, by comparison, “appeared bitter, disillusioned, and austere.” In Sons and Lovers, Lawrence first explains why his mother was immediately attracted to the vital and passionate miner. He then describes how the once genial man, after years of marriage to a bitterly disillusioned wife, had been transformed into a surly brute: he was “well set up, erect, and very smart. He had wavy black hair that shone again, and a vigorous black beard that had never been shaved. His cheeks were ruddy, and his red, moist mouth was noticeable because he laughed so often and so heartily. . . . He was so full of colour and animation, his voice ran so easily into comic grotesque, he was so ready and so pleasant with everybody.”3

Lawrence and his younger sister, Ada, accepted and propagated their mother’s version of her family history, which she invented to establish her superiority. Lydia Beardsall claimed descent from an old, prosperous Puritan family, who had fought with Cromwell and had been ruined by a depression in the lace trade. Her maternal grandfather, John Newton (1802–86), was a Methodist composer whose hymn “Sovereignty” was No. 356 in the Methodist Hymnbook. Lawrence claimed, with some significant qualifications: “My mother was, I suppose, superior. She came from town, and belonged really to the lower bourgeoisie. She spoke King’s English, without an accent.” Ada stated that Lydia’s “father had worked as an engineer in the Sheerness dockyard, and she became a schoolteacher.”4

Roy Spencer has discovered that George Beardsall was not an engineer, nor was Lydia a teacher, in the normally accepted sense of the words, and that she had absolutely no claim to class superiority. Lydia, one of six daughters, was born in 1851 and grew up in the slums of industrial Manchester and in the squalid streets of the Isle of Sheppey in Kent. Her father, who described himself as an engineer but was actually a fitter who assembled machinery, had been permanently disabled in an industrial accident in 1870. Lydia had been dismissed for incompetence as a pupil teacher when she was an adolescent of fourteen. A school inspector’s report from Sheerness, Kent, dated July 1865, led directly to Lydia’s dismissal: “L. Beardsall’s Examination Papers and H.M. Inspector’s Report as to her qualifications for a Teacher are so unsatisfactory that my Lords have had considerable hesitation in sanctioning her continuance as a Pupil Teacher. Unless her next examination is passed with credit her name will be removed from the Register of Pupil Teachers.”

After her father’s accident and Lydia’s brief, unsuccessful career as an apprentice teacher, the Beardsall family moved to the slums of Nottingham. Lydia was slaving away in a tedious job in the lace trade when she met her future husband. Both of Lawrence’s parents were in fact “born into the working-class. . . . At the time they married Arthur Lawrence was socially superior to his bride, for his father was a settled, hard-working and respected man . . . and his mother ran a successful shop.”5 Though Lydia came from town, Arthur had the comparative advantage of a boyhood in Eastwood, which, unlike the urban slums of the Midlands, was near the countryside and still connected to rural life and traditions.

Ada’s description of her rather frail mother suggests that she was intellectually rather than physically impressive: “She was small and slight in figure, her brown hair, sprinkled with grey, brushed straight back from a broad brow; clear blue eyes that always looked fearless and unfaltering, and a delicately shaped nose, not quite straight owing to an accident which occurred when she was a girl; tiny hands and feet, and a sure carriage.” Jessie Chambers, who was cruelly victimized by Mrs. Lawrence, noted a tinge of patronage in her voice, though “she struck me as a bright, vivacious little woman, full of vitality, and amusingly emphatic in her way of speaking.” She also observed Lydia’s energy, sharp tongue, icy disdain and unshakable conviction of self-righteousness:

Mrs. Lawrence, though small, was an arresting figure with shrewd grey eyes in a pale face, and light-coloured hair. Her smallness was more than compensated for by her vigour and determination. . . . Her confidence in herself and her pronouncements upon people and things excited my wonder. It was new to me to meet anyone so certain of herself and of her own rightness. But she could be vivid in speech, gay and amusing; and in spite of a keen edge to her tongue, she was warm-hearted. . . .

Mrs. Lawrence, in her black dress, would sit in the low rocking chair like a little figure of fate, coldly disapproving. . . . Her prestige was unchallenged; it would have seemed like sacrilege to question her authority.6

Enid Hilton, who also knew Lydia from childhood, thought she was superior in name only—and even more superior when ill; and was both respected and disliked for her haughty airs. The most incisive, hitherto unpublished, account of Lydia’s character was recorded by William Ernest Lawrence. The son of her oldest son, George, he lived with his grandmother’s family at the turn of the century, when his uncle D. H. Lawrence was in high school. William Ernest stresses Lydia’s isolation in the village, her dominating personality, fanatical cleanliness, strict discipline and self-proclaimed superiority:

She was as unlike and unaccepted in Eastwood as I should imagine the devil would be in heaven. . . .

She was diminutive, but a very determined, autocratic, overbearing type. . . .

I had to be scrubbed like a ruddy cherub and my boots cleaned about ten times. I daren’t hardly breathe when I went to chapel with her. . . . She insisted on her own pew in the church, and no one on God’s earth would dare to go and sit in that pew. If they did, she stood and looked at the minister until he came and removed them like a shot. She wouldn’t stand that at any price.7

Lydia Lawrence also had considerable refinement and culture. She read widely, wrote verse and loved serious intellectual discussions. In “Return to Bestwood,” Lawrence’s last word on his beloved mother, he addressed her directly and adopted a mildly satiric tone when describing her naive idealism and misguided respect for the ruling class: “You were so keen on progress: a decent working man, and a good wage! You paid my father’s union pay for him, for so many years! You were at your Woman’s Guild when they brought you word your father, the old tyrannus, was dead! At the same time you believed so absolutely in the ultimate benevolence of all the masters, of all the upper classes. One had to be grateful to them, after all!”8

Lydia’s one claim to intellectual superiority (by association) was based on the marriage of her younger sister Ada to a man who, after an extraordinary career, became an internationally respected authority on Arabic language and literature. Lawrence’s uncle Fritz Krenkow was born in Germany in 1872, came to England twelve years later, worked for a hosiery firm in Leicester beginning in 1899 and became a naturalized citizen in 1911. Though he had no formal academic training, he taught himself Arabic, received an honorary degree from the University of Leipzig in 1929, was professor of Islamic Studies at Muslim University, in Aligarh, India, during 1929–30 and professor of Arabic at the University of Bonn during 1931–35. Though Krenkow had an erect Prussian bearing, he was completely dominated by his prim and proper wife. She made him slavishly wait on her and cut some offensive pages from Lawrence’s novel The Rainbow before she allowed the scholar to read it. She became ill when he taught in India, disliked the country and forced him to return to Europe.9 Krenkow, the first scholar and intellectual Lawrence had met, encouraged his nephew to use his impressive library during visits to Leicester and to retranslate Egyptian fellahin poetry from German into English. Lawrence was drawn to Germany when Krenkow was living in the Rhineland and visited him there in 1912.

Arthur Lawrence and Lydia Beardsall, though temperamentally and intellectually opposed, were distantly related by marriage. Jonathan Chambers, Jessie’s younger brother, described their meeting, their mutual attraction and the first of Arthur’s minor deceptions (quite possibly matched by Lydia’s own). He also noted that Lydia was particularly responsive to Arthur after having been disappointed in love by a “refined” young man who decided to marry a wealthy older woman:

[Arthur Lawrence] was a collier, very skilled and highly respected and already a butty, which represented the climax of the average collier’s ambitions. He was also an attractive character, lively and gay, with an infectious laugh and a good singing voice. . . . [He] was a keen dancer and it was as a result of a meeting in a dance-hall in Nottingham that he met his future wife. . . . [He] had dancing blue eyes, a long black curly beard, and [was] a lively talker, of course in the Eastwood dialect. Lydia Beardsall was also a clever and attractive woman trained as a teacher and lately jilted by a schoolmaster. They were drawn to one another from the first encounter, and he soon asked her to marry him. When she asked him what he did for a living he said he was a contractor. Now that was strictly true. He contracted to get coal.

Ada said that Lydia “was attracted by his graceful dancing, his musical voice, his gallant manner and his overflowing humour and good spirits. He, on his side, was drawn to the rather quiet, reserved and ladylike girl.” They married, two days after Christmas, in 1875, when Arthur was twenty-nine and Lydia twenty-four. He passionately loved his wife, worshipped the ground she walked on and was proud to have married a “superior” woman. Lydia, who soon realized she had been deceived by passion and had made a terrible mistake, “despised his guts.”10

Willie Hopkin, who liked Lawrence’s father, acutely observed that “Arthur Lawrence was not of the material to mould into his wife’s idea of a gentleman. He was one naturally. . . . She was a foolish woman to think she could alter her husband and force him into her ways.”11 But when she realized that her rough, uneducated husband had failed to match her expectations, she ruthlessly and relentlessly made him pay for her disappointment.

In Sons and Lovers, a violent argument breaks out when the mother refuses to serve dinner to the hungry, exhausted miner. Lydia also regarded as humiliating and degrading the wife’s traditional task of washing her husband’s back when he bathed in a tin tub on Saturday night. Jonathan Chambers wrote that she never forgave him for being a common man. “She considered she had been basely betrayed; she had been lowered in her own eyes and she would punish him as she was well able to do. She had a tongue like a whiplash and laid about her with such effect that Arthur Lawrence eventually became almost a stranger in his own house.”12

The Lawrences were known throughout the village as an unhappy couple. Lydia had no tact or patience with her husband, taunted and provoked him, treated him with icy disdain, mocked his coarse habits, condemned his drinking, refused to sleep with him and taught the children to look down on their father. An Eastwood neighbor recalled that Arthur “had to listen to them but was never allowed to tell them what was in his mind. They were not interested in his work at all. . . . He was treated more like a lodger than a father.”13 If he tried to speak he would be ordered up to bed.

Arthur’s faults came from a weak rather than a malevolent character. Lawrence’s novel and his autobiographical essays portray Arthur as a handsome and vital man, a loving but frightening father, at his best when working with his hands. Though he was sometimes drunk and occasionally violent, he was faithful to his wife, worked hard and held a steady job. As a character in Lawrence’s story “Jimmy and the Desperate Woman” exclaims: “If I give in to the coal face, and go down the mine every day to eight hours’ slavery, more or less, somebody’s got to give in to me.” The constant struggle for dominance in his parents’ marriage (as in Lawrence’s own) made children and friends nervous and uneasy. “There seemed to be a tightness in the air,” Jessie noted, “as if something unusual might happen any minute. It was somehow exciting, yet it made me feel a little sick.”14

In an unpublished autobiographical essay, “That Women Know Best,” written in the late 1920s, Lawrence recalled a vivid incident in which his father threatened his mother and insisted on domination. Though frightened, Lawrence felt this male assertiveness was entirely appropriate. But his mother undermined his father’s claim to authority with a characteristically caustic remark. Though men pretend to dominate, Lawrence suggested, women really rule:

When I was a small boy, I remember my father shouting at my mother: “I’ll make you tremble at the sound of my footstep!”—To me it seemed a very terrible, but still perfectly legitimate thing to say, and though I’m sure I wept, I secretly felt it was splendid and right. Women and very small children should by nature tremble at the sound of the approaching wrath of the lord and master.

But alas! My mother, even though she was furious, only gave one of her peculiar amused little laughs and replied: “Which boots will you wear?”15

The fiercest point of contention was drink. Lydia, a teetotaler, had persuaded Arthur to take the pledge when they married. When he broke his promise, she ruined their life with moral frenzy against John Barleycorn. Ada, though extremely sympathetic to her mother, confessed that Lydia “would wait up for him, at night, her rage seething, until on his arrival it boiled over into a torrent of biting truths which turned him from his slightly fuddled and pleasantly apologetic mood into a brutal and coarse beast.” Lawrence was undoubtedly thinking of his comparatively tolerant father when, at the end of Etruscan Places, he sympathized with the prisoner who had murdered his wife: “He had a passion for the piano: and for thirty years his wife nagged him when he played. So one day he silently and suddenly killed her. So, the nagging of thirty years [was] silenced.”16

George Neville, Lawrence’s closest childhood friend, insisted that Arthur “was no drunken reprobate” and agreed with Willie Hopkin and Jonathan Chambers that “he was quite a bit above the average collier of that district in those days.” Since Arthur was virtually driven from his own house, he naturally fled to the pubs and drank with his friends. He occasionally got drunk, but never drank on Sundays or missed work, and was certainly not a habitual drunkard.

In December 1910, a week before his mother died of cancer, Lawrence synthesized his view of his parents’ marriage and anticipated the themes of Sons and Lovers: “My mother was a clever, ironical, delicately moulded woman, of good, old burgher descent. She married below her. My father was dark, ruddy, with a fine laugh. He is a coal miner. He was one of the sanguine temperament, warm and hearty, but unstable: he lacked principle, as my mother would have said. He deceived her and lied to her. She despised him—he drank. Their marriage has been one carnal, bloody fight.” He concluded by comparing Arthur, who was deeply distressed by Lydia’s illness, to a burnt-out coal: “I look at my father—he is like a cinder. It is very terrible, mis-marriage.”17

Toward the end of his life, Lawrence adopted a more sympathetic view of his father’s character, praising the defiance of conventional behavior (a striking contrast to his mother’s rigid respectability) that he himself had imitated:

To the end of his days his idea of life was to escape over the fringe of virtue and drink beer and perhaps poach an occasional rabbit. . . .

He wasn’t even respectable, in so far as he got drunk rather frequently, [rarely] went near a chapel, and was usually rather rude to his little immediate bosses at the pit.

He practically never had a good stall all the time he was a butty, because he was always saying tiresome and foolish things about the men just above him in control at the mine.18

In the late 1920s Lawrence also told his friends Rhys Davies and Achsah Brewster that he now understood and respected his father—“a piece of the gay old England that had gone”—much more than he had when he wrote Sons and Lovers. He thought his parents’ quarrels were caused more by his mother’s malicious taunts than by his father’s drunkenness. He believed he had not done justice to his father, grieved over the hostile portrait and felt like rewriting the novel. He remembered:

When children they had accepted the dictum of their mother that their father was a drunkard, therefore was contemptible, but that as Lawrence had grown older he had come to see him in a different light; to see his unquenchable fire and relish for living. Now he blamed his mother for her self-righteousness, her invulnerable Christian virtue within which she was entrenched. She had brought down terrible scenes of vituperation on their heads from which she might have protected them. . . . She would turn to the whimpering children and ask them if they were not disgusted with such a father. He would look at the row of frightened children, and say: “Never mind, my duckies, you needna be afraid of me. I’ll do ye na harm.”19

One of Lawrence’s biographers, Emile Delavenay, writes with astonishing imperception that “in the formative years of Lawrence’s personality, his father’s influence was either non-existent or completely negative.”20 On the contrary, Lawrence drew equally from his parents during childhood. From his mother he absorbed artistic sensitivity, intellectual curiosity, ambition, perfectionism, habits of study, a work ethic and a notion of bourgeois respectability; from his father, intuition, vitality, zest for life, love of nature, defiance of authority, scorn for materialism and rejection of conventional values. He married a woman whose personality and temperament were diametrically opposed to his mother’s narrow, genteel, respectable, rigid, repressed, puritanical, sanctimonious and self-righteous character. Throughout his adult life Lawrence nourished and advocated the qualities inherited from his father, just as he rejected and suppressed those traits that came from his mother.


CHAPTER THREE

Childhood and Chapel,
1885–1898

DAVID HERBERT LAWRENCE, the fourth of five children, was born on Victoria Street in Eastwood on September 11, 1885. The house was small; money was limited. As he later told a friend: “My mother never wanted me to be born.” He barely recovered from an attack of bronchitis when he was two weeks old and suffered from pulmonary disease for the rest of his life. At the turn of the century, the highest incidence of tuberculosis occurred among the inhabitants of industrial towns. In the Eastwood district in 1898, the largest single killers were tuberculosis and bronchitis, which accounted for seventeen percent of the deaths.1

Willie Hopkin first saw Lawrence when he was only a few weeks old and struggling to maintain a precarious hold on life. When Lydia “came out on the main road with her newest baby in a three-wheeled pram with ironbound wheels, I stopped and asked how the baby was faring. She uncovered his face and I saw a puny, fragile little specimen. I could understand the doubts expressed by Mrs. Lawrence about being able to ‘rear’ him. Years later Lawrence said to me: ‘Before I went to school I was a snuffy-nosed little beggar, seldom without a cold.’ ” One of Lawrence’s classmates recalled that Lydia was constantly telling her son: “wipe your nose, Bert.” In his “Autobiographical Sketch,” Lawrence described himself as “a delicate pale brat with a snuffy nose, whom most people treated quite gently as just an ordinary delicate little lad.” His oldest brother, George Arthur, said: “We all petted and spoiled him from the time he was born—my mother poured her very soul into him.”2

George Arthur, born in 1876 and only five feet four inches tall, began as a rebellious boy who ran away to be a soldier and ended up as a successful engineer and Baptist lay preacher, living to the age of ninety-one. After leaving school, he worked at the High Park Colliery and then apprenticed himself to a picture framer in Eastwood. In 1895 he impulsively joined the army. But he was desperately unhappy as a soldier and, after fifteen months service, was bought out by his family at the considerable cost of £18. He then got a job in Nottingham and moved to the city. George Arthur, whom his son called “a terrible martinet,” quarreled with Lawrence in 1914, soon after the war had broken out. After George Arthur had been introduced to Lawrence’s German wife, Frieda, he was carried away with patriotic fervor and exclaimed: “I would like to go and kill some of ‘them Germans.’ ”3

William Ernest, born in 1878, was ambitious and successful. He was Lydia’s favorite son and died young. He obtained a position in a London office, earned a handsome salary and was a legendary figure in Eastwood. A good student and keen reader as a boy, he got his first job at the local Cooperative Society. Inspired by the Protestant work ethic and by Samuel Smiles’ Self-Help (1864), he studied typing and shorthand in the evenings, and worked for the Shipley Colliery and the Griffiths Cycle Company in Coventry. During his last four years, he was employed by John Holman and Sons, Solicitors, in Lime Street, London, as a clerk and correspondent. A stilted obituary in the Eastwood and Kimberley Advertiser on October 18, 1901, stressed his ambition and reported that “London’s gaiety could not wrest from him his love for work and his keen desire to get on, and after business hours his evenings were spent in the study of French and German languages, a knowledge of which he acquired sufficient to converse and write letters. To undertake so much was too much, but his large mind, his keen desire for hard work, his ambition to make himself thoroughly fitting to fill a high post, to get on and be useful in the world was great.”4

Lawrence also had two sisters: Emily, born in 1882, and Ada, born in 1887. Emily, whom Enid Hilton characterized as “cold and judgmental,” married a shopkeeper in 1904. Lawrence mildly satirized her priggishness by alluding to Richardson’s heroine and calling her “Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded.” He was much closer to the more intellectual and sympathetic Ada, who taught elementary school before her marriage in 1913. Ada, who published a book about Lawrence’s youth in 1931, vainly struggled with Frieda for Lawrence’s love during his lifetime and for his money after his death. Despite some inevitable disapproval of his life and work, both sisters worshipped the adult Lawrence: “Anything ‘our Bert’ said was taken as gospel.”5

Ada complained that the family was always conscious of poverty. In Victoria Street, Lydia kept a shop—which eventually failed—where she sold baby clothes and ribbons in order to supplement her husband’s income. Arthur’s wages varied considerably, depending on the quality of the coal face and on whether he was allowed to work full time. But, as Jonathan Chambers (who became a professor of economic history at Nottingham University) points out, Arthur “was a highly skilled man, bringing home good money, occupying a house with a bay window and separate ‘entry’ of which the Lawrences were immensely proud, and handing over to his wife enough money to give three of their five children [William Ernest, David and Ada] a good education.”6 Lawrence portrayed his father’s decline in Sons and Lovers. The family actually moved twice in four years (1887–91)—from Victoria Street to the Breach to Walker Street—and always to much better houses. They moved to their best house, in Lynn Croft, in 1908 and took family holidays from 1906 to 1909 at seaside resorts: Mablethorpe, Robin Hood’s Bay and Flamborough on the Lincolnshire and Yorkshire coasts, as well as the Isle of Wight.

Eastwood consisted of a drab main street and hundreds of mean miners’ dwellings. The “little four-room houses,” Lawrence wrote, “with the ‘front’ looking outward into the grim, blank street, and the ‘back,’ with a tiny square brick yard, a low wall, and a w.c. and ash-pit, looking into the desert of the square,” allowed no privacy. “You can hear every word the next-door people say. . . . You can see everybody in the square if they go to the w.c.!” In the Breach, the family’s second dwelling and the first one Lawrence remembered, the houses were in a hollow, and the backs looked out onto drab patches of garden. Though it was hideous, Lawrence claimed to have loved it. Lynn Croft, according to Jessie Chambers, was a considerable improvement: “It was a comfortable house, comfortably furnished, and Lawrence was justly proud of his home.”7 All this substantiates Jonathan Chambers’ conclusion that the Lawrences were a relatively prosperous working-class family.

Lawrence was the first English novelist to profit from the Education Act of 1870, for which W. E. Forster, a minister in Gladstone’s cabinet, was largely responsible. The act gave subsidies to existing schools and established new national “board schools” that taught academic subjects and provided basic instruction in the Bible. It added five thousand schools to the English system and laid the foundation for compulsory state education.

Lawrence was sent to the Beauvale Board School, like the other local lads, at the age of three and a half. But he was soon withdrawn, perhaps because of poor health, and did not return until he was seven. Lydia taught him to read and write, and kept him at her side. Lawrence was a weak and delicate child, who could not bear harsh criticism, rough sports or physical fights. He spent most of his time playing with girls. All his teachers and schoolmates agreed that he was girlish rather than manly. He suffered from the contempt of the boys at school and from the quarrels of his parents at home.

His aggressive friend George Neville said that “he was a thin, pale, weakly lad, always scrupulously clean, neat and tidy [as his nephew William Ernest had been while living with Lydia], with no energy for our oft-times over-robust games.” Albert Limb insisted that “Lawrence was weak and puny, and the most cowardly boy I ever knew. Any little boy could go and punch him, and he would not retaliate.”8 A teacher recalled that he “was a brilliant boy when he was here. . . . He struck me, though, as being rather effeminate, compared with his brother.” Lawrence later wrote that the schoolmaster, W. W. Whitehead, “was an excellent, irascible old man with a white beard. My mother had the greatest respect for him. I remember he flew into a rage with me because I did not want to admit my first name, which is David. ‘David! David!’ he raved. ‘David is the name of a great and good man.’ ”9

In a revealing scene in Sons and Lovers, Lawrence portrays Paul Morel’s agonizing shyness (which he never manages to overcome) when he makes his weekly visit to the colliery office to collect his father’s wages. Every Friday he is forced to confront the hostile miners, who mock his timidity and resent the education that will allow him to escape their harsh life. One of Lawrence’s girlfriends reports that he was equally terrified at the annual party that the colliery owner gave for the miners’ children:

On Boxing Day every year, the miners’ children from many miles around were invited to Lamb Close House, the home of the colliery owner, Mr. Barber, and were given one new penny and one large orange each. On one occasion Bertie dared not go forward, so I took my presents, gave them to him, and then went back for his. The butler looked at me very hard, and I was afraid he would not give me another penny and orange. My words tumbled out: “Please, I am not taking two pennies for myself. One was for Bertie Lawrence.”10

Willie Hopkin—a radical journalist, local politician and leading figure in Eastwood intellectual life—contributed significantly to Lawrence’s education by encouraging his ambitions, by stimulating conversation and by introducing him to books, ideas and people. Hopkin, whom Lawrence kept in touch with throughout his life, was born in Castle Donnington in Nottinghamshire in 1862. His father was postmaster and proprietor of a boot shop, which employed an aged craftsman, Old William, who sat in a corner and made boots by hand for miners crippled by accidents. Hopkin, interested in promising sons of miners, kept an open house on weekends and was especially fond of Lawrence.

In the opening scene of Lawrence’s play Touch and Go (1920), Willie Houghton, who is based on Willie Hopkin, tries to arouse the miners with a stirring speech. In Mr. Noon (published in 1984), Lawrence sympathetically describes Lewis Goddard, also based on Willie, as “handsome, with a high forehead and a small beard, a socialist, something like Shakespeare’s bust to look at, but more refined. He had an attractive, boyish nape of the neck, for a man of forty-five, no longer thin. So he crouched gazing into the hot, spurting, glowing fire. He was a pure idealist, something of a Christ, but with an intruding touch of the goat. His eyelids dropped oddly, goat-like, as he remained abstracted before the fire.” Willie died on his feet, at the age of eighty-nine, while giving a lecture in 1951.

Willie’s daughter, Enid, first met Lawrence at the turn of the century, when she was five and he fifteen. She remembered him as a gangling youth with a trace of down on his cheeks, a few adolescent spots and extraordinary, all-seeing eyes. Lawrence did not pay much attention to Enid at first. But he later visited her during a childhood illness and opened new worlds to her with his intellectual curiosity and his understanding of the natural world.11

Tragedy struck the Lawrence family in 1901. After a weekend visit in Eastwood, William Ernest returned to London and went to work. “But the following day he was too ill to get up. A doctor was sent for, and he pronounced the case hopeless. A
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